Chapter 20

2 September 2017, 07:27 DMT; Sanctuary City

It certainly didn’t feel much like a victory.

A victory it certainly was, because the other dragons had capitulated to the earth dragon demands, things were settling down up there as wounds were healed and prides were soothed, and even now the earth dragons were furiously preparing to return to the surface.  No earth dragon had slept all night as they instituted their plan for a return to the surface, getting supplies ready, going through briefings, studying satellite imagery of the farms above and the damage that had been done to them.  Every farm owner was very, very angry about the damage done to their farms or ranches, but Geon and Anthra had made it clear that they were to keep it to themselves.  Right now, everyone needed to just put on a polite face and get down to the business of getting things fixed.


A victory was supposed to come with a sense of accomplishment, and that was really what was missing from this one.  There was really nothing but shifting from one chaotic, hastily assembled plan to a more thought-out, organized plan.  Kell and the other field agents, and many of the critical department workers, were left out of the shift in the city as earth dragons collected supplies, inventoried food stores, prepared equipment, and drew up plans of action that everyone else was doing.  The department couldn’t drop everything to help return the earth dragons to the surface, because the Chinese were starting to consolidate.


Ferroth determined that they’d start moving within ten days, whether or not they found the island…and they were looking.  Five different reconnaissance planes had come close enough to force a response, had come within 260 kilometers of the island, which was the line of reaction that the department had drawn for sky dragon response.  Chinese aerial-based radar of the type used in their recon planes could detect the island at a range of 145 kilometers, so a 260 kilometer line had been drawn to give the sky dragons time to respond to incursions.  Those five planes been turned back by the sky dragons just yesterday, the sky dragons using their magic that confused the senses into tricking the pilots into turning away from the island, or using their weather magic to create very small yet concentrated squalls in front of the planes, forming a defensive wall of bad weather to discourage the recon planes.  The department knew that the Chinese didn’t want to launch their naval operations until they knew exactly where the island was, so at the moment, everything for the Chinese was stalled as their recon planes tried to get an exact location, and the sky dragons thwarted them.

But when they did find the island…Gaia.  Kell looked at just one of the fleets they’d assembled on his monitor fed by a satellite, this one at the port of Hong Kong, 157 ships ready to go.  Only 38 of them were naval warships, however.  The rest of them were troop transports and freighters, both military and commandeered civilian freighters.  They had even hijacked one of the civilian ferries that operated in Hong Kong, a ferry that went from Hong Kong to different ports in the southern stretches, from Vietnam to Indonesia, one of their large ferries capable of open sea operation.  The Chinese fully intended to land 100,000 troops on the island, and that many humans was going to take a lot of ships to get down here.  They didn’t just need pure troop transports to haul people, but they also needed food, supplies, equipment, everything those men would need for an extended operation well away from bases of supply, and with the outside possibility that they might be blockaded.  What China was planning was almost as extensive in scope as the great Allied invasion of France in World War II in some ways, but even more extensive in others.  There wasn’t the same plans for moving heavy equipment and moving inland, but the vast distance the invasion force had to travel to reach the island made it possibly even more difficult to plan and prepare than Operation Overlord had been.  China was displaying some quite sophisticated logistical organization getting their invasion ready, probably far more than other nations would have attributed to them.  China had a highly trained, well commanded, and efficiently run army, and they were proving it.

And that was just the Hong Kong fleet.  They had another one at Shanghai, and ships were en route to Shanghai and Hong Kong at that moment from the northern ports.  From their hacked insights into Chinese military orders, the water dragons would be looking at a massive fleet of some 400 ships once they got them all together and headed them out, with oilers racing back and forth from the armada to the mainland to keep the fleet fueled and moving.  Chinese planners had determined that once the armada was launched, it would reach the island from anywhere between 13 and 19 days, depending on its exact location, since many of the civilian ships in the fleet would be heavily loaded and weren’t very fast to begin with.  Some of those ships would struggle to make 10 knots, and Gaia help them if they got caught in a storm.


Armada…that was a good word for it.


It wouldn’t matter, though.  In fact, the sheer size of the Chinese fleet would work against it when the water dragons started snapping propellers and rudders off the ships, as men and equipment were stranded in the open ocean, thousands of kilometers from a friendly port.  It would be Kell’s job to pick which ships to cripple, and part of what he was doing at that moment was identifying the cargo transports.  Those would be the critical ships to take out.  Those 100,000 men wouldn’t be landing anywhere if they had no food to eat, no tents to sleep in, and no ammunition for their rifles.  Some of the freighters would be crippled, but the ones carrying heavy equipment would be sunk, so the dragons could salvage them for the steel in the ships and for that equipment.  Most of it was made of high-grade steel, and the dragons were in desperate need of steel.  Four naval vessels had also been targeted for sinking, and despite their heavy lobbying, they had been forbidden from sinking anything nuclear.  Taking out one of their aircraft carriers would be like winning every lottery on the planet on the same day, a bounty of steel and equipment they could adapt for their own use.  But the carriers were nuclear, and despite even Ferroth all but putting his wings and nose on the floor, Anthra and Geon had forbidden them from sinking them.  No nuclear material on the island.


So, after that bitter disappointment, Kell went through the other ships and picked the four largest that were diesel.  All four were heavy cruisers; like many naval powers, the Chinese had drifted away from the classic battleship.  The modern navy was comprised mainly of carriers, cruisers, and support ships, since battleships were particularly vulnerable to being sunk by fighter-bombers.  They were too big and too slow, and the need for them to use their heavy guns to blow up other ships was largely obsolete in the era of cruise missiles and smart bombs.

Now, the Americans, they had found a use for their battleships.  They’d already refitted one with a next-generation weapon called a rail gun, which fired a projectile at speeds that were almost downright ludicrous, imparting unbelievable energy into the projectile which then was used to eradicate it.  No amount of armor could protect against it, and like most impact projectile weapons, they transferred all that kinetic energy into the target, which tended to make them tear themselves apart.  Like an assault rifle’s bullet would make a watermelon literally explode, rail gun slugs did the same thing to ships.  Kell had seen some of the top-secret Navy videos of the last stages of the weapon tests, before the first of the rail guns were brought into active service, where a rail gun had literally blown a destroyer in half with one shot.  They had smaller sized versions of the weapon they could mount onto a cruiser or destroyer, but the battleship-mounted rail gun had proven to be absolutely devastating.  It was truly a one shot, one kill weapon in naval warfare, and the thing had a range of literally line of sight.  If the battleship could see it, it could sink it.


After the rail gun was adopted for active service, the Navy had pulled two battleships out of mothballs, recommissioned them, and were even now refitting them to carry rail guns.  American Naval tactics had returned the battleship to service, doing what it did best.  The modern battleship’s main job was to sink aircraft carriers and take out ground-based sites and installations with pinpoint accuracy, and the rail gun gave it the power and range to pull that off.


He almost wished he was down in the main cavern.  Earth drakes were scrambling in every direction, carrying crates, hauling equipment, as council aides ticked everything off on checklists.  They were waiting for Jukra’s team to do their job, and that was to open a tunnel from the lava tube, near the water, up into Dawnmist Village.  The water dragons would help them move some dragons and supplies out through the tube, but the tunnel had been planned since they made the city, which would give the earth dragons a means to come and go from Sanctuary City without relying on the water dragons.  The tunnel would be cleverly hidden and built so it could be blocked off by a single drake, but everyone agreed that once the earth dragons returned to the surface, they needed a tunnel joining the city to the villages.  Jukra’s team had been digging that tunnel since late last night, being very careful to avoid several other void tubes, lava tubes that were either collapsed or didn’t open anywhere, and a few geological hazards, mainly microfaults that would weaken if the earth dragons tunneled through them.  The Dawnmist tunnel would only be around 450 meters but had to be dug very carefully to keep it stable and viable, curving gently upward in an S, and coming up to join to the emergency storeroom in the village if the digging team did it right.  The last report put them 80 meters or so from the village, and as soon as they opened into Dawnmist, the return to the surface would officially begin.

He slapped his tail on the floor a few times to get the angry buzzing out of it.  All 17 of his spikes had budded, and that was making his tail itch.  In a curious reversal to what he would have considered normal four months ago, 16 of his spikes were clear, and one was red like they used to be.  He was growing a shanker, just a shanker sort of in the opposite direction.


He wasn’t the only one that wondered if their tail spikes would revert back to red once they were back on the surface.  Odds were, they would.  Their diets would go back to more or less what they had been, though all earth dragons would keep a full reservoir of internal rock for breath weapons.  Kell had gotten used to the ability enough to know when he needed to eat some stone to refill the proverbial tank, which he’d had to do after getting back down into the city after all that mess yesterday.


That had been almost comical.  Kell and Girk had simply sat nearby as the chromatic sages dressed down the elders, but Kammi had strutted back and forth in front of them like a conquering general, letting them feel her magical aura up close and personal as the sage raged at them for threatening the earth dragons, and therefore all of magic, even after they’d been told the truth.  Kammi’s ostentatious presence drove the glaring truth home, that the earth dragons were the power source of their magic, so they’d better at least pretend to be nice to the earth dragons from then on.  The chromatics didn’t have to like the earth dragons, but they had better respect their territory.


And that territory was now officially marked.   The lowlands were now the official domain of the earth dragons, and only the water dragons could move about on their land as they wished.  Every other dragon could land on the lowlands, but they had to announce their presence and ask permission to remain to whichever earth dragon family either owned the land or owned land closest to it, if the dragon landed in public areas like the forest, the grassy plain where the ranchers grazed their livestock, or the northern lava fields.

There were some changes to their plans, however.  Kell’s use of the tunnels up into the storerooms had given Anthra an idea, and she got together with the Earth Council to flesh it out.  Rather than store the communal food on the lowlands and force the other dragons to land down there to get their daily allotments, the tunnels they’d dug up into the south volcano were the perfect means by which the earth dragons could feed the other dragons without crossing any dragon’s volcanic territory, but still keep the dragons off their land.  The south peak was primarily the domain of the chromatics and sky dragons, the slopes riddled with entrances to dens, and trying to build ramps up to the top would potentially interfere with a den entrance.  They would instead build a cargo elevator of sorts inside the volcano utilizing the tunnels dug to destroy the foodstocks, and the dragons would receive their allotments by the crater lake.  That way they didn’t have to carry it far to take it back to their dens, the lake was right there in case anyone needed some water, and the earth dragons didn’t violate any territory bringing the food up.  The required year’s worth of food would be stored on the lowlands, in the villages and in planned storehouses that would be dug under the base of the volcano, and the Earth Council had already appointed a council of nine earth dragons who would oversee the storage of the year’s reserves, farm production, and allotment amounts.  Farms would still surrender tithes to feed the other dragons, but those tithes would be set by the food management council.  Anthra envisioned something of a cafeteria area by the lake, which had always been considered open, public area, where dragons could land, get their allotments, mingle a little with other dragons doing the same, then fly home.  Water dragons would bring their portion of the tithe to the individual villages, each village with a food manager that would make sure that all tithed amounts were fair and the water dragons got everything they needed.  As before, individual pods would barter with individual earth dragon families for what they wanted off the farms, but if a water dragon pod wanted something they couldn’t usually get, the food manager would arrange the barter for it.

It was something of a sidestepping of the new territorial agreements, Kell mused.  The earth dragons promised to stay off the peaks…but they never promised not to dig tunnels inside the volcano.  The surface was the domain of the other dragons.  Underground was the domain of the earth dragons, even if that “underground” was 900 meters above sea level.


 Kell finished up, then compiled some additional data into a file they were sending to Jenny and the humans.  Jenny was on the small island holding Imakaii now, or she should have been if she was staying to her schedule, and they would be settling into their new digs on what was supposed to be a CIA-sponsored combo resort/safe house.  Kell had to admit, if someone really wanted to hide someone, Imakaii was a good place to do it.  It was 75 kilometers to the closest village, which was a small fishing villages, almost exactly in the center of the roughly 1500-kilometer long Hawaiian island chain.  The vast majority of the population of Hawaii lived on the three biggest islands on the eastern side of the chain, but the chain extended far to the west, where the only real inhabitants were smaller towns, fishing villages, and the occasional ultra-exclusive hideaway for the obscenely rich.  Kell knew of one little place just like that called Kamaii, which was so exclusive that it didn’t even appear on maps, and one would find no mention of it on the internet except on the small, dark little alleys of cyberspace.  You either knew about it or you didn’t, and if you did know about it, odds are you might have enough money to buy a vacation house there.  It was literally a playground for the filthy rich, a place where the law was owned by the residents, and the village constable’s office only followed the laws that the residents deemed important enough to enforce. Kamaii and Imakaii were the dirty little secrets in the Hawaiian islands, and that was there were places on American soil that one could go to avoid the vast majority of those pesky little laws that the common rabble followed.

A few keystrokes made him chuckle.  Jenny’s phone was indeed now located on Imakaii.  That wasn’t the island’s real name, it was the name of the resort, but that had been enough to find it.  He called her phone, and it picked up on the first ring.  “It’s about time!” she barked immediately.  “Two days, we’ve gotten no calls from you guys!”


“We’ve been a bit busy,” he drawled.  “I see you’re on Imakaii.”


“I had them take the GPS out of my phone!”


“So?” Kell retorted, which made her laugh ruefully.  “When did you get there?”


“About an hour ago,” she answered.  “Greg’s settling in our new room, and Davie’s exploring the house.  This place is the size of a hotel!”


“Didn’t you look up the pictures of it?”


“Well, yeah, but they didn’t put the right perspective on this place, Kell, seriously,” she told him.  “The main house has fifteen bedrooms.  And there’s a staff of like forty people that work here.  Cooks, maids, groundskeepers for the golf course and grounds, and five maintenance men to keep everything up.  The place runs on its own private little power plant, a trio of industrial generators a tanker comes and refuels every other day, and thank god, it has internet access.  So, I take it you have something for us?”

“Some data on recent Chinese activity,” he replied.  “I’ll just email it to that address you gave us, since I don’t think you’re in that loop anymore.  You know I’d rather deal with you,” he chuckled.


“Nope, it’s now in the CIA and Pentagon’s lap,” she replied.  “I am now officially on my next assignment, and that’s learn magic.  But, it’s a good thing you called me first,” she noted.  “Away from the pool, Davie!” she barked away from the phone.  “We have something of a minor problem.”


 “Well, I doubt Hinado missing a couple of days—“


“That’s not the problem,” she replied, then he heard a sliding glass door open.  “Actually, I’m glad you’re back in contact with us, because we need to ask you about it.”

“About what?”


“The First Lady’s in seclusion.  They have her at Camp David right now, and they’re not sure what to do.”


“Well?  What’s wrong with her?”


“Wrong, technically nothing.  But damn,” she grunted.  “I’m not sure how to explain it, Kell, so I’ll just tell you the way we found out.  Yesterday morning, when the First Lady woke up, she looked like she was eighteen.”


“She what?”


“I saw her myself, Kell, she looks like she’s eighteen years old,” she replied.  “They ran her through a full battery of physicals, but from what the President’s told me, she’s perfectly healthy.  Her body is the body of an eighteen year old, but that eighteen year old body is in perfect health.  She just lost some thirty or so odd years.  She looks like she could be President Walker’s daughter,” she said in a bit of wonder.


“She cut herself on my spike—“


“And that’s why I’m telling you.  Is there anything in dragon, you know, magic history about this?  About dragons reversing aging in a human?  Near as we can guess, somehow she got magicked when she cut herself on your spike, but we don’t have any idea how it happened.  This is definitely magic, and since she was in the exclusion zone, it had to happen there.  The only thing we can think of that happened to her and nobody else was her cutting herself on your spike.”


“We don’t do magic, Jenny, so I don’t see how I could have done something like that,” he replied, rapping his claws on the desk.  “Does she still have my spike?”


“Oh yes, and she has it in a padded box and locked in a vault.  She’s afraid that if she breaks your spike, that she’ll return to her original age…and she doesn’t want to,” she said.  “I can’t blame her myself.  If some magic could make me eighteen again, I’d be all over it in a heartbeat.”


“What?  You’re only thirty-two, woman!  Don’t talk like you’ve got one foot in the grave!”


“Women always want to be younger, even when they’re young,” she replied flippantly.  “But anyway, since this is rather important, could you ask the dragons that do magic about it?  Julia doesn’t want it reversed, but everyone does want to know how it happened.  She’s looking into make-up to hide it,” she said.  “Make herself look older.  Because seriously, Kell, it’s amazing.”

“Well, I don’t think you’re going to be surprised if I ask you to keep this quiet,” he said darkly.  “If humans think  that dragons are the new fountain of youth, you can kiss the peace plans goodbye.  Some humans would go to any length to be in Julia’s shoes right now.”

“I can believe that,” she grunted in reply.  “Only a handful of people know, Kell.  Me, her, the President, their staff, and the doctors they sent to Camp David,” she answered.

“Well, I’ll ask Prisma about it.  She knows a lot of draconic history,” Kell noted.  “Since it involves the First Lady, I’m sure she’d try to find an answer for you, but there may not be one.  Earth dragons have never really interacted with humans until the modern era, Jenny.  The other dragons kept the humans away from us back before we came to the island.”


“Why?”


“Because they felt we were vulnerable, since we can’t fly,” he replied delicately.


“But you can’t be hurt by metal weapons, and all they had back then were swords and spears.  What would a human attacker use, harsh language?”


“Don’t ask me why they did it, woman, I wasn’t alive back then,” he told her.  “But I’ll ask Prisma to research it.  We’re all pretty busy, but this involves the First Lady, so it’s important.”


“We’d appreciate it, Kell, if only to give the President some peace of mind,” she replied.  “And if it turns out that dragons can repeat it….” she trailed off.


Kell laughed.  “The first one was a freebie.  It’s gonna cost you.”


“You bastard!” she laughed.  “I want to be carded when I buy wine again!”


“What?  Good Gaia, woman, you still look young!  Well, I guess you do, you humans all look the same to me, all soft and squishy,” he teased.


“It’s gonna cause a few problems, but the First Lady told  me when I called that if a girl’s gonna have issues, that’s the ultimate issue to have,” she laughed.  “She’s almost giddy, and I can’t really blame her.   She’s fifty-three, and now she looks eighteen again, she is eighteen again, and she has a second chance.”


“So, she won’t mind being married to a man thirty years older than she is?”


She was quiet a moment.  “That’s a good point,” she noted.  “I wonder how it’s going to affect their marriage after the President leave office.  Hell, how it’ll affect the marriage out of the public eye.  I think she really loves him, so I don’t think she’ll divorce him, even with this sudden age gap,” she chuckled. “She’d never divorce him while he’s President, anyway.  Julia’s as political as he is, she understands the kind of damage that could do to his administration.  She’d never do that to him.”


“Well, that’s good, I suppose,” he replied.  “Anyway, on to the big news I was going to give you.”


“Shoot.”


“Well, the reason nobody contacted anyone on your side yesterday was because we were all rather busy,” he said dryly.  “The council decided to move against the chromatics.”


“What?” she gasped.


“Oh yeah, there was even a fight,” he replied.  “The council unleashed the fire dragons, and they smacked the chromatics right into place.  The council chromatic got himself fried in the brouhaha, so the council is reformed with a new chromatic on the podium.”


“There was a fight?”


“Yeah, the chromatics were in chaos,” he replied.  “Half of them sided with the council, on our side, and half sided with the council chromatic, who was opposing the wishes of the council.  Well, that split was causing the dragons up there to not be able to accept our demands, which was the only thing keeping us underground.  Well, they got sick of it.  Yesterday, they called council without the council chromatic, declared him an outlaw, and swore out arrest warrants for him and the Council of Seven, the governing body of the chromatics for chromatic affairs.  The council sent the fire dragons after them, and when they arrived, the chromatics decided to fight…or what amounted to one,” he grunted.  “All the dragons were against them, Jenny.  They were beat down inside two hours.”


“I hope nobody I know was hurt.”


“Plenty of bites and claws and scorchmarks, but only two fatalities in the whole mess, both of them chromatics,” he told her.  “The fire dragons were only trying to subdue them, not kill them.  Had they been there to kill them, it would have been a massacre.  Without their magic, the chromatics are no match for the fire dragons.  Anyway, that’s about where we stand now.  The dragons are all unified again, the chromatics got the riot act read to them by their sages, and things are starting to settle down.  As I speak, we’re digging a tunnel up from our hidden city to Dawnmist village, and once it’s open, we’ll be returning to the surface.”

“Well, that’s good to hear,” she replied.  “You think the chromatics will accept the demands?  You know how arrogant they are.  Some of them may hate you for eternity because they were beaten.”


“Not this time,” Kell grunted.  “The chromatic sages are the real power behind the chromatics, Jenny, but they completely distance themselves from the day to day workings.  They appoint other chromatics to handle the politics, while they devote themselves to study.  They spend all their time shut up in their library, debating magic and shit like that,” he said indelicately.  “Well, this got so out of control that it even got their attention, and they stormed out and put the other chromatics in their place in short order.  They told them flat out, to their faces, that they will abide by the demands, and if they don’t like it, that’s tough,” he chuckled.  “I’ve never seen chromatics act like that.  It was almost funny.”


“You were there?”


“For some of it,” he answered.  “I’m a field agent, Jenny, I was up there putting my paw in,” he said lightly.  “So, we’re all one big happy family again,” he quipped, changing windows on his monitor and typing out some lines of code.  “The earth dragons are going back to the surface to rebuild, and the other dragons are going to help as much as they can without disrupting our preparations for dealing with the Chinese.”


“Well, that’s really good to hear, Kell,” she said honestly.  “I saw the satellite images of the island.  Keth’s farm is just ruined.  I almost cried when I saw it.”


“He’s not too happy, and neither are the other farmers,” he grunted.  “We finally showed them pictures of the surface, and we almost had to put down a riot.”


“I’m not surprised,” she agreed.  “Speaking of that, since we’ve been out of contact, tell the Earth Council that we should have everything you asked for ready for shipment in three days,” she said.  “We have the stuff, we’re just waiting on a couple of freighters to get to Honolulu so we can get it down there.  They’re supposed to get there the day after tomorrow, and leave as soon as they’re loaded.”

“I’ll warn the sky and water dragons so they don’t attack them,” he chuckled.


“Yes, I’m sure the crews would appreciate that,” she replied lightly.  “And tell Anthra that Arlen is almost in a frenzy that she’s missed the last couple of appointed conference calls.  He’s really worried.”


“Well, we’re sorry about that, but it was something of an emergency.  Call him once we get off the phone and explain, and I’ll get hold of Anthra and tell her to call Arlen, if only to let him know everything’s alright.”


“Good.  So, we want the gold and silver delivered to the Naval ships escorting the freighters, they’ll bring it back.”


“You bartered a price?”


“Just before you guys went quiet,” she affirmed.  “And speaking of barters, when will you come here to build Davie’s playground?”


“Well, maybe a couple of days, I’m not sure,” he replied.  “We’re just a little busy here, Jenny.  But, I made a fair barter, and I’m not backing out.  As soon as I can find the time, me and Patriarch will swim out to Imakaii and visit.”  He paused a second.  “And you might want ask them to get plans together to bring the First Lady there, just in case a chromatic might want to examine her.”


“That’s a reasonable precaution,” she agreed.  “I’ll talk to the President about it…and I’ll probably have to promise Julia that they won’t change her back,” she laughed.


“As long as doesn’t put on a nineteen sixties bikini and pretend that she’d Gidget,” Kell drawled, which made her laugh harder.


“She’s not that old, Kell.  But you were.”


“Yup.  I saw my share of girls pretending that their bikinis were scandalous, which are old lady bikinis compared to the modern era,” he said dryly.  “And I expect to see you in a bikini.”


“Why on earth would you want that?  We’re not even the same species!”


“Because I know you’ll blush the instant you take the wrap off,” he replied, which made her burst out laughing.


“I will not!  I have quite a few man-catching bikinis in my closet, thank you very much!  How do you think I got Greg?”


“I thought he married you just to find out where you work,” he replied.


“That was after I got his attention with my bikini,” she replied lightly.  “We met at a communal friend’s house during a pool party.”


“Rowr,” Kell sounded, which made her laugh.


“Yeah, he didn’t have much for his imagination to fill in,” she replied teasingly.  “My bikini caught his eye, but my mind reeled him in.”

“That or a heavy club,” he noted.  “No wait, you’re a Hunter.  You just hacked his life so he was married to you, then made him seal the deal at gunpoint.”


“I did not!” she protested.  “Edwards is his name, if I’d have done that, I’d have made him take mine.”


“And what was it?”


“Vickers,” she replied.


“Jenny Vickers?,” he asked, then he laughed suddenly.


“What’s wrong with Vickers?” she demanded.  “It’s a nice name!”


“How much draconic do you know?”


“Not all that much.”


“Then next time you’re talking to someone, ask them what grihka means.”


“Well, you’re right here.”


“I don’t want to ruin the surprise,” he said dryly.


“Kell!”


“Think of it as a vocabulary building exercise,” he said teasingly.


“Damned dragon,” she retorted, which made him laugh.  “Speaking of that, should we expect a visit from Hinado today?”


“I’m honestly not sure, probably not,” he answered.  “Things are a mess right now.  But Sella has a couple of books she wanted to give to you, so I’ll arrange for a sky dragon to fly them out to you today, along with whatever other news they want to send along.  The chance of a long-distance flight will make them jump at the chance.”


“Sounds good.  We’ll settle in, I’ll call Arlen and the President, and we’ll be waiting for the courier.”


“Alright, let me go track down Prisma, she’s running around here somewhere.  We’ve fully adopted her.”


“Oh?”


“She works for the department now, officially,” he told her.  “She’ll still attend her academy classes, but she’ll work for us, as our magical liaison.  Finding ways to use magic to help us do our jobs, and finding ways for us to help the magicians use technology to help them in their studies,” he explained.


“The way it should have been to start with,” she noted.


“We’re dragons, change is a bad word,” he said dryly.  “Well, for the other dragons.  Earth dragons adapt.”


“I’ve noticed,” she said seriously.


“Alright, let me get off of here.  I’ll get things moving.”


“I’ll make some calls.  So, hope to see you soon, Kell.  Call me when you have a schedule.”


“Will do.  And you’re on a private Hawaiian resort, use one of those bikinis, woman!”


She laughed. “I’m going to do just that,” she promised.


After hanging up, he turned to the intercom.  “Council Member Anthra, Prisma, could you come to the department as soon as possible, please?  I have urgent news from the humans.”


A second later, a speaker buzzed.  “What is it, Kell?  We’re busy.”


“It’s important, Anthra.  Could you please find the time to come to the office?”


“Alright, be right there.”


Prisma didn’t bother with the intercom, she simply showed up about two minutes later.  “What is it, Kell?” she asked, her feathery antenna bobbing a bit as she ambled in.


“We have something of a mysterious complication with the President and the First Lady,” he told her.  “I think we’re going to have to ask the chromatics for help to figure it out.”


“Oh?  This sounds interesting,” she said as she reached him, sitting on her haunches.  “What’s wrong?”

“Well, from what Jenny told me, yesterday morning the First Lady woke up about thirty years younger than normal,” he explained.  “The way she explained it was she went to bed normal, and woke up physically younger.  She said that all their science says that she’s eighteen years old, when she’s actually forty-six.”  Kell had looked up her actual age while waiting for Prisma and Anthra.  “She’s mentally the same, just her body changed.  As you know, she cut herself on my spike, and unless you cast some kind of spell on her when we didn’t see it, that’s the only thing that happened to her that was unusual.  Some kind of strange magic.  She is a magician, could have cutting herself on my spike triggered something?”


“Hmmmm,” she sounded, tapping her chin with her clawed finger.  “That does sound very unusual, and definitely magical.  Magic can influence the physical age of a body.  But I’ve never heard of anything like that.”


“Neither have I, and you’re our resident expert on magic, Prisma.”


“This is beyond me.  But since I’m no longer killed on sight, and in fact have some access to the most wise, I will take this to them and see if any of them know anything about it.”


“Oh really?” he asked in surprise.


She gave him a wolfish smile.  “As I am the only chromatic working in the department, they feel that from time to time, I might need their wisdom, and they also wish to be kept abreast of the work I do here.  So I am welcome in the Library of Eternity,” she said, trying to at least act a little modest.  “A problem like this, which deals with humans, is best brought to them.  They have access to books we do not.”


“Well, the humans are in a bit of a tizzy over it, so a little haste would be appreciated.”


“I will tell them so, just nicely,” she said with a grin.


“We’ll let you be the diplomat,” he chuckled.  “When do you return to your school?”


“Tomorrow,” she replied.  “Since I have other duties, I have abdicated my position as first of my class to the former first.  I will be second in class,” she told him.  “He will lead the class, and give me time to do my other work.”


“Sounds like a win-win,” he nodded.  “Keeping your name?”


“You know I am,” she replied.  “I am quite proud of my name.  And I think it’s very pretty.”


“It does suit you,” he agreed with a smile.  “And how jealous will it make your classmates?”


“Unbelievably,” she grinned, which made him laugh.


Anthra squeezed through the entry and filled the room with her bulk.  “What is it, Kell?”


“A few things for you, esteemed council member,” he replied, turning and rearing up to sit on his tail.  “First, Arlen Kent is a bit frantic to hear from you.”


“I know, we didn’t make our conference calls,” she replied.  “They have news of the goods we bartered?”


“Three days and they’ll start out for Draconia,” he replied.  “We’ll bring the gold to the Navy ships, so they can take it back.  So, Kent really wants to talk to you.  Secondly, we have something of a magical mystery that’s befallen the First Lady.”  He related to her what he told Prisma.  “Prisma here said she’ll ask the chromatic sages about it.”


“Did you tell whoever you talked to not to release that to the public?”


“And tell humans that dragons can somehow restore youth?  Yes, I told them to keep it quiet,” he replied, which made her nod.  “Near as we can figure, both them and me, it somehow happened when she cut herself on my spike.  Julia Walker is a magician, Anthra.  Maybe cutting herself on my spike caused some kind of magical reaction.”

“Possible,” Anthra mused.  “But I would very much like the most wise to look into this problem, Prisma.  This is potentially dangerous to us, and very important.”


“I will take it to them as soon as the tunnel is opened and I can get out, esteemed council member,” she promised.


“Jenny said that the First Lady is perfectly healthy, she’s just eighteen again.  And she doesn’t want to change back,” he added with a wry chuckle.  “I guess one way to test it would be to let one of the other magicians cut himself on an earth dragon’s spikes, and see what happens.”


“Let’s save the experimenting for after we learn what the chromatic sages can dig up,” Anthra told him.  “And I want you there with her,” she added.


“What?  Why?”


“Because she cut herself on your spike,” she said.  “I want the sages to examine you and make sure that you won’t suffer any kind of problems.  I want to make sure you’re healthy.”

“Oh.  Well, when you say it like that, I guess I’d better.  I hadn’t thought of that,” he noted.


Because he now had an appointment, Kell gave over on his work and foisted it off on the other field agents, then he went out with Anthra and Prisma as she returned to overseeing the preparations.  In typical earth dragon style, everything was highly organized, with drakes and wyrms checking and double-checking and triple-checking lists, and the nearly half of the 2300 or so earth dragons were trying to cram into the main gallery with their initial carries.  Everything in Sanctuary City would be brought back to the surface in waves, arranged by priority, with food and critical tools being at the top of the list.  Seeing that many earth dragons at once reminded Kell that the earth dragons were actually the most populous of the dragon races, with the fire dragons being second most populous.  Anthra checked her way down the long tube leading to the water, and when they reached where the water flooded it, Kell got his first look at the new connecting tunnel.  It was in the right wall just by the intercom box, a very wide oval to accommodate the equipment they’d have to take out, and the digging team was carrying out waste rock in a continuous chain.  Anthra stopped one of them with a paw.  “How much longer?”


“We’ve broken through into Dawnmist, esteemed council member,” he replied.  “They’re just finishing the tunnel mouth now.  We’ll have the tunnel open for traffic in about an hour.”


“Amazing that you dug a tunnel that long in just two days,” Prisma murmured.


“Not even human machines can tunnel faster or better than we can,” the earth drake said, a bit preeningly.


“Kell, Prisma, go on up.  As soon as the opening is wide enough, get it done.”


“Yes, esteemed council member,” Prisma replied.


“You can go that way, I’ll meet you on my farm, Prisma,” Kell said, then he turned and dove into the water.


Six minutes later, Kell vaulted out of the water and onto the knoll just off his own den, and he sat on his haunches with his tail drooping over the edge and sighed as he surveyed the damage.  The sky dragons had managed to dig out the first two chambers of his burrow, and they’d scattered what he’d left in the burrow all over the ground over what was now a wide, gaping, water-filled pit.  They had somehow collapsed or clogged the drainage pipes that kept the water out of the burrow, and it had flooded.  His burrow was all but ruined, but it wasn’t a total loss.  But, instead of seeing it as a negative, he instead started to consider the possibilities.  He could ask his water drake friends to drain the water and then take the opportunity to expand his burrow, add more rooms, maybe a second level.  After all, he and Kammi had a lot of stuff, and it was never too soon to start considering a brood chamber.  He liked his burrow right where it was, on its little knoll overlooking the cove where he could lay in the sun by the entrance, and he had a nice open area where he used to play as a hatchling with his brothers, and would be a great place for his own hatchlings to play.

He blinked…Gaia, that female was really getting inside his head.


Prisma was always full of surprises.  Instead of coming out of the Dawnmist tunnel, she instead erupted from the water behind him, and set herself to hovering just behind him.  He looked back at her and saw her slightly challenging smile, which made him chuckle.  “I didn’t know you could get out on your own.”


“I can now, when it’s too late to matter,” she replied easily.  “Do you want me to carry you, or would you rather climb?”


“I’ll climb.  It won’t take me all that long to get there.”

“I won’t just leave you behind, friend.  I’ll just float along with you.”


“You do that,” he said with a chuckle as he stood up.


Climbing the slope of the volcano was hatchling play for an adult earth drake.  Kell’s ebon claws gripped the rocky slopes with ease as he scampered up, almost bounding up the mountainside with his claws leaving gouged holes in the rock behind him.  Prisma hovered just beside him and used her magic to carry her up, exploiting the fact that her constant exposure to earth dragons left her fully charged a little bit.  It was almost effortless for her, since floating magic was her area of expertise, so she had plenty of time and wherewithal to talk.  They discussed the timetable for the earth dragons to reclaim the farms and the incoming shipment of relief supplies from the humans, at least until a fire drake landed on a flat area just above them and spread her wings.  “Hold, earth drake,” she called, but not in an unfriendly voice.  “The new rules are in effect.  Being on the mountainside without cause is out of bounds. What reason do you come up here?”


Prisma floated forward and spoke before Kell could.  “We’re going to the Library of Eternity, fire drake.  We must seek their counsel on a fairly important matter.  The earth drake has proper reason, the sages will need to see him.”


“Then you may pass.  Climb carefully,” she said, gesturing with a wing, then she took off and soared off to the east.


“I forgot about that part,” Kell chuckled darkly.  “But it’s good that the fire dragons aren’t being jackwagons about enforcing it.”


“You are with me, Kell, that gives you justification to be up here,” Prisma said, a bit lightly.


“I’ll go wherever I damn well please, Prisma,” Kell replied with a sly smile.


“And such goes the word of the earth dragons,” she retorted.


“I’m a field agent, Prisma.  Rules for us are nothing but a minor inconvenience,” he said flippantly, which made her chuckle.


Only a few sages were in the library when they arrived, but as Prisma and Kell explained why they were there, it so intrigued them that they called in all the other sages.  Kell felt a little odd being surrounded by venerable chromatics, by far the smallest dragon in the room, and felt even more odd when they had him sit on a podium in the center of the open area so they could examine his tail with a magnifying glass.  “So, this human has regained her youth, but demonstrates no other unusual aspects or features?” a male asked.


“Not that I was told, most wise,” Kell answered.  “We were of a mind to ask them to bring the human to where the other humans are going to train in magic, so the chromatics might check her out the same way you are me.”


“That’s actually a prudent thing to do,” one of the others said, her forepaws glowing with magical light as she fed off of Kell’s magical aura and used a spell of some kind on him.  “Inspecting this human in person would give us a better chance to determine the cause.”


“Now hold still, young earth drake,” one of the others said.  “Anything, sister?”


“There’s definitely something magical at work,” she replied.  “It’s a little hard to read through his aura, but I can definitely sense a magical tether.”


“Forgive my ignorance, most wise, but what is that?” Kell asked.


“A magical tether is the astral representation of the linking of two objects by a magical spell,” she replied.  “Think of it as a cord of magic that ties you to something.  Give me a few minutes, and I’ll track this tether back to its source.”

“This red spike in your tail, young earth drake, is it the same slot that the human cut her hand on?” the one examining his tail asked.


“Now that you mention it, yes,” he replied, looking back at his tail.  “That was the spike socket.  But it had a clear crystal in it before, it grew back after it fell out.  I dislodged all my spikes at once, and that sometimes causes us to grow back a shanker.”


“Ah yes, I recall now,” he noted.  “You were the one that killed the council chromatic.”


“Well, yeah.”


“Fear not retribution from us, young one,” one of the others said.  “In our minds, your action was justified.”


“So, either it is simple random chance the one spike socket in question grew back different from the others, or it might be a clue,” the male noted, touching the red crystal bud growing out of the socket.


“Our reference appendix has no exact match to this phenomenon,” one of the others announced.  “It will take more detailed research, and that will take time.”


“Have you considered my proposal, most wise?” Prisma asked.  “Imagine if the earth drakes brought one of their computers here and copied all your tomes into it.  You could find exactly what you seek in mere seconds.”


“True, but there is much to be said for actually holding a book in your paws and reading it,” one of them declared.  “But, far be it for me to stand in the way of progress.”


“We are debating your proposal at this time, young Prisma.  We will let you know when we reach a decision.”


“Just let us know,” Kell said.  “We can get you up and running fairly quickly.”


After a moment, the female with the glowing paws looked towards the wall.  “The tether’s terminus is very distant from here,” she told them.  “Very, very distant.  Evidence certainly suggests that there’s a link between Kell and this human female, but I should know for sure in a few moments.”


“Strange.  Earth dragons can’t do the required magic to form a tether,” one of them mused.


“To be honest, our understanding of the exact capabilities of the earth dragons is limited,” the oldest of them said, a truly ancient male.  “There is no example in our tomes of chromatics actually studying the earth dragons.  A curious oversight.”


“Or those studies were purged at the same time the attitudes of the dragons changed towards the earth dragons,” Prisma offered.  “To protect the secret of the earth dragons.”


“That is a possibility,” he affirmed with a nod.

“So, you’re sticking by your theory that the other dragons stopped treating the earth dragons like glass to hide the secret?” Kell asked.  They’d had many discussions about that subject.


“It seems a logical thing to do,” she replied.  “To keep the humans from discovering the source of magic, the dragons hid that secret, even from themselves.  And once that vital information was concealed, the attitudes of the dragons changed concerning your kin, my friend.”


“When magic is fully empowered in the world, you can’t detect an earth dragon’s aura,” one of the chromatics noted.  “It’s lost in the background magic.  That would keep that knowledge safe.”


“Well, it is something that we should undertake,” one of the sages declared.  “A more detailed understanding of the exact capabilities of the earth dragons would further the advance of all magical studies.”


“You are a wonderful example of biothaumaturgy, at a level far exceeding the other dragon races,” the male looking at his tail told him.  “But then again, given your auras prevent active spellcasting, it makes a great deal of sense that earth dragons have found other ways to use the magic they generate.”


“At a biological level,” Prisma nodded. “The one manner in which their auras cannot interfere.”


“Actually, my young student, the ultimate example of it is their magical auras themselves,” he continued.  “That is a biothuamaturlogical reaction at its core.  Earth dragon biology generates magic, which they then access with other biological processes, and from which the rest of us benefit.”

“As I suspected,” the female declared.  “I can sense a human female at the other end of this tether.”


“Can it be severed?” one of them asked.


“Possible, but we should not explore that idea until more study is undertaken.  As of right now, this tether is passive, and will do him no harm.  It might have harmful effects for both of them if we break the spell.  Kell, you said you can bring this female to us for examination?”


“I can get her close enough for us to go see her,” he answered.  “It will require a journey to Imakaii, the training complex for the human magicians.  That’s a journey of some ten or so hours by wing.”


“We may be old, young earth drake, but we can manage,” the female said with a slight smile.  “We will dispatch two sages to journey to Imakaii and undertake examination of this Julia Walker as soon as she is made available to us.”


“I have to go there as well, so we can just make a group trip out of it,” Kell noted.  “After all, it might be best if I’m there too when you examine her.”


“Yes, that would be best,” she nodded.


“Well, there is nothing unusual about this spike,” the male behind him declared.  “It may be a different color, but it has no magical tethers tied to it.  “Can you dislodge the spike so I might examine the socket?”


“Can’t,” he replied.  “It’s not grown enough yet to come off its anchor.  It should be by tomorrow, though.”


“Then you’ll need to return, young earth drake.  I really want to examine that socket.”


“I can manage that.”


“We will research this issue for the day, young earth drake.  Return to us at sunrise tomorrow so we might further examine you, and we might plan this trip to Imakaii.”


“I’ll set it up today,” he nodded.  “Could you keep Anthra informed?”


“I dare say this is a matter which must be brought before the full council,” the male behind him declared.  “We will discuss the matter with them later today.”


“Just for my curiosity, the earth dragons intend to return to the surface today, correct?” one of the sages asked.


Kell nodded.  “They might be starting to come back out right now, given how long we were in here.”


“Thank Gaia, it means things will return to normal soon.”


“The new normal,” Kell noted.


“New is not always bad, young earth drake,” the sage smiled.


Kell had to climb over to the south side of the volcano before he could vault off the side and open his wings, gliding down with Prisma following.  Kell almost felt a surge of elation when he saw earth dragons coming out of the Dawnmist tunnels carrying yoke baskets and pulling carts.  His parents were already out with his siblings, Keth surveying the fields closest to the burrow as Kanna seemed to pace around the dug-out entry of the burrow.  Kii and Surral were approaching from the cove with their hatchling.  Kell landed some distance from them with a few hops to slow down, then folded back his wings and hurried up to them.  “Mother,” he called.


“I am quite upset, my youngling,” she said with emotion in her voice, her tail slashing back and forth as she looked at the hole that had once been their entry ramp.


“Well, once you get inside the burrow, it’s just fine,” Kell assured her.  “A little musty and a little mold, but they couldn’t dig through the bedrock.  We only have to repair the entry chamber, and sire said he wanted to enlarge it anyway.”


“What did the sages have to say?” Kitta asked.


“Who told you I went to see them?”


“Anthra.”


“Well, that figures,” he noted, sitting on his haunches as Prisma landed beside him.  “They want to see me again tomorrow.  They said there’s definitely some kind of magic linking me and the First Lady, and they want me to have the humans bring her to Imakaii so they can examine her.”


“Is it dangerous?” Kanna asked immediately.


“The sages said that the tether is passive and not harmful,” Prisma answered.  “They need time to research the matter, so they need to see us again tomorrow.”

“Us?”


“Us.  I am involved now, and if you think I will hear from you second paw what the most wise have to say, you’re crazy.”

Kell laughed.  “Typical chromatic, butting your snout into everything.”


“I have a position of importance now, friend, I’m going to abuse it,” she replied with a sly look.  “Do you have any idea how jealous the other chromatics my age are that I may walk into the Library of Eternity?”


“Shame on you, rubbing their noses in it,” Kanna accused with an amused look.


“It’s the chromatic way, Matron,” she murmured shamelessly.  “Having power is no fun unless you can show it off.”


“Well, it seems that a certain young chromatic needs her feet grounded,” Kanna declared.  “You’re here, Prisma, so you can lend your magic to help us clear this rubble.”


“Until I am called to other duties, Matron, I would be happy to help,” she said magnanimously.


“I’ll be back up as soon as I can, Mother,” Kell said.  “I’m not exactly done down in the department quite yet.”


“That’s fine, my youngling,” she told him with a wave of her tail.  “Just get here when you can.  We’ll need your help.”


“If help is what you need, then help is here,” Surral called as the water drakes reached the burrow.  “Our kelp beds can wait for a while, Kanna, they’re actually in fairly decent shape outside of the top halves of the stalks being eaten off.  The farms are what need the most attention right now.”


“Truly,” Shii nodded.  “Tell us how we can help.”


“Such good friends,” Kanna said with a warm look.  “Keth is forming a plan for repairing the tracts, so until he finishes, we can concentrate on the burrow.”

“The interior is intact, mother, so this is the only real problem,” Kell noted, waving a paw at the gaping hole before them.


Rather than try to walk against the flow of traffic in the newly dug tunnel, Kell decided to swim back into the city.  He’d done it so often lately that it nearly seemed easy, nearly six minutes of steady swimming with little need to prepare before.  And besides, it was far more fun to swim than it was to walk. He broached the surface and startled a few earth dragons standing at the entrance of the new tunnel, waiting to move up into it with their yoke baskets and carts.  Kell nodded to them as he shook the water off, then folded his wings and trotted up the lava tube, moving against a line of drakes and wyrms.  It was so much a relief to see that, to see the earth dragons returning to their farms, returning home.  Their underground city had been comfortable and comforting, a place of peace and security deep in Gaia’s embrace, but every earth dragon, even Kell, was tied to the living land above as much as the dark tunnels below.  Though he spent his time sitting in front of a computer and roaming the human lands, even Kell found simple joy in tending the fields and satisfaction in the harvest.  Even the field agents were farmers at heart.

He returned to a nearly empty department.  Most of the workers were in that line to go up, since they had a lot of work to do up there as well.  They were keeping the heart of the operation down in Sanctuary City, and some drakes intended to live down in the city rather than go back up so they didn’t have to commute, but they had a lot of infrastructure they had to repair.  They had to rebuild the power plant and the water and sewer plants, which were Fredda and Jukra’s realms of responsibility.  But the department had their own work to do repairing their own infrastructure, from laying new datalines to run from Sanctuary City up to the surface—they weren’t moving the fiber optic cable again—to repairing the current network.  They wanted everything ready to turn on as soon as they had power back, wanted the island’s intranet completely functional, and foremost of those were the wireless services for the cell phones, tablets, and laptops that would be critical to the builders and power drakes.  Getting the wifi back up and running was their primary task, and Ferroth had almost half of the department’s technicians in that line to go up not with personal effects, but with equipment and tools for getting the wireless nodes back up and running, both above and below ground.  Jukra had drakes digging tight vertical tunnels up into Dawnmist to run cables so they didn’t clutter the tunnels, so tight only one drake could fit in it at a time.  They were going to run all their data cables up that trunk tunnel as well as some power lines to get power to at least Dawnmist, and then work out from there to power critical need applications on a temporary power grid.  They could use the existing grid cabling for that, since Fredda had buried the power cables, but they’d have to replace transformers that were trashed by the rioting sky dragons.  The transformers could have been buried as well, but when Fredda designed the power grid, she wanted her workers to have relatively easy access to the transformers.  A good idea at the time, but since they were exposed to the open air, it left them vulnerable to attack by sky dragons.

An oversight Fredda meant to rectify.  She already had plans to move the transformers underground with good ventilation and heat sinks to prevent overheating when they rebuilt the power grid.


The only drakes in the office were Kammi and Trekka, and of course, Ferroth.  Kammi immediately rushed over and nuzzled him fondly.  “What did they say?”

“That it’s nothing to worry about from a health standpoint, but it’s also something they’ve never come across before, so they want to examine it more closely,” he replied as Ferroth stumped over.  “They want to examine Julia Walker at Imakaii as soon as the humans can get her there.”


“Well, you were going there anyway,” Ferroth grunted.  “I’ll send that up to Anthra, and she’ll arrange it with Kent.”


“I can—“


“You have your own work to do,” Ferroth cut him off.  “Let the dragons that handle that kind of thing do their jobs, Kell.  Now, you and Kammi get up there and do your jobs.  I want the wifi network for Dawnmist ready to go the instant they get the trunk tunnel dug and the cables run.”


“Yes, chief,” Kell said.


“I have our tools ready, and the equipment’s on its way up in the convoy,” Kammi told him.  “And I put the tools in the waterproof satchels,” she added with a sly smile.


“Good, no way was I waiting in that line,” Kell chuckled in reply.  “I’ll be staying up top after we finish, chief, to help out on the farm.”


“That’s fine, but get that network up first.  That’s the priority here.”


After both of them slung a shoulder satchel off each wing, they padded down the lava tube, passing drakes slowly moving forward as they waited their turn to go up the new tunnel.  A few of them gave Kell and Kammi dirty looks, but they ignored them as Kell told Kammi in more detail about the examination and what they said.  She was quiet a long moment after he finished, then looked over at him.  “I don’t know all that much about magic, but if you somehow made Julia young again, it stands to reason that any of us could do it.  So, we’d better keep it a secret.”

“I already made that point abundantly clear to Jenny,” he replied.  “Imagine if some old billionaire got word that a dragon could make him young again.  We’d never be safe,” he grunted.


“And the sages said there was nothing harmful about it for you?  You didn’t like give up some of your own youth to Julia, did you?”


He shook his head.  “They said it didn’t harm me in any way, that it was passive,” he replied.  “But there’s what they called a magical tether between me and Julia.  Since we can’t do magic, it had to come from her.”


“An unconscious use of magic?  Isn’t that supposed to be impossible?” Kammi asked.


“It is, but since the chromatic sages had never heard of this before, I guess we’re in uncharted territory here,” he said as the new tunnel came into view to their thermographic vision, with the water about 10 meters beyond it.  They’d dug the connecting tunnel far back enough that a freakish high tide couldn’t possibly flood it, while still getting it as far to the end of the lava tube as possible to cut down on the required digging.  “I guess we’ll find out more when we go to Imakaii, and the sages can give Julia an exam.”

“And put both of you in the same room and see what happens,” Kammi ventured.


“That too,” he agreed.  “But, we have other things to do there,” he noted.


Kammi grinned wickedly.  “Just get me close to one of their terminals, and we’ll have a back door hacked from the inside before they can blink.”


“Which is why they won’t let us anywhere near a computer on the island,” Kell chuckled.  “But, I did get the plans done for Davie’s playground.  I think he’s going to like it.”


“We’re digging a visitor’s den too, right?”


He nodded.  “A few of them, for Hinado and whoever else visits,” he replied.  “I was thinking of digging out a burrow for visiting earth dragons as well.”


“Good, we can start taking over the island from underground,” Kammi grinned, then she stopped at the edge of the water and started to breathe deeply, preparing for the swim.

“I’ll wait for you,” Kell said lightly.


“You’d better,” she replied with a look that made him chuckle before diving into the water.


4 September 2017, 10:23 DMT; 19  nautical miles southeast of Imakaii

 Even after nearly ten hours, he wasn’t sure about this.


Kell had never allowed himself to be carried before, and while it was an unusual sensation, he wasn’t all that sure he liked it very much.  Back on the island, it had been a matter of strange pride that he went nowhere that his paws could not take him, as if he were embracing his earth dragon-ness, and part and parcel of being an earth dragon was earth dragons did not fly…yet at the same time, he was playing with the back-mounted jet engine to see if an earth dragon could figure out a way to do it with technology rather than magic.  But in the interests of staying together and making things as easy on the two elderly sages as possible, Kell and Kammi had consented to allow themselves to be carried by sky dragons rather than swim with the water dragons.  It was much slower to swim in an aura current than fly.  Kell was carried by Hinado, and Kammi was being carried by a younger sky drake.  Anthra, who was along with them, was being carried by Faralla, mainly because only a sky wyrm would be able to haul Anthra around any long distance, and the other members of the council were arrayed behind them, the water dragons being helped along by a pair of sky drakes to help them fly faster.  Ten fire drakes, Gressa among them, were flying in a diamond formation around them as protection, and four fire wyrms were flying in the point and rear guard positions, two ahead and two behind, a maximum protection formation to defend the Dragon’s Council from possible attack.

Kell wasn’t exactly sure how this had evolved into a full-out conference.  Yesterday morning the rumor had gone around that the council was going to meet the humans, this time in their territory, and Ferroth had confirmed the rumors when Kell and Kammi came back down after spending the night on the farm to get their day’s task sheet.  For some reason, the entire council had decided to go to Imakaii rather than just Kell, Kammi, and Prisma, and listening to them talk as they flew confirmed his suspicions that it was about the human magicians.  The council wanted to meet the Hunters and discuss what they would learn while Kell and Kammi built Davie’s playground and dug out a few dens.  The President was going to be there to discuss matters with the council, and also probably to be on hand while the sages examined Julia.

He had to admit, though, that flying like that was fairly fast.  They were flying at the speed of the sages, about 180 kilometers an hour, and while the sages weren’t going all that fast, they looked quite spry despite a ten hour flight and capable of going longer.  A sky dragon could cover that same distance in about 90 minutes if they cruised, or about 50 minutes if they were really serious about it.  Sky dragons were fully capable of supersonic flight, and the fastest of them could achieve speeds approaching Mach 3 for short bursts, and go even faster than that if they were extremely high up where the air was very thin; that was how the sky dragons conducted reconnaissance for the department, by overflying a target at around 80,000 feet moving around Mach 1.5, then looking down with their raptor vision that was so keen that even at that altitude, they could make out individual people walking on a sidewalk even if they couldn’t recognize faces.  However, with them carrying the earth and water dragons, they couldn’t go that fast, forced to fly “low and slow” as they called it.  Sky dragons were both physically and magically built for supersonic flight, where trying to carry a passenger while going that speed would kill the passenger dragon.  Sky dragons could breathe at speeds where the air turned into a semi-liquid to the moving object, known as laminar behavior, and were capable of going to altitudes that only spy planes could achieve.  It was why sky dragons had no fear of fighter planes.  They could outrun most missiles, could out-turn the jets at high speed, and if things weren’t favorable, they could simply turn their noses up and outclimb them, then go so high that most fighters couldn’t follow.

Hinado’s paw on Kell’s back, just between his wings, was magically glued to him by the sky drake’s innate power, and Kell wondered several times during the flight if it didn’t make Hinado’s paw numb to carry all of Kell’s weight like that for so long…and it was a lot of weight.  Because of Hinado’s magic, Kell weighed more than he did, despite Hinado being nearly three times Kell’s size.  Hinado’s weight-canceling floating magic was that powerful, even powerful enough to negate Kell’s weight in addition to his own.  And with that magic infused through him, Kell found that he didn’t feel like he was being held by that paw on his back.  Instead, it was almost as if he could fly himself, as if he weighed nothing.  He found it curiously similar to being in the water, and spreading his wings and testing the play of air over them felt something like gliding, just without him falling a meter for every three meters he went forward.  Turning the air, he found, was just like turning in the water, almost as if the same principles were at work, and it also annoyed Hinado a little.  Hinado’s control over the flight canceled his attempts to turn, which had been what was miffing the sky drake, pulling them off course, but he found that trying to turn while flying was much like turning while gliding.  Since most dragons didn’t have a tail rudder, they did their turns almost completely with their wings, using their tails only as the crudest of rudders.  Only sky dragons had a developed fin on their tail for aerial maneuverability, a long fin that ran from near the tip of their tails all the way up to their back legs.  But, even a fire dragon’s unadorned tail helped guide them in the air, because of the simple laws of aerodynamics.  It didn’t do much, but it did just enough to help the wings execute turns.

At least things back on the island were going smoothly.  Earth dragons being who they were, everyone was already hard at work to recover the farms before the rains started, and the technical drakes were laboring to restore infrastructure.  To Kell’s surprise, there were more than just earth dragons on those farms.  Quite a few water dragons were there, laying off of fishing as the dragons used up the emergency stores the earth dragons brought up—which had caused a row when the other dragons found out that the earth dragons had been, in their eyes, building up a stockpile of human food and hoarding it—and there were sky dragons as well, serving the council-imposed penance due to the fact that it was the sky dragons that destroyed everything.  Even a few fire dragons and chromatics not the former Council of Seven were down on the farms as well, the fire dragons pitching strong backs and paws to the heavy moving and the chromatics using the farm situation as a chance to practice geomancy, practicing some spells dealing with earth and rock that they usually couldn’t cast without causing damage to the lowlands.  Actually, those spells were quite handy for the earth dragons, like magical bulldozers that evened out the rutted farmland, and the chromatics knew other spells that encouraged the rapid growth of plants.  That was a critical help, since just the night before, Kell saw budding sawgrass over evened farmland, grass that would hold the soil against the monsoonal rains that would hit in mid-October and last until late January, where it would rain virtually every day for far longer and with more precipitation than the afternoon heat-effect showers common on most tropical islands most any time of year.  From the look of things after just the first day, the farmland would be grassed over and protected, and the tracts that would be immediately planted with crops that could handle the daily heavy rains with the temporary berms and barriers in place to protect the cultivated farmland from excessive runoff..


Everything yesterday went fairly well.  Kell, Prisma, and Kammi had returned to the sages at sunrise that morning, and it had only taken an hour for them to inspect his socket.  He’d shed the red shanker just before going in, and they found nothing unusual about the socket…in fact, it was now growing in a clear spike like the rest in his tail, going back to the new normal for earth dragons, clear spikes.  That in itself was now being studied by one of the sages and a few earth dragon scholars, trying to determine what about moving underground for a while had caused all the earth dragons to change from growing red spikes to growing clear ones.  It could have been diet, lack of exposure to sunlight, change in daily activity, almost anything.


The horns, well, they knew what caused that change.


 It had been a long flight through most of the night, to help prevent them from being seen by any boats, and while Kell had done nothing but hang there and talk, he did feel a little tired.  Much like humans felt tired after a long car trip where they did nothing but sit, Kell found traveling without doing anything to be strangely tiring as well.  But, he had the others to talk with about matters on the island, as well as his phone to talk to Jenny and make sure everything was ready.  They’d set up some pavilion style tents to serve as temporary dens, just putting a roof over the heads of the visiting dragons since they didn’t feel comfortable sleeping in the open, and the President and First Lady were already on Imakaii and waiting for them.  That, Jenny told him, had taken quite a bit of subterfuge.  The movements of the President were always a matter of public record—indeed, reporters followed him everywhere he went—but this time, he’d boarded Air Force One with no word whatsoever that he was even planning a trip and flew off, leaving his chief of staff to stonewall the press over where he was going and what he was doing.


 “We’re almost there,” Hinado said as Kell fidgeted a little.  “Just a few more minutes.”

“Those are always the worst,” Kell grunted.  “I’d have you just drop me so I can swim, but I’m not wearing my waterproof shoulder satchels.”


“What you’re carrying can’t get wet?”


“Not even damp,” he replied.


“What’s going to be our first move?” Kammi asked.


“We should get everyone settled in first,” Jussa answered.  “Then Kell can do as he promised while we speak with the President.  Afterwards, the most wise can conduct their examinations.  Are you sure you can get everything built in a day, Kell?”


“Easily,” he replied.  “Digging out the dens will take the most time, then I’ll use the rock from the excavation to build Davie his playground.  We know we have to be done by tomorrow evening.”


“Then we go straight to the human ships to oversee the relief shipment,” Anthra said.  “I hope they brought an aircraft carrier.”


“They did, and remember that we can’t gouge out the deck, esteemed council member,” Kammi replied.  “So we have to walk around gingerly.”


“I’ll be careful, youngling,” she chuckled in reply.


The resort of Imakaii came into view in the brightening day.  It looked luxurious alright, red tiled roof capping a three story mansion with two wings, a massive artistically sculpted swimming pool and deck between the house and a white sand beach, and outbuildings to each side, mainly residences of the 21 CIA workers that maintained the facility and the attached nine hole golf course and served as physical security in event that some rich, powerful enemy tried to assassinate whoever was being held in the safehouse.  The huge mansion, built with government dollars, was the size of a hotel, but it was meant to hold only one or two people at a time even though it could hold fifty people if they didn’t mind doubling up.  The place had ten bedrooms and plenty of other rooms that could be—had been—converted into bedrooms, and from what he heard, plans were in the works to build another building on the estate, a dedicated teaching facility with warehouse-style rooms big enough for a dragon to enter.  As it was, the Hunters and their lone Army addition would be taking their lessons from Hinado outside on the pool deck.  The safe house had almost everything to keep a critical government witness both alive and entertained, many outdoor recreational activities, direct optical cable linking the island to the internet through the CIA’s offices in Hawaii, even two sailboats, a speedboat, and a large motorboat rigged for supporting scuba divers in a pair of dockhouses a few hundred meters to the side of the beach.  It was truly a gilded cage for a CIA guest, but it was exclusively the CIA’s no longer, now it belonged both to the CIA and the NSA.  They were the ones that had authority over the magic project.

Several humans were standing on a grassy lawn to the side of the main house, and among them were Jenny, Arlen Kent, the current chairman of the Joint Chiefs Admiral Yates with the Marine and Navy representatives of the Joint Chiefs and several aides, and President Walker and the First Lady with their Secret Service detachment.  Even from that distance, Kell could see that Julia did look different.  She looked like the President’s daughter instead of his wife standing beside him, radiant and beautiful.  Hinado slowed them down, and when he set Kell gently down on the grass, he finally let go and landed beside him.  The other dragons landed behind them, the sky dragons relieving themselves of their earth and water dragon passengers as the other dragons landed a small distance away and then walked up, then Jussa bowed his head respectfully to the ten humans.  “Mister President, you looking well,” he said in broken English.


“You seem to improve your English on a daily basis, esteemed council member,” Walker replied.


“We’ve been studying,” he replied, then looked to Sessara, who spoke the best English among the council members.


“We thank you for accepting this invitation, Mister President,” she said, as Kell, Kammi, and Gressa quietly translated for the others.  “As promised, we brought our most learned sages to examine Misses Walker to ensure she’s healthy,” she added, motioning to the two elderly chromatics.  “If we find that what happened to her has no ill effects, we will leave it to her to decide if she wants to stay that way.”


“That’s a silly thing to say, if you don’t mind my honesty,” Julia laughed.  “What woman wouldn’t want this?” she added, motioning at her youthful body.


“Honesty is always best, even when it might not be what one wants to hear,” Sessara said sagely.  “Especially with us fire dragons.  We are not ones to mince words.”


“Don’t I know that,” Jenny chuckled.  “How are you doing, Gressa?”


“I am well, Jenny.  It is good to see you again,” she replied.


“We have little time, so we have a schedule prepared,” Sessara said, advancing up a bit, then sitting on her haunches in front of President Walker.  “We will confer today while the earth dragons build what is needful.  Tomorrow, the sages will examine the First Lady, and then we will leave that night to travel to the ships holding our bartered goods, so we might oversee the transfer.  Is this acceptable?”


“Quite,” Walker replied, glancing at Kent and nodding.  “We’ve prepared a conference area behind the house that you should find comfortable, as well as food and places to rest.  It had to have been a long journey, so we can begin the conference as soon as you feel ready.”


“We’re ready now,” Hinado stated in English, and Jussa and Hirrag nodded when they heard Gressa’s translation.  “Flying long distance isn’t as tiring as you believe.”


Kell pulled his tablet out, then set it on the grass.  “Me and Kammi drew up some plans,” he said, turning it on.


“A dragon-made computer?” Walker asked, looking at it.  To a human, the paw-held tablet was the size of a TV.


“One of our products, yeah,” he replied with a nod, bringing up his plans as a diagram of the island.  “We’re going to build three dens up here on this ridge to the west,” he began.  “We’ll do our best not to dump rocks on the golf course,” he added with a chuckle.  “Prisma and the fire dragon escorts agreed to help us with this, so we can dig them out cleanly.  Afterwards, I’m going to build Davie’s playground right over there,” he said, rising up on his hind legs and pointing back towards a flat area directly beside the pool, on a terrace over the beach.  “It should have everything a human child needs to keep himself occupied.”


“It will be all stone?” Jenny asked.


“Mostly,” he replied.  “I’m going to need to borrow a few metal pipes and some sheet metal, but I’m sure they’re here.  This place is set up to be self-sufficient, and that includes a repair shop with lots of building materials.”

“You are a clever one,” Kent chuckled.  “How did you know?”


“Simple common sense, Arlen,” Kammi grinned.  “A place like this?  You don’t just run down to the hardware store when something breaks.”


“After that, if there’s anything else you guys need that earth dragons can do quickly, just tell us.”


“I can’t think of anything, but if I do, I’ll let you know,” Kent replied.  “It sounds like a lot of work.”


“We can dig out the three dens in about eight hours,” Kell answered.  “That kind of digging isn’t that hard, it’ll be harder on our waste rock carters,” he chuckled, glancing back at the ten fire drakes.  “We don’t just dig everything,” he added when Walker gave him a curious look.  “That’s inefficient.  We dig holes to each side of a slab of rock, break it off, then drag it out.  That’s fairly fast, and I’m going to need those slabs of rock for Davie’s playground.  It’ll take me today and tomorrow to build Davie’s playground.  That’s actually going to take longer because I have to shape the stones.”


“So, if your maintenance guys want any big slabs of basalt, tell us now,” Kammi added.  “We can quarry it for them while we’re digging the dens.”


“Will you need anything from us?” Walker asked.


Kell shook his head.


“Begging your pardon, sir, but could you have them dump some of that waste rock somewhere we might be able to use it?” one of the men Kell didn’t know offered.  “It can be used for landscaping and some other things.”


“You’re the facility manager?” Kell asked.


The rather handsome middle aged black man nodded, adjusting the tie of his brown suit.  “John Mercer, sir, site supervisor,” he introduced.  “And if you don’t mind, I think I would like a few of those slabs of stone you described.  They could be used to build a very nice-looking decorative wall.”


“No problem, Mister Mercer,” Kammi answered.  “Just show us where you want it, it’ll get there.”


“That’s basically it,” Kell said.  “I should be done with this by tomorrow afternoon.”


“Well then, let’s get something to eat, then we can get started after breakfast,” Walker offered.


“A good plan,” Sessara agreed after Jussa nodded.


They’d made sure to have enough food on hand to feed some 27 hungry dragons.  Mercer’s men carted out ATVs pulling flatbeds holding all the foods dragons liked, the humans learning about dragon diets from the fire dragons, and rest of the Hunters, Greg, and Davie joined them after they woke up.  Davie immediately ran over and hugged Sessara’s ankle, which made her smile in a nearly motherly way and pat the human child on the back with a finger.  The Hunters talked a while with Gressa and two of their escorting fire drakes, who were females who had been at the volcano sanctuary, renewing some relationships as Kell and Kammi held court with Jenny, Petrovski, Michaels, and Derringer, the four computer experts on the Hunter team.  They talked computers as Walker talked politics informally with the council through Sessara’s translation, and the two chromatic sages sat slightly separate from everyone else and observed all this interaction with intent eyes.

After breakfast, they got to work.  The council retired to a circus-sized tent behind the house with the chromatic sages and Gressa to help translate, and the rest of them got to work.  Mercer decided to go with them, riding one of those little ATVs between Kell and Kammi as they headed for the exposed rock ridge on the west side of the island.  Mercer was a civil engineer by profession, and he was highly curious to see earth dragon builders in action, see how they’d excavate three roughly elliptical 25 meter wide, 15 meter tall caverns in eight hours.  “Believe it, Mercer,” one of the fire drakes said in decent English as he walked behind them.  “Earth dragons are born diggers.  If they say they can do it, they can do it.”


“We’re a subterranean species, John,” Kammi grinned at him, showing her fangs.  “We know how to dig.”


“You live underground?”


Kell nodded.


Mercer gawked a little when they reached the first site, a roughly vertical rock face of dark stone with a terrace in front of it to serve as a nice landing spot, and Kell and Kammi started digging.  Within three minutes, their entire bodies were inside the holes they dug out, some 9 meters inside, as their claws ripped apart the tough volcanic stone like it was paper.  “Holy crap, they’re faster than a drilling machine,” Mercer said, then he laughed ruefully and picked up a jagged rock and tossed it into one of the canvas slings they’d brought with them to move waste rock.


“The earth dragons dig out all our dens,” the same fire drake male told him as he swept waste rock onto his sling with his tail.  “They’re best suited for the work.”


“No freakin’ doubt,” Mercer laughed, rolling up his sleeves.  “I’m gonna ruin my suit, but I don’t care.  I shoulda brought a shovel,” he grunted as he picked up another rock.


“You don’t have to do that,” Prisma told him.


“I don’t have to, but my momma taught me to never stand around and watch others work when you can pitch in,” he replied.


“My, that’s almost earth dragon,” Prisma smiled, then she made a gesture.  Mercer gasped when a huge swath of the rocky debris on the terrace lifted into the air.  “I’m sure they warned you we do magic, Mister Mercer,” she said with a light expression.


“Yeah, but seeing it is somethin’,” he said with open appreciation, which made Prisma preen a bit.  She was chromatic enough to enjoy that kind of attention.


Kell said eight hours, and that was almost exactly what it took.  Kell and Kammi rested after each excavation, and then they moved to the next site.  Digging like that was actually fast and easy because it didn’t take any kind of real precision.  They had to stay within the boundaries of the den’s volume, but outside of that, they could dig fast and a little sloppy.  The only precision came when they dug out the rock slabs Kell needed for his playground and Mercer wanted for his wall, making them a uniform thickness, which they did as three rows down the middle.  After most of the rest of it was dug out, they came back and scored the walls, broke them off, and the fire drakes carried them down to where the playground would be and where Mercer wanted them stacked.  Kell was impressed at how willing the fire drakes were to help out in work they felt was below them, hauling waste rock both to where Mercer wanted some and out to see using the big slings and carrying rock slabs so Kell and Kammi didn’t have to stop digging to do it themselves.  Mercer replaced his suit with work overalls, a pick, and a shovel halfway through the first den, and he tried to help out as best he could as he talked with Prisma, learning more about dragons from a dragon, rather than the intelligence the humans had on the dragons.  After they finished the last den, Kell and Kammi sat by the opening, just big enough for Hirrag should he use one, panting a little from the exertion of it.


“I haven’t worked out like that for a while, at least where I could breathe,” Kammi said, giving Kell a grin.


“We’ll get you trained up,” he replied easily, stretching his wings, shivering them, then folding them back.  “Good work, though.  Three dens, eight hours.”


“Easy enough digging,” she shrugged.  “Now let’s get some dinner, then we can start on the playground.”


“Thanks for all the help,” Kell told Prisma and the fire drakes.  “We won’t need any help with the playground, so I guess that’s it for you guys unless the council has something for you.”


“I take it we’re done?” Mercer asked as the fire drakes turned and vaulted off the terrace, then banked for the estate.


“With this,” he replied.  “Come on down with us, John, I’ll show you my plans for the playground.  You coming with us, Prisma?” he asked her in English.

“As long as we’re going to eat,” she replied, which made Kammi grin.


After a meal, Kell got started on the playground.  Kammi and Mercer helped, Kammi with the stones and Mercer with the plans, helping them lay everything out.  Kell shaped chunks and slabs of stone into one-piece playground equipment, sculpting it out of rock, and Mercer was amazed when Kell even managed to sculpt chains of rock in an unbroken line to form swings, carefully and efficiently carving out the majority of a link with the top arc of the next link attached to the bottom, score it out with hit needle-sharp claws, break the links apart, then smooth them out to where they were so smooth that they felt like polished metal.  Everything was all one piece, from the swings to the slide to the half-dome exercise lattice to the adventure tower, Kell using every part of his body to drill out tunnels and holes and hidey-spaces in the tower, from smoothing it with his horns to using the spikes on his tail dipped deeply down into a hole to continue drilling it past the reach of his foreleg.  Some of the major pieces were joined together, though, to form a U-shaped adventure area surrounding swings, monkey bars, the half-dome, and a six meter high curly slide.  Kammi cut out the grass and about half a meter of topsoil, rolled it up like a carpet and stored it so the groundskeepers could use it for sodding before it died, dug out the two very small underground rooms and the tunnel that connected them to let Davie feel a little like an earth dragon and then capped them with reinforced rock slabs with holes cut into them for the equipment that would go over them.  She then placed the pieces to Mercer’s layout and joined them together, filled the piling holes with concrete from Mercer’s stores to anchor it down, filled the entire play area after they placed everything with sand dredged from an unused beach, then bordered it with stone squared lengths that almost looked like timbers to keep the sand in and the grass out.  After they finished, they installed lighting so Davie could use it after dark with help from Mercer and his rather overwhelmed electricians, mounting large lights on utility poles they had stored on the island and then wiring everything up.  It took him and Kammi nearly nine hours to build and install the playground, working as fast as an entire crew of humans working with pre-fabricated parts.

With the help of Mercer and his maintenance men, Kell and Kammi finished the playground that day rather than the next, because around 7:00pm, they realized they only had a couple more hours of work to do to get everything done.  Kammi’s help with the installation let Kell focus on carving out the pieces, and Mercer and his men helped secure the erected pieces and ensure they were safe for a four year old with extensive inspections.  Some parts of it they blocked off until Davie was older—Kell made it knowing Davie would grow—and they helped beautify it with paint, benches they pulled in from their small warehouse and other aesthetics.

The entire thing vaguely resembled a medieval castle, albeit one filled with holes and slides and stairs and ladders like some gigantic hamster playpen gone out of control.  The two corners of the U had nearly seven meter tall towers with flagpoles waiting to have flags installed, upon which were anchored all the other play equipment not sitting in the “bailey” of the construction.


At sunset, Jenny and Greg brought Davie out to see his new playground, and the look on the boy’s face made all the work worth it.  He gaped at it in wondrous awe, the high towers of polished stone, so smooth that it wouldn’t hurt him, slides polished to such a degree that the stone was as slick as glass and then waxed with some supplies out of Mercer’s repair shop to make them even slippier, terraces, balconies, honeycombed towers to climb through and explore, slides, swings, ropes, ladders, poles, crawlspaces, tunnels, hidden rooms and secret passages, a merry-go-round that was so balanced that it would rotate what seemed like endlessly on its axis, even a treehouse without a tree, a large clubhouse built on a stone sculpture that looked like a tree without leaves that Mercer could cover with fake foliage, everything a little human boy would ever want in a playground.  And all of it was built out of dark volcanic stone.

“What do you think, Davie?” Kell asked.  “I built all of this for you.”


“For me?”


“All for you, so you’re happy here,” Kell replied with a gentle smile.  The little boy surged out of Jenny’s arms and wrapped himself around Kell’s foreleg, which made him chuckle and pat him on the back.  “There’s lots of secrets and surprises in there for you, Davie,” Kell told him.  “It’s up to you go find them.”


“Oooh, can I pway, Mommy, pweeeease?” he begged.


Jenny laughed.  “Half an hour, then it’s suppertime and bedtime, little man,” she replied.  Davie gave an excited squeal and ran out onto the sand as Kell and Kammi lowered their heads just a little, putting them in line with Greg and Jenny’s head.  “It’s everything I hoped for and more, Kell, Kammi.  Thank you both so much.”

“It was my pleasure, Jenny,” he replied.


“Actually, it was kinda fun,” Kammi replied.  “I’ve never built a playground before.”


“Is there anything you can’t do?” Greg laughed.


“Digging and building are genetic for us, Greg,” Kammi told him with a grin.  “We’re just oversized, intelligent bees, or ants.”  Greg laughed raucously at that image.  “Seriously.  Any earth dragon could have built this, even desk jockeys like us,” she added lightly.  “We’re the worker bees of the dragon races, and we’re proud of it,” she stated confidently.


“I dunno, Kammi, I don’t think any earth dragon could have built this,” Jenny said, looking around.  “Most earth dragons wouldn’t know what a playground is.”


“Well, yeah, but if you showed it to them, they could build it,” she replied.


“You two must really be tired after all that,” Greg reasoned.


“Moderately tired, yes, but not exhausted,” Kell replied.  “Dragons in my family have stamina, Greg.”


Kammi laughed.  “You should see them,” she replied.  “They specialize in the hardest kind of digging there is.”


“What kind?”


“Underwater digging,” she replied.  “Imagine digging out one of those dens up there underwater.  That’s what Kell’s family does,” she said, pointing to the three new holes just barely visible on the western ridge.  “You have to do all that work one breath at a time.”

Greg whistled.  “Wow,” he said, looking at Kell.


“We’re teaching Kammi,” Kell said lightly.  “If she can’t cut the mustard, she won’t find a place in our burrow.”


“I’m getting better!” she protested.


“Slightly,” he corrected, then the two humans laughed when Kammi smacked him with the bottom side of the end of her tail, showing off her one little trick that set her apart from most other earth dragons, an amazingly flexible tail.  Kell didn’t know any other earth dragon that could curl up her tail and touch her spikes to the top of her head the way she could.  She was almost like a scorpion.


“Any time a water dragon needs something dug, they come to Kell’s family,” Kammi told him.


“It’s our niche,” Kell said modestly.  “I’m starving, Kammi, let’s get some dinner, and leave Greg and Jenny alone so they can play on the playground without anyone seeing them act like kids,” he said slyly, which made Greg and Jenny laugh brightly.


“You got us,” Greg said, looking at the six meter high spiral slide, complete with a safety ladder so Davie could climb it without falling off, given it went so high up.  “I have got to try out that slide.”


“I made it big enough for an adult human, and the top is curled in so Davie won’t fly out of it.”


“That’s good to know,” Jenny grinned.  “Some of this Davie won’t be trying out til he’s older, though,” she said, looking around.  “I didn’t expect you to build twenty foot tall towers, Kell.”


“This is his castle, and no castle is a castle without towers,” Kell replied airily, which made Greg laugh.


“I’m just glad you didn’t build a moat,” Jenny grinned.


“We can do that,” Kammi offered, which made her laugh.


“No!  Now go eat so you stop causing trouble!” Jenny barked, pointing towards the back of the estate house.  “And thanks again guys!” she said as Davie climbed up a short ramp and into the most enclosed part of the construction, which was in the middle.


“Where are you two sleeping tonight?” Greg asked.


“Up there with Anthra and Geon,” Kammi answered, pointing to the ridge.  “We dug it out, we get to sleep in it.  The sages will sleep in one of the other dens, and the last one will go to Hirrag, since he’s too big to really fit well under one of those tents.  It’ll be a bit cramped for him, but he’ll fit in it.”


“Weren’t you digging a proper burrow?” Jenny asked as Davie got going on his swing.


“Not yet, but we will eventually,” Kell answered.  “When Anthra decides she wants one here, we’ll dig it out.  Now stop holding us up and let us go eat!”


She laughed.  “Go, go!” she said, shooing them with a hand.
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After a very long and very refreshing sleep, Kell, Kammi, and Prisma followed the two chromatic sages down to the main house, where Julia and Jack Walker were waiting on a patio on the side of the house.  Julia looked a tiny bit nervous, because she knew the chromatics were coming to examine her condition, and she didn’t really know what was going to happen.  Like any person sitting in the exam room of a doctor’s office, waiting for the doctor to show up, she had time to think about what was coming.


The two chromatic sages surprised Kell with their, well, good attitude towards being around humans.  Most chromatics despised humanity, a lingering racial prejudice harkening all the way back to when the humans betrayed the chromatics, but the two sages seemed honestly enthusiastic to meet two human magicians and examine one up close.  Though Walker would be too busy being President to learn about magic, Julia had already indicated she was going to learn, and unlike her husband, she had time to do it.  Explaining her absence to the public for long periods of time would be tricky for the White House, but the fact that she looked 18 again already made it imperative to keep her out of the public eye as much as possible.

Jack and Julia Walker stood up when the five dragons approached, and Julia stepped out and offered her hand to Kell.  “Well, our first chance to really talk since this happened,” she smiled, patting her youthful cheek.  “We’re going to find out what happened?”


“That’s why we’re here, Misses First Lady,” Prisma replied as Kammi translated.  “Please forgive our most wise, but they have very little practice with your language.”


“Fully understandable,” Jack Walker replied.  “Should we go somewhere more private?”


“Here is just fine,” Prisma replied as she looked to the speaking sage, hissing and growling in the draconic language.  “The most wise asks that you find a comfortable chair and make yourself at ease, and we will begin as soon as you feel ready.”


Kammi translated for the two sages for nearly four hours, as the two of them poked and prodded at Julia, almost caused a scene when they asked her to disrobe in front of the Secret Service agents—outside for that matter—which she surprised Kell by actually doing, standing there naked as a jaybird for nearly half an hour as the two Secret Service agents tried to look anywhere but at the First Lady and anyone inside the house could get far more of a look than they bargained for if they happened to look out the window.  Kell got a chance to see Julia unclothed, and saw that the infusion of youth into her had affected her entire body, leaving her with the body of an 18 year old as well as the face of an 18 year old.  She was slender, well proportioned, and most any human male would find her highly attractive.  After that, when the agents brought a robe for her to wear, the two sages examined Kell and Julia literally side by side, using magic to probe their strange condition.


Eventually, one of them felt they knew enough to start talking.  “The most wise says that this unusual condition is a product of a kind of magic unknown to us,” Kammi explained after nearly four hours, as they took a short break so Julia and the humans could get some refreshments.  “It is entirely harmless to you, Julia.  The most wise dare speculates that it is actually beneficial, since it regenerated you two a younger age.”


“Well, that’s one major relief,” Jack Walker said with an explosive sigh.


“This condition is permanent and lingering,” Kammi said for the other sage, her glowing yellow eyes widening.  “You should prepare yourself for the possibility of living to an age of nearly two hundred, Julia.  The magic lingers inside you, actively slowing the normal aging process, but this lingering effect is slowly fading.  The most wise speculates that you’ll remain almost exactly as you are until this magic fades completely, which should take approximately one hundred years.  After that, you’ll age normally, and with proper care and diet, you should easily live to be one hundred.  Subjectively,” Kammi added, glancing at the sage.

“What?  Oh my dear lord,” Julia gasped, putting her hands to her mouth.  “That’s unbelievable!”


“Two hundred?” Jack Walker gaped.   “What caused this?”


“As of yet, we are unsure,” Kammi replied after translating, looking at the talking sage.  “But it is most definitely an active magical effect.  The fact that Julia Walker initiated this magic without any kind of formal training is highly irregular.”


“I did this?”


“I certainly didn’t,” Kell replied.  “Earth dragons can’t do magic, Julia.  This had to come from you.  You’re the magician.”


The sage nodded after hearing the translation.  “Kell is correct,” Kammi translated.  “The initiator of the magical spell had to be you, Julia, though the how of it is quite a mystery that we must study.  This is almost unheard of, for an untrained magician to not only manifest magical ability, but magical ability of this magnitude.  You are truly gifted, Julia.”


The other sage spoke.  “There is one other option we must consider,” Kammi translated.  “Earth dragons are what you would call a free radical in magical applications.  Though they cannot do magic themselves, they are like all dragons in that they have certain magical capabilities, and these capabilities might have interacted with Julia’s body at a direct level when she cut herself on his spike.  It is possible that this event occurred because of a, well, a magical happenstance,” Kammi fretted.  “He’s using words that don’t translate easily into English, hold on.  Some kind of event that was triggered by the presence of an earth dragon,” she continued as the sage rephrased.  “And that it might not be exclusive to Julia.”

“You mean this might be repeatable?” Walker asked, looking hard at the sage.


“Possible.  If it is so, then that information must never leave this island,” Kammi replied after translating back and forth.


“Amen,” Jack Walker said fervently.  “Imagine if some rich maniac found out that an earth dragon could make him young again. They’d hunt you to the ends of the earth,” he said, looking at Kell and Kammi intensely.

“I’m glad you agree with us about that, Mister President,” Kell replied with a nod.

“If it is so, then this fortunate discovery would only apply to magicians,” Kammi said for the male sage, who was speaking with some animation.  “The magic that created this tether between Kell and Julia came from Julia, even if Kell’s presence somehow initiated the tether’s formation  That much is very clear to our magical inspection.  Only a magician could repeat this event.”


“Are you saying that if any magician came along and grabbed one of your tail spikes, it might do this?” Jack Walker asked intently, motioning at his wife.


“That is a possibility,” Kammi answered for the female sage.  “It is something we must research extensively.”


“So, to sum it up, earth dragons had better stay well the hell away from all of us,” Julia said, looking directly at Kell.  “To both protect this secret and prevent it from happening again.”


“Yes, in the short term, that would be the wisest course of action,” Kammi said as the sage nodded.


“Well, there’s one sure-fire way to test it,” Walker said, looking speculatively at Kell.


“Not until we fully understand this tether that exists between Julia and Kell.  It is not harmful to either of them now.  There is no telling what might happen to both of them if another magician attempted to duplicate the effect.”


“If you don’t mind, could you explain this tether in greater detail?” Julia asked.


Kammi listened for a moment after translating, then began to speak.  “A magical tether is a connection between two objects,” she began.  “It can exist between two living things or a living thing and an object.  It cannot exist between two objects.  Tethers link the two together in a mystical manner, and what a tether can do depends entirely on the magic that created it.  This tether between you and Kell seems to be completely passive,” Prisma said, then she paused to let the sage speak a few seconds.  “It doesn’t seem to do anything at all, and it is our initial theory that the latent magic inside you that retards your aging is tied up in the tether between you and Kell.  We are not sure yet, but we think that if the tether was dissolved, that you would age normally from your current physical age.  You would not return to your original age, but would instead age like any other human.”

“How can it be passive if it’s doing something?”


“A tether can be passive in that nothing happens between the linked objects, but still have effects on the objects themselves,” Prisma explained as the sage spoke.  “We theorize that the tether retards your aging.  For Kell, it seems to do nothing at all.  In a way, you are leeching magic off Kell directly through this tether to empower this magical youthfulness, draining his innate, natural dragon magic for your own ends.  Like a parasite.”


Julia flushed.  “Well, it certainly wasn’t intentional,” she said with a cough.  “And if it is possible, friends, I would like to have this thing that keeps from aging removed.  I don’t want to still be eighteen and young when my husband is in the last days of his life, then face a century or more without him.  I couldn’t stand it,” she said, giving Jack Walker a look of pure love and devotion.  Walker took her hand and patted it with a warm look in return.


“This we can do for you, Julia, if you give us time to research and study this magic so we might undo it without harm to either you or Kell,” Kammi said for the male sage.  “Give us some few weeks to fully understand this magic, and we can remove it for you.”


“Please, I would very much like that,” she reaffirmed.  “I’m enjoying being young again, but I don’t want to still be young when those I love most grow old.”


“You are truly a very wise human, Julia Walker,” Prisma said for the female sage.  “Let us retire for an hour or so for a meal, and we will continue the examination.”


“That’s fine with me, I’m a little hungry,” Julia replied.  She and Jack Walker stood up, then the agents escorted them inside.  The female sage gave Kell and Kammi a serious look, then nudged her head as she turned to walk away.  They fell in with her, and after a moment to get some distance from the house, she spoke.


“There’s much more to it than what we said,” she told them.


“I figured. I don’t know much about magic, but I know what you told her wasn’t exactly right,” Kell replied.  “What did you discover, most wise?”


“The tether between you and the human is passive, and does do what we said it does, but it actually works both ways,” she replied, looking at Kell.  “Simply put, Kell, something else has to be at work here that we must examine,” she explained.  “At this moment all that is happening is you are giving, but there exists within the tether the potential for Julia to give back.  Before, we thought that the magic was generated by the planet itself, which we then used.  Now we know the exact process of it,” she said delicately, being warned that Jenny was adept at draconic.  “A tether like the one binding you and Julia Walker together is mutual.  For Julia, it grants her youth and vigor.  The laws of magic states that in a mutual tether like yours, as you have given unto her, she must give something unto you.  That means that there is the potential within this tether for Julia to grant you some kind of gift or boon in a magical manner.  If so, the laws of magic will be in effect.  The boon Julia grants unto you cannot exceed the energy you invest into her, and it cannot be beyond her natural magical capability.”

“If she is granting me some kind of magical effect, it’s nothing I’ve even noticed,” Kell replied.  “I feel no different, and I’m not doing anything unusual.”


“At this moment, Kell, that’s not unusual, for she is not granting you any magic.  Right now, the tether is nothing but you giving unto her.  We must further study and examine this tether in more detail to determine exactly what this tether will grant to you,” the male sage said.  “We must also understand the full extent of it before we permit it to be severed, to make absolutely sure it has no unforeseen effect on you or her.”


“Exactly what kind of gift would be passed on?” Kammi asked curiously.


“If you’re asking for speculation, Kammi, that is as boundless as your imagination, at least up to a point,” the male replied.  “What Kell has given to Julia cannot exceed what Julia gives to Kell.  That means that the amount of magic it takes to maintain Julia’s youth is the same magical amplitude passed to Kell, and just like Julia’s age retarding magic, that magic will fade over time.  It also cannot be something beyond Julia’s natural magical aptitude, nor outside the bounds of magical law.  That means the usual strictures are in effect.”

“So, Kell powers Julia’s youth, but Julia powers something for Kell, and she gets the energy for that from us in the first place,” Kammi grunted.


The female chromatic’s eyes widened.  “Kammi, my youngling, that is an intriguing observation,” she said with sudden animation.


Kell glanced at Prisma, and saw that she was deep in thought.  “What is it, Prisma?”


“I…I may not be correct about this, but there is a small chance that this is not the first time this has happened,” she said uncertainly.  “Mind that this is pure speculation, honored sages, but in my studies, I read about a human magician of the old times named Athena.  It just occurred to me that she lived for nearly two hundred years.  The day of her birth isn’t in the histories I researched, but it was documented that she ruled her city for over one hundred years, and had fifty years of journals and researched tomes she’d penned before ruling the modern city of Athens.  I first attributed this to the fact that she was one of the most learned magicians of her day and had found some way to use magic to extend her lifespan.  But she was also the only human magician to have known ties to the earth dragons.  Mayhaps, she did as Julia has done, and we might find some information about this tether by studying Athena’s later life?”


“A subject worth study,” the female sage told her.  “It very well may be so, youngling.  We will pass that to our experts in history for their research.”

“And to think that they initially placed you fourth in your class.  Clearly some favoritism was involved in your placements,” the male snorted, which made Prisma beam.


“Yeah, we think Prisma rocks too,” Kammi said lightly, bumping against the young chromatic.


“We must return to the examinations very soon,” the female declared.  “Young Kammi’s observation is something I wish to test.”


“See, what would you do without me, intended?” Kammi grinned at him.


“Have a much more peaceful life,” he replied blandly.  All three chromatics chuckled when Kammi bounded up even with him and whacked him with her tail.


After a snack, they returned to the examination.  The two sages cast spell after spell on both of them, even had them sit at various distances, from touching to 50 meters away from each other, for nearly two more hours.  After that, one of the sages tested Julia’s innate magical ability with a series of simple tests, both physical and mental, for it required a strong body and a sharp mind to handle the demands of magic.  After that, the female sage cast a spell that lasted nearly twenty minutes, her eyes closed as her forepaws glowed with magical light, then she dropped down on all fours and conferred with her counterpart in low tones while Kell and Julia both got something to drink, her from a glass and Kell from a large bucket.  Eventually, they came back, both of them looking quite serious.  “The tether can be safely severed,” Kammi translated for the male sage.  “And it would behoove us to do so immediately.  This tether is, sec, another strange word…settling in.  The longer we wait to sever it, the more difficult it will be.”

“There won’t be any side effects?” Jack Walker asked, putting his hand on Julia’s arm.


“None whatsoever,” the female said, which Kammi translated.  “However, we would like to examine Misses Walker once a week for the next two months to both ensure she is well and also study this fascinating magical condition.  Is that permissible?”


“We can arrange it,” he replied with a nod.


“Then we will begin immediately.  Misses Walker, please sit still and relax. You should feel nothing, but if you remain stationary, it will be easier for us,” Kammi said for the male, then both sages reared up onto their hind legs and sat on their tails, taking a vertical base.

Kell didn’t feel anything.   The process lasted nearly two minutes, as the two sages stayed almost perfectly still, their forepaws glowing, then they opened their eyes and looked at them.  “It is done,” the male declared, which Kammi relayed.  “You might feel tired within the next ten to twenty minutes, Misses Walker.”

“I’m feeling it a bit now,” she said, putting her hand on her upper chest.  “Like I just got out of the pool after a workout swim.”


“A brief rest and a hearty meal will rectify that sensation,” the female said, which Kammi translated.  “Your aging process is again entirely normal, outside of the fact that you have regained your youth.”


“Thank you so much,” she said, taking her husband’s hand.  “I think I need to go lay down a bit, honey.”


“Is that alright?” he asked.  When Kammi nodded for the sage, he helped her up and the agents opened the door to the house.  “How long should she rest?”


“A short nap will do it,” Kammi said as the male sage spoke.  “And she’ll need a healthy meal with lots of calories after she wakes up.”


“Alright then, let’s get you a nap, sweetheart,” he said, and he led her into the house.


“Well, that was abrupt,” Kammi noted slyly, looking at the male sage.  “And just what didn’t you want them to know?”


“You are a very clever young earth drake, youngling,” the male noted as he turned towards the tents set out for the dragons.  “Kell.  I would ask you a serious question.”


“Go ahead.”


“How much do you like these human magicians?”


“Fairly well,” he replied.


“Do you trust them?”


“The ones I know, yes, I trust them, at least after a fashion,” he replied.  “The Hunters are honorable people.”


“Very well,” the female said.


“What did you discover, most wise?” Prisma asked.


“Something of great importance,” she replied.  “The tether does indeed work both ways, younglings.”


“It had to be severed now, before its activation,” the male added.


“Why?  Was it dangerous?”


“No, Kammi, it is because after the tether fully formed and anchored itself, Kell would have refused to surrender it,” the female replied.  “Kell.  Is there one magician among them that you trust enough to grant extended life?”


“Several,” he replied.  “Why?”


“Kammi.  Is there one among the humans you would trust in such a manner?”


“Well, sure, I kinda like Greg, but why?  What’s going on?”


The two sages looked right at them.  “The tether grants unto the humans the lifespan of an earth dragon and one hundred years of youth and vigor,” the female said.  “To you, it amplifies the natural innate magic within you that helps negate the tremendous weight you bear, that weight of stone that powers your breath weapons that is there but is not there.”


“How did you know about that?” Kell asked, then he gave Prisma an accusing look.


She looked a trifle sheepish.


 “What does that mean?” Kammi asked

“It means that for each bond you form, it further allows you to negate your own weight.  Bind enough humans to you, and it would create an effect similar to the natural floating magic that enables other dragons to fly.”


Kell gaped at her.  “You mean—“


“Yes, Kell.  When tethered, bonded, to a human magician, it will further negate your weight and allow you to glide longer distances.  And as speculated, you can form tethers to more than one magician.  Each tethered magician further amplifies this boon, for each bond you form, that power amplifies even more.  Eventually, it would become so strong that it would allow you to generate enough lift to get off the ground, similar to the water dragons.”


“Are you serious?” Kammi gasped, stopping dead in her tracks.  “You mean we could fly?”

“Very,” the male replied. “Where other dragons can increase or decrease this natural floating magic to fly, earth dragons seem to have no innate control over this ability.  It is biological for you, autonomic, like the beating of your heart or breathing.  The bonds the humans form amplify this bio-magic, and when it becomes strong enough,” he said, then he opened his wings, gave a single flap, and rose nearly four meters off the ground before settling back down.  “The earth dragons also have this innate magic, but as I said, you cannot control it, and it is very weak compared to other dragons.  In you, it is designed solely to negate the phantom weight of the stone you carry that fuels your breath weapons.  Well, the binding of a human to you amplifies that power, it is the human’s gift to you even as youth and vigor are your gifts to them.  Since Julia has no wish to maintain the bond, we felt that immediate severing was required before Kell became too fond of the gift it gave him.”

“Holy shit, Kell, we could fly.  We could fly!” Kammi said in wonder, then she laughed delightedly.


“How many humans would it take?” Kell asked quickly.


“That, we do not know.  But there is a way to find out,” the female said, giving him a direct look.  “But it would take consent on both sides.  The Hunters must know just what it would mean, that they would outlive their friends, their families.  Their life spans would separate them from the rest of their kind, even more than the knowledge that Hinado wishes to impart to them.”

“Most of the Hunters are solitary types anyway.  I think Jenny’s the only one that’s married,” Kammi mused.  “And since both Greg and Davie are magicians too, it’s not like she’s losing her husband to time.”


Kell, however, wasn’t grinning the way that Kammi was, because she wasn’t thinking it through.  If the sages were right, binding enough human magicians to him would allow him to fly.  There wasn’t a single earth dragon alive that didn’t dream about that most coveted and also most unreachable of things, to be able to fly like all the other dragons.  But, there were only 18 known human magicians, the Hunters, the army Sergeant, Greg, Davie, Kent, and the Walkers..  In the best case scenario, requiring two humans to form enough of this magic to let him fly, then only nine earth dragons would be blessed with that kind of ability.  Nine, and only nine, out of over two thousand.  That kind of gross inequality went against just about every tenet of earth dragon society there was, and in addition, it had the potential to cause intense discord within earth dragon ranks.  Just as there were humans out there who would do anything to live longer, there were some earth dragons that would do anything to be able to fly.  It would either create two classes of earth dragons that would invoke extreme divisiveness, or earth dragons wanting to fly more than anything would demand the opportunity to find human magicians to help them achieve their dream, which would put everything at risk.

The longer he thought about it, the less of a gift this revelation seemed to be.


“Kell?  Intended?” Kammi asked, looking back at him after he stopped to ponder that bit of news.


“We have to talk to the council,” he said grimly.  “And we say nothing about this to any other dragon, intended.”


“Why?”


“Because you’re thinking with your wings, not your head,” he replied, turning and heading for the back yard, where the huge pavilion tent holding the council was erected.


“What do you consider, youngling?” the female sage asked.


“You don’t understand earth dragon society, most wise,” he replied seriously.  “This information isn’t a boon.”


“Intended, I think you’re selling the others short.  Think about it, we might be able to fly!”


“And how many of us will be given that gift, Kammi?” he retorted as they turned the corner.  “Five?  Six?  Maybe nine if things work out perfectly?  Can you imagine how we’d be received by the others if they found out we used our political positions to make ourselves something more than the other earth dragons?  And how would knowing that a slim pawful of earth dragons were given this incredible gift impact the villages?”


Kammi slowed down, frowning.  “You think it would create jealousy?”

“Just slightly,” he replied with a snort.  “Earth dragon society hinges completely on community and equality.  We are one big family,” he told the sages and Prisma.  “All earth dragons see all other earth dragons as brothers and sisters, cousins, and we look out for each other, do for each other, and we all have equal say because we’re all equal in each other’s eyes.  Even a young drake like me can have his say in village council meetings, because earth dragons believe that all earth dragons are of equal worth.  Giving just a tiny pawful of earth dragons something so magical could not help but sow the seeds of jealousy into the earth dragons, and that would create discord by making us unequal.  By setting some earth dragons apart, it breaks the sense of community.”


“I think you’re being pessimistic about this, intended,” Kammi replied.  “I don’t think giving some earth dragons the ability to fly would rip earth dragon society apart at the seams.”


“Maybe not, but if this becomes common knowledge, it has to be handled with extreme care,” he replied.  “I know for a fact that Gev would all but sell his shop and farm in exchange for the ability to fly.  He’s dreamed about it since he was a hatchling.  Just as we’d have to guard against rich humans doing anything to get an earth dragon to make them young, we’d have to guard against some earth dragons doing something crazy to get the ability to fly.”  He looked back at Kammi.  “How would you feel knowing what you know, and not being chosen to be given this gift?”


She gave him a look, then grunted and nodded her head.  “Alright, I can see what you’re saying when you put it that way.  But I’m a field agent, if anyone should get this, it should be us.”


“And the fact that you gain from that decision doesn’t influence your opinion at all?” Kell asked.


“Well,” she hedged.


“Just my point,” he replied.  “I’m biting my own tail for saying this, but if I had my way, none of us would be flying.  If we all can’t fly, then none of us can.”

“That is a very narrow point of view, youngling,” the male sage said.


“Oh really?  Didn’t the fact that we can’t fly flavor how you see us?  You wouldn’t be walking with us right now if it wasn’t about magic,” he said pointedly.  “Before you knew what you know now, a chromatic sage wouldn’t come within a hundred dram of an earth dragon, yet here you are.  In fact, right about now we’d all be enslaved on our farms and Anthra and Geon wouldn’t even be on the council anymore, all because your chromatics believed that us not being able to fly made us less than you.  Do you honestly believe that giving a tiny minority of earth dragons the ability to fly won’t change us the way it changed you?  Do you honestly believe that knowing that there are, say, six lucky earth dragons out there granted the power of flight wouldn’t alter how earth dragons see those lucky six, or themselves?”


The sage said nothing.


“So you keep it a secret?” Prisma asked.


“It would be best,” he replied immediately.  “And it should never be used.  Even giving one earth dragon the ability to fly would put our entire society at risk.  We are all equals in earth dragon society.  To make a few earth dragons more than the other earth dragons violates that equality.”


“Well, we shall see what the council has to say about it,” the female sage intoned.


They reached the council, and the two sages explained their discovery.  Kell watched the council members, and saw that their reactions were more or less what he expected.  The other dragons were favorably inclined to the idea that earth dragons might be able to fly, but Anthra and Geon looked less than enthusiastic about it.  “Serendipity,” Faralla noted, shivering his tail a little.  “At first I hoped that this tether might give the earth dragons some kind of direct control over the human magicians, but if that is what it does, it seems a good thing.”


“No, it’s not a good thing,” Anthra replied.


“I disagree,” Jussa said.  “The earth dragons may not see flight as something they need, but the fact that we live on an island about to be besieged by enemies puts the earth dragons in a very dangerous position.  As you told us yourself, Anthra, the earth dragons have no means of escape.  If disaster befalls us and the Chinese invade the island, the earth dragons can do naught but return to Sanctuary City and hope that the Chinese can be driven off the island.  If earth dragons were to be given the gift of flight, they would have a means to escape harm.”


“That is a reasonable argument,” Trejem agreed.  “If we could somehow empower the earth dragons with flight, their safety would be much more certain.  And that is the paramount issue before us.  The earth dragons are the very lifeblood of all dragon societies, and they must be protected at any and all costs.”

“If a way could be found to do this for all earth dragons, I wouldn’t be against it,” Anthra told them.  “But the simple fact of the matter is, something this huge, this momentous, cannot be given only to some.  It must be all of us, or none of us.  To empower only some violates the core tenets of earth dragon morality and society.”


Kell breathed a sigh.  He knew Anthra was wise.


“But in this case, the needs of all dragons must supersede the potential harm it might cause only to earth dragons,” Trejem said.  “I’m sure the earth dragons will understand that it’s being done to ensure the survival of all of us.  You can survive without us.  We cannot survive without you.”


“You don’t understand us, Trejem,” Geon spoke up.  “If all of us can’t escape, then none of us will leave.  We’d never abandon our own like that.  That’s what Anthra is trying to say to you.  Just giving a dozen or so earth dragons the ability to fly won’t change anything.  Those dozen or so would be right back in Sanctuary City with the rest of us in your scenario.”


“Well, then, the simple solution is to locate enough human magicians to do just that,” Sessara declared.  “If the earth dragons won’t leave their own behind, then we simply fix it so all of them can escape.”  She looked to the sages.  “How many magicians will it require to empower an earth dragon to fly?”


“We are as yet uncertain, esteemed council member,” the male replied.  “We require further research and study, and perhaps direct experimentation.”


“We have some dozen or so humans here for you to conduct your experiments,” Trejem said simply.


“Without telling them what they’re about to get into?” Kell cut in.  “You can’t do that!”


“I never meant it that way, youngling,” he answered.  “Of course we explain what the bond means for them, but what human would say no to an extended lifespan?”


“One did just that,” Kammi reminded him.


“The point is, this kind of information impacts way more than just a few earth dragons.  It affects the entire island,” Geon stated.  “For one, I have to agree with Anthra.  You’re risking a new round of potential social upheaval here, and we don’t need that right now.  For the moment, this information can’t leave this group. We let the sages study and research and get more information before we do anything, and in the meantime, we focus our attention on the invasion coming.  Once the sages have more detailed information, then we should talk about it.”


“In other words, Geon, we put this on the shelf and wait?” Trejem asked.


“Exactly that,” he replied.  “Even if the Chinese do somehow manage to invade the island, they won’t have any more luck digging us out of Sanctuary City than you did,” he said, almost with a smirk.  “We’ll be safe enough.”

“Given that the earth dragons would know best about this, I say we should listen to our earth dragon cousins in this subject,” Hirrag declared.  “After all, they know their own dragons far better than we do.  I dare say that we barely knew them at all.”


“Hirrag speaks a truth,” Essan nodded.  “If Anthra and Geon think we should hold this information for now and have the most wise study it further before we take any action, than that is exactly what we should do.  After all, this impacts them far more than the rest of us.”


“We should be safe enough,” Anthra said.  “I have no doubt that the sky, water, and fire dragons can repel the ships the Chinese are sending.”


“Then let us give the most wise a week to further study and research, then after they report back, we can continue to discuss the matter,” Jussa proposed.  “Is that acceptable to all?”


“If the most wise feel a week is sufficient time to prepare a preliminary report?” Trejem asked, looking to the sages.


“We can come up with some generalities within a week,” the female replied.  “But to do so, one of us must stay here to study the humans.  They are the other half of the equation.”


“They’ll need protection,” Hirrag stated.  “I will leave five fire drakes here under Gressa’s command.  She knows the Hunters fairly well, and speaks their language.”


“That will be just fine,” the female replied.  “I will stay here and study the human magicians to further understand their role, and also to further examine Julia Walker to ensure severing the bond she formed with Kell has no unforeseen side effects.”


“Then a week,” Jussa nodded.  “Is there general acclimation?”  When the nine members of the council rumbled in assent, he slapped his tail on the ground.  “Very well.  Let us arrange one final conference with the President, and then we will return home.”


Kammi went to go get something to eat, but Kell went out to the sand-filled playground he’d built for Davie, surrounded by his construction, and laid down on the warm, soft sand and pondered.  To fly…it was the youthful dream of many an earth dragon, as was also the crushing revelation when those hatchlings found out that it would be denied to them.  He remembered that day very well, when he and his brothers were playing on the beach.  A sky dragon juvenile swooped down close to the cove, clearly playing, and when he innocently asked Kanna why the earth dragons never seemed to be in the air, they were given the talk.  It was that day, when he was only nine, that he understood that he was fundamentally different from the other dragons, that they had something more than him, and like many earth dragons, he underwent his period of intense jealousy and anger at being denied the gift others were given.  Some earth dragons got over it fairly quickly, but it had carried over in Kell for many years, and in some ways had shaped his career path.  If he couldn’t fly, then he’d be a field agent, he’d do what no other dragon was allowed to do, go into human lands.

But, those were also the foundations of earth dragon society in that it brought them all together as a powerful community, where every earth dragon looked out for every other earth dragon, forming a unified front that had brought the earth dragons through when the chromatic council member had lost his mind and tried to poison the other dragons against them.  And that itself was one of the dangers of giving some earth dragons the ability to fly.  It could potentially foment discord within earth dragon ranks.  He wasn’t absolutely sure that it would, but going on his own feelings and history, he knew the potential was there.

But still, the hatchling in him wondered what it would be like to be able to fly, now that it seemed that it might actually be possible.  They would probably be like the water dragons, very clumsy in the air.  After all, earth dragons weren’t exactly aerodynamic to begin with, and if the magic worked the way the sage said it would, it would just barely nullify enough weight to give their wings enough lift to get them off the ground.  They’d probably require a running start to get in the air, like certain very large birds, and flying would be a tremendous amount of hard work.  But, Kell at least would probably be in shape for that.  He was one of the most physically fit earth dragons because of his family’s specialty of underwater excavation, and his wings were far stronger than nearly any other earth dragon alive, because he used them to swim, and he swam a lot.  Kell had the muscle power and endurance to flap them constantly, pushing against the water, which would then let him push them against the air.  He also glided more than many other earth dragons because the department building had been at altitude, so he already knew how to guide himself in the air, how to shift his head and tail and alter the tilt and angle of his wings to turn, descend faster, and arrest descent.  Kell actually was one of the more likely subjects to be given the initial gift, since he was so close to the required attributes, and he could admit that objectively, even as he admitted that it should be the last thing they should do until they both studied it and got input from the other earth dragons.

This was no decision that only Geon and Anthra could make.  If the earth dragons agreed to allow it, it had be done by a vote of all earth dragons.  This had to be decided as a community.


He rose back up and spread his wings and closed his eyes.  Earth dragons had the smallest wings in proportion to the body of all the dragons, but that was just proportional.  His wings had an eight meter wingspan when fully extended wingtip to wingtip, almost the same length as his body from nose to tailtip, where the wings were much larger on other dragons.  He flapped them very slowly, felt them brush against the sand, felt the air rush over them, ripple across the sand, then he sighed and slowly, deliberately folded them back.  He couldn’t let his own feelings and desires cloud his judgment.


He heard human footsteps behind him, and turned his head enough to see Jenny out of the corner of his eye.  She came up to his shoulder and patted it, and he curled his neck around to look at her.  “What are you up to out here, Kell?” she asked.

“Just thinking,” he replied.  “This is a nice quiet place.”


“Not for long,” Jenny chuckled.  “I guarantee you, as soon as Davie wakes up in the morning, he’ll be back out here.  He loves your playground.  Thank you, Kell,” she said warmly, patting his shoulder again.


“It’s no biggie,” he replied, laying back down.  Jenny sat down in front of him, so they could look at each other, then she laughed when he shimmied forward enough to grab her foot with his teeth and pull her around.  She let him settle her against his flank, under his upraised wing and just behind his foreleg, and he curled his body around a little.


“We were on a beach the last time we did this,” Jenny mused, leaning back against him.  “So, what’s got the dragons so wound up?”


“How do you mean?”


“They looked a bit tense when they came out of the tent a while ago.”


“Just the usual.  They spent most of the morning discussing Julia and what possible ramifications it might have,” he answered.


“The only ramification is that we’d better keep it quiet, and the earth dragons shouldn’t be interacting with the common population to prevent another incident,” she replied.


“That’s about what they decided,” he agreed.  “Not that earth dragons would really be running around anyway.”


“Such a liar.”


He laughed.  “Alright, non field-agent earth dragons,” he corrected.  “What did your own conference decide?”


“That if anyone accidentally grabs one of your tail spikes, there would be hell to pay,” she replied.  “And I mean Yancy cocked his Glock when making that declaration.  We may love the old coot, but he’s hardcore retired CIA, Kell, and if he was given the order to kill somebody, he’d do it.  Hell, the only thing saving Julia from a date with some dissection table in the basement of a lab building somewhere is the fact that she’s the First Lady.”


“You think so?”


“I suspect so,” she replied.  “Wouldn’t you want to know how it happened?”

“That’s a fair point,” he acceded.


“Is she going to be alright?  She said that the chromatics, uh, severed the connection.”


“She’ll be fine,” he replied.  “She’s eighteen again, but other than that, she’s perfectly normal and healthy,” he replied.


“What a lucky girl,” Jenny sighed.


“Oh, listen to you,” he chided.  “You’re still young and beautiful, Jenny, at least as humans reckon such things.”


“Anything older than eighteen isn’t eighteen,” she replied lightly.  “Humans, especially women, do lots of things to either stay young or look young.  And now Julia is young.  Of course I’m a tiny bit jealous.”


“You’ll live,” he told her, shifting to nudge her.


“So, how are things on the island?  Like really.”


“Really?  More or less what we already said,” he replied.  “The earth dragons are back on the surface rebuilding, and everyone else is getting ready for the Chinese.  When they get close enough, we’ll be ready for them.”


“I almost feel sorry for the Chinese,” she noted.  “I don’t see how any ship’s going to protect itself against the water dragons.  I mean, they control water.  And since I know for a fact that they don’t show up on sonar, they’ll never see them coming.”


“That’s the idea.  The water dragons are going to take out the rudders and propellers of the invading ships and leave them dead in the water, which neutralizes their threat to us without slaughtering them.”


“That’s pretty clever.”


“It’s the easiest way to disable the ships without causing mass casualties,” he replied.  “They could easily sink the ships, but we figured that losing that many men would enrage the Chinese.  Besides, it’s against Gaia to kill when there are other options.”


“Hmm.”


“What?”


“Maybe we should have the President make you an offer,” she mused.  “If we could get our hands on one of their next-generation cruisers—“


“No,” he told her, though he was chuckling.  “If you want it, steal it yourself.”


Kammi padded up, then looked down at them and grinned.  “What are you two up to?”


“Oh, the usual, Kammi, telling each other everything the higher-ups don’t want each other to know,” Jenny replied lightly.  “How goes the courtship?”


“It’s progressing along in a thoroughly satisfactory manner,” she replied a bit smugly, giving Kell a smirk.  “Though it’s only been a couple of months, it seems that me and Kell are very compatible.”


“Gaia help me, but she’s not lying,” Kell grunted, which made Jenny laugh and Kammi give him a short glare.

“I’ve never really asked how that works.  Who moves into whose burrow?”


“If we were farmers, that depends on who has the bigger farm,” Kammi replied, sitting down.  “Kell’s family farm is way bigger than mine, so I’d be moving there and changing my name—well, I don’t have to.”


“How do you mean?”


“Mother’s name was originally Vanna,” Kell supplied.  “Much as human females change their last name on marriage, the earth drake moving into the new family changes their name to conform to the new family.  In a way, earth dragon surnames deal with the first letter of the name.  Every member of my family’s name has the same starting sound.”


“I noticed that. I didn’t realize it was part of a social convention,” Jenny mused.


“Well, our family name has the same starting sound, so I won’t have to change my name, or Kell change his,” Kammi added.


“Male dragons change their names if they move?”


“Yup,” Kammi replied.


“Gev was originally Hrev,” Kell supplied.  “He moved to his mate’s farm when they became lifemates.  Anyway, since we’re not farmers, if we end up becoming lifemates, Kammi will move into my burrow on the farm because that’s what we decided to do.”


“It’s way bigger than mine, I won’t mind,” she nodded.  “It’s also much closer to our new department headquarters, so it’s a shorter commute.”


“Well, you learn something new every day,” Jenny chuckled.  “And other dragons have different customs?”


“Very different,” Kammi agreed with a nod.  “So, when he finally gives in and agrees that we’re compatible, I’ll move into his burrow, and we’ll raise our own family,” she said with a strange smile.


“Someone’s made her mind up,” Jenny laughed.


“We’re just too compatible, Jenny,” Kammi grinned.  “I mean seriously.  We have the same job, the same interests, many of the same friends, our families really like each other, and what’s most important, the last few months of living together have shown me just how compatible we really are.  It’s not that I’m being a bitch about it, it’s just that I don’t see how we won’t end up lifemates.”


“Kanna’s already planning the ceremony, and counting down the days until our courtship officially ends,” Kell said dryly, which made Jenny laugh harder.


“She sees what I see,” Kammi replied lightly.  “We’re just too compatible, Kell, and it’s that obvious. Everyone is saying it looks like we’ll be lifemates, not just Kanna.  Face it, you’re stuck with me for the rest of your life,” she said in a voice that made Jenny burst out into gales of helpless laughter, literally falling over on the sand.

Kell gave Kammi an amused look, then got up and started lightly scratching his forepaw in the sand, digging a shallow trench.  He grabbed Jenny by her belt, showing some delicate coordination by pinching only her belt between his teeth, then dropped her in the trench.  Kammi burst out laughing when he kicked several paws of sand over Jenny, who was too gone to climb out on her own, the sidled away as if he’d won an argument, leaving Jenny buried from the waist down in the playground.


After a short meal, Kell, Kammi, and Gressa were again serving as translators back and forth between the council and the President, Arlen Kent, Jenny, and Yancy.  The sages gave the President more information about Julia, then Jussa told the President at least part of the truth, that it looked conceivable that others could do what Julia did, and that the sages were researching it.  He didn’t pay much attention as he pondered what he’d learned, translating back and forth without really listening all that much.  He went through the motions until Jenny looked around, then gave a sudden laugh.  “You know, it just occurred to me,” she said.  “Why can’t any of you speak English now?  You spoke perfect English when I went to the island!”

“We weren’t speaking English,” Sessara told her.  “You heard English.  The Council Aerie is enchanted.  When you arrived, Hinado cast the second part of the spell upon you so you would hear a language you understand.  In your case, your native language, English.”


“But I thought that magic wouldn’t affect thought.”


“It doesn’t.  That doesn’t stop magic from altering the sound vibrations and rearranging them from draconic to English.  We had to set it before you arrived, we called one of the field agents up to provide us with the English, so the magic would know how to alter the sounds,” Sessara replied.


“That’s very clever,” Walker said.  “Can you create that here?”


“It takes a long time.  It’s actually extremely delicate and powerful magic,” Kammi replied for Hinado.  “That spell is one of the more abstract applications of sky dragon magic,” he said, a bit proudly.  “It’s been laced into our aerie since it was built.  When we built it, it was considered that we might someday again speak to the humans, so we built and enchanted the aerie to give us that ability.”


“The magic of change,” Jenny said, almost automatically as she looked up at the large sky drake.  “Changing the vibrations of soundwaves.  That really is clever,” she chuckled.


“Magic is versatile and powerful, Jenny,” Sessara said simply.  “Soon, you will learn just how powerful it can be.”


“That brings up a point.  Kell,” Hinado said, looking at him.  “It will fall to you, youngling.”


“Me?  For what?”


“I know it’s very early in the process, but they will need talismans, and an earth dragon will have to craft them,” he said.  “You’ve shown a great deal of skill at sculpture.  Do you think you could fashion a talisman?”


“Easily,” he replied immediately.  “I’ve done even more delicate work dealing with electronics.  Just bring me the materials and a sketch of what it’s supposed to look like.”


“I can make them as well,” Kammi injected.  “Kell’s not the only one that can work with metal.”


“They will have to be assensed,” Trejem said speculatively, looking at Jenny and Yancy.  “So the proper material formulae may be determined.”


“I’m doing so today,” Hinado replied.  “It doesn’t take long.”


“I would like to help you with that, esteemed council member.  I find myself growing more and more curious about the humans,” the male sage declared.  “Assensing their auras will give me an insight into how magical power has fared in the human world since we left.”

“I would be honored by your assistance and expertise, most wise,” Hinado replied with a nod.


“Excuse us, but what exactly are you talking about?” Walker asked.


“They’re going to make us talismans,” Jenny said in a surprised voice.


“Those amulet necklace things that human magicians need to do magic?” he asked, and Jenny nodded in reply.


“It’s very early yet,” Hinado said, which Kammi translated, “but I have a suspicion that with a talisman, we might get a few of you to cast the simplest cantrips by the end of next year.  We can get the formulas needed while we’re here, and Kell and Kammi can craft them at their leisure for you.”


“Then by all means, you have all our resources at your disposal,” Walker declared.  “Just tell us when and where we have to be.”

“We?” Kell asked lightly.  “I thought you said you weren’t going to take magical training.”


“The Secret Service changed my mind,” he said dryly.  “They said that if the Chinese somehow unravel the secrets in those books you think they have, that if I can use magic myself, it was an additional layer of protection.  Even a bad magician has a leg up on the competition.”


“That’s actually not a bad idea,” Kammi mused after a second’s thought.  “So, Air Force One is going to be making a lot of round trips?”


“At least once every other week, with a hell of a lot of homework in between,” he replied.  “Besides, Julia has decided to stay here and train formally since she’ll have to stay out of sight for a while, and I do love my wife, Kammi,” he replied with a smile.


“Ah, yes, those books.  We need to make some plans about that, my friends,” Jussa said.  “We will need to send in the field agents.”


“Ferroth’s already ahead of you there,” Kammi replied.  “When the time comes, we’ll go in and find them.”


“Very well then,” Jussa declared, sitting up more fully.  “I think we will give Hinado and the most wise a chance to get the information they need, then it will about time for us to go.”

They spoke for about another half an hour about the Chinese, then they broke up.  Hinado gathered up all the magicians to assense them, the sage with him with a book, writing down the materials they’d need, while Kell and Kammi widened one of the dens after Hirrag had had trouble getting out of it that morning.  They talked mostly about the Chinese as they dug, preparing for the upcoming operations, speaking of potentially invading China to find those books, then Jussa appeared in the entryway.  “Are you two about done?” he asked.


“Ten minutes,” Kammi replied from the ceiling, her rear legs anchored to the stone by her claws as she dug a gentle protrusion out of the ceiling Hirrag nearly lost some scales to the night before.


“Alright.  We’ll be leaving within the hour, young ones,” he warned.  “It will be a long day for us, since we will be arriving back at home in the middle of the night, but we need to return to prepare, and speak more about what we’ve learned.”


“Alright, esteemed council member,” Kell said.


“We’d better go get our hanging out with the Hunters done,” Kammi chuckled.


They did just that.  They hung out with the entire Hunter team and Greg out at the playground, Kammi reminiscing about the many brushes she’d had with them and teasing them about it as she played with Davie, getting to know the human child and maybe torturing him a little bit.  But to Davie’s credit, he never once showed any fear of the dragon that was almost ludicrously larger than he was, even when Kammi pinned him down under her paw and tickled him, then she let him sit on her back, just over her wingjoints as Price and Hatch leaned against her shoulders, looking quite sedate and content being not just surrounded by humans, but literally having them crawl all over her.  Kell sat facing Kammi and with Jenny and Petrovski hanging off of him in a similar fashion, Jenny sitting on his back like she’d done when he’d carried her months ago and Petrovski leaning against his shoulder in a similar fashion, her ankles crossed under her.  Kell was drawing a diagram in the sand of a logic chart as he explained the encapsulation exploit in greater detail, which had all the eggheads watching attentively, Jenny looking around his neck.

“That’s so darn clever,” Derringer grunted.  “Too bad you can’t use it against the Chinese.”


“We already did,” Kammi grinned as Davie climbed up her neck, Greg hovering close by in case he slid off.  The human child managed to get all the way to her head, sliding up between her horns and sitting down, holding onto them as she bounced her head up and down like a horse, which made the boy giggle.  Kammi seemed to have a way with most any hatchling, even human ones.  “We already absolutely own their entire computer network,” she said grandly.  “We have spiders roaming their systems and programs intercepting almost all communications.  Why do you think you get back so much from the chief every day?” she winked.


“I just hope things go well when you engage their ships,” Hatch said.


“The water dragons will be fine,” Kell said.  “The Chinese will have no idea that they’re there.”

“So, how is it living in this resort?” Kammi asked.


“Weird,” Petrovski replied.  “I still do Hunter work on the side, since all I need is a computer and internet access, but right now, we’re just spinning our wheels waiting.”


“It’s been a bit boring,” Price grunted.


“Poor baby, nobody to shoot in weeks,” Kammi grinned.


“Well, you’re here,” he noted, which made Kammi laugh.


“Yeah, you shoot me again, buster, and you’ll get a very up close and personal look at all my teeth,” she warned, then she peeled back her chops and showed him her sharp, dagger-like teeth.


“I’ve been learning how to play golf,” Wilson supplied.  “It’s harder than I thought it’d be.”


“No doubt there,” Michaels chuckled.  “There’s not much to do until Hinado comes back to teach us.”

“Soon as we spank the Chinese, he’ll be back,” Kammi assured them.  “He’s just a little busy at the moment.”


“Well, I’ve ordered some scuba gear.  I have my certification, I’m gonna dive off the island and maybe teach anyone who wants to learn,” Juarez said.


“I might go for that,” Petrovski said.  “I’ve always wanted to try it.”


“I can teach you, it’s not that hard.  I grew up carrying scuba tanks,” he chuckled.  “My papi was an underwater welder in Puerto Rico.”


“That’s some money there,” Wilson noted.


“Yeah, he made enough to send me and all my brothers and sisters to a fancy school, and what do I do?  Join the Marines, and end up here,” he laughed.  “He retired two years ago, now he runs a boat out of San Juan doing scuba dives and charter fishing, catering to the tourists.”


“Mmm, Olivia in a bikini,” Kammi noted, looking over at her.  “You shouldn’t tease the males like that.”


She laughed.  “They’ve seen plenty more in the locker room,” she winked.


“She used to come out from the women’s side of the showers naked,” Hatch grunted, which made Kammi laugh.


“I was the only girl in a house full of men, and my father had European sensibilities,” she replied easily.  “Europeans aren’t half as hung up about nudity as Americans are.”

“I’ve never understood this thing about clothes in the first place,” Kammi mused.  “I mean, really, it’s not like they do anything.”


“They make me look faaaabulous,” Juarez said grandly, which made them all laugh.


“Sometimes a social custom holds for so long that it almost becomes ingrained,” Jenny told her.  “Besides, when it’s January in Washington, damn right I’m wearing clothes,” she added, which made them laugh.


“Humans are so, so, so sensitive,” Kammi shot back.  “It’s either too hot or too cold, never just right.”


“I don’t have a hide like this,” Jenny said, patting Kell on the neck.  “If I did, I wouldn’t get hot or cold either.”


“Just another reason why dragons are superior,” Kammi said with insincere haughtiness in her voice.  “Well, outside the whole I outweigh all of you put together thing.”


“That just means we can call you a fat cow, Kammi,” Jenny teased back.


“Cow?  Cow?  How dare you compare me to something so small!” she retorted, which made Jenny laugh brightly.


“Alright, a big fat hippo,” she grinned.


“That’s better,” she replied, sticking her nose up and making them all laugh.


“Well, being a fat hippo certainly doesn’t go to her head,” Price said lightly.


“You’re looking awful tasty, Price,” she warned, which made him chuckle.


“Kammi, stop threatening to eat the humans.  You know they taste terrible,” Geon said lightly as he padded up on surprisingly light feet, barely making any shudder in the ground.  “I came to get you, young ones.  It’s time to go back.”


“Well, nuts,” Kammi said.  “Alright Davie, you gotta get down, hatchling,” she said, looking up…almost as if she could see Davie sitting between her horns.  She twisted her tail up and over her, that trick of hers, touching one of her spikes to her crystal horn and making a sweet chiming sound.  Price took Davie and set him down as Jenny climbed off Kell’s shoulders.

“Call when you get back, Kell,” Jenny said, patting him on the side of his muzzle.


“I’ll do that.  You guys don’t get too bored,” he called to them.


They traded farewells, then the earth dragons headed towards the back of the manor house, where the others awaited them.  They had a lot to do back on the island, and there wasn’t much time.


It was time to go.
