Chapter 2

14 May 2017, 21:04 EDT; Woodbridge, Virginia

He’d never felt so exposed in his life.

Kell stepped out of the scion gateway into a small clearing surrounded by forest, which was just off U.S. Route 1 and only a half mile from the onramp of Interstate 95.  He was stepping out into a murky, surprisingly chilly May evening, the sun down and the moon yet to rise, which caused him to see everything around him as varying shades of green, blue, and yellow.  He shivered a little, which had nothing to do with the cold.  He’d never felt so vulnerable before out in the human world, and it was strange that he’d feel much more secure when the amulet forced him into a much smaller body.


He already had his route planned out.  It was a series of back roads, utility access roads for power lines, nature trails, and open farmland that would take him all the way to Annandale, leaving him two major problem areas.  The first would be crossing Interstate 95, and the second would be in Annandale itself, when he’d be forced to cross 236, which was a heavily traveled thoroughfare, the main artery linking Annandale with Alexandria and the interstate.  The rest of the time he’d be on back roads, which were not lit for most of his route.  That darkness, along with his camouflage coloration, would help him avoid detection from passing motorists.


He was a little annoyed…they could have just moved a scion gateway to Edwards’ house, but noooo.  That did require some effort on the part of the chromatics, some time, and they wanted this done with almost shocking, un-dragonlike haste.  To move the scion to an unresearched location would have taken them a couple of days to accomplish, and they weren’t willing to wait a couple of days.  They wanted to talk to a human as quickly as possible, before ideas started getting out of control or they humans started doing something rash or silly.  The dragons were moving with haste to prevent the humans from moving with even more haste, and they trusted their ability to react quickly to the situation far more than they trusted the humans’ ability.


There was no point stalling.  He had a long way to go, and he had to get there at a reasonable hour.  He didn’t want to have to wake her up.  It wasn’t like he could walk up to her front door and ring the doorbell.


The moonless night made his trip much easier.  His mottled hide blended with the dark shadows and the roads he’d chosen when he had no choice but to use them were the least traveled, turning 16 direct miles into a 33 mile journey that sent him as far west as Manassas so he could maximize his time in the woods, out of direct sight.  He occasionally had to stop and get off the road as cars approached from in front, but he had little trouble with cars from behind, since an earth dragon could easily run 60 miles an hour on the ground and sustain that speed for hours at a time.  He could sprint at upwards of 100 miles an hour, but he couldn’t hold that pace for more than two miles.  If anything,  in those rare instances he was on a road, he had to be careful to keep a certain distance from cars in front of him.  The majority of the time, he was on forest pathways, along the cut-down access areas for power lines, skirting backyards where they abutted the woods, doing anything and everything in his power to stay out where he’d easily be seen.  It was why his chosen path was so roundabout, so he could maximize the cover the woods provided, and despite the area being a major suburb of Washington, there were stretches of woods almost everywhere and most of them were connected.  Only in those rare instances where he had to cross from one wooded area to another or fences forced him on a road did he move out in the open.


The darkness of the night only worked in his favor, for he could see anyone else far before they could see him.  Earth dragons may have no magic, but they had some tricks, and one of them was the ability to see heat.  It wasn’t the infrared scope vision the military used, it was more like the old Predator movie.  The world around Kell was painted in the colors of heat, reds, blues, whites, yellows, oranges, and it was so clear that he could make out every blade of grass in the clearing, every leaf on every tree.  His thermographic vision, a necessity for a species of dragon which preferred to live underground, was his ace in the hole, to use a human saying, his advantage that would let him see any humans long before they got close enough to see him.  The occasional bright light or headlights from a car would interfere with his thermographic vision, though, so he had to be careful.  Light didn’t blind his heat-seeing ability, but seeing in visible light tended to overwhelm the heat signatures, force his eyes into the visible spectrum.  As long as the light was dim enough, however, he could see both light and heat.  His thermographic vision had a range of nearly half a mile, and that was more than enough to see anything coming at him, since mammals stood out in a cool May night like beacons.

Getting across 95 turned out to be far easier than he feared, since he crossed over it on a bridge, but getting across 236 was as hard as he feared it would be. The road was heavily traveled, and their headlights would outline him if he crossed with a car anywhere near him.  He was forced to wait behind a closed restaurant for nearly half an hour until there was enough of a void in the traffic for him to scamper across and head down the road that led to Jenny Edward’s house.

He reached it about twenty minutes later, a rather nice colonial with a big yard, sitting on an intersection between two rural roads about a mile from 236.  There were no cars in the driveway, the garage’s two doors were closed, and there were lights on both downstairs and upstairs.  He crept over the yard’s fence and went around to the back of the house, then reared up on his back legs and stretched up just enough to look into one of the upstairs rooms that had a dim light on.  He saw a bedroom of a child past the window, a young boy sitting on the bed playing with a stuffed animal, dressed in pajamas…and most likely awake when he was supposed to be asleep.


The boy gave him an idea.  Children were often much more receptive to the unusual than adults.


He reached up and rapped his talon on the window gently.  The boy looked around, and when he rapped again, the boy turned to the window.  He couldn’t see much but Kell’s horns, since his eyes barely came over the bottom of the window, but the young blond boy ambled up to the window and looked at him, his mouth agog.  “Hi,” he said in a calm tone.  “Is your mom home?”


He nodded mutely.


“Could you go find her and ask her to come to the back door please?  I need to talk to her.”


The boy stared at him for a long moment, then turned and ran towards the open door.  “Mooooom!” he screamed as he hurried around the corner and out of sight.


 Kell stepped back and dropped back to the ground, then sat down and turned towards the door.  Not twenty seconds later, it opened hurriedly, and Jenny Edwards almost jumped out.  She had a pistol in her hands, then she whipped it up to a firing position and scanned it across the back porch, peering out into the darkness.  She stared out for a few seconds, then slowly lowered her weapon.


“Hello, Jenny,” he called.


She gasped and brought the weapon up again, then lowered it as she turned towards him.  “Stone?” she gasped.


“It’s me,” he affirmed, stepping up enough into the light coming from the open back door so she could make out his head.  The light caused his eyes to start to glow.  “I see you’re alright.”

“What are you doing here?” she said in a strained voice, looking up at him.


“I…came to make you an offer,” he said, stepping more into the light, folding his wings back, then he sat down in front of her.  “Because of what happened, the council wants to speak with a human.  They asked me to come to see if you’d like that chance.”


“Me?” she gasped.  “Why me?”


“Because, in a strange way, I trust you,” he replied calmly.  “You’re also a very intelligent human who has the guts to stand up to what will be a very strange situation, I’ve seen how you handle yourself out in the field.  You have the courage to do this.  And because you’re a high ranking member of your government, what we tell you will go straight to them..”


“What, what do they want to say?”


“I’m not sure, but I’m pretty sure they’ll explain a few things to you,” he answered.  “And you can take those words back to the government.  When you tell them, they will listen.”


She looked at him in shock for a long moment, then he saw that her mind was starting to work.  She pondered furiously for another moment, then she let go of her pistol with her free hand and lowered it all the way, the barrel pointing at the red tiles of her back porch.  “You’re taking me there?”


He nodded.  “I figure you’ll be gone for about a day or so,” he answered.


“Right now?”


“Not absolutely right now, but soon would be good,” he replied.  “I really only have until sunrise.  I’m going to be just a little noticeable when the sun comes up.”


She looked up and down, her brows furrowing.  “Why aren’t you, you know?  Stone?”


“Because they weren’t sure if there would be a few dozen army soldiers hiding around the house,” he replied.  “I talked directly to you, and we didn’t know if they’d take precautions to see if I’d do it again, to try to kill me.  They didn’t want me to come with anything they might take from my corpse.”


She swallowed and looked up at him.  “Seriously?”


He nodded.  “They sent me here expecting a trap.  Part of my punishment for breaking the law when I spoke to you,” he said ruefully.  “Now, I’m the sacrificial lamb.”


“Can, can I warn someone that I’ll be gone?”


“Warn everyone you want,” he replied.  “This isn’t exactly a secret.  I’m not going to kidnap you, you know.  Tell the people who need to know.”

“Jenny, what are you—holy god!” her husband cried as he stepped up to the door.  He looked to consider running back into the house, but after a flinch, he just stared past his wife and at Kell with shock all over his face.


“As you can see, I wasn’t lying, Greg,” she said with a nervous chuckle.  “This is him.”


“Greg Edwards,” Kell said calmly, nodding his head.  “I am Kell of the earth drakes.”


“So that’s your real name,” she mused.


“Stone is my alias.  There’s a new Stone now,” he shrugged.  “I got fired.”


“Sorry,” she said with a rueful, sheepish smile.


“It’s Price’s fault, not yours.  Now if it was him they sent me to, I’d be doing my best to make him wet his pants.”


Jenny burst out in helpless laughter.


“So, Jenny, what do you say?  Want to see something no human has ever seen before?” Kell asked lightly.


“Can I call my boss?  Warn him?  Tell them that your, uh, people want to talk?”


“Just don’t take all night. I have to take you to the scion, and it’s going to be a long and nervous run for me.  It’s best if you take your car and meet me there, I don’t think you’d like to walk, and trying to ride on my back when I’m running that fast may be even less fun.”


“Run?  Why not fly?”


He looked her right in the eyes.  “Earth drakes can’t fly.”


“But, but, you have wings!” Greg blurted.


“So do ostriches,” he replied offhandedly.


“Fair point,” Jenny mused.  “Where are we going?”

“I’ll tell you where you’re going when you’re in your car and ready to go,” he replied.  “I trust you.  I don’t necessarily trust anyone you talk to not to have something waiting for me at our destination.”


“Let me put this up and get my phone,” she said, then she hurried past Greg and into the house.  The human looked at him nervously, gave a quavering chuckle, and took a step back.


“So, uh, I, uh, think I’ll help Jenny find her phone,” he stammered, then he turned and fled back into the house.


Kell chuckled and laid down on his belly.  He really couldn’t do anything but wait.  He laid there for about a minute, then the little blond boy from upstairs peeked around the doorframe, gawking at him.  “Hello again, little one,” Kell said gently, which made the boy hide behind the door.  “It’s alright.”


He peeked around.  “Are you weally a dwagon?” he asked.


Kell nodded.  “I’m an earth drake.”


“What’s a dwake?”


“It’s another word for dragon,” he replied.


“You’re weally big.”


“And you’re really small,” he said, putting his head down on the red tiles, close to the door. The move put his glowing eyes more at a level with the young human.  “What’s your name?”


“Davie.”


“My name is Kell,” he replied.  “Now that we know each other’s names, there’s no reason to be afraid of me, youngling,” he called gently.  “I don’t bite, I promise.”


He giggled and stepped out from around the door, but didn’t come out onto the deck.  “Mommy and Daddy say I can’t go outside after dark.”


“Then you should stay inside, youngling.  Always obey your parents,” Kell told him.  “How old are you?”


“Four,” he answered, holding up his hand.


“Four, eh?  Wow, you’re quite the little man, aren’t you?”


“How old aw you?”


“I’m sixty-two in your years.  Among the dragons, I’m barely considered an adult,” he replied.


Jenny came into the kitchen with her phone at her ear, then hurried over and nudged Davie out of the doorway.  “Yes, I’m looking right at him, Yancy,” she replied in a hurried voice.  “He said that his, uh, they have asked for one person to go talk to them, and they chose me.  I don’t know why, you’ll have to ask them!” she barked at the phone.  “He said I’ll be gone about a day or so.”


“I think.  If it’s longer, we can let them know,” Kell amended.  “We’ll just leave a message on a facebook page somewhere.”


She repeated that.  “Of course I’m going, dickhead!” she blurted, which made Davie giggle.


“Mommy said a bad word,” he relayed.


“Upstairs, pumpkin,” she told him, swatting him on the backside.  “So, warn who needs to know that they’re trying to open diplomatic channels, and I’ll give a full report when I get back.”  She closed the phone without listening for a reply, then handed the phone to Greg, who had come up behind her.  “What do I need to take?”


“Two changes of clothing would be wise, as well as something nice to wear when you talk to the council,” he replied.  “You’ll be staying in my burrow, and I don’t exactly have a human bed, but we’ll think of something.”


“I’m staying with you?”


“I have complete responsibility for you,” he replied calmly.  “As long as you’re there, you’ll be with me.  It’s my duty to provide you hospitality.”


“Uh, I’ll get the hiking backpack, honey.  And the sleeping bag,” Greg offered, glancing out the door at him.


“That sounds like a good idea,” she agreed.  “Just wait here, let me get what I need.”


“Where else am I going, silly?” he asked, which made her laugh.


She was gone about fifteen minutes, and he had no doubt she was packing her backpack with cameras, bugs, anything she could think of that would help her gather as much intelligence as possible…not that they’d do her much good.  She’d be in for a nasty shock when she tried to use them:  trying to take anything electrical through the scion rarely turned out well for the device if it was turned on, and the scion destroyed the battery anyway unless it was placed in a container hardened against EMP, so it would be useless on the other side.  She eventually returned to the back door, a sturdy metal-framed backpack slung over one shoulder.  “Alright, I’m ready.  Where am I going?”

“I told you, I’ll tell you in your car,” he said, standing up.  “I’ll meet you around the front.”


He padded around the house, and saw the garage door open.  She backed her car out of the garage and stopped, and he curled around her hood and looked in from the driver’s side.  “Alright, meet me at the walkway where they have all the cherry trees, over by the Jefferson Memorial,” he told her.  “I’ll take you to the scion from there.”


She nodded.  “I should be there in about half an hour.”


“It’s going to take me longer, so just wait for me,” he told her.  “I can’t just run there down the streets, you know.”


“That’s true,” she agreed with a chuckle, putting her car in gear.  He watched her pull out and into the street, then she started off.  Kell looked into the garage and saw Greg standing there, holding Davie, looking both amazed and nervous.  “Watch her facebook page, Greg Edwards.  If she’ll be late, a message will be posted there.”


“A-Alright.  Take care of her.  She’s the love of my life,” he said, his heart in his eyes.


“I promise you, I will bring her home safe and whole,” he replied soberly.  He then turned and bounded off into the darkness, his body melding into the shadows thanks to his camouflage coloration, and he was gone.


It took him nearly an hour to get there, again using wooded tracts and rural areas, passing to the west of Arlington and reaching the river.  He slipped in and swam down past Roosevelt Island and under the bridge, then he approached the walkway along the tidal basin, where the cherry trees were planted.  She was standing on the walkway, near the rail, looking out into the river.  “You’re smart to look this way,” he called quietly form the dark, lapping waters.

“I figured your only way across was to swim, and you’ve proved you can swim,” she replied with a nervous tilt, trying to be light and playful.


“Well, you’re about to get wet, Jenny,” he warned.  “Now you’re going to ride on my back.”


“We’re going back!” she gasped.


“I’ll let you decide where we’re going.  We’ll get you dried off when we get there, so don’t worry.”  He climbed up enough to get his head over the rail.  “Climb over and do your best to get up in front of my wings.”


“Alright,” she answered, snapping the buckle between the armstraps on her backpack in place.  She climbed up and over the rail, then put a hand on his neck and stepped carefully from the rail to his shoulder.  She showed some agility as she swung her leg over around his neck, then leaned down and grabbed hold just behind his head.


“Mind my horns,” he said as he slowly climbed back down into the water, then he heard her gasp.  “What?”


“It’s fucking cold!” she complained.


“Sorry.  I never considered that you might be cold.  Well, we shouldn’t be wet for long,” he promised as he turned upriver.  “I’ll swim fast.”


“Please!” she agreed.


He kept his head and neck above water as best he could as he swam upriver, using his wings to propel him as fast as a boat.  Jenny was quiet as he carried her, felt her hands shift on his neck, her legs shift over his shoulders.  “I never thought in my life I’d be doing anything like this!” she told him.


“Well, Alice, the rabbit hole goes down much further,” he told her.


“I’m surprised you know about that book!”


“I loved it.  I read it some ten years ago,” he replied.


“Why can’t you fly?” she asked.


“I weigh too much,” he replied.  “My wings can’t generate enough lift to get me off the ground.  I can glide short distances, but that’s about it.”


“I never thought about that.”


“Even dragons obey the laws of physics, Jenny,” he chuckled.


It took him about twenty minutes to get to the shallow, faster-moving water near the waterfall.  It was pitch black, but to his eyes, he could see the forest to each side of the rocky gorge, saw the heat of birds…and saw four human-shaped heat signatures on the Virginia side.  They were huddled together, one of them looking around with what were probably thermo goggles or low-light.  If they were infrared, they wouldn’t pick him up very easily because of the water and his thick hide and scales, which were highly resistant to heat, either external heat coming or his internal heat escaping.  To thermo, an earth drake was only slightly warmer than his surroundings, but it was enough for earth drakes to easily see each other, their thermograhic sight was that sensitive.  If they were low-light, they had a pretty good chance of seeing him.  “Your friends are persistent,” he told her.


“They’re here?”


“Four, on the left,” he replied as he approached the deep pool, the sound of the waterfall loud in his ears.  “Now we get very wet, Jenny.  Hug my neck as tightly as you can, stay under the sweep of my horns no matter what.”

“Alright, I’m ready.  Let’s do this!”


He slipped across the pool and climbed up the rocks under the waterfall, then put his nose into the scion.  He felt the portal open, the rock turn insubstantial around his snout, so he climbed quickly into the passage with Jenny clinging to his neck and his wings folded over her to protect her from the heavy, pounding cascade of water.  He heard her gasp as they got fully into the passage, and then they were out, standing on the aerie platform with bright, warm sunshine pouring down around the covered platform.  “Oh…my…god,” Jenny breathed from behind his head, no doubt looking around.


“Welcome to Draconia, Jenny,” Kell told her.  “You can climb down now.”


Almost immediately, two sky dragons alighted at the edge of the platform and approached, their steps a bit uncertain with their paws on the ground rather than in the air.  Kell curled his body a little around Jenny, almost defensively, as she gawked at the two sleek, elegant sky dragons, who happened to be much larger than he was.  “I’ve brought her,” he told them in the language of the dragons.  “Could you ask a water dragon to come and help her dry off?  The water’s a bit cold.”


“It will be done,” one of them replied, then he turned and swept into the air with a single beat of his wings, quickly diving out of sight.


“This is a sky dragon, Jenny,” he told her in English.  “Most likely here to make sure you arrived safely, and then tell the council that you’ve arrived.  The other sky dragon went to fetch a water dragon to help you dry off.”


“Good, that water was fuckin’ cold,” she said, her teeth chattering a little.


“Are you alright other than cold?  Any trouble coming through?  A human has never used a scion before.”


“It made me a little dizzy, but I’m okay,” she answered.  “Where is this place?”


“It’s an island, somewhere in an ocean,” he told her simply.


“Well, that’s fair enough.  Sorry I asked.”


“Ask all you want, you’ll only get the answers we want to give you,” he chuckled.  The sky dragon returned, and a water dragon ascended up over the platform and landed.  He gave Jenny a startled look, but then he approached.  “And this is a water dragon,” he told her.  “He’ll help you dry off.”

“How is he—“ she started, then she gasped when the water dragon gestured, and all the water in her clothes, pack, hair, and on her skin was pulled away, along with the dirt that had been suspended in it, leaving her immaculately clean and as dry as she’d been before getting into the river.  “Amazing!  How did he do that?”


“Water dragons have innate magic that controls water,” he replied calmly.  “Yes, I said magic, Jenny.  Magic is a very real thing, and the dragons still practice it.”

She gaped at him, then laughed ruefully.  “I was about to say that there’s no such thing as magic, but I’m sorta standing her talking to a dragon,” she said.


“Keep an open mind, Jenny.  It’ll take you far here,” he replied with aplomb.


“You are to take the biped back to your burrow and give her time to rest,” the larger sky dragon told him.  “The council will see her at two hours before sunset.”


Kell nodded as Jenny shifted her backpack a little, doing the conversion.  It was a little after 4:00pm local time, and the sun would set around 9:20.  That gave them around five hours or so.  “They want me to take you home so you can get some rest, and I can prepare you for dealing with the council,” he told her.  “It’s going to be quite a hike, and most of it will be downhill.  Are you going to be alright?”


“I’ll be alright, I don’t own this pack to keep it in a closet,” she answered.  “Besides, you’ll carry me if I get tired, won’t you?”


He chuckled.  “I guess I would at that,” he agreed, carefully moving away from her before turning towards the ramp.  “Let’s go.”


Jenny was looking in every direction as they climbed down the ramps leading to the ground, staring at the many aeries along the slope of the volcano, at the few buildings, at the many holes in the side of the volcano that he told her were the dens of dragons.  He pointed out the other kinds of dragons to her, the fire and chromatic dragons, then he pointed down the ramp to the lowlands, which were a thousand feet below.  “My family lives down there, near the coast,” he told her.  “We earth dragons like to live down there, where we have earth under our feet.”


“I see farms down there,” she breathed, shielding her eyes from the sun as she peered down.


“We do have to feed ourselves, you know,” he told her lightly.  “My sire and mother are farmers, and I still live on our family farm.  You’ll meet them pretty soon.”

“Your family’s a bunch of farmers?”


“What else should they be doing, Jenny?  Stomping around roaring at each other?” he asked lightly, which made her laugh.


“I hadn’t really thought of it.”


“We’re just like the humans that way, Jenny.  We have our farmers, our factory workers, our bureaucrats, and so on and so on.  In reality, our society isn’t all that different from yours outside of the fact that we don’t have money.”


“You don’t?  How does that work?”


“We barter for our goods,” he replied.  “A factory worker receives a food allotment for his day’s labor, which he can trade for other things he needs.  The harder the job, the more food a dragon earns for his labor.  When you get down to it, food is our primary source of currency, because it’s the one thing any dragon will accept as part of a trade.”


“So farmers are rich here, eh?”


“Not as rich as you think,” he grunted.  “But I’ll explain that later, if you want.”


“Oh, I want.  I want to know everything!” she said with exuberance, almost jumping up and down.

“We can’t tell you everything, but I’ll tell you what I can,” he chuckled.


It took nearly half an hour to get down to the ground, after they stopped twice to give Jenny a chance to rest.  A very young sky dragon came down and hovered about twenty feet over them before darting off, something that Jenny noticed quickly.  “How do they stay up like that?” she asked him.


“Magic,” he replied.


“Oh.  Ohhhhh,” she breathed.  “So they can levitate?”


“Something like that,” he nodded.


“What do you do?” she asked.  “Is that thing where you looked like a person what you do?”


“Earth dragons don’t do anything,” he told her, looking her in the eyes.  “We have no magic.”


“But all the other dragons do.”


He nodded simply.


“Well, that sucks,” she blurted.


“You share that opinion with quite a few earth dragons,” he said blandly as he stood back up.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to insult you,” she said quickly.


“I’m not insulted,” he replied.  “Unlike most, I don’t see the allure to magic.  Technology is the way to the future, not magic.  Besides, as my sire always says, be proud of what you can do, don’t pine about what you can’t do.”

“Sounds like he’s a smart man—er, dragon.”


“He’s very wise.  You’d never think he’s just a common farmer if you met him off his land,” he chuckled.  “I think you’ll like him, Jenny.  I know he’ll like you.”


“I’m going to meet him?”


He nodded.  “I told you, I live in a burrow on our farm. I don’t live with my parents, but they’re close by.  They like to keep me close so they don’t have to travel far to visit.”


“How long have you been here?  On the island, I mean.”


“Since we withdrew from human lands,” he answered as a small group of young earth dragons rushed up, gawking at Jenny, then they ran off.  “We stayed to ourselves until we started seeing the airplanes flying overhead.  That got us curious about what the humans were up to, so we’ve been keeping an eye on things ever since.”


“Ah, I wondered what brought you out.”


“Seeing something not a dragon in the air was a bit of a shock,” he chuckled.  “I remember the first time I saw one.  We had no idea what it was, and since I was barely a hatchling, I had nightmares about it for a month afterward.  For someone that young, it was a bit traumatizing, like you taking Davie to a horror movie.”


“How old are you?”


“Sixty-two in your years,” he replied calmly.  “Among the dragons, I’m barely considered eighteen.  I’m a very young adult, but I am an adult.  We’re still about ten miles away from our farm.  Are you going to be alright?”


“That far?  Wow,” she breathed.


“Then I’d better carry you,” he chuckled, leaning down.  “Up where you were when I got you wet.”


“You don’t mind?”


“Better than baby-stepping along so I don’t leave you behind.”


She laughed as she uncertainly put her foot on his upper leg, then hefted herself up and threw a leg over the base of his neck.  She took a more proper position, sitting astride like he was a horse.  “I never thought I’d be riding a dragon.”


“Trust me, they’ll be talking about this for years,” he told her as he started at a much faster pace.


“I hope they won’t make fun of you.”


“Not if they want to live, they won’t,” he replied in a voice that made her burst out laughing.


It took him about twenty minutes to get back to the farm, coming up the little knoll and to the entrance to his burrow.  “Well, here we are,” he told her, laying down.  “This is where I live.”


“In there?” she said, looking down.


“Dragons like living in caves, or underground in the case of earth dragons,” he told her.  “We’re like the hobbits from Lord of the Rings. Just really, really big hobbits.  My first act as an adult was to dig out my own burrow.  The builders came along behind me and installed concrete because I rather like it, and the amenities like power and water, but it’s the drake’s responsibility to do the actual digging.  It’s a rite of passage of sorts.  Until I dug out my burrow, I wouldn’t be considered an adult.”


She laughed ruefully.  “You have quite a view,” she said, looking out over the cove, then she flinched when something broached the water, just a single wing of a water dragon.  “What was that?”


“A water drake,” he replied.  “I think it was Ralla, but I’m not sure.  A family pod lives in that cove, where they farm kelp for a living.  They’ve been friends of my family a long time, for generations.”


“Interesting,” she breathed, shielding her eyes to look out over the water.


One of the water drakes broached the water and landed on the edge of the little cliff that formed the coast, and he saw that it was Shii.  She ambled up towards them confidently, and Jenny impressed him by holding her ground as a much larger drake than him approached.  “Jenny, this is Shii, the matriarch of the pod.”  He then switched to the language of the dragons.  “Shii, this is Jenny, the human the council asked me to bring here.”


Shii leaned down on her front legs, bringing her head down and within maybe a foot of Jenny’s body.  “Tell her welcome for me, my young friend,” she told him as Jenny stared at her fin-like crest on her head.


“She bids you welcome, Jenny,” he told her.  “I know, she looks much different, doesn’t she?”


“Yeah,” she replied, reaching out a tentative hand.  Shii just closed her eyes and nudged her nose forward, and let Jenny touch her snout.  “It’s smooth.”


“Don’t pull your hand the other way or you’ll lose your skin,” he warned.  “Water dragon hides are smooth in one direction, but like a cheese grater in the other.”


“Like a shark,” she mused, stroking Shii’s nose.


“Exactly like a shark,” he affirmed.


Shii rose up a little, then she reached out with her taloned forepaw.  Jenny didn’t flinch as Shii touched her shoulder, then patted her hair very gently.  “It’s not like I expected it to feel,” she mused.


“She likes your hair,” Kell told her.  “Most dragons are fascinated by hair, since we don’t have any.”


“They’ve seen humans before?”


“On TV,” he replied.  “TV’s all the rage on the island right now.”


“Seriously?” she asked, looking at him.


“I’ll show you mine,” he chuckled.  “They may not speak English or the other languages we hear on the stations, but that’s what closed captioning is for.”


Shii patted Jenny’s shoulder again, gave her a fanged smile, then carefully backed up a few steps.  “Tell her to be well, my young one.  I have to get back to the beds.”


“She says goodbye,” he relayed.


“Bye,” Jenny said, waving her hand.  Shii mirrored her move with her forepaw, then she turned and bounded back to the edge and dove in.


Jenny was wildly curious he brought her down into his burrow and saw that thing were both wildly different and strangely similar.  His greeting chamber was bare, with only designs etched into the concrete to serve as decoration, but his living chamber had a TV in it, several of his computers, and a refrigerator and counter for preparing food, with a trapdoor in the floor nearby that led to his storage cellar for food.  “That’s one seriously big TV,” she noted as she set her pack down.  “Nowhere to sit.”


“Drakes don’t need couches or chairs,” he told her lightly as he ambled past. “You can sit on your sleeping bag if you need to.”


“I think I need to,” she said, carrying her pack over in front of the TV, near his desk, set it down, and got on her toes and looked over the top of it like a toddler, though the desk wasn’t that high for her.  It was about five and a half feet off the floor, and Jenny was about 5’9”, fairly tall for a human female.  “What kind of computer is that?”


“We build them here on the island,” he told her.  “Part of those factories I mentioned.  When we find human technology that works for us, we adopt it.”


“Internet access?”


“Naturally.  You could post on facebook if you want.  In fact, you should let Greg know you’re alright,” he mused.  “Computer, wake up,” he called in dragon, which caused the monitor to blink on.  Jenny gasped as she looked at the home page for CNN.


“It’s English!”


“If you want to surf the web, knowing English helps,” he mused as he came over.


“Webcam?”


“Seriously?” he asked lightly.


She laughed.  “I guess a webcam wouldn’t be a good idea,” she admitted.  “What were you doing on CNN?”


“I like to read up on the news,” he told her.  “Remember, up until yesterday I was a field agent.  Knowing what’s going on in the human world was a vital part of my job.”


“True,” she agreed, looking down at the keyboard.  “English, but not qwerty.”


“I can only type with three fingers, a qwerty isn’t very ergonomic,” he replied, coming over and putting his paws around her waist, then hefting her up onto the desktop.  She sat daintily on the edge, leaning on a hand and looking back at the monitor as he sat on his haunches in front of it.  “This computer is based on the new octocore dual-channel AMDs, but we use a locally developed operating system that’s heavy on graphic interface and is fully customizable, like a GUI-based linux,” he told her with a chuckle as he brought up Facebook, then her own page.  “Alright, go ahead.”


“But you use an Android-based browser.”


“Hey, it works,” he shrugged.  “If something already works, why make something else?”


She looked down at the keyboard, then used two fingers to a key to slowly punch out a post, having to pause often to look for letters.  At the hotel.  Fantastic view and very friendly locals, she typed.  Will have my meeting later today.  Not sure when I’ll be home, but I’m doing fine.

“Nice and vague,” he said with an approving nod.


“I doubted you’d let me get specific,” she chuckled.


“You’re right.  So, we have a few hours.  Want to rest a little, eat something, or go over what to expect?”


“How about you show me what channels you get on that,” she said, pointing at the widescreen 80” TV hanging from his wall.


“Any channel that comes off a satellite,” he told her.  “Access TV, language English,” he called, and its indicator light blinked.  “It’ll react to you.  Just say the words ‘access TV,” then a channel name or number.”


“I just realized something,” she said, looking around.  “Power!”


“Of course.  How do we run our computers and TVs without electricity?”


“How do you generate it?”


“Geothermal,” he replied.


“Clever.”


“Praise Iceland, not us.  They gave us the plans for it.  Not intentionally, but we thank them all the same,” he replied.


“Be glad they don’t sue you,” she chuckled.


“If they only knew,” he said dryly as she slid down and dropped to the floor.


“Access TV, uh, Fox News Channel,” she called, and the channel popped up on the TV immediately.  She pulled her sleeping bag off the top of her pack and dropped it on the floor, then sat on it and looked up at the TV for a while.  “So, not to sound nasty, but how are we handling the bathroom situation?”


“You’ll have to use mine, which is basically a hole in the floor in that chamber over there,” he told her, pointing with a clawed finger.  “Toilet paper, well, that’s going to be a problem.  I have some dust cloths, I guess those will work.


“What’s in that room?”


“My workshop,” he replied.  “I tinker with the technologies we find in our field work.  And that other door is the room where I sleep.  Feel free to look around,” he assured her.


“After I rest a minute.  That was a long walk, and I didn’t realize that downhill was even more tiring than uphill, until you gave me a ride and I didn’t have to walk anymore.”


“You either pull yourself up or keep yourself from going down too fast,” he replied as he stepped over to her, then laid down with his head about even with her.  “So, what do you think so far?”


She leaned back on her hands.  “I’m not sure what to think.  Magic dragons that watch TV and surf the web.  This is pretty high up on the freak-out meter,” she replied, which made him rumble with a chuckle.


“We’re not the dragons from your legends,” he told her lightly.  “I don’t slay knights and eat damsels in distress.  I hack top-secret and encrypted networks for a living,” he said dryly, which made her splutter.


“That just seems so wrong,” she admitted.  “So, why did you pick me?”


“Because you’re not a politician and you’re not a diplomat,” he repeated. “You’re a real person, and I want the council to see a real person, not someone groomed to be as smooth as possible or as glib as a snake oil salesman.  I wasn’t blowing smoke when I told you that, Jenny.  You’re smart, observant, and you don’t scare easily.  You’ll be able to handle speaking to the council, and since you are a government agent that they’ll take seriously, that’ll let you take what you learn straight to them and file a report in person.  You can take what you learn with you and tell them everything you’ve seen here and assure them that we’re not an enemy.  We just want to be left alone, Jenny.  We’re not interested in money, or power, or prestige.  We just want peace and quiet.”

“So, everything you and the others do is just about being left alone?”


“More like making sure the humans didn’t know about us,” he replied.  “If you didn’t know we existed, then clearly you wouldn’t try to bother us.  But now some of you do know about us, so I guess the council wanted to make sure we put the best foot forward, as it were.  The field agents will still be out there hacking your networks, but they’re not doing it to take anything over or steal anything.  We do it to make sure your encrypted, top-secret communications don’t have anything about us in them.  No more, no less.”


“They will now, though.”


“And we’ll be watching to see what the governments have to say where they don’t think we can see it,” he said simply.


“Not if we stop you,” she said lightly.


“Good luck with that,” he snorted derisively, which made her splutter and then laugh.


“Hey, we weren’t that bad,” she protested.


“Not at all, but like any team playing defense, you could only react,” he told her with a slight smile.  “How many times did you catch up to me?  Nine?”


“Ten,” she corrected.


“And how many times do you think I’ve gone out there?”


“Probably way more than ten,” she admitted with a slightly rueful look.


“Way more,” he agreed.  “But we didn’t just write you guys off, Jenny.  The field agents have a hell of a lot respect for the Hunters.  Enough that we were under orders to immediately abort our mission and return if we knew you were in the same city.  But sometimes, for critical missions, we had to stay, and that’s when you’d track us down and that merry chase would begin,” he noted, giving her a light look.  “So, how did you know I’d be in Washington?”


“Sherlock Holmes,” she replied with a smile.  “We eliminated all other possibilities, so what was left was the truth, despite it seeming implausible.  We figured out what you’d been trying to do in Brussels, and realized the only other option you had was the State building.  We weren’t sure if you’d actually try it, but since it was the only place it could be done, we decided to stake it out and see if you were that brave.”


“Clever.”


“Thank you,” she said, bobbing her head a little.  “We spotted you on a street camera just outside the White House and mobilized.”


“I knew I shoulda went back to Foggy Bottom,” he grunted.


“Nah, you’d have walked right into Juarez and Holmes,” she told him.


“I coulda just rolled their SUV over like in Dallas,” he shrugged, which made her laugh.


“That scared the piss out of them,” she told him.  “We just could not figure out how the hell you did it.  We even brought in those guys from Mythbusters to see if they could figure it out.”


“Now you know.”


“I surely do,” she nodded.


“Hello!” Keth called from the entry chamber, which made Jenny sit back up and look in that direction.


“My sire,” Kell told her.  “In here!” he called.


Keth ambled into the living chamber and paused as he saw Jenny sitting by him, then he nodded.  “I see the rumors were true,” he said in English as he came in.  “Welcome to Draconia, madam.  I am Keth, patron of my family and humble farmer of the earth drakes.”

“Lieutenant Jenny Edwards, nice to meet you,” she replied.


“So, what do you think so far?” he asked as he came in and stood on the far side of Kell.


“I think I haven’t seen nearly enough to draw conclusions,” she replied.


“Very wise, young miss, very wise.  Watch, listen, and learn, then decide.  It prevents rash decisions that you may come to regret later.”


“He always talks like that,” Kell grunted, then he wheezed when Keth thumped him on the hindquarters with the bottom of his tail, which made Jenny giggle uncontrollably.


“You’re not so grown that I can’t still spank you, whelp,” Keth warned with a smile.


“I may be little, sire, but I’m mean,” he replied blandly, which made Jenny laugh.


“What do you grow, Mister Keth?” she asked.


“Call him Patron, not Mister,” Kell injected.


“Just Keth will do,” he smiled.  “And I grow most anything I can get seed for,” he replied.  “My current crops are potatoes, eggplants, pumpkins, and radishes, I have seed back for cabbage, lettuce, squash, and sunflowers, and I’m getting ready to sow some carrots and wheat.”


“Dragons like carrots?”


“Earth dragons do,” he smiled.  “We eat plants more than meat.”


“Sire doesn’t grow food to sell outside the village,” he told her.  “So he raises crops only for other earth dragons.”


“Call it my one shortcoming, dear,” Keth said lightly.  “When the other dragons treat us as equals, I’ll gladly plant crops for them.”


“And you’re the one that always tells me to let go of my resentment,” Kell accused.


“My protest to the way things are is more subtle,” he chuckled.


“So, now we’re getting down to the dirty underbelly,” Jenny noted.  “The other dragons don’t like you?”


“We’re smaller than the other dragons on the average, we can’t fly, and we have no magic, so some of them don’t really even think of us as dragons,” Kell said sourly.


“It’s a prejudice, my dear,” Keth said calmly.  “They only see what we can’t do, and that prevents them from truly understanding what we can do.”  He sat on his haunches.  “Often, a prejudice born of a perceived difference is the hardest to overcome, especially when that perceived difference makes you feel like you are more than one you’re comparing yourself to.”


She gave him a long look, then nodded soberly.  “That’s quite profound, Keth.”


“A drake has nothing but time to think while he’s tending his crops,” he smiled.  “As long as we earth dragons are content with who we are, then the problem lies with them, not with us.  We forgive them their petty prejudices, though that doesn’t mean we have to be sociable with them.  The earth dragons are far different from the others, and magic is but one aspect of it.  Life walking on the ground and tending crops and livestock with our own forepaws lets us see things more clearly than they do.  While they ponder matters important to them, we ponder matters important to us, and most of the time those things have nothing to do with one another.”


“But, aren’t you friends with those water, uh, water drakes?”


“Oh yes, but that’s because of years of interaction.  Shii’s pod understands earth drakes far better than other water dragons because of the bonds between our families.  Shii and her pod respect us for what we can do, they don’t pity us for what we can’t do.  They understand.” 


 “That’s what Kell said.  Be proud of what you can do, don’t pine over what you can’t do.”


“Something I’ve had to tell him at least once a day since the day he hatched,” Keth noted, which made Kell flick his tail in irritation.  “What you may see as a handicap, others may see as a blessing,” he told her.

“I can understand that.  My cousin is deaf,” she nodded.  “And it doesn’t cause him much trouble.  He has a good job, a wife who loves him, great kids.  He’s got a good life despite that.”


“Then you understand, my dear,” Keth smiled, then he stood up.  “Now, you must come meet Kanna!”


“My mother,” Kell supplied.  “We can’t stay long, sire, Jenny needs to rest and prepare to meet the council.”

“I think I’d like to meet Kanna,” she said, standing up.


“First off, if you want to be formal, call her Matron Kanna. Second, bring your sleeping bag, mother will talk you into a coma,” Kell warned.


Jenny laughed.


“I’m going to tell her you said that, youngling,” Keth warned with a light expression.


“I’m sure she’ll expect to hear it,” he retorted blandly.


The two earth drakes walked very slowly to allow Jenny to keep up, as she looked around as much as she walked forward.  They skirted the edge of the potato field, close to the coast.  “How do you deal with the saltwater ruining your crops?” she asked.

“You’re a farmer, my dear?” Keth asked brightly.


“My grandpa was,” she answered.


“We use soil treatments we’ve devised over the years to leech the harmful salts out of the coastal tracts between harvests without damaging the earth’s fertility,” he told her.  “This is volcanic soil, though, so it has a lot of natural compounds that help break down the salt as well, so we don’t have to treat the soil often.  Crops we plant after a treatment don’t have any problems with the salt before we harvest.  Then we just treat any salt that builds up from storms and such during a fallow cycle and replant.”


“I was wondering.  You usually don’t see farms this close to the ocean.  I could throw a rock into the cove from here.”


“The island is only so big, so we have to maximize available space, my dear.  Besides, this is only the edge of my farm.  We farm all the way up the slope, and quite a ways to the north,” he pointed back towards the volcano.  “Those tracts are in a fallow cycle.  Most of the radishes are up on the north slope, about a half a mile past the burrow.”


It took them about ten minutes to reach the burrow of his parents, which was much larger, and also had more than just his parents in it.  The burrow was very old, passed down over four generations, and where Kell’s burrow was lined in concrete, their burrow was hewn out of natural volcanic rock.  Three hatchlings, chest high to Jenny, boiled out of the entrance, jumping and bounding, then they saw Jenny and almost fell over gawking.  “My younger siblings,” Kell told her.  “Kav, Kitta, and Konn.”

“Hatchlings, this is a most special guest,” Keth said gently in dragon as they scurried over and looked up at Jenny with undisguised awe.  “You will treat her with your best behavior, and you will not be rough with her.  Do you understand?”


“Yes, sire,” the three said in almost perfect unison.


“Jenny, this is Kav, this is Kitta, and this is Konn,” Keth introduced.  “They don’t speak your language, so be patient with them.”


She leaned over a little, hands on her knees, and smiled down at the three awestruck hatchlings.  “Hello there,” she crooned in a motherly voice.  They didn’t understand her words, but they did react to the timbre of her voice, losing some of their fear.  She took a hand off her knee and reached out to Kitta, who flinched a little when she touched her fingertips to the top of her head, between her small horns.  “It’s nice to meet you all.”


“She looks like the things on the TV,” Kav said.


“She’s a human, Kav,” Keth nodded.  “She’s just like the people on the TV.”


“See, I told you they were real!” Konn said triumphantly, reaching over Kitta’s neck and pushing his brother.


“Boys,” Keth warned before they started rough-housing; juvenile earth drakes were extremely rambunctious. “Now all of you go bring in the baskets, and then you can go play,” he ordered.


“Aww, can’t we talk to the human?” Kitta protested.


“Work always comes first, young lady.  Now hop,” Keth ordered.


“Yes, sire,” they said in unison, and Jenny pulled her hand up just in time to keep her wrist from getting caught between Kitta’s horns and broken as the three drakelings turned and headed for where the baskets from harvesting radishes were sitting.


“Where are they going?” Jenny asked.


“They haven’t finished their chores, so they’re back on the proper path,” Keth said simply, patting Jenny delicately on the back with a finger.  “Now come in, come in!  Kanna will make you something to eat, so you’ll have the strength to face the council.”


“You know, I’m surprised you speak English, Keth,” Jenny noted as they walked down the ramp.  “And you speak it very well.”

“Thank you.  When Kell won his position in the intelligence division, he had to learn English as quickly as possible.  We helped him study, and it sort of rubbed off on us,” Keth chuckled.  “Trust me, my dear, we’re very much the minority on Draconia.  But, I admit, it makes watching TV easier.  No reading subtitles,” he laughed.


“Do you study other languages?”


“Me?  No, I barely had the time to learn English,” he said dismissively.  “Kanna!  Kanna, come greet Kell’s guest from the human world!”


Kanna ambled out into the greeting chamber.  She was slightly smaller than Keth, and unlike most earth drakes in that she was almost all one color, a slate gray, with just a dark streak down her spine and a wedge of dark scales over her eyes that narrowed to a point at the base of her snout.  “Oh, hello there,” Kanna said in accented English, bobbing her horned head.  “I’m Kanna, matron of the burrow.”


“I’m Jenny Edwards, ma’am, it’s nice to meet you,” Jenny replied.


“Such a darling little thing,” Kanna smiled.  “You humans are cuter live than you are on the TV.”


“Well, uh, thanks, Matron Kanna,” she replied, a bit uncertainly.


“Just Kanna dear, no need for such formality with one not familiar with our ways.  I heard you’re going to talk to the council,” she urged.

“That’s why Kell brought me here,” Jenny replied.

“Well, you absolutely cannot go stand before those brutes without a full belly!” she declared.  “Come with me, dear, and well fill you up in short order!”


“Mother feeds anything and anyone who wanders in.  It’s bait for the trap so she can talk you to death,” Kell said lowly to her, which made Jenny smile.


“I can still hear, youngling,” Kanna barked as she ambled away.


“Well, I’m not all that hungry, but I’m curious to see what dragons eat,” Jenny said.


“You’re going to disappointed,” Kell warned as they started towards the feeding chamber.


Kanna was halfway into the pantry when Kell and Keth led Jenny into the room, which had a long counter on the side, the pantry in the back, and a ramp leading down to the cellar.  A refrigerator stood by that entrance, the bow to human technology.  “That’s one big refrigerator,” Jenny noted.  “Another idea borrowed from us?”


Kell nodded.  “For meat and dairy.  A few earth dragons make a killing making cheese and butter.” 


“Now, I have about any vegetable you’d care to eat, Jenny,” Kanna called from the pantry.  “And we have half a cow left in the refrigerator if you’d prefer meat.”


“I wouldn’t open that if I were you,” Kell warned as Jenny approached the refrigerator.  It was about eight feet tall, but the handles were more than within her reach.  “When mother said half a cow, she was being literal.”


“It’s not butchered?”


“Earth drakes don’t cook their food, and bones and fur are just flavoring,” he told her.


She shuddered a little and gingerly took her hand off the handle.  “I…think I’ll stick with the vegetables.”


“Smart girl.”


Kell again picked her up and set her on the table as Kanna carried a basket of assorted vegetables, the handle between her teeth.  Inside were onions, potatoes, radishes, eggplants, and pumpkins, and the root vegetables still had clumps of damp, dark earth clinging to them.  Jenny turned and sat cross-legged by Kell on the table, then picked up a potato and brushed some soil off of it.  She looked at Kell as he reared up and put his forelegs on the table.  “You don’t peel them?”


“Earth dragons eat things as they are,” Keth told her.  “And as our name suggests, a little earth on our food only makes it taste better,” he winked.  “Now, if you want to deal with gourmet dragons, then you want to speak to the chromatics.  They adore the food made from those cooking shows they show on TV, though they won’t watch it themselves.  Chromatics have a revulsion to the human technology.”

“They do?”


He nodded.  “They won’t even let the builders run power lines to their dens and libraries.  I find it a little amusing that they hate technology and human things, but they love the food made from cooking shows on the TV.”


“I guess the fires cook their food…if charring it half to ash counts as cooking,” Kanna mused, which made Kell chuckle.


“And water dragons eat it raw too, if they live in the water,” Jenny reasoned.


Kell nodded.


“So, did you eat human food out in the field?” she asked him.


“Enough to get used to it,” he replied.  “I love french fries, but meat tastes funny when it’s cooked.  I was a Subway veggie delight kind of drake.”


“Bread, now there’s something I can eat cooked,” Kanna agreed.  “Kell brought some back after one of his missions, and he almost caused a riot.  There wasn’t enough to go around.”


“And now several earth dragons raise wheat for milling, and bakeries have popped up in every earth dragon village on the island,” Keth finished.


“Huh,” Jenny mused, no doubt filing that bit of information away for her report.  She pulled a pocket knife from her jeans and started peeling one of the potatoes.  “Maybe you should learn how to make it, Misses Kanna.”


“Oh, I do, but flour is very expensive,” she said, clicking her teeth a little bit.  “We’ll have all the bread we want once Keth manages to barter some wheat seed.”


“I’m still working on it, lifemate,” he said absently.  “I only need maybe another barrel full and we’ll have enough for a starter crop.”

“So, what do you do out in the human world, Jenny?”


“Oh, my job is to chase him around,” she said lightly, pointing at Kell.


“She’s one of the agents the government put on us field workers,” Kell elaborated. 


“And they picked you to come talk to us.  Interesting,” she hummed.


“Kell picked me,” she said.  “I still don’t entirely understand why myself.”


“You will once you’re back in the human world,” he replied.


“Our little Kell is a good judge of character,” Kanna said confidently.  “If he thought you were suited for it, then you are.”


“We’ll see, I guess,” she said, cutting a piece of potato away and popping it into her mouth.  “I’m not sure what the council will be like, or what they want to say.”


“They take themselves far too seriously,” Kanna sniffed.


“There are nine dragons on the council, my dear,” Keth explained.  “Each race of dragon is represented by one council member.”


“Nine?  But there’s only five kinds of dragon.”


“There are nine kinds,” he smiled.  “Among the elemental dragons, there are drakes, and there are wyrms.  We look exactly the same, but we are different.”


“Wyrms are larger,” Kell added.


“The chromatics have no drakes, only wyrms, so they only have one council member,” Keth continued.  “They spend most of their time sitting up on Council Aerie discussing matters, and they more or less allow the dragons to look after themselves.  We know what to do, so it gets done.”

“So you don’t have much of a central government.”


“Not really,” he nodded.  “We have a village council that handles affairs within the village, and among the water dragons, the pod matriarch and patriarch have authority in all matters concerning the pod.”


“The fires are more like a dukal fiefdom,” Kell continued.  “The biggest, meanest fire dragon rules his territory, and he holds it by force.  Any dragon living in his territory bows to his rulership or they get run off.”


“And the chromatics think they rule everything,” Kanna snorted.


“Well, what happens if the fire dragon starts stealing things?”


“Then its up to the dragons living in his territory to do something about it,” Keth replied.  “More than one fire dragon has been ganged up on and chased out of his own territory.  The fires play a dangerous game, since they have to use force to hold their territory, but if they use too much, they’ll be run off by the dragons living there.”


“No, I mean, what if a fire dragon came down here and tried to steal your crops?”


All three earth drakes chuckled.  “That is something they dare not do, and they know it,” Keth smiled.  “Fire dragons may have the reputation for being the bullies among the dragons, but no dragon wants to anger an earth dragon.  We can be extremely nasty when we’re angry.”


“Despite you having no magic.”


“Magic isn’t a universal defense,” Keth said with a vicious little smile.

“But, they could just fly away.”


“They have to land eventually,” Kell said darkly.


“Anyway, this is just my guess, but odds are the council will give you an accounting of themselves,” Keth said, popping a giant onion into his mouth.  “And try to explain our position to you.  The dragons don’t want to meddle in human affairs, but we also don’t want humans to meddle in ours.  They will most likely offer you the bargain of you leave us alone, we leave you alone.”

“Oh, you meddle, alright,” Jenny said, looking at Kell.


“Only to make sure you don’t meddle with us,” he replied.  “Besides, every nation out there spies on every other nation.  Why should we be any different?  Because we’re not human?”


“Well, it makes it a lot more ominous for you being dragons,” she said.  “I mean, up until yesterday, we didn’t even know you existed.  Now, it’s like you know everything about us, but we don’t know anything about you.”


“The mystery is always feared until it is solved,” Keth nodded.  “Which is why you are here now.  It’s why they sent you with Kell instead of bringing you straight to the council.  They want you to see real dragons in our real lives, so you understand that at the ground level, we are not that much different from you,” he told her.


“And the council is going to see a real human, not a diplomat groomed to look as good as possible.  Your answers will be honest, genuine, and that will let them see the truth of things,” Kell added.


She took another bite of her potato.  “We’ll see,” she noted.  “What are the ones on the council like?”


“Far too full of themselves,” Kanna repeated disdainfully.  “Even the earth dragons, may Gaia forgive them.”


“That describes just about every politician alive,” Jenny mused.


“Some things cross species boundaries.  Arrogance in politicians is one of them,” Keth nodded, which made Jenny laugh.


“So, what’s a day in the life of a good old common earth dragon like?” she asked, looking at Keth.


“Much like any farmer, my dear,” he replied with a fanged smile.  “I get up before dawn and tend my fields.  But, it’s not so strenuous that I have to toil all day, so I have time to visit the neighbors, run errands, give the hatchlings their lessons, and so on.  Would you like to see the farm?”


“Sure,” she replied.  “At least after I finish this.”


“I’d better carry you, it’s a lot of land, and you can’t wear yourself out before going to the council,” Kell reasoned.


Kell carried her after they finished their snack as Keth showed her the farm.  They had five different major tracts spread out with the burrow in the center, and Keth was quite elaborate describing the land, its fertility, the best crops that grew in certain tracts.  “It’s the second largest farm in Dawnmist,” he said proudly.  “Held by our family since we came here.”

“Where’s the village?” Jenny asked.


“We’re in it now, dear.  Dawnmist is the name of the twelve farms around us, which forms the village.  We have no collection of houses or shops like you might expect.  We don’t like living all piled up against each other.  We have four shops in our village.  The toolmaker, the baker, the builder’s shop, and the general store.  They’re not together.  Each one is on the farm of the family that started it.”


“So, what do dragons have in their general store?” she asked curiously.


“It’s not far from here.  We can show you.”


“Yes!” she said immediately.


“You’re going to be disappointed,” Kell warned.


“Oh hush,” she retorted, slapping his scaled neck lightly.


Like most earth dragon architecture, it was only architecture in that it was underground.  The general store was a large chamber dug out deep enough to be under the rock, lit with flourescent lights in four rows on the ceiling.  Jenny stayed on Kell’s back as they walked along the four aisles, where assorted common items dragons used in their daily lives were.  Some of the items Jenny could identify, but some she couldn’t.  “What’s that?” she asked, pointing.  Kell looked back at her and then in the direction she was pointing, then he chuckled.

“It’s what you’d call a scratching pad,” he told her.  “Keeps the talons clean and sharp.”


“Do you purr too?”


“I eat cats, you know,” he said darkly.  “They taste like chicken.”


Jenny laughed.  “Do dragons keep pets?”


“We have some domesticated livestock, but not pets in the way humans keep them,” he answered.  “Most small animals are terrified of us, for obvious reasons, and really small animals like dogs and cats wouldn’t last long in a dragon’s burrow.  One wrong step and you’re scraping your pet off the floor with a spatula.”


“What kind of livestock do you keep?”


“Cows and pigs, we brought with us when we came here, but there’s also an indigenous animal to this island that’s something like a giant sloth that we started to manage once we got here, they live in the forests on the northeast side of the island,” he replied.  “Since we started moving around in the human world, we’ve added Asian water buffalo, emus and ostriches for their eggs, and saltwater crocodiles, which are mainly the water dragons.”  He turned into view of Gev, the shopkeeper, who gaped at Jenny like she was some kind of monster.  “We’ve just managed to get our paws on some buffalo, and they seem to do alright on the island.  They haven’t started breeding in numbers yet, but they like the grassy plain on the southeast side of the island.  We weren’t sure if the climate would be too hot for them, but they’re adapting much quicker than we expected.”

“Buffalo, eh?”


“They taste way better than cows.  If we can sustain the herds, we’ll probably keep the cows for milk and eat the buffalo.”


“Is that a human?” Gev asked in a nervous voice as they approached his counter.


“Invited by the council,” Kell replied immediately.  “They want her to see common everyday aspects of dragon life.”


“It, it doesn’t have any diseases, does it?” he asked, getting a bit jittery.


“None you have to worry about,” Kell replied, switching to English.  “Jenny, this nervous drake is Gev, the shop owner.  Don’t make any sudden moves or you’ll scare him back into his burrow.”


“He’s afraid of me?” she asked with a laugh.  “He must be twelve feet high and thirty feet long!”


“To the average earth dragon, humans are as much a mystery to us as we are to you,” he told her simply.  “I work out in the human world, Jenny.  Very few earth dragons understand humans the way I do, and like sire said, when something’s a mystery to you, sometimes you’re afraid of it just because you don’t understand it.”


“I didn’t think of it like that.”


“Aren’t human women afraid of mice?” he asked lightly.


“Not this human woman,” she retorted.


“But the principle is the same,” he chuckled.


“Alright, I’ll give you that.  So, dragons are afraid of people?”


“Some are,” he admitted.  “But they’re losing it, because of TV.  Then again, some things on TV make dragons more afraid of people,” he grunted as they passed Gev’s counter.  “But those are the ones that haven’t figured out that all the violence is just fictional, that the average human isn’t running around with an assault rifle in his hands, shooting at anything that moves.”


“Dragons are drawing conclusions based on what they see on TV.  We’re doomed,” Jenny grunted.


Kell chuckled.  “Only the silly ones.  Would it surprise you to know that the most popular show among dragons is Dancing with the Stars?”


“Actually, yeah, that does surprise me.”


“Now, we’d better get you back to my burrow so you can rest a bit.  It has to be like midnight for you, and the council wants us to be there in about three hours, and an hour of that is going to be the climb up to Council Aerie.”


“Yeah, but I’m used to going without sleep,” she replied.  “Sometimes a stakeout requires some long hours.”


“Be that as it may, there are some things we need to talk about so you’re not walking in there blind,” he told her.


“True.”


He said goodbye to his parents and carried Jenny back to his burrow, setting her down in front of the TV as he pondered just what to tell her…mainly because he really had no idea exactly what the council wanted to say to her.  She took off her sneakers and leaned back on her hands, sighing and wiggling her socked feet as he laid down beside her so his head was just to her left.  “I hope I didn’t tire you out,” he said.


“I don’t wear sneakers often. I knew I should have worn my boots.  I’m gonna like what’s in the backpack even less.”


“A dress?”


She shook her head.  “A pant suit.  The best I have, rolled up so I hope it won’t wrinkle.  Complete with heels,” she grunted.


“That’s gonna be fun wearing hiking up to the aerie.”


“I might just have you carry me, if you don’t mind.  I’d be limping by the time I got up there.”


“So, what did you think of the store?”


“I think I didn’t see half as much as I wanted to,” she replied, then glanced at him.  “You hustled me out of there pretty quick.  I almost thought you were trying to hide something.”


“I wasn’t sure how Gev was going to react if you did anything that might startle him,” he grunted.  “I don’t think bringing your impaled corpse up to the aerie would put me in very good standing with the council.”


“Impaled?  Your horns face backwards, how would he manage that?”


“Spike you,” he replied, bringing his tail around.  “Other dragons have magic and breath weapons, but we have these,” he told her.


“They certainly look intimidating,” she chuckled, looking at the seventeen individual spikes of edged crystal growing from the flattened top of the end of his tail, slender like javelins but strangely jagged like crystals, all of them blood red.


“It’s why the other dragons don’t mess with us,” he told her, sliding his tail back behind him.  “That and our reputation on the island as being mean as a rabid wolverine when we’re angry. It’s not entirely true, though.”


“I can’t really imagine you acting like that,” she mused, looking at him.  “Then again, with everything we did to make you angry, well, I couldn’t believe you’re that bad.”


“It’s a reputation we cultivate,” he chuckled.  “It also prevents most foolishness.  Just about every earth dragon is taught from an early age that you meet any kind of violence brought on you from one of the other dragons with deadly force, even violence started just to bully or taunt us.  A bully will continue to bully until you drive four or five spikes halfway through his gut.  After a few fatalities among each new generation of fire dragons, the survivors learn to leave us alone.  That’s given us a reputation for being barbaric and savage, but we let them think that because it saves more lives than it takes in the long run.  Not even fire dragons are as quick to kill as an earth dragon, but the equalizer is that an earth dragon will never attack to kill unless they’re attacked first.  We actually hate violence.”


“Seems like your society isn’t as harmonious as I first thought.”


“Not even close,” he admitted with a nod.  “At least when it comes to being down here on the lowlands.  Up on the mountains, it’s nothing but harmony and self-congratulatory patting on the back over how superior they are compared to us.”


“Your father was right, you do have to be told that saying at least once a day,” she chuckled.


“Persecution syndrome runs deep in the earth dragons,” he grunted.


“But you’re the ones that do the electricity, aren’t you?” she asked sagely.  “And the computers.”


He nodded.  “They have their magic.  We embraced technology, and even though they won’t share their magic with us, we share our technology with them.”


“It sounds to me like you’re the better people, not them,” she said, rocking back on her hands a little.


“And you’ve just earned the instant and eternal hatred of the majority of the council,” he chuckled darkly.  “If you said that to them, the fire wyrm would probably roast you where you stood.  So, you’d best keep those kinds of opinions to yourself when you’re in front of them.  Don’t go up there and show favoritism just because you’ve spent the day with me.  Hell, the only reason they had you go with me is because I speak English and I understand humans much better than most any other dragon because I’ve done field work.”


“I’ll be neutral and objective,” she promised.  “Now, I think I’m gonna have to brave using your bathroom.”


“Just be careful.  You can literally fall into that hole,” he warned.  “Let me fetch my dust cloths from the workshop.”


She was gone for about five minutes, then came back laughing.  “Okay, that was nervous,” she declared.  “I didn’t realize you have a sewer system.”


“We earth dragons do,” he replied.  “We recycle the waste as fertilizer for our fields at a processing plant over on the peninsula.”


“Power, running water, sewers, you earth dragons have it all,” she mused.  “What do the other dragons do when they need to go?”


“You don’t want to know,” he said dryly, which made her laugh.


She pulled out her pantsuit and laid it out so it could unwrinkle, and he used the smallest container he had to bring her some water.  It was the size of a bucket for her, but she had a canteen in her backpack, which she filled using the bucket.  “You thought ahead.”


“When you said you didn’t have human beds, I figured you wouldn’t have human dishware either.  I have an entire camping set in the pack.  Alright, tell me about the council.”


“It’s much like sire described.  Nine dragons, and they sit on raised platforms forming a circle.  You’ll stand in a gold circle in the middle.  It’s considered polite to turn to face whichever dragon speaks to you.  Council isn’t all that formal, and the members will often talk over each other and even argue in front of witnesses.  Expect them to be pretty snarky to you.”


She laughed.  “Snarky.  You really are fluent in English.”


“Thank you.  They’ll tell you whatever it is they want you to know, and probably ask you a whole bunch of questions.  I really don’t know what they want to say, so your guess is as good as mine.”  She came over and stood by his head, which put her head over his.  He raised his head so they were eye to eye.  “Most likely they’ll be fishing for what you think the humans will do now that they know about us, and since you’re a government agent, what the government might do.  Feel free to be as honest or as evasive as you feel necessary.  We won’t tell you everything, so don’t feel like you have to tell us everything.  And expect a few of the dragons to try to intimidate you,” he warned.  “The fires and chromatic especially.  They’ll think you should just fall down and worship them because they’re dragons and you’re not.”

“I don’t scare easily.”


“Which is why I picked you over some of the others,” he nodded.  “I once saw you kick Price in the groin.  That made me like you immediately.”


She laughed brightly.  “He brought that on himself,” she winked.  “Alright, so, I’ve seen what earth dragons do.  What do the other dragons do?”

“Water dragons are a lot like us,” he answered.  “They farm underwater plants and do a lot of fishing and fish farming.  The earth and water dragons basically feed the island, and if there’s any other dragon we earth dragons can get along with, it’s the water dragons.  They live right next to us earth dragons and we have a lot of common interests.  The sky dragons used to do a lot of hunting, like giant raptors, but it’s so far from anywhere that has game large enough for them to hunt from here, they had to stop when we moved to the island.  They keep their hunting skills sharp by going on hunting expeditions in places we know are uninhabited by humans and conducting competitions and such, but when it comes to doing real work, they spend most of their time doing a lot of aerial reconnaissance, keeping an eye on the ocean around the island looking for ships, and sometimes they fly out over human lands and check things out for us when we can’t get a good enough image using satellites or a field agent can’t get close enough to get good ground-based intelligence.  The fire dragons are what you might call the army.  They’re very aggressive and love to fight, so if there’s any fighting that has to be done, they do it.  They’re also the claws of the council.  If the council has to intervene in a matter or arrest a dragon for crimes, it’s the fires they send to apprehend the perpetrator.  They’re like the military and the police rolled up into one.  The chromatics don’t really do much of anything,” he snorted.  “They spend almost all their time studying magic, and they don’t really contribute anything to the island.  I mean, at least the fires do something, but the chromatics don’t do anything.”

“Almost like a caste system,” she mused.


“We do what we’re good at,” he shrugged.  “Earths farm, build things, and play with human technology.  Waters farm and fish.  Skies fly, fires fight, chromatics, well, they read.  That’s draconic society boiled down to stock.”


“That does make it easier to remember.  Do the other types like each other?”


“There are some frictions, but nowhere near what they have for the earth dragons,” he replied.  “About everyone thinks the chromatics are snobs, for example.  Fire dragons only really get along with their own, because their idea of recreation is to beat each other over the heads with their tails,” he snorted, which made her giggle  “The fires love to watch human sports on TV, especially football, like totally obsessed with it.  They once tried to organize a football league of fires and adopt the rules for dragons, but…it didn’t go well.  The football field burned for days,” he mused, which made Jenny laugh.  “The fastest way to get on the good side of a sky dragon is to complement them on their coloration.  They can change it at will, like a chameleon, so it says you like the work they put in to look attractive.  They’re rather vain.  Water dragons are the most laid back of all the dragons, just letting things flow by, and it takes something truly incredible to make a water dragon lose his temper.  And as you’ve seen, earth dragons have a love for socializing and conversation, but at our hearts we’re creatures of the land.  We farm, we build, we endlessly tinker to try to improve things. There’s not a day that goes by that sire doesn’t go up the slope and look down over his tracts and try to come up with a way to make them more efficient.  And he’s been doing that for a good hundred years,” he chuckled.

“What about chromatics?  Do they have any little quirks I should know?”


“Never, ever, even pretend that you believe you’re as good as they are,” he said with deadly seriousness.  “Approaching a chromatic as an equal will earn you that chromatic’s eternal and undying hatred.  They are the vainest, most conceited, stuck-up, overbearing, obnoxious, and arrogant living beings on the face of this earth, and I’m not exaggerating in the slightest.  They’re also extremely petty, and will take revenge over the slightest insult, either real or imagined.  The chromatic on the council will be forced to treat you with respect because you’re a guest, and you’ll see the strain of it on his face and in his voice every time he has to be nice to you.  If you forced him to give you a complement, he might spontaneously combust right there on the aerie,” he said, which made her laugh again.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said.  “Alright, so, tell me about a day in the life of Joe Dragon when he’s not a farmer,” she urged.  “Just a typical day on the island.  What’s life like here?  You know, just life.”


“Well, I’ve always had something of a unique job, but I’ll tell you what it’s like for me,” he told her as she sat down.  He spent over an hour describing just another day to her, from waking up to helping Keth with a few chores before work, then heading to work and spending his day either searching the web or news for hints that humans knew about dragons to preparing for missions out in the human world.  He then expanded it by telling her about the dragons that did the monitoring, then telling her about the evening gathering of the twelve elders of the village every day so they could discuss the day and spread any news of importance.  He told her about the regular visits from Shii’s pod of dragons, how the hatchlings played together on the beach, how the water hatchlings taught the earth hatchlings how to swim, and made Keth’s family the best swimmers that weren’t water dragons on the island.


“For me, it’s all about the job,” he told her.  “I really enjoyed being a field agent, because I got to see new things, investigate possible new technologies and ideas we could adapt for use here on Draconia, and of course, for the last six years I’ve had to dance around you guys,” he smiled, nudging her with the side of his head.  “You humans have that saying, married to your job.  In a way, I’m married to the intelligence department.  It’s all I ever wanted to do.  Even now that I’ve been exposed and removed from field work, I still look forward to going to work just to be there.  That, and I have the feeling that  they’ll put me in charge of training new field agents, since I’ve been out there and I have personal experience.  After all, now I’ll have plenty of time,” he chuckled ruefully.  “What about you?  How long have you been married?”


“Eight years,” she replied.  “Greg doesn’t entirely understand my job since its so classified that I can’t even tell him about half of what I do, but he’s very giving in his support for me.  He’s a good man and a wonderful father for Davie, and I love him very much.”


“Was being a spy what you wanted out of life?”


“I’m not a spy, I’m counter-intelligence,” she smiled.  “I hunt spies.”


“How did you end up there?”


“The same way most of the others did, at least sort of.  Most of the guys are ex-SEALs, ex-Rangers, you know, elite special forces.  I got there through the Marines.  I was a computer specialist in the Marines, where my main job was either conducting or defending against cyber warfare,” she told him.  “They offered me the job on the Hunter team while I was in because of those skills.  Well, technically, I’m still in.  I was never discharged, and my time in the Hunters counts towards my enlistment where retirement’s concerned.  They had to train me in the small unit tactics they use, but since I’m a Marine, they don’t think I’m a fifth wheel.  I’m one of the computer specialists on the team, but I can still shoot a gun.”


“I’ve seen you do it,” he chuckle.


“Anyway, I’ve spent the last six years of my life chasing you around,” she told him, nudging him on the jaw with her hand.  “There were some times when I wanted to hang you from a yardarm by your toenails and lower you into a vat of acid.”


“Then I was doing my job,” he chuckled, then he looked up at the clock on his TV.  “It’s about time for you to start getting ready,” he told her.  “By the time you get dressed and we walk up there, it’ll be just about time.”


“Alright,” she said, climbing up onto her feet.  “Where can I change?”


“Anywhere you feel comfortable,” he replied.  “I’ll wait here for you.”


She looked rather smart when she emerged from his sleeping den wearing a sober gray pantsuit with a white blouse and tack tie under the blazer.  She reached down and adjusted one of her low heels, then pushed her bangs out of her eyes and regarded him.  “So, do I pass the test?”


“You could show up naked and they’d never really know the difference,” he chuckled.  “But you do look rather impressive.”


“I’m glad I brought that sleeping bag now,” she said, looking back at his sleeping den.  “You sleep on a pile of dirt!”


“I’m an earth drake, silly,” he told her with a chuckle.  He came over and laid down, putting his head on the floor.  “Now up with you, so I can throw you off the ramps halfway up.”


“I’m gonna be watching you now,” she replied teasingly as she put her heeled foot on his shoulder, then swung her leg over and settled herself on the base of his neck.


He came up out of his burrow and turned for the ramps that would take them up the mountains, and again, Jenny did nothing but look around, looked up, studying, watching everything.  Other earth drakes, having heard of Jenny through the rumor mill, had gathered at the edges of Keth’s farm, and they all but followed them from a discreet distance as Kell made his way to the first ramp, pointing and whispering.  The sky too got populated as sky dragons drifted down and looked at the human, then zipped back up into the air.  Even a single chromatic did a lazy pass at low level, his scillinting eyes locked on the human, then he turned back towards the mountains and the thermals that would let him regain altitude more easily.


“I’m suddenly very popular,” Jenny mused.


“The rumors have hit the general population,” he replied absently as he put his foot on the base of the ramp.  “And you’re the first human they’ve ever seen.  Of course they’re curious.”


They curled around the base of the mountain for a while, then switched to another ramp that turned back the way they came, then reached the landing for the intelligence building, which Jenny didn’t miss.  “That’s the only real building I’ve seen.  What’s in it?”


“The intelligence department,” he answered honestly.  “We decided to build walls and everything so rain couldn’t damage our equipment.”


“Too bad I can’t go in there.”


“I could take you, but you’d be a little disappointed.  And you’d cause a riot,” he chuckled.  “It’s just a few big rooms where earth drakes either watch TV or surf the internet, searching for any indication that humans know about us.  But now they’re seeing what the humans say now that they do.”


“There has to be more than that.”


“Of course there is,” he murmured, which made her laugh and pat his neck.


Everything wasn’t all smooth, however.  About where he’d switch to another ramp, a fairly large red wyrm landed heavily just in front of them, making the ramp shake, blocking access to the ramps.  He snapped his wings back aggressively and narrowed his glowing red eyes.  “They did bring a human here,” he growled.  “How could they!”


“Move,” Kell said in a steady and dangerous voice.  “Now.”


“Don’t order me about, you filthy grounder!” the red barked, smoke billowing out of his nostrils.  He flinched, however, when Kell quickly turned sideways, the spikes on his tail extending out nearly a foot and spreading wider to ready them to be launched, and cocked his tail back threateningly.  “You wouldn’t dare!”


“I’ll pin you to the mountainside if you don’t get out of my way, ashtongue,” Kell hissed.


The fire dragon growled menacingly, head low and wings tight against his sides to protect them.  But when Kell shivered his tail, the fire flinched again, then turned and launched himself off the edge of the ramp.

“What was all that about?” Jenny asked, a bit quaveringly, from behind his head.


“He took issue that the council brought a human here,” Kell replied shortly, retracting his spikes and pulling them back into a resting position.


“And you scared him off?”


“I told you, earth drakes have a very nasty reputation,” he told her with a dark chuckle.  “And we don’t threaten or grandstand.  I told him I’d spike him if he didn’t move, and he knew I meant every word.”


“But he was all the way over there.”


Kell relaxed a single spike, then turned and whipped his tail to the side.  There was a crimson streak across the platform, then the spike drove almost halfway into the side of the volcano with an audible thok.


“We have a long reach,” he said dryly as Jenny gawked at the spike embedded in the mountainside.


“Wow!” she gasped, then she laughed.  “Who needs a breath weapon!”


“And that’s why the other dragons don’t mess with us,” he said simply as he started up the last ramp leading to the aerie.  “Even a juvenile earth dragon can kill the largest fire wyrm if he has good aim.  I may be small, but these are the equalizer,” he told her, bringing his tail around and shaking the tip ostentatiously.

“How far can you shoot them?  Do they grow back?”


“About a hundred yards for me, and yes, they grow back,” he replied.  “I’ll grow a new spike to replace that one in a few hours, since I only lost one.  And we don’t shoot them.  We use our tails like a catapult and launch them.  It’s a practiced skill.”


“That’s one hell of a catapult,” she said, looking back as they passed the embedded spike.


“Gotta love physics,” he mused.

“That smoke I saw means that fires breathe fire?”


“Naturally,” he answered.


“What do sky dragons breathe?”


“Lightning,” he replied.  “But they can also breathe out a cloud of water vapor that looks like a cloud if they want to hide themselves.  Water dragons breathe a jet of pure water, but the way more dangerous way they do it is as steam.”


“Steam?”


“Steam.  And don’t discount it.  It’s a jet of pressurized steam hot enough to melt lead, and it’ll scour the flesh off your bones if you take the full force of it.  Not even an earth drake hide can stand up to it, and we can take a full blast of fire from a fire dragon and just shrug it off like it was rain.  Water dragons have the most dangerous breath weapon of them all.”

“What do chromatics breathe?”


“Energy,” he replied.  “They call it pure magic, but it’s more like a cone of concentrated radiation.”


“Huh.  Well, the old myth about dragons breathing fire is partially true,” she mused.


“All that fire in them cooks their brains and makes them stupid, some of us think,” Kell grunted, which made her laugh.


The confrontation with the fire wyrm must have gotten back to the council, for two sky drakes darted down and took up positions behind and to each side of Kell as he ambled his way up the curving final ramp that led to Council Aerie.  Jenny kept glancing back at them, he could tell from the way she kept moving on his neck.  Their presence kept them from talking, for some odd reason, so it was with silence that he saw Council Aerie slowly rotate into view as he ambled up the curving ramp.  “There it is,” he told her quietly.  “We’ll wait on the edge until they call you up.  Until they do, we just wait quietly.”


“Okay,” she said, then she took a deep, cleansing breath.


“Just relax.  They won’t hurt you.  But remember what I told you,” he said seriously.


“I will.”


When Kell brought her up to the landing of the aerie, all nine council members turned and looked at them.  He leaned way down on his forelegs and allowed Jenny to climb down, then he sat on his haunches and curled his tail almost protectively around her, thumping the flattened tip against the stone floor absently.


“You are early, Kell,” Anthra called.


“It’s a long walk, esteemed council member, and I wasn’t sure how long it would take for a human,” he replied.  “Better early than late.”


“You let her ride you like a common beast of burden,” the fire drake snorted disdainfully.


Before Kell could respond, Geon cut in.  “It’s an even longer walk for a human, cousin,” he said urbanely.  “That Kell would carry her was simply showing good manners and hospitality, as is only proper.  Besides, should she have to walk it herself, she would have been exhausted by the time she got here, and that would be quite rude of us.”


“We should have offered a sky drake to carry her,” the water wyrm noted.


“Carry a human?  You would never have found a volunteer!” the sky drake retorted indignantly.


“At least it shows that the earth dragons understand the responsibilities of hospitality,” Anthra noted lightly.


“Being beasts of burden suits you, grounder!” the sky wyrm shot back.


“Order!” the chromatic barked sharply, and it was a good thing he intervened, else Geon and Anthra would have charged across the aerie and filled that sky wyrm with so many holes he’d look like a pasta colander.  Being called a grounder was an insult, and for a council member to throw it in open council, well, that was almost unheard of.


“What’s going on?” Jenny whispered as the dragons started arguing despite the chromatic’s attempts to restore order.


“The sky wyrm almost got his hide perforated,” Kell replied in a low tone.  “He called the earth wyrm a grounder.  It’s a very big insult to an earth dragon.”


“What started it?”


“Me carrying you,” he replied.  “It seems a couple of them thought it was below my dignity.”


“I’d have passed out halfway up the mountain if you hadn’t,” she replied.


“They don’t understand that,” he nodded.


“Are they always like this?”


“Some days they’re worse,” he answered honestly with a sigh, which made her grin like a little kid.


After the shouting died down, the chromatic sat on his haunches and looked back over at Kell and Jenny.  “If you would forgive us,” he said in perfect English.  “But council for us is somewhat rough and tumble.  We speak freely and speak our minds, and it often leads to such…outbursts.  If you would stand forth, honored guest, we would most eagerly wish to discuss with you matters of great importance.”


“Go ahead, I’ll be right here,” he whispered, patting her on the shoulder with his forepaw.  “Remember.”


She nodded, tugged on the tail of her blazer, then started into the circle of podiums holding the nine dragons of the council.  She stepped into the gold circle in the middle, then, unsure of what else do to do, she snapped to attention like a Marine, then bowed at the waist like a Japanese businessman.  “My name is Lieutenant Jenny Edwards, uh, esteemed council members,” she began.  “I’m a member of the Hunters, a special division of the National Security Agency of the United States, tasked to protect American interests against computer criminals and cyber terrorism.  Up until yesterday, I was one of the people who were actively hunting your field agents, because their actions were perceived as a threat by my government.  And now I’m here, though I’m not entirely sure why I was picked.”


“Kell picked you, honored guest,” Anthra replied gently in perfect English, which made Jenny turn towards her.  “He felt that you would be best suited for this grave task, for your bravery in the face of the unknown and your status as a ranking member of the American government.  Your words would be heard by the right ears when you return.”

“That we wished to speak to you is not much of a stretch,” the fire wyrm declared haughtily, which caused her to turn again.  “With the bumbling of the earth dragons causing a field mission to go awry that led to our secret being discovered, now we must at least introduce ourselves discreetly to the humans, which we will do through you and your government.”


Anthra narrowed her eyes at the fire wyrm, but said nothing.


“The greatest thing we wish to tell the outside world, honored guest, is that we mean you no harm,” the water wyrm said sedately.  “In fact, what we wish for is isolation.  We only watch the human world to ensure they don’t know of us.  But now that they do, we want them to know that we will leave them alone if they leave us alone.”


“It’s not that we wish to be rude neighbors, but our past history with the humans has been very contentious and violent,” Geon told her.  “We withdrew from human lands to protect both sides and avert a war that would have been horrendous and ghastly.  We’ve lived apart from humans for a little over one thousand of your years, and we have come to decide that continued separation is best for both sides.  There is a great deal of fear and uncertainty on both sides, dear guest.  The earth dragons know much of humans and their society, but the other dragons don’t.  So, we wish to maintain the situation as it is, with us being on our island and the humans free to rule the rest of the world.”


“It would please us greatly if you would explain this to your government, and allow them to spread our words to the others,” the water drake continued.  “We are willing to talk, but it must be as it is here and now, done carefully and in a controlled situation, and only when it is absolutely needful.”


“You have spent the day with earth drake Kell of the intelligence division, honored guest.  What did he show you?” Geon asked.


“He took me to his family’s farm and let me meet his parents,” she replied, looking up at the earth drake.  “We walked around his family farm, and he took me to a store in his village, though he didn’t let me stay long.  The shopkeeper was afraid of me,” she said with a rueful chuckle.

“And what did you learn of us while you talked with his family?”


“That I see a lot of similarities,” she answered honestly.  “Kell’s sire, Keth, he reminded me of my own grandfather in some ways.  He’s very wise.”


“But there are also differences.  Did they frighten you?”


“At first,” she replied honestly.  “But as I learned more, they didn’t seem quite so frightening.”


“And what would you find frightening about us?” the fire wyrm said in a booming voice, stamping his feet on his dais.  Jenny turned to face him, and she didn’t flinch or recoil when the wyrm’s head came down quickly, stopping not five feet from her.


“Well, you’re much bigger than we are, for one,” she replied without showing fear.  “And you look really different, and a little scary.  Forgive the observation, but since you look like big, scary animals to us, my initial concept was that you wouldn’t have, well, a society.  Not one I’d recognize.  I thought it would be completely alien to me, something I wouldn’t even imagine might exist.  But when I looked down from the ramps for the first time and saw farms, I was amazed.  I think that was when it hit me that I was being too hasty about drawing conclusions.”


“A wise young biped,” the sky drake nodded in complement.  “What did he tell you of our culture?”


“About anything I asked about,” she answered, turning to the drake.  “He showed me what an average dragon does during his day, and he described the five orders of dragons, and what each one does here on the island.”


“Done from the perspective of an earth dragon, and their many prejudices against the rest of us,” the chromatic snorted.


“Well, he is an earth dragon, so what point of view do you expect him to have?” she countered, which made Anthra grin.  “What I’ve seen here on the island is while we look very different, we actually organize our societies in much the same way.  There’s some commonality here, and it might be the way we can talk with each other.  When I was walking around Keth’s farm, I realized that if I just replaced the dragons I saw with people, and replaced the burrow with a farmhouse, I could be walking through farmland in Iowa.  Keth’s concerns and cares and worries are no different from the farmer in Iowa, since they do the same thing, raise crops.  And if you’d have brought a farmer from Iowa here instead of me, he’d probably still be down on the farm talking with Keth, comparing farming techniques and learning from each other.”  She pointed at Kell.  “I understand Kell because, in a way, we both have the same job.  We both work with computers, and that gives us a lot of common ground we could use to build a relationship.  His job was to invade our computer networks, and our job was to stop him, but it was still basically the same thing.  I’m sure there are many other points of commonality between us and you we could use to get to know each other better.  And as Keth said to me, once the mystery is solved, the fear of the mystery will fade.”

“And his personality doesn’t scare you?” Geon asked.


“Not at all,” she replied.  “Though he looks different, he acts in a way I completely understand.”


“Well, Kell is a field agent, trained to understand human society and be able to socialize effectively with humans.  Did you feel the same way about Keth?”


“Not at first.  He seemed…different.  I wasn’t sure what to expect.  But after talking with him a while, I came to like him.  Like him a lot.  He’s very smart, and I learned a great deal about more than just dragons after talking to him.”


“But, her point is a good one.  There are some common points between us and the humans we can use to cultivate a relationship,” the water wyrm murmured, shivering his wings.  “After seeing our island after a day, what do you think of it, and of us?” he asked gently, leaning his head down.


“I think that what I’ve seen isn’t even scratching the surface of what’s really here,” she answered, which made the water wyrm nod sagely.  “But from what I’ve seen so far, I’m encouraged that we can find a way to talk to each other.”


“Do we seem to be a threat to your people?” the chromatic asked.


“One on one, maybe,” she replied honestly.  “You’re very intimidating face to face.  But you wouldn’t really scare a guy in a tank.  Besides, I haven’t seen all that many dragons.  There are way more of us than there are of you.”


Anthra nodded.  “And thus why we seek to talk first,” she said honestly.  “We are actually a very small nation compared to your America, or China.”

“The fact that you guys can do magic might frighten some people, though,” she noted.  “Some human religions consider magic to be evil.”


“Magic is not evil,” the chromatic snorted.  “It is a proud and noble tradition practiced since the dawn of civilization.  It was even practiced by the humans.  It might still be, we are not entirely sure.”


“If they do, they don’t tell anyone,” Jenny replied.  “I’ve really only seen one instance of magic, when a water dragon dried me off when I first got here, but it would be enough to scare the pants off some people.”

“What do you think of magic, Lieutenant Edwards?” the water drake asked.


“I think I don’t know enough about it to form any kind of real opinion,” she replied immediately.


“But it doesn’t frighten you?”


“Not really, no,” she shook her head.  “What it does do is make me wildly curious.  I have no idea what it can do, and though we don’t believe in magic, there’s a little kid in me that used to daydream about magic and amazing and fantastic things.”


“Your religious beliefs do not scorn magic, as you said some human beliefs do?”


“Well, I guess they’re supposed to, if I were to take them literally,” she said after a moment.  “But I’m not that religious.”


“And other humans might accept the idea of magic despite their religion?”


“Probably.  There’s a bunch that would accept the idea of it no matter what.”  She paused a moment.  “Exactly what is magic?” she asked.  “I saw what the water dragon did, but Kell said that it can do a lot more.”


“Magic is the harnessing of the energy of Gaia to perform tasks and services otherwise impossible to do,” the chromatic replied, almost like a professor.


“What is Gaia?”


“She is the earth, honored guest,” he replied.  “The earth is a living thing, and she will grant us her power if we ask it of her the right way.  It is both a skill and a natural talent.  Only those with the talent may draw forth the magic, but anyone can learn of magic and understand the skills required to harness and channel those energies.”


“What exactly can it do?”


“That depends on the natural aptitude of the user,” he replied.  “Among the dragons, each have certain natural talents concerning magic.  Sky dragons excel in magic that enacts change or confuses the senses, and a group of sky dragons together can influence the weather.  Fire dragons excel in the use of magic as a weapon, raining destruction down up on their foes.  Water dragons excel in the use of magic as protection, invoking its power to protect them from harm.  Earth dragons have no magic,” he declared a bit haughtily, looking right at Kell with a slightly malevolent look.  “We chromatics are highly attuned to magic, and can use it in a variety of ways unreachable by the others.”


“So, that trick with the water was some kind of protection?”


“There are other natural abilities dragons have concerning magic that depend on their species,” he told her.  “All water dragons can control water itself in a minor way, as fire dragons can control fire, and sky dragons can control the wind.  And any dragon can study the ways of magic and learn to use it in ways not dependent on their species, expanding beyond their racial abilities, up to the limits of their natural talent.”

“Oh, okay.  I understand,” she nodded.


“I am very glad that you do, honored guest,” the chromatic nodded.  “Magic is, in its own way, who we are.  If you cannot understand the magic, then it will be very hard to understand us.”


“Well, Kell didn’t tell me that, but then again, I didn’t ask,” she mused.  “When he told me he had no magic, I was a little reluctant to ask him more questions.  I thought it might offend him.”

“Earth dragons are different than the rest of the dragons,” the fire wyrm sniffed.  “Full of strange ideas and of a contrary disposition.  They are very un​-dragon in some of their exotic notions.”


“It’s merely a different point of view, Hirrag,” Anthra murmured.  “Since we don’t have to study magic, it gives us time and opportunity to examine other things.  And the electric lights and TV that we installed in your den are a couple of those exotic notions you decry in public, yet enjoy in private.”


The fire wyrm glared over Jenny’s head at Anthra.


Jenny looked about to say something, but her glance back at him told him that she was taking his warning not to show bias seriously.  “Now, honored guest, tell us truly.  How will your people and your government react to knowing of us?” the chromatic asked intently.


“The people, I can’t really tell you,” she replied.  “Not precisely.  Different people are going to react different ways, I guess.  It’s all going to be about how you’re presented to them, and that’ll depend on the media.  The media has a lot of influence over the opinions of the average citizen.  If they paint you as friendly, most people will accept it.  But if they paint you as dangerous enemies, that’s how they’ll see you.  So, as far as Joe Everyman is concerned, controlling how the media presents the idea of the dragons is going to be critical as to how the people accept the idea of you.  As far as my government goes, I have a pretty good idea.  First they’ll act like you’re some kind of enemy, because they know absolutely nothing about you and it’s pretty evident you’ve been spying on us for a long time.  But then, after you and them talk a little, they’ll calm down a whole lot.  Once they realize what I’ve seen here, that the dragons really have no desire to conquer anything past your island, they’ll realize you’re not a threat, at least in a military manner.  They won’t be too happy if the earth dragons keep sneaking around hacking our top secret computer networks, but that’s like any other country spying on its neighbors, I guess.  China does it, Russia does it, they all do it.  Even my country does it, they just won’t admit it.”

“Will your report to them assuage some of that initial hostility?”


“Some of it, I think so,” she nodded.  “It’ll make them more curious than afraid, but that won’t stop them from drawing up potential battle plans for fighting a horde of dragons.”


Anthra and Geon laughed.  “Horde of dragons,” Geon repeated with amusement.  “I know you meant it with all seriousness, honored guest, but the very idea of it is highly amusing to us earth dragons.”

“Us as well,” the water wyrm smiled.  “The only time we form a horde is when the currents bring the sardine schools back each year.”


“That’s alright, I don’t mind,” Jenny assured them.  “The one thing they will do no matter if they like you or not is try to find this island,” she told them.  “They won’t be able to stand not knowing where you are, or how you’ve gone so long without anyone finding this place.”


“We can handle that,” the chromatic told her.  “They haven’t found us yet, and our magic will ensure they never will.”  He smiled down at her.  “And I’m sure you’ve discerned at least a rough idea of where we are,” he noted lightly.

“Somewhere in the Pacific, if I don’t miss my guess.  Probably south Pacific.”


“We will neither confirm nor deny that observation,” Anthra said with a slight smile.


“The time is growing late, and I think we have explored the intent of our meeting sufficiently,” the chromatic decided, looking towards the sun, which was heading for the horizon.  “You may stay until morning if it is your desire, honored guest, or return to human lands at any time you wish.  Either way, Earth Drake Kell has been commanded to return you to the human lands, as we have promised you.”


“I’ll stay for a little while, I’d like to ask Kell more questions about things that I don’t think the council would find very interesting,” she replied, looking over at him.  “Shop talk.”

“Then by all means, enjoy your time here, honored guest,” Geon told her warmly.  “You may leave any time you wish up until sunrise.”


“I declare this council to be concluded.  Is there objection?” the chromatic called.  When there was silence, he slapped his long, feathery tail on the floor.  “Then we are concluded, and will meet again at noon tomorrow.  Gaia go with you, council members.”


The nine dragons turned and stepped down off their platforms and then scattered into the air, launching off the edges of the platforms.  Geon and Anthra, however, ambled up behind Jenny as she walked back towards Kell and slowed down to match her pace, and Anthra lowered her head down close to Jenny’s left.  “Kell prepared you well, honored guest,” she said lightly.  “You handled yourself with dignity and courage.  That will even impress the chromatic.”


“He told me what to expect.  He was pretty much well right about everything,” she replied.


“We’re not quite as majestic as you expected, are we?” Geon asked.  “Bickering like hatchlings right in front of you.”


“That surprised me a little, but he warned me about that, too,” she answered.


“Kell is a very clever young drake, much smarter than his short years suggests,” Anthra said, smiling towards him. “But his years have yet to teach him wisdom or restraint.  Those can only come with time and experience.”


“Do you require anything for the rest of your stay, honored guest?  Is Kell’s burrow sufficient for you?” Geon asked.

“It’s fine, esteemed council member,” she replied.  “Outside of having nowhere to sit, it’s just fine.”

“We’ll have to attend that matter.  Get some human furniture in case we invite another human here,” Geon noted.  “Perhaps build a more suitable dwelling for a biped so they feel more comfortable.”


“It’s a good suggestion, cousin,” Anthra nodded.  “I’ll have the building department look into a suitable location.  Somewhere close to the ramps.  The field agents will know what to put in it to make a human comfortable.  And maybe some conveyance so they don’t have to rely on us.  Perhaps a golf cart,” she mused.

Kell lowered down on his front legs when Jenny reached him, and she put her foot on his elbow and upper foreleg and pulled herself up and onto the base of his neck.  “You show much consideration to carry her, my drakeling,” Anthra said to him.


“It’s not a bother, esteemed council member,” he said dismissively.  “I’d be a poor host if I made her walk all the way back down.  For a human, that is a very long and exhausting walk.”


“You could always glide down for me,” Jenny said hopefully.


“Absolutely not,” Kell said instantly.  “If you fell off, there’s no way I could possibly catch you, and I won’t risk your life that way.”


“I’m not going to fall off,” she protested.


“You have nothing to grab hold of and my neck’s too thick for you to lock your legs around,” he stated bluntly.  “The only reason you haven’t had any trouble is because I’ve been careful not to move in a way that might throw you off, and I don’t have half that much control over it when I’m gliding.”


“He’s right, Lieutenant Edwards,” Anthra said with gentle adamance.  “It’s far too much of a risk to your life.”


“Then I seriously need to get a saddle,” she declared, which made Anthra and Geon both laugh.


“Oh, they’d love to see me wearing a saddle,” Kell grunted darkly.  “I wouldn’t be able to grow my spikes back fast enough.”


Jenny patted him on the neck.  “But I’m a guest.  Aren’t you supposed to go out of your way for me?”


“It’s a long way to the ground from here, Jenny.”


She laughed brightly.  “That’s the Stone I know and love,” she said teasingly, patting his neck.


Anthra and Geon opted to launch off the side and glide back down to the lowlands, leaving Kell alone with Jenny as they started the hourlong trek back down to the burrow.  They discussed what the council had to say while he carried her, even as curious dragons swooped in close to get a look at Jenny or hovered a few hundred feet off, as was the case of several sky dragons.  They discussed everything they’d talked about and a few things that the council hadn’t asked her that Kell had expected, like what kind of action they might take about field agents that continued to go out.  They then moved on to more idle chatter, talking the shop Jenny referenced up on the aerie, talking about computers and programs.  Jenny knew a little about his preferences and style in analyzing the traces he left behind when he hacked networks, and they got into quite a debate about the exploits in the newest version of Javascript when he got back to the ground.  She also probed his general knowledge of computers and programming, and realized quickly that he was as educated as she was despite not having a degree from Northwestern.

“I’m surprised you’re basing off the octocores,” she said as they reached the knoll holding his burrow.  “They’ve only been out for two months, and yet you said they’re the baseline for your in-house chipsets.  You couldn’t set that up in two months.  How did you pull that off?”


“I stole them,” he admitted.  “A small box of them, actually, when they were still in prototype stage, so we’ve had more time to baseline off them.  AMD never admitted that some corporate spy stole some of their cutting edge prototypes.”


“They told us when it happened,” she noted.  “We thought China did it, like when they hacked Apple and stole the source of their Mac OS.  We’ve been on the lookout for pirated copies of the chips.”


“There won’t be any,” he told her lightly as he stopped at the entrance and leaned down so she dismount.  “We don’t use anything we steal for anyone but ourselves, so you can assure AMD their patents and profits are safe.”

“Sounds like you did a lot more out there than just hack government networks,” she chuckled as she climbed down.


“I was a busy little drake,” he said with aplomb.


Jenny changed in his sleeping den as he poured out more water for her.  “You must have quite a chip factory to be able to manufacture CPUs,” she reasoned.


“It’s mostly automated, and can’t make more than a couple dozen a week,” he replied.  “And most of the equipment in there we stole,” he admitted with a slight smile.  “Our mission when they started the intelligence division and we started adopting human technology was to be as self-sufficient as possible with the technology we adopt.  We build everything here on the island, for obvious reasons.  It’s not like we can import them.”

“Actually, that might be useful to you, and you could settle some fears out in the world if you opened yourself up to some trade deals,” she mused.


“What would we trade, Jenny?  All we have here is food, at least as far as a human would care.”


“No natural resources?  Coal?  Gold?”


“Not that we’d trade,” he replied.  “Besides, this is a volcanic island, Jenny.  Unless the volcano spews it out or the water dragons can salvage it from shipwrecks they find, we don’t have it.  Hell, most of the metal and steel we use in our factory buildings came from shipwrecks the water dragons salvaged.  We have plenty of food and volcanic rock types, but coal, iron deposits, and so on, zippo.  But if there was a market for lava rocks, we’d have that cornered.”

“Dunno, tourism, maybe.  Some people would pay a fortune to be where I am now, walking around with dragons,” she chuckled.


“Please,” he snorted.


“Well, water dragons could make a killing salvaging gold coins from old shipwrecks,” she mused.  “The law of the ocean is you find it, you own it.”


“They won’t approach that close to the continental shelves, mainly because of the sonar nets they have set up, and that’s where most of those kinds of shipwrecks are,” he told her.  “Not that they make the kind of noise the sonar nets look for, but we take no chances.  The same reason the sky dragons won’t overfly human territory without explicit permission, the water dragons stay only to the open deep ocean and some uninhabited islands nearby.  The wrecks they find are in deep ocean.”


“They can dive that deep?”


“All the way to the bottom of the Marianas trench,” he nodded as she sat on her sleeping back again.  “Water dragons are completely unaffected by water pressure.  They can even dive and ascend rapidly without killing themselves.”

“So we are in the Pacific,” she smiled.


“I won’t confirm or deny,” he replied lightly, putting the bucket down beside her.


“Hmm.  I have a strange question.”


“What?”


“If we asked very nicely and made some serious concessions about security, would the water dragons be interested in helping us with some underwater projects?”


“Well, that would depend, I guess,” he replied, sitting beside her.  “I guess a water dragon could do things no human diver could do.”


“I could imagine the oceanographers having a fistfight over who got to talk to one of them first,” she laughed.  “They probably know way more about the ocean bottom than we do.”


“They do,” he replied with a nod.  “Sella’s told me about some things down there even I don’t believe.”


“She’s been down there?”


“It’s a dangerous place, but she’s old enough,” he replied.  “She has her job that keeps her from going out too far, but just about every water dragon goes on expeditions out to the deep water a few times a year.  They hunt giant squid and sperm whales and some other things down there, and they’re always on the lookout for shipwrecks they can salvage for the steel.  She once brought back a starfish that was about twenty feet across.  She still has it.  It died coming up due to the pressure change, but it didn’t explode, so she dried it out, had us encase it in plastic, and now it sits in her sleeping den.  Underwater, of course,” he chuckled.


“Where did you get the plastic?”


“As many water bottles are floating in the ocean?  It’s not hard,” he snorted.  “We scoop it up from the water and recycle it.  There’s a massive trash float out in the ocean that’s mostly plastic bottles and such, and the water dragons go out there when we’re low on plastic and harvest it.  A few days of work nets several tons of plastic you humans just toss away, and that lasts us for a few months.”


“Well, glad someone’s both cleaning it up and using it,” she mused.  “How do they see down there?  Magic?”


“Sonar,” he replied.  “They’re like dolphins that way, they have a sonar-like ability, but it only works in the water.  It’s as sharp and detailed as sight is. Nothing can sneak up on a water dragon in the water.”


“Neat.”


“Water dragons are very adapted to their element,” he chuckled.  “Just like we are.”


“Oh?  How so?”


“Well, as you’ve seen, we live underground,” he replied, motioning around at his concrete-lined burrow.  “We can dig out anything.  Our claws are harder than steel, can tear right through steel for that matter, and we can dig through the basalt and lava rock here on the island without any problems.  You saw the rock walls of my parents’ burrow?” he asked, and she nodded.  “My burrow’s a little shallower and in an area with deeper soil, so the builders lined my burrow with concrete for me after I dug it out.  They didn’t have to, I could have fortified the earthen upper areas myself, but I kinda like the concrete.  Our department’s all concrete, and I like my burrow to remind me of work.  Anyway, our village council chambers and what you’d consider to be public buildings and infrastructure, it’s all underground, and some of the older farms have tunnels leading to them, like our own farm.  Keth has a tunnel just by our main storage chamber that leads from the farm right to the council chambers, because he’s on the council.  Our power transformers, power wires, network nodes and splitters and switches and a few control computers, everything, it’s all underground.  There’s a village of sorts under our feet that you can’t see, five main galleries holding the council chamber, the water works, the main power substation, an emergency storage silo for food, and the node for this part of the island’s computer network.  Add those to drainage tunnels and escape tunnels, several natural lava tubes and natural volcanic-created voids and caverns, as well as quite a few dead-end dummy tunnels meant to confuse and trap invaders, and there’s quite a honeycomb of tunnels under us.  All those chambers and most of the tunnels are interconnected, and they’re up under the north slope, going under the volcano.  The computer node chamber is right under our farm, so I have easy access.  I’m the one that maintains it for the department,” he told her.  “We like to leave the ground above as open as possible for our farms, but besides that, we’re a subterranean species of dragon at our core, and if we’re not working the land or building something, we like to be under the ground, far more than any other dragon,” he explained, looking down at her.  “Other dragons just sleep in caves and dens, but we live under the ground.  It’s who we are.  We originally came from the caves and tunnels under the earth, and that part of us is still in here, yearning for the dark places and the feel of earth and stone all around us,” he said, patting his chest meaningfully.

“We are the earth, Jenny.  We are the children of Gaia in a way that the other dragons can’t understand.  They respect her and revere her, but she is our mother, and we yearn to be close to her.  Earth dragon legend says that all dragons originally came from the earth, came from under the ground, but the open spaces and bounty of the land above brought us out into the sun, and over time, we started diverging, split into the five species as dragons explored the world and found value in other aspects of the world Gaia provided to us.  But while we earth dragons reveled in the bounty that Gaia provided us above ground, found that we had ties to the land the other dragons had lost over time and had a special knack with the plants and animals around us, we could still hear the song of the earth, and didn’t stray far from our mother.  Legend says that Gaia granted the other dragons magic when they abandoned the earth to help protect them, since they’d left the cradle of Gaia and her protection.  And while she didn’t give us magic, we kept the blessings she granted us to allow us to be one with her.  We still have our claws, which can tear through solid steel and give us the ability to climb virtually anything, and our jaws, which can shatter solid rock, and our thick hides that can resist the heat and pressure deep under the ground as well as the breath of a fire dragon, and our tail spikes, which protect us against enemies.  According to our legends, the other dragons had those things as well, but when they strayed away from our mother and stopped listening to her song, she granted them other means to protect themselves, Gaia took the blessings of the earth and replaced them with magic.”


“Sounds like quite a legend,” she said.  “What about the other dragons?  Do they have legends like that?”


“Of course they do,” he smiled.  “Each dragon species has a different legend of creation, and most of them think they were the first dragons.  The sky dragons believe that we originally were all sky dragons, for example, and that we lived high in the clouds.  But the allure of the earth seduced the other species, caused them to put their feet on the ground, and the different aspects of the earth below called to certain dragons, to form the other four species.  The fire dragons believe that we came from a giant volcano, and the other species were the weaker dragons who couldn’t hold their positions in the caldera.  The further away we were driven from the heat of the volcano, the more we changed, until we diverged into the other four species.  The water dragons have the most interesting legend.  They believe that the dragons have always been five different species, and that the water dragons were called up from their original homes on the ocean floor by the coaxing of Gaia to look over, protect, and provide for the other dragons, mainly those incapable of providing for themselves.  As to what the chromatics believe, we have no idea.  If you think we’re secretive, you haven’t seen the chromatics in action.  They won’t even tell us their names.”


“Hmm.  Is that why your eyes glow?” she asked.  “You said that dragons came from underground, all of them.  Does that glow light up the caves deep underground?”


He shook his head.  “The glow is a reaction to the light, like shining a light in a cat’s eyes in the dark.  No light, no glow,” he told her.  “If it were dark, you wouldn’t be able to see my eyes.  We earth dragons can see in what you’d call a thermographic manner, seeing heat as various colors, like infrared goggles.  It’s how we move around in the tunnels, down in areas where we haven’t installed lights.  Since we’re a subterranean species by nature, it’s more or less natural for us to be able to see down there, where natural light will never reach.  Like the other blessings of Gaia, though, our legend says that the other dragons originally had our vision, but over time, the other dragons lost their thermo vision.  It doesn’t do sky dragons any good high in the clouds, it’s no good for water dragons where the water is all the same temperature, and since fire dragons surround themselves with fire and magma, heat vision would burn out their eyes, so they lost it over time,” he chuckled.  “But we never lost it.”

“But you do use lights,” she said, looking around.

“We can’t read by thermographic vision unless the book generates heat in the form of letters,” he pointed out.


“Oh.  Well, if you read a lot, that’s a problem.”


“Some burrows don’t have lights, but sire and mother prefer them.  Then again, it’s a little uncomfortable for earth dragons to watch TV when the TV’s the only light source.  It monkeys with our thermographic vision in a way that gives us eye strain.  As a matter of security, though, the village beneath has lightning but only turns it on when there’s a need to read.  The other dragons are afraid to venture into the tunnels because even their magic doesn’t let them see far, but we can see them from far away.” 

She chuckled.  “Eye strain in dragons, now I’ve heard everything.”


“It’s not the only reason.  Since we’re smaller than the other dragons, we don’t build our tunnels with them in mind.  The fire wyrms won’t even fit in our entry tunnels.  They’re sized so Anthra, the largest of us, can just barely squeeze through.  Down there, the claustrophobia gets to them, cause they’re in long tunnels with no side passages that are so small they can’t turn around.  They’re effectively helpless until they reach a chamber, so they won’t come down there for any reason.  And that’s exactly why we built them that way.”


“Clever.”


“Thank you.  When they treat you the way they treat us, you take precautions.”


“Hmm,” she mused.  “If you came from underground, why do you have wings?”


“We’ve always had wings,” he shrugged.  “It’s possible that our legends are wrong, though.  I mean, we earth dragons do believe in science.  It’s entirely possible that the earth dragons could fly at some point, but gave up the ability in exchange for becoming subterranean.  But, since our wings are handy for gliding, we never lost them,” he told her.  “And underground, in natural caverns, being able to glide is a lot more useful than you think.  Down there everything’s in three directions.  Sometimes you have to glide over a chasm to reach a different tunnel mouth, and that sure as hell beats climbing down one side and climbing up the other.”


“So, why can the other dragons fly?  They’re just as heavy as you are.  Hell, they must be even heavier, since the other dragons are bigger than you are.”


“Magic,” he replied.  “Magic negates some of their weight, gives their wings enough lift to pick them up.  In the case of the sky dragons, that magic is so powerful it lets them levitate, makes them effectively weightless.  Since earth dragons have no magic, there’s nothing to counter our weight, so here we are.”

“Well, that does explain it,” she chuckled.  “I really should tell Greg I won’t be back until tomorrow,” she noted.


“Sure,” he said.  They went over to his desk, and he again picked her up by her waist and put her on the edge of the desk.


“What time is it in Washington?”


He looked at the clock.  “About four in the morning,” he replied.


“Hmm, that puts us in the same time zone as Hawaii,” she mused, giving him a slight smile.


“That’s an awful lot of real estate you’re talking about there, Jenny.”


“Just getting confirmation,” she winked.

“Kell!” Sella called from his entry chamber.


“It’s Sella,” he told Jenny as she started typing using a single hand, making a Facebook post.  “In here!” he warned.  Sella ambled in seconds later, and she took notice of Jenny, punching keys on his keyboard as she leaned on one hand over it.


“I thought you’d went home already, honored guest,” she said in English.  “I’m glad I got a chance to meet you.”


“This is Sella, the only water dragon that works in the department,” Kell introduced.  “And my oldest and best friend.”


“We’ve been nipping at each other since we were hatched,” she smiled lightly as she came up to the desk.  “I thought you might like to have a swim before it gets dark, Kell.  Since your guest is still with us, she might enjoy it as well.”


“Well, what do you say, Jenny?  Feel like taking a swim?”


“I didn’t bring a bathing suit,” she objected.


“You don’t need one here,” he shrugged.  “As you might have noticed, this is a clothing-optional island. Dragons don’t wear clothes, you know.”


“You mean go naked?”


“Who’s here to see you that’s going to care?” he asked pointedly.


She looked at him, then burst out in rueful laughter.  “Alright, I’ll give you that one, but I’ll care,” she told him.  “But I have a spare pair of panties and a bra, I guess I can wear those.”


“I’ve always wondered why humans wear clothes,” Sella mused.


“Custom, I guess.  Maybe way back when it was to stay warm,” Jenny replied as she went back to the keyboard.


Jenny finished up and posted it.  She’d been vague once again; Meeting over, it was very productive.  Will stay for a while to visit with an old friend, got an invite to the beach.  Be home this afternoon.  Love you, baby.

“I hope you like the water, honored guest,” Sella grinned as Jenny dropped down to the floor.  “Else we water dragons will have nothing to do with you,” she finished airily.


“I love to water ski, so I’m not afraid of the water,” she replied.


“You will be after she’s done with you,” Kell warned.


“Don’t warn them, you’ll ruin my fun!” Sella gasped, thumping him with the flared end of her tail, which had flukes on the sides.  Like whales, she flipped her tail up and down for propulsion.


Jenny came out of the burrow with them in a pair of beige panties and a bra, then Sella put her clawed forepaws around her waist, spread her wings, and then launched into the air.  Jenny gave a scream of surprise as his friend floated just high enough to clear the shore, then she dropped Jenny unceremoniously into the deep pool by Kell’s knoll.  “Sella!” Kell protested as he bounded up to the edge, and saw Jenny broach the surface, whipping her hair over her head, then she shook her fist at Sella.


“I’ll get you for that!” she warned, which made Sella laugh as she turned, folded her wings, then dove into the water about thirty feet from where she’d dropped Jenny.  But Jenny gasped when Sella came up under her, quickly finding herself straddling Sella’s neck.


“Sella, no!” Kell barked.  “You’ll flay the skin off her!”


“Oh!  Oh, that’s right,” she said quickly, turning still.  “I totally forgot that your hide isn’t as tough as an earth drake’s, honored guest.  Let me sink under you, just be very careful.  Try not to slide forward.”


Sella submerged again, leaving Jenny treading water in the pool, and Kell dove in from the little cliff at the base of his knoll.  “How long have you known each other?” Jenny asked as Sella’s head emerged from the water.

“Since we were hatched,” she replied.  “We used to play on that beach right there,” she added, nodding her snout towards the beach behind Keth and Kanna’s burrow.  “Me, him, my clutchmates, and his, Gaia keep them,” she sighed.


“What happened?”


“They died in an accident, long ago,” she replied sadly.  “I still miss them.  They were very dear to me and the pod.”


“I’m sorry to hear that, Kell,” she said with honest emotion, patting his head when he reached her.


“It’s why my parents keep me close,” he told her.  “I’m the only one of the three of my clutch that lived to adulthood.  So they’re maybe a little protective,” he said lightly.  “But I indulge them.  They’re my parents, after all, and I understand why they do it.”


“We used to play whenever work didn’t keep us away.  We teach his family how to swim properly, and show them things that most earth dragons never see,” Sella grinned.  “Kell is the best swimmer on Draconia that’s not a water dragon,” she said with a bit of pride.  “And he can hold his breath long enough to dive pretty deep, deep enough to see many of the sea’s secrets.”

“I’ve seen him swim, I do no doubt it,” Jenny agreed.


“We almost don’t think of him as an earth dragon,” Sella said, a bit airily.  “We think of him as a mud dragon.”

Kell whacked her on the snout with the underside of his tail, which made Jenny explode in laughter, sink down too far, then cough as she almost inhaled a mouthful of water.


Jenny turned out to be a good swimmer.  Kell carried her along with him as he dove to the bottom of the deep pool, a natural harbor of sorts in the cove where it was twenty feet down right on the shoreline, and Sella helped her pick at the oysters lining the bottom that her pod cultivated, using her water magic to open the oysters in search for pearls.  Jenny actually found one, a pretty large one, and she held onto it as Sella brought a large warm water lobster over from the channel where they liked to stand and feed, watching it scurry over the oysters.  Sella showed off maybe a little bit, swimming fast circles around them, using her water magic to carry Jenny along, even let her sit cross-legged on the surface, which surprised her a little bit.  Kell then put her on his back and carried her as they swam out of the cove and out into the open water, swimming faster than just about any boat could go, easily keeping up with Sella as she slapped her tail on the surface and occasionally leaped out of the water like a playful dolphin.  They stayed out for about an hour, until the sun was brushing the sea in what was turning out to be a spectacular sunset, then they took her back and sat on the beach with her as they watched the sun go down.

“This place is beautiful,” she said quietly as she leaned against Kell’s flank.  He was all but curled up around her, his tail wrapped around, and Sella was half-laying over his wings, her head close to Jenny.  “You should build a hotel and charge people ten thousand dollars a day to stay here.”


“That would be far too nervous for us,” Sella chuckled.  “But yes, this is a beautiful island.  We’ve lived here so long, though, sometimes we don’t stop to appreciate the beauty that surrounds us.”


“That’s about true for anyone anywhere they are,” Jenna replied.  “I’m just surprised I’m not still shaking like a leaf.  I mean, here I am using a dragon as a backrest.”


“One reason why I picked you,” Kell chuckled.  “Could you imagine Juarez where you are?”


“He’d have fainted about six hours ago,” Jenny grunted, which made Kell chuckle.  “What do you do in the department, Sella?”


“I inspect websites our spider bots flag for possible evidence someone out there knows about us,” she replied.  “But since yesterday, my job got very hectic.  The picture they got of Kell sets off the spider, and it’s all over the internet.”


“I can imagine.  You’re famous, Kell.”


“Please,” he snorted, which made Jenny laugh.


“I can guess that my job is going to change now that our secret is out.  I’ll most likely be inspecting sites to see how much they know about us.”


“You’re all still a complete mystery.  All we have is that picture.  Me and Wilson are probably the only people that know more than that,” Jenny replied.  “And I doubt the government’s gonna declassify the report I’ll give them anytime soon, so that’s all they will know for a while.”


“What do you intend to say?”


“Everything I’ve seen, heard, and witnessed, as well as my own assumptions and observations,” she replied honestly.  “The people that make decisions have to know as much as they can so they don’t make ones based on bad opinions.  Kell’s sudden appearance scared the pee out of quite a few government people,” she admitted.  “To keep them from acting in fear, I have to make you as little of a mystery as I can.”


“Wise,” Sella nodded, looking down at her.


“It’s what Keth said that’s sticking with me,” Jenny said.  “That a mystery isn’t quite so scary once you solve it.  So I have to bring the solution to the mystery to the government to keep them from doing anything stupid.”


“Stupidity isn’t restricted just to your people,” Sella told her.  “I’m sure you’ve seen how they treat Kell, and the other earth dragons.”


“I’m starting to get a pretty good idea of it,” she grunted with a nod.


“It’s a sad thing,” Sella sighed.  “But, to be fair, the earth dragons don’t help the problem.  They’re so secretive and defensive,” she said, nudging Kell.  “If they were a little more open, maybe some dialogue could be opened, and the others would understand the earth dragons a little better.”


“They don’t like us, so we’re not about to go around and tell them everything,” he replied immediately.


“But if you talked to them, maybe they wouldn’t dislike you so much.”


“We’ve tried that, Sella, and it didn’t work.  As far as they’re concerned, whenever we try to open that dialogue, all they do is marvel over the talking livestock,” he grunted.

“I think that you only fail at something when you stop trying,” she pointed out.


“Then we failed,” he growled.  “When you beat your head against a rock long enough, Sella, either you break the rock, or the rock breaks you.  We stopped beating our heads against that rock long ago, to save our own skulls.”


“Well, we’ll leave that for another time, I’m sure we’re boring our guest,” Sella said, patting Kell on the belly.


“I’m thinking more along the lines of that sleeping bag,” Jenny said with a yawn.  “I didn’t realize how tired I was until we sat down.”

“You’ve been awake for over twenty-four hours,” Kell told her..  “I think the adrenalin has faded.”


She laughed.  “That’s no lie,” she agreed.


“Then I’ll let Kell take you to get some sleep, Jenny,” Sella said, turning her head down and nuzzling Kell fondly.  “See you in the morning, friend.”


“Rest well, friend,” Kell returned.


“It was nice to meet you, Jenny Edwards,” Sella declared, reaching down with a forepaw and holding out a taloned finger to her.  Jenny chuckled and took hold of her talon and then shook it, then Sella turned and headed back for the water.


“I like her,” Jenny declared as she hopped over a wave, then submerged.


“I’ve known her almost my whole life,” he said with gentle warmth.


“So, are you and her…?”


He shook his head.  “We’re just friends,” he replied.  “But if she were an earth dragon, then she probably would be.”


“What difference does that make?”


“It makes a huge difference,” he told her as she got up.  “We’re not like the different races among the humans.  There are fundamental differences.  If other dragons ever found out about it, the entire island would go up in flames.   Even our parents would heavily disapprove.”


“Huh.  I didn’t think they’d be that way,” she said.  “Keth and Kanna seemed very wise and mellow.”


“It’s not that they disapprove of Sella, it’s just that there are some traditions that don’t change, Jenny, no matter how much we do.  If dragons of two different species became lifemates, it would be the equivalent in your society of finding out that the pope is secretly married to a muslim mullah.”  They started for his burrow.  “Besides, where would we live?  I can’t very well live underwater, and she can’t live for extended periods of time out of the water.  Water dragons need to be in the water or they fall ill.  And most importantly, we could never have children.  The differences between the dragons are far more than skin deep, Jenny.  We are five separate and distinct sub-species of dragon.  Nine, actually, but drakes and wyrms of the same type can interbreed.  That’s a taboo as well, though.  Drakes stay with drakes, wyrms stay with wyrms.”

“Hmm,” she mused.  “So, is there some lucky earth dragon girl out there that has your eye, Kell?”


“I’m married to my job, Jenny, I told you that,” he chuckled lightly.


“Uh, you do have a social life, right?  I mean dragons in general?”


“It’s a little more formal than human dating, but yes.  Earth dragons pick their mates themselves, and we have extended courtships as we get to know each other, see if we’re compatible for being lifemates.  It can take decades to finally formally bond, and all dragons take picking a mate very seriously, Jenny.  We mate for life, and if our mate dies, we never rebond.  For us, til death do us part is literal.”  They turned down the ramp to his burrow.  “A widow might have a romantic relationship after the mate dies, but it’s what you might call casual.  There’s only room in our hearts for one mate, and once a mate takes up residence there, they never leave.”


“That’s beautiful in a way,” she said, looking up at him.  “Are all dragons like that, or just earth dragons?”


“All dragons are to a certain extent,” he answered.  “Fire dragons are a bit more casual about mates, often cheating outside the bond, and their relationships are very contentious and sometimes violent.  Most of the incidents of violence on the island are a fire dragon husband and wife fighting.”  Jenny laughed.  “I know, but despite all the hostility and clawing, the bond is true.  And the fighting is just a form of reinforcement of their bond, in a strange way.  The mates continually demonstrate their worthiness by showing their bravery and fighting prowess.”

She yawned and stretched as they entered the living chamber, and she picked up her pack and sleeping bag.  “Alright, I’m really sleepy,” she said.  “I’m starving too, but I’ll eat when I get up.”


“You should have said something,” he said.  “I have several loaves of french bread in my pantry.”


“One of the perks of being a field agent?”


“I can go to the supermarket,” he chuckled.  “I attract a hell of a lot of attention when I do, but hey, I had the money.”


“Where did you get it?”


“The water dragons salvage more than steel off the ocean floor,” he replied.  “The department keeps gold, gems, paper money we manage to recover and clean off, those kinds of things.  We try to buy what we need first, but if we can’t buy it, we steal it instead.”


“I wondered if you thought about doing that when you told me about the salvaging.”


“Like I said, we try to be as self sufficient as possible,” he said.  “Alright, do you want to stay in here?”


“No, I’ll sleep in your bedroom.  I’m curious to see how you do it,” she smiled.


He chuckled.  “You’re going to be very disappointed.”


Jenny did go to his bathroom to change into fresh clothes, then she brought her pack and bedroll to his empty sleeping chamber.  It held nothing but a large mound of earth, dug out in the center to form a hollow, and Kell was already curled up in that depression.  Jenny laid down her mat and bag, then she climbed into it.  “Kell?  Thank you for a very eventful day,” she called.


“You’re welcome, Jenny.  I hope it helps both of our races.”


“I think it will.  I came here wildly curious and a whole lot of afraid.  I’m not afraid anymore, not in the slightest.”


“And that’s exactly what we were hoping,” he said.  “Lights off,” he called, and the electric lights fixed into the ceiling blinked out, as did every light in the entire burrow.


“Voice recognition software?”


“Based on, appropriately named, the Dragon speech to text program,” he affirmed.  “We tweaked it a little bit.”


“So, you have a computer program that understands dragon language.”


“We do,” he agreed.  “Don’t get any ideas, though, they probably won’t give it to you.”


She chuckled.  “Game on, Kell, game on.  I know you’re here now, and I know you have internet access.  I will find a way in.”


“I hope you enjoy disappointment,” he murmured as he put his head down.


He expected a snappy comeback, but the change in her breathing told him she’d already dropped off.  She’d crashed hard after getting off her adrenalin-induced active phase, and now she desperately needed sleep.  He closed his eyes and remained still, so as not to disturb her, using the quiet time to organize his thoughts and consider the monumental import of the events of the day.


Things were going to change after day, change drastically, and not just for the dragons.  A quantum shift in the fundamental thinking of mankind, their belief that they were the only intelligent species on the planet, was going to be challenged when Jenny got back to Washington and started telling them about what she’d seen.


He could only hope that she convinced them that that quantum shift in their lives could be a good one.
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Jenny slept completely through the night, so much so that Kell had to wake her up just before sunrise.  She jumped a little when she first saw him, startled in her half-awake daze when she saw him.  He made her some bread and potatoes for breakfast as she went to the restroom and changed into jeans and a tee shirt, then packed up her backpack and set it by the entry to the welcoming chamber and sat with him and shared bread and potatoes with him, set on a cloth spread on the floor like a picnic.

“So, how is this going to work?”


“You don’t need me to go through the scion with you,” he told her  “And it’s about noon in Washington right now, so you should be just fine.  When you get back, find the closest phone you can.  Nothing electrical you brought with you is going to work,” he warned with a slight smile.


“You tell me that now?”


“I figured you’d have tried taking pictures by now,” he chuckled.


“Nope.  I didn’t bring anything but my phone, and it’s in my pack.  You showed me a  lot of trust bringing me here, I didn’t want to violate it.”


“Well, your phone is fragged, so I guess we owe you a new one,” he told her.


“It’s waterproof.”


“The scion destroys electronic equipment if it’s turned on,” he told her.  “Now if your phone was off, then just replace the battery and it should work just fine, unless is has a plasma screen.  If it does, your screen is burned out and you’ll have to replace that too.”


“I’m not sure if I turned it off or not.”


“Good luck,” he chuckled as he bit off the majority of a loaf of french bread.  “Anyway, we’ll drop you off in a clearing in some woods just off U.S. one in Woodbridge, so you won’t have to go far to find a phone.  There’s a Seven Eleven just a block to the north.  I’m sure they can let you use theirs. And just to warn you, once you exit the scion, we’ll move it,” he told her.  “So any agency that decides to camp that clearing is going to be in for disappointment.”


“Exactly what is a scion?  I figured that it’s some kind of magical gateway.”


“That’s exactly what it is,” he replied.  “The chromatics create and govern them.  It’s highly advanced magic, though, so it’s not like we have scions behind every rock.  There are three scions near Washington, but that’s only because of how important Washington is and how dangerous it is for us to work there, so we have to have multiple escape routes if things go bad.”

“I’ll keep it a secret.”


“Liar,” he teased, which made her laugh.


“You don’t eat much, do you?” she noted as he picked up the handle of the platter in his teeth and carried it to the counter then reared up on his back legs and took it in his forepaws to set it down.


“Not much,” he replied.  “But we’re earth dragons.  Fire dragons are pigs.  It’s where most of our food goes,” he grunted.  “I eat about two loaves of bread for breakfast.  A fire dragon would eat about twenty, and still be hungry.”


“Well, there’s how you put them in their place,” she chuckled.  “Stop feeding them.”


“It’s been done before,” he nodded as he came back to the cloth.  “The food riots of 1760 were a violent and tumultuous time on the island.  The earth dragons and water dragons decided to hold their harvests back from the fire dragons after a fire dragon torched an earth dragon farm, and the council refused to punish him for it.  The fires tried to take the food by force, and it got very bloody in a hurry.  The water dragons helped the earth dragons defend their farms, and it was just too much for the fires.  They sulked about that defeat for decades,” he grunted.  “They were going to push it even further, but then the water dragons stated that they’d stop feeding the sky and chromatic dragons as well if they didn’t put the fires back in their place.  That stopped it immediately.  That’s an instant voting majority on the council.”


“Why didn’t they punish the fire?”


“Because at that time, just about anyone could do just about anything to an earth dragon, and the council wouldn’t do anything about it,” he said darkly.  “It always came down to a seven to two or five to four vote, depending on if the waters felt that it was a real crime or just something blown out of proportion.  After the food riots, the council started taking crimes against earth dragons much more seriously, but only because the waters had put their foot down and told them to put an end to it.  By ourselves, we can’t do much of anything here,” he growled.  “Geon and Anthra may be on the council, but they’re powerless because of the voting block formed by the fire, sky, and chromatic dragons.  We need the water dragons to support us in about anything we do, and that means that virtually all votes concerning earth dragons come down to a five to four split, and always against us.  I’m honestly amazed they didn’t pass their original punishment for when I broke the law.  It was five to four against my punishment.  I came one sympathetic sky drake away from summary execution, or having my wings cut off and chained to Penitent’s Aerie for a few years so anyone who had the urge could fly over and torment me,” he told her.

She whistled.  “I had no idea.”


“I all but owe my life to Anthra, Shii told me that she convinced the sky drake that what happened wasn’t my fault,” he told her.  “I instead got a public rebuke and turned into bait when it came to making contact with you.”


“Well, I’m glad you’re alright,” she said honestly, looking up at him.


“I’m glad I’m alright too,” he said ruefully, which made her chuckle.  “Now, it’s close to sunrise, so we’d better get going.  It’s a long climb up the ramps.”

She shouldered her pack and came out with him, then he leaned way down on his front legs and presented his leg so she could climb up.  She didn’t catch it in the gloom of the predawn, but then climbed up on his neck.  He turned and started for the ramps in relative silence, with only the sound of the waves crashing on the beach and a warm, gentle breeze.  “I’m going to miss this place,” she sighed.  “It’s beautiful.”


“I take it that means you didn’t mind the company?”


“Not one bit,” she replied, patting his neck.  “You need to get Skype or something so we can talk.”


“I have it.  And I’ll even get a webcam, just for you,” he promised, which made her chuckle.  “But I’ll just make it fun and hack your home computer some day.”

“I’ll be waiting for you to try,” she replied with friendly swagger.


“Then let the games begin,” he declared, which made her laugh.


Once they reached Scion Aerie, the platform over the intelligence department building, he let her get down and pointed out the swirling gateway of magical energy that she’d be using.  “Remember, a block north, you’ll find a Seven Eleven,” he told her.


“I’m surprised they’re not here to see me off.”


“They’re watching every move we make, and don’t think they’re not,” he replied.  “Besides, they wouldn’t bring themselves to showing you that much consideration.  As far as they’re concerned, when they dismissed you on the aerie, that was that.  They’ve had sky dragons watching us the rest of the time.”


“I never saw them.”


“You won’t.  When a sky dragon doesn’t want to be seen, you won’t see them…unless you’re an earth dragon,” he chuckled.  “They can’t see into my burrow, but any time we were outside, they were telling the council everything we did.”  She turned to look up the foot or so difference between their heads.  “I hope that things go well for you, Jenny,” he told her.  “I’ll keep in touch.”


“I learned a great deal, Kell,” she said, reaching up and patting him on the snout.  “About you, the dragons, about everything.  And I’m not afraid of you.”


“That’s more than we could have ever hoped for,” he said simply.


“You’ll say goodbye to Keth and Kanna and Sella for me?”


“Of course,” he promised.  “Keep your eyes open, my friend.  I’ll keep in touch, but it won’t be obvious.  Only someone like you will catch it.”


“You bet I will,” she smiled, then she buckled her pack straps.  “Alright, let’s do this.”


“Just step into it, and the next step you take will be on the other side,” he told her.


“I couldn’t just back up into it?”


He shook his head.  “Only a dragon can activate the scion from the other side, it wouldn’t react to you,” he told her.  “But on this side, it’s an open doorway.”

“Oh, okay.  Goodbye, Kell.  Take care.”


“Gaia embrace you, my friend, and keep you safe and healthy.”


She leaned forward and kissed him on the nose, turned, and then stepped into the gateway of magical energy.  Her body quickly shimmered and vanished, and he knew that she was already in Woodbridge.


It was good.  The council wanted to show the humans that they didn’t have anything to fear from them, and he felt that they had done just that.  With Jenny’s report to her superiors, he hoped that a discreet dialogue could be opened between the dragons and the United States, which might be the first stone in the bridge that would close the gap between them.  The humans were wondrous creatures, a paradox in some ways but intriguing and fascinating in others, and he felt that more open channels between their two races would lead to prosperity for both sides.


But that hinged on the humans, and how they digested what Jenny had to tell them.  For the dragons, it was back to business as usual until the humans made the next move.
