Chapter 30

30 November 2018, 18:39 DMT; Council Aerie

Everything was ready.

Standing beside Anthra’s podium with Kammi, Jenny, Wilson, and Yancy, Kell listened as the council discussed the final points of the trip with Arlen Kent and President Walker over encrypted teleconference.  Price and Yancy had been on the island for three days to be there in person for the briefings, flown down on the sea plane and staying in the guest bedrooms in Jenny’s house.  Price was the original choice because he was the best choice in a security situation, but because not all of his family knew about him being young again, he had to bow out.  They decided to go with Wilson instead, mainly because he was Jenny’s partner back in the Hunters and they worked well together.  That put them on the farm, so Kell had seen quite a bit of them over the last few days, time he honestly enjoyed.  He both liked and respected Yancy, and the now-young former leader of the Hunters had found himself in the middle of things, because Ferroth had spent a lot of time on the farm while he was here, discussing shop with him.  Ferroth had developed a tremendous respect for Yancy when the Hunters were formed and started interfering in field missions, and Kell had the feeling that their mutual respect for each other had evolved into a solid friendship. Kell and Kammi would be carrying shoulder satchels with tablets holding both their mission briefings the two speeches Kell would deliver, and some games…after all, it was going to be a long flight.  They would also be taking a few tablets each they’d be leaving behind, holding files and information they intended to deliver to both the United Nations and to the Americans.

They would be beginning the mission as soon as they were done on the aerie.  They would travel to Pearl Harbor by scion, the scion already in place, and then board a C5 Galaxy transport that would fly them to New York City.  That was a seven hour flight, but added to that was them moving forward through the time zones, so that effectively added five hours to the journey.  they would arrive around 08:00 at JFK airport, and then would be immediately loaded onto a trailer and brought to the United Nations building.  Kell would give his speech, then they’d go right back to the airport and fly to Washington.  He’d visit the White House, have a press conference there with Walker, then they’d have a private conference before he addressed Congress.  The two speeches would have some similar elements but would be different, mainly because the United States was thus far the only nation on earth to recognize the sovereign rights of the dragons.  He didn’t have to plead his case to Congress that he was a sentient being who deserved the same rights and protections as humans under international law, and that the dragons were an organized society with territory that had defined borders that should be recognized by the United Nations and granted sovereign status.

“Is everything ready?” Jussa asked, looking to the chromatic sage standing beside Trejem’s podium.


“All devices are prepared, esteemed council member,” she answered.  “And the humans have already applied the oil.”


The council looked a bit unsettled at that.  It was decided—not entirely enthusiastically—that the Hunters should have strong magical protections while on this mission, so the Shao Kai oil had been manufactured for them to use, to grant them an earth dragon’s immunity to most human weapons and limited resistance to fire.  They’d applied it like suntan lotion, and wherever it was rubbed into their skin, that skin would be like an earth dragon’s hide, unable to be penetrated by earth, rock or metal, and granting them resistance to changes in pressure, which would protect them from the blast wave of explosions.  The sages had them apply it to literally every square inch of their bodies, even rub the oil on the inside of their noses and mouths, and had even gone to the extreme of developing an eyedrop that safely applied it to the eyes.  The protection would last for exactly three days, which was more than long enough for them to complete the mission.

The amusing part of that was the sages’ unfamiliarity with human modesty.  They’d wanted Jenny to disrobe and apply the oil in front of Wilson and Yancy…but it was Wilson that seemed the most embarrassed by that idea, probably because he all but considered Jenny the daughter he never had. Kell had no idea the imposing man was so modest, especially since he had a body and face that human women would find very attractive.


Yancy, that old pervert, had been more than willing to show off his youthful body.


“We have everything prepared on our end, Jussa,” Kent told him.  “The Galaxy is fueled and waiting by the scion terminus, with the Air Force and Secret Service security detachments standing by, and I can be out there to greet your team five minutes after this conference ends.  We’ll be in the air fifteen minutes after they reach the flight line.”


“The Secret Service has everything prepared in all three locations, Hawaii, New York and Washington,” Walker assured them.  “The advance team will meet you at Pearl Harbor, and the other agents will meet the plane on the tarmacs in New York and Washington, and they’ll protect the delegation until they are back on the island.”


“Most of the press interaction will be in Washington,” Kent continued.  “The New York leg of this trip is being kept to just the address.  We will fly in, go there, Kell gives the speech, then we go straight back to the airport.  Kell, are you ready for the press conference?”

“I’m ready, Arlen.  It’s not the first time I’ve been put in front of a bunch of cameras.”


“True enough,” he chuckled.


“It’s why he was chosen to undertake this mission,” Jussa said confidently after hearing the translation, being supplied by Jirran.  “Then I would say that we are ready to begin.  Our delegation will be arriving at Pearl Harbor in a matter of moments, Secretary Kent.  We only need outfit Kell and Kammi with their devices, and they will be on the way.”


“I’ll make my way down to the tarmac, then,” Kent said.  “Esteemed council members,” he said respectfully, then his feed cut out.


“I’ll be monitoring everything from the situation room,” Walker said, mainly addressing Kell.  “And I’ll be seeing you in about fourteen hours.”

After Walker left the conference, the council watched as the sages equipped Kell and Kammi with their magical gear.  Message bands were set on their horns, the same kind he had used in the attack on the fleet, and on the other horn, a band-like device was settled against the ridged crystal.  That was the device that would protect them from synthetics, which rendered plastic weaponry ineffective against them.  The two bands were made to match and were fancied up with engravings and designs so they resembled jewelry.  Those magical spell in those silver and gold bands was designed by the chromatics so they would only work when the band was in contact with an earth dragon’s crystal horn, so the devices would do the humans no good if they somehow took them.  And because of the example of Price, the focus crystal to which the spells were locked were on the underside of the bands and the precious metal was enspelled so it was all but invulnerable, protecting them from being shot out by a marksman.  Because of the rules and limits of magic, the crystal itself couldn’t be magically augmented, else that spell would interfere with the spell locked to the crystal.  So the crystal was protected by putting magically enhanced metal on one side and the earth dragon’s horn, the hardest known substance to dragon science, on the other.

Nothing the dragons had ever devised, either physical or magical, had ever managed to cut or break an earth dragon’s horn.  And them now being crystal did not in any way make them less hard.  If anything, it made them even harder. 


They were ready.  Sky dragons carried the humans down to the scion, which was just off his family farm to put it close to the entrance to Sanctuary City, and Kell and Kammi got down on their own.  They both landed close to where the sky dragons set down the others, giving themselves plenty of room.  The scion had a fence built around it to keep any dragon from wandering too close to it, one so tall that the humans could simply duck under it.  Kell and Kammi entered through the gate as the council alighted around the fence, seeing them off.  “You ready, guys?” Kammi asked as the three humans reached them.

“Ready and waiting,” Jenny answered.


“Be careful out there, all of you,” Jussa told them.


“We should be fine, esteemed council member,” Kell assured him.  “And in a strange way, I’m looking forward to this.  I haven’t been to New York in a long time.”


“We won’t see that much of it,” Kammi chuckled.

“Don’t have too much fun, whelp,” Ferroth warned.


He had to laugh.  “Not much worry about that,” he said, then he turned and walked into the scion.


He stepped through the swirling energy, and when it cleared, he was inside a hangar on the flight line at Pearl Harbor Naval Station, an aviation base right beside the naval base.  The hangar doors were open, and the C5 was sitting not far from it, the stern of the plane facing them and the cargo doors open and ramp down.  C5s were absolute behemoths, the largest cargo plane in the American inventory, which meant they’d have plenty of space inside for two earth dragons and detachment of Air Force Security Police and Secret Service agents to serve as security.  The Air Force SPs would stay with the plane, defending it when they landed at JFK Airport in New York, where the Secret Service would be going with them.  They’d installed seats for 40 in the front of the cargo hold, but that barely took a tenth of the available space.

He looked back when Kammi came out behind him, and then Jenny, Wilson, and Yancy followed.  The three humans looked around a little as Kell and Kammi advanced towards a very tall man wearing a black suit, standing in front of eleven other suitably dressed men.  Beyond them was the squad of SPs, fifteen men standing in formation, in uniforms and carrying assault rifles slung over their shoulders.  “Ambassador, I’m Nick Lowry, agent in charge of this detail,” the tall man introduced.  “We have everything arranged, and the plane is ready to take off as soon as we board.”


“Just Kell will do, Agent Lowry,” he replied, offering a single claw to the man.  He saw the gesture for what it was and took hold of it, shaking it like it was a hand.


“Are our uniforms on board, Agent?” Jenny asked as she reached them.


He nodded.  “Both yours and Major Wilson’s, sent in from Imakaii,” he returned.  “And the suit for Deputy Undersecretary Yancy.”


“Major…I ain’t never gonna get used to that,” Wilson chuckled.  “It’s easy to forget since I don’t have to wear a uniform in my current deployment.”


“I still outrank you, Tom,” Jenny winked.


“Only on paper, Mookie,” he retorted, which made her laugh.


Kent and Ross appeared, coming through the hangar’s offices to reach them, and approached them quickly.  Both of them were wearing casual clothing, and aides with them were carrying suitcases towards the plane.  “Sorry we’re late, I had to make a quick pit stop,” Kent apologized.  “Are we ready to go?”


“We’re all ready, Mister Secretary,” Lowry reported.


“Alright then, let’s get this show on the road.”


After greeting the Captain in charge of the SPs, they boarded the plane.  The seats up front were first class quality, large and spacious, and all the requirements for the dragons had been installed, including a dragon-size lavatory…the contents of which would no doubt be whisked off the CIA or NSA the moment the mission was over.  Sleeping compartments were installed for the delegation, including a small stack of mats near the back for the earth dragons.  The pilot and co-pilot met them at the ramp.  “I’m Major Woods,” the lean redheaded man greeted.  “Everything is ready for departure as requested.  The plane’s wifi will be turned on once we’re high enough that no other device can connect to it.”

“Awesome, Netflix will make the flight go by faster,” Kammi said, which surprised the man a little bit.


After everyone settled in, the cargo ramp and doors were closed, and the plane got moving.  The cargo hold had no windows, with the cockpit and crew quarters up a very steep flight of stairs in the front.  So, the only indication they had that they were on the runway was from an announcement from the captain over an intercom, and then the engines spooled up and the plane lifted off.


That was the beginning of a very long flight.  The plane was flying over 9,000 kilometers, and it would be doing it non-stop, so everyone settled in for the journey, both delegation and security.  Kell and Kammi sat up by the seats and chatted with the humans, getting to know the security details, which Kammi probably did because the nervous responses from the SPs amused her a little bit.  Kammi was a bit mean.  After going over the security to make sure both Kell and Lowry were on the same page, they ended up talking about sports.  But eventually, the passengers started to take naps, the SPs and agents in shifts while The human delegation got to sleep in small bunk cubicles secured to the deck of the cargo hold, little portable bedrooms they used in military transports for passengers.  Kell and Kammi also slept, but not at the same time, to make sure they were fresh for their big day.

Kell was watching a movie when the pilot announced they were an hour out from New York, and that incited the entire hold into action.  Lowry and his detachment started a briefing about the detail as the SPs started gearing up, and Jenny, Wilson, and Yancy retired to their bunk cubicles to change clothes.  The pilot announced that the trucks and convoy were in place at JFK and ready for them as Kell reviewed the speech he was going to give, making sure he had it properly memorized.  He’d deliver it from memory, and while Jussa had given him permission to ad-lib a little bit here and there, he had to make sure he got all the points across.  The plane began to descend as the delegation came out, Jenny in her Marine Class As, Wilson in his Army Class As, and Yancy in a smartly tailored dark gray suit with a blue tie, making him look quite snazzy.  Both Jenny and Wilson were wearing their sidearms, Jenny a Colt 1911 .45 pistol, the regulation sidearm worn with Class As in the Marines, and Wilson with a more modern Army issue nine millimeter officer’s pistol, and Jenny had her officer’s saber attached to her belt.  Those weapons made it clear that while Jenny and Wilson were there as a diplomats, they were armed and ready to protect themselves if necessary.

The plane landed not long afterward, but not too long after everyone was ready.  Kell prepared himself for his first public appearance since the volcano, because he had no doubt that there would be press at the airport to document their arrival.  The press didn’t know which plane they were on, but the giant C5 landing at a civilian airport would be unusual enough for most of them to connect the dots.  The NYPD and TSA had already set up a press area for the arrival, if only to keep reporters from trying to get out onto the tarmac, but it was supposed to be set up a good 40 meters away from the plane, just there to give the press the chance to get long range shots of the dragons disembarking and then getting into the trucks.


That was going to be the annoying part.  They had to ride in semi trailers, and that was a bit…undignified.  But they had no choice, a dragon wouldn’t really fit in any other kind of ground transport.  Kell wasn’t that much taller than humans at a little over two meters, but he was nearly seven and a half meters long nose to tail.  It was that length that was going to hang him up inside the building, though the Secret Service assured him that the hallways inside the building were wide enough for him to be able to navigate corners.  And the entrance to the General Assembly chamber had large double doors, more than wide enough to let him through easily.

The five of them waited at the back of the cargo area as the plane’s engines powered down, and after the pilot called back to make sure they were ready, he opened the cargo doors and lowered the ramp.  Kell could see the reporters, held back by NYPD and Port Authority cops a goodly ways behind the plane, and he saw the trailers and motorcade sitting to his right, ready for them to load up.  The SPs came down first, quickly taking up positions around the plane, their assault weapons in their hands, and then the Secret Service agents escorted the delegation down the ramp.  A cascade of flashes erupted from the press area, and when they came down far enough for them to see around the plane, he saw that they were pulled up near the terminal area on the left.  There were people crowding the windows, both press and civilians, most of them taking video or pictures of the two dragons as they stepped down off the ramp.  About twenty men in suits advanced towards them, the New York Secret Service detail, and Lowry motioned towards the open trailers.  “Everything’s ready, Kell,” he reported.  “The streets are blocked off and all security is in place along our route.  We’re ready to go.”

“I’m surprised the Mayor’s not here to greet us,” he said dryly.


“He wanted to be, but we shot that down,” Lowry smiled slightly.  “So he’ll meet you at the U.N. building instead.”


“Ready, intended?” he asked in draconic.


“Ready to go, intended,” Kammi answered.


“We’re ready, Kell,” Jenny said, also in draconic.  That made Lowry give her a surprised look.


“Then let’s go.”


Kell watched as Kammi climbed up a ramp and into one of the trailers, making sure she got in safely, then he got into the trailer beside it.  The trailer wasn’t too narrow, but it wasn’t wide enough for him to easily turn around.  He waited until the doors were closed before he took care of that, having to rear up and squirm around a little bit.  The trailer had very small, narrow windows along the sides, allowing him to see out, so he watched as the motorcade started to move.  It was led by NYPD motorcycles, a procession of probably thirty vehicles, from limos for Jenny and Kent to police cruisers to government SUVs.

Once they were on their way, Kell checked in.  He reached up and put a finger on the message band on his left horn.  “Esteemed council member Jussa.”


“I hear you, Kell. What do you report?”

“We’ve arrived in New York City, and we’re on the way to the U.N. building.  Though, I’d bet that you’re watching it on a monitor at the aerie.”


“We are, but it’s far more important to hear from you than to see what the human press decides they want to show,” he replied.  “Any issues?”

“None,” he answered.  “The flight was without incident, and thus far things have gone according to plan.  We should arrive at the U.N. building in about forty minutes.”


“Very well.  Check in with us again after you finish your speech and are on the way back.”

“Yes, esteemed council member.”

It was quite a drive to the U.N. building from JFK—LaGuardia was closer, but the Air Force preferred to land their C5 at JFK due to the airport’s layout—and Kell mentally prepared for his speech as they moved.  He saw people lining the streets once they came down off the expressway, like it was some kind of parade, and not all of them were friendly.  He saw multiple signs denouncing the dragons and human involvement with them, most of them the religious zealots whipped up by Franklin Graham from the religious flavor of signs, but they were all peaceful from the look of it.  The crowds got thicker and thicker as they neared the U.N. building, until they disappeared entirely when the motorcade went through a security checkpoint.  The entire building was surrounded by cops and security forces, keeping the crowds well away from it, and he looked through his little window as the motorcade went around the side of the building and pulled into a sheltered area that held a loading dock.  Because of their size, Kell and Kammi couldn’t go through the front doors.

“We’ve arrived, Kell,” Kent’s voice came from an intercom speaker installed in the trailer.  “They’ll open the doors in just a moment.”


That happened seconds later, and he climbed down to the ground as Secret Service opened Kammi’s trailer.  Kent and the others exited their limos and approached them as the Secret Service tightened up around them, Jenny refastening her saber to her belt.  “The hallways have been cleared for you,” Lowry told them.  “All the ambassadors are in the assembly chamber and waiting.”


“Not even press?”


“No, and they’re very mad about it,” he replied, which made Kell chuckle.


“Then let’s go,” he prompted.


They entered through a loading dock, moved through a storage area, then entered the main building.  The halls were indeed wide and tall, more than big enough for them, and the corners were wide enough for them to get past them without losing scales or tearing holes in the walls.  Kell centered himself, taking on a calm expression as he prepared the speech in his mind.  The speech wouldn’t be that long, more or less laying out the dragons’ position and advocating for the passage of the resolution recognizing their rights and the sovereignty of their territory.  But he would talk a little magic.

It didn’t take long at all to reach the chamber.  Two guards opened the doors for them as they approached, and then they walked in.  The doors opened at the well of the assembly chamber, on a side wall between the tiers holding the ambassadors form the various nations and the dais holding the staffers and the lectern for those giving speeches.  Kell wouldn’t fit there, so a temporary lectern had been erected in front of the dais, at the proper height so he could rear up and sit on the base of his tail and have the microphones close enough to his mouth.  The room fell into complete silence as Kent, Ross, Jenny, Wilson, and Yancy entered, then Kell, then Kammi.  Their human friends took seats on the dais behind his podium, Kell stepped up to the podium and took a vertical base, and Kammi sat on her haunches beside and slightly behind him, so she could keep an eye on everyone and protect him.  That was her job in this operation.


A small red light turned on at the base of the microphones on his podium, telling him they were hot.  It was time.  “Good morning,” he said in English.  “My name is Kell.  I am an earth drake, one of the five races of dragon kind.  This is Kammi.  We represent the island of Draconia, the homeland of the dragons, and we are here to advocate to you, our human neighbors, to recognize dragons as a sentient species deserving of the same rights and protections as humanity, as well as to recognize the sovereign borders of our territory.

“As most of you know, we have kept ourselves apart from humanity for over a thousand years.  The why of that decision is complicated, but the core of it is that we decided that us remaining involved in human affairs, and them in ours, might lead to bloodshed, so we removed ourselves from the world to protect lives on both sides.  But things have obviously changed.  We feel that humanity has matured enough to accept us back into the world, that you have grown past the fear and violence that consumed you long ago.  You are ready, and we are ready to return to the world and find our place within it.

“But before that can come to pass, we dragons have two very simple requests.  First, we would see the resolution introduced by the Americans passed by this body, which establishes that dragons are sentient beings entitled to the basic rights and protections afforded to all men as established in the United Nations charter.  The fact that I am here now, speaking to you, should be compelling evidence that I qualify as a sentient being,” he said bluntly.  “We don’t want any special protections or legal status that puts us above humanity.  We wish only to be treated as equals, nothing more, nothing less.


“There is obviously much we have to offer the world if you pass this resolution and we return to it.  And clearly, I’m talking about magic,” he said strongly.  “Before I discuss what we intend to do with our magic, I should explain to you what it is, and assuage certain fears that some of you might have based on religious beliefs.  Magic is not evil,” he said strongly.  “It is not fueled by the devil, it is not practiced by witches.  Magic is the power of life, a power that those with the gift can manipulate and control to produce effects that reach outside the limitations of physical law.  Magic is part of God’s design, because He created the world with magic in it.  Magic is a natural force, part of the natural world over which Christians believe that God granted to them stewardship and dominion, and the good or the evil that it does depends entirely on the intent of the person using it.  We dragons believe that magic is a gift to us from Gaia, which is the sentient awareness of planet Earth itself, and the energy that fuels it is generated by all life on the planet.  Think of it as the Force from Star Wars,” he said dryly, which produced a few chuckles. “But those who can access it aren’t Jedi.  Magic is not tied to any religion, and anyone, no matter what religion they follow, can learn what magic has to teach.  After all, the most fundamental rule of magic is that it is the energy of life, and thus may never be used to kill.  That is a tenet followed by several religions.  Thou shalt not kill is a commandment that shares its lesson with magic.

“That is what magic is, and it is not a gift that dragons enjoy alone.  Humans also carry the gift of Gaia, are capable of using magic.  Our records indicate that about one out of every one hundred humans is capable of using magic.  That means that there may very well be people in this room right now that could be magicians, if they studied,” he declared, looking around deliberately.  “And that is the most important thing that we can offer to the world.  In the old times, before we left the human lands, we worked side by side with human magicians, and what our two species created together was beautiful.  Great cities like Alexandria, Rome, Constantinople, Athens, Prague, Ame Menda, Shangri La, Mesticlotan, Camelot, and Atlantis were built, and magicians came from far and wide to study the magical arts in the great libraries of ancient history.  After we left the world, it seems that humans have forgotten the magic they once knew, and we would help you rediscover those lost arts. The chromatics believe that they were commanded by Gaia to spread the knowledge of magic through the world, that it is their duty to teach all who carry the gift, and this is what we offer to the world if you allow us to return to it.  The dragons offer the opportunity to learn magic once again, but only if this body recognizes our rights as sentient beings and recognizes our island and the waters surrounding it as our sovereign territory.  And also only if we are welcomed within your territory.  We will not go where we are not wanted, so it is every country’s decision whether or not they wish to allow their citizens to learn about magic.  If you feel that your culture or your religion are opposed to magic, then we will respect your views and your position and we will leave you alone.  All that we ask is that you extend the same courtesy to those who disagree with you.  You may object to magic, but that does not give you the right to impose your beliefs on others. 

“Our demand when it comes to territory is modest, but is a bit unorthodox.  Because water dragons live in the ocean, we would ask that an area of ocean approximately twelve hundred square kilometers be recognized as sovereign dragon territory, with several uninhabited islands within that area considered part of that claim.  Even though we are ready to return to the world of man, we still desire to dwell apart from you.  Not only is humanity not ready for us, we are not ready for you. We have lived apart from you for a thousand years, and we’ve got a lot to learn about you before we feel comfortable returning to your world.  Perhaps in a few decades, once humans and dragons have had time to get used to one another, we might leave our island and live among you once again.  But for now, we believe that staying on our island would be best for both our worlds.  We wish to take things slow, reintegrate back into the world carefully, to give both sides plenty of time to adjust to each new step we take to bring dragons and humans back together.


“But we would not ask this of you and not give you a connection to our world.  We have selected a human to serve as our ambassador to the outside, the point of contact between the human world and the dragon world, to represent the interests of humanity in the decisions that we make and guide us as we seek to re-establish our ties to humanity.  The identity of this ambassador will remain secret for now, but we felt that this body deserved to know that humanity will have representation in our council.  We value the ideas and opinions of our human friends, and will not shut them out in the decisions that we make that might affect you.

“We are not asking for anything outrageous, august members of this body.  All we ask is to be given equality with humanity in matters of rights, to be considered equal citizens of the world with you.  We ask that the borders of our territory will be honored, which are modest and should cause nobody in this room any undue burden.  And most importantly, we ask that we be given the chance to reintegrate with the world beyond our borders, to give us the chance to find our place among you, to share our knowledge with you and share our magic with you.  Once, long ago, humans and dragons were fast friends, accomplishing great things together.  It is our hope that soon, we may be again.  Thank you.”

The ambassadors began to applaud, at least most of them, and Kell stepped away from the podium and dropped back down to all fours.  “Not bad, intended,” Kammi said in draconic as Kent and their procession stood up and came down off the dais.

He said nothing, only gave her a knowing look as Jenny and the others stood up, and they filed out in the same order they came in.


They exited the building without incident, and Kell and Kammi again climbed up into the trailers.  Once the doors were closed and he again wriggled around, he contacted Jussa once again.  “We’re done at the United Nations and heading back to the airport, esteemed council member,” he reported.


“We were watching a broadcast of your speech,” he answered.


“I hope I didn’t look silly.”


“Not to us, and you stayed remarkably on script,” he replied lightly.  “You had the proper gravity in your delivery.”

“Thank you, esteemed council member,” he answered.  “I’m sure chief is there.  What word on the media’s reaction to the speech?”


“It’s too early to get a good estimation.  Only now are the news channels starting to discuss the matter,” he answered.  “The department is monitoring all channels, as well as the social media.  If they find out anything important, no doubt they’ll report it to us immediately.”

The trip back to the airport was uneventful, but as soon as they were back on the plane, everyone crowded around a TV that had been set up at the back of the seating area for them, with another TV set up at the front for those sitting in the seats.  The TV was hooked into the planes wifi, and they were streaming CNN.  Kell and Kammi loomed over Jenny, Wilson, Yancy, Kent, and Ross, who were standing back with them while the rest of the group was sitting in the seats.  They had a whole table of pundits discussing the speech, with video of Kell delivering it playing on a monitor behind them.  “It’s very clear what the dragon was saying,” one of the pundits said as the plane’s ramp and cargo doors were being closed.  “They’re offering to teach magic to anyone that recognizes their rights.  That makes me wonder if they’re not already secretly teaching magic to the Americans.  It explains President Walker’s decisive moves when it comes to having his DoJ treat dragons the same as people when it comes to the law, even in the face of fierce evangelical opposition.  The evangelicals are part of his base, and he’s making them very angry.”


“Well, that one’s pretty sharp,” Kammi noted lightly.


“The one thing I’m surprised the dragon didn’t address was the attack on China,” another pundit said.  “They claimed responsibility for the attack while it happened, but since then, not a word.  And how they did it, with that hurricane, surely must scare quite a few world leaders silly.”


“In more than one way,” the host injected.  “What might happen in twenty years, when magic is part of a nation’s military strength?  Are we going to see hurricanes, earthquakes, and other biblical level disasters being used as military weapons?”


“Yeah right,” Kammi snorted.  “It took an entire flight of sky dragons to make that typhoon.”


“He does have a valid point,” Yancy said.  “After all, my new office was created to find ways to use magic to protect the United States, both directly and covertly.  And we’re not exactly hiding it from the dragons, you know.”


“And we don’t really have a problem with it,” Kell shrugged.  “As long as you don’t try to use it against us.”


“What you do with magic is your business,” Kammi agreed.  “The only reason they’re teaching is you is because you’re part of our world,” she said strongly.  “And we don’t mind all that much if you use magic to defend yourself against those that aren’t.”

“All of you have dragon souls. That makes you part of us,” Kell agreed, putting a paw on Jenny’s shoulder, very carefully.  “And most of you belong to me.”

“You mean you belong to us,” Jenny said teasingly, looking up and back at him with a smile.


“He belongs to me,” Kammi corrected forcefully, which made Jenny laugh.


They listened as the pundits continued to discuss the speech, as the plane took off and started the rather short flight down to Washington.  There was a whole lot of speculation about the press conference that would be held on the White House lawn, and if his speech to the joint session would be much different from his very brief United Nations address…and it would be.  His speech to Congress would be nearly an hour long, and would go into much more detail about things.  But, at least the speech to the United Nations did the job, and that was to put all of the world’s attention squarely on what would happen in Washington later that day…which was probably Walker’s intention.

They landed in Washington right on time in a cold, dreary rain, and the plane taxied up to the location where the President usually boarded and disembarked from Air Force One.  It was the high security area of the flight line at Joint Base Andrews, and the Air Force had a massive security presence on the flight line.  There was a veritable row of limousines and escort vehicles parked and waiting, and standing where the plane would park was a large welcoming committee, led by Deputy Secretary of  State William Blake, whom Kell and Kammi had met before.  Blake was third in line in the State Department, behind Kent and Ross.  Usually Kent would be the one in that spot, but since Kent and Ross were with Kell, it fell to the highest ranking member of State in Washington to do it.


The President did not greet visitors at the airport.  They came to him.

“Welcome to Washington, Kell,” Blake said, shaking his claw when he reached them.  “President Walker is waiting for you at the White House, and everything’s ready for the trip.”


“Another trailer. Whee,” Kammi said dryly, which made Blake chuckle.


“I’m sorry, Kammi, but it’s all we have.  We promise to have something a little less demeaning next time,” he smiled as he shook her claw.


“Next time we’ll have sky dragons with us to carry us there,” she retorted.


“I’m looking forward to the time when the dragons feel comfortable doing just that, Kammi,” Blake said seriously.  “Secretary Kent, Deputy Secretary Ross, welcome back,” he greeted as the humans came down the ramp.  “We have everything ready.”


“Then let’s get things going, William,” he said with a nod.


Kell checked in with the council while they were on the move, driving the short distance between Andrews and the White House, and it only took another moment to arrive by the time he broke contact with Jussa.  His trailer pulled onto the White House grounds, and through his small slit of a window in the trailer, he could see an veritable army of reporters packed in front of the building, braving the cold rain with umbrellas, their cameras covered in special plastic sleeves.  Kell and Kammi were too big to fit into the building, so they’d erected a very large heated tent for them on the south lawn, where they’d be conducting their discussions with Walker both before and after the press conference.  The press conference would also take place out there due to the rain, but that would take place under an even larger pavilion tent, one with no sides.

Walker was waiting for them at the tent, shaking Kell’s claw, and then Kammi’s, with a smile on his face.  “Glad to see you finally get here, Kell,” he said brightly.  “I just wish it was the full council.  After hosting me several times, I sincerely hope I get the chance to host them before I leave office.”


“I’m sure they’d love to be able to come,” Kell said as the others filed in behind them.  “Now, let’s talk about what we’re going to talk about during the press conference.”


The council joined via teleconference, and they discussed a few of the things they were going to reveal at the press conference.  They’d already agreed to reveal Julia Walker’s involvement with the dragons, not as a magic student, but as a member of the American diplomatic team that was holding talks with them.  That would explain her extended absence from the White House, which had been noticed by quite a few reporters.  The fact that America had a diplomatic team would also be revealed, something Kell had teased in his United Nations speech, revealing Jenny’s position without naming her.  What they weren’t going to reveal was the program to find magicians to empower earth dragons, even though the risk increased every day that the program would be revealed…not by the magicians, but by family members.  So far, every single magician had kept his mouth shut, and at least so far, their family members that knew about them being bonded had kept quiet.  But neither the dragons nor the Americans were planning on that being the case for much more than six more months.  As more and more earth dragons were bonded, that was seventeen times more of those empowered earth dragons in magician’s families that might reveal the program.  Basic statistical probability said that someone was going to reveal the program to the press within the next six months, and both the dragons and the government were preparing plans to deal with the operation being exposed.

But the program would not stop.  The need to empower earth dragons would ensure it.


A pretty nice lunch was put out for them, loaded with several dozen loaves of artisan breads for Kell and Kammi to enjoy, and about 13:00, the pavilion tent was starting to be prepared for the press conference.  Because it was relatively close to the tent they were using, they curtailed any confidential discussions in case a reporter had a shotgun microphone or exceptionally good hearing. They instead discussed something that would make the fire dragons insanely happy…a chance to see the L.A. Dragons play live next season.  The owner of the team was quite serious about his invitation to them to watch a game at the stadium, to the point where he was having a section of the Coliseum renovated to give the fire dragons an aerial perch that would hold their weight, yet also keep them safely away from the rest of the fans….safety for both the humans and the dragons.

Then, the time came for the press conference.  Walker’s press secretary started it while they were still in the tent, laying down the ground rules for the reporters, then Kell, Kammi, Kent, Ross, Blake, and Walker walked from their tent to the pavilion tent.  Flashes went off like mad as Kell and Kammi filed in behind President Walker and Arlen Kent, with Ross and Blake beside them, and Walker and Kell stepped up to the two podiums that had been erected for them…one much larger than the other.  “Good afternoon,” President Walker said as soon as he was at the podium.  “First off, I’d like to thank the dragons for accepting my invitation to come address a joint session of Congress.  I think it’s in the best interest of both our races to start a dialogue, which will bring understanding between us and hopefully bring us closer together.  This visit has taken quite a bit of effort to bring about, effort I feel must be duly recognized and commended.  The Department of State has been working behind the scenes for nearly four months, to establish a dialogue and amicable relations with the dragons.  Secretary of State Arlen Kent has worked tirelessly with a team of diplomats and specialists, both civilian and military, to establish permanent relations with the island of Draconia.


“I think it fair to inform everyone that my wife Julia has been part of this effort, not because I needed someone to look over State’s shoulder, but because she has been sincerely interested in the dragons since she met them on Mount Kilauea during our visit there.  She joined the diplomatic mission with the hope of learning more about the dragons, to get to know them, and has become one of their most involved members.  She’s been working with Kent and his team for three months, and is still in Hawaii.  She sends her deepest apologies that she couldn’t be present at this conference and at tonight’s address, but currently she’s involved in discussions too sensitive to break off.

“My wife and members of Secretary Kent’s department are part of a permanent diplomatic mission to the dragons.  They’ve set up a permanent diplomatic consulate on one of the uninhabited islands in the Hawaiian chain, close enough for the dragons to fly there so talks can be conducted in person.  These talks have produced results, including the dragons accepting one human diplomat to move to the island to represent the human race to the dragons, to be our ambassador to their world.  The ambassador and her family moved to Draconia approximately three weeks ago.  In the interests of security, I won’t be revealing the Ambassador’s identity until security can be arranged for her extended family.

“One of the results of these talks is the executive order I issued two weeks ago, as well as the legislation I’m hoping to have introduced into Congress that grants dragons the same basic rights afforded to human beings.  My Department of Justice is already working under these rules, which affords my two esteemed guests here the same rights that would be afforded if it was the foreign minister of Great Britain or Canada or France.  The dragons deserve to have that recognition, to be acknowledged as sentient beings with all the same rights as humans under the law.  What many of you may not have realized is that those considerations work both ways.  The dragons have agreed that if a dragon commits a crime on American soil, then the dragon should be subject to our criminal law.  The dragons haven’t sought to hold themselves above our laws.  The dragons have agreed that to be granted the protection of the law, they must also be subject to it, just like we are.

“As Kell intimated in his address to the United Nations, in return for the recognition of their rights, the dragons are willing to teach American citizens magic,” he declared in a strong voice, which created a new firestorm of camera flashes.  “Exactly how we’re going to do this, we haven’t worked that out yet.  Needless to say, this is quite a major undertaking, both as a big step for us humans and a major logistical challenge, since the dragons live on their island and their students won’t be going there.  So, we haven’t decided how we’re going to do this, or when, or where, but we’ve agreed in principle that it would be good for both the dragons and America for them to teach us magic.  The dragons feel it’s their duty to teach humans about magic, and for one, I think that it’s only right for us to reclaim a birthright that’s been forgotten by the human race for over a thousand years.  There were human magicians long ago, and in time, there will be again.

“I know that many of you have been asking why I’ve taken the position that I have when many who supported me are against what I’m doing, and the simple answer to that is, I believe they’re wrong.  Frank,” he said, motioning towards the small table behind the podium.  “About two months ago, as part of our negotiations with the dragons, they gave me this book about magic.  It’s a beginner’s book, it explains the basics, both in how magic works and what the dragons believe, both philosophically and theologically.  I read this book,” he said, taking a book from an aide and holding it up.  It was Jenny’s primer, the first book they gave her, reprinted for human size.  He held it up so the reporters could see the cover, which read A Magical Primer:  Understanding Magic, the Treasured Gift from Gaia.  “So others can understand this book as well, we are going to release copies of it to every reporter in this conference, every Congressman, and send copies to every public library, as well as make its contents available online on a government website.  I think that once people start to understand magic, they’ll start to understand that magic is a part of the natural world, and as such, that means that it is part of God’s design.  Are there some parts of it I have problems with?  Yes, particularly the dragon belief in reincarnation.  But what I don’t agree with in this book does not disqualify what I do agree with.  I can hold to my Christian faith and still support magic, because I don’t see a conflict between them.  And I sincerely believe that anyone who reads this book with an open mind, not holding a preconception they seek to validate or justify, will draw the same conclusion I did.  Kell,” he prompted.

“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” Kell said in a calm voice.  “I am Kell of the earth drakes, sent by the council of dragons as their representative on this diplomatic mission.  This is Kammi, who works with me in a department of the dragon government that deals with the outside world, our version of your State Department.  The reason we were sent instead of a member of the council boils down to one simple reason, and that’s that the two of us are the only ones with the authority to speak for the council that are small enough to fit into buildings,” he said directly.  “So, from a simple perspective of practicality, that made us the dragons of choice for this diplomatic mission.

“The President was fairly thorough in his introduction.  His diplomatic mission has been in negotiations with us for several weeks over multiple subjects, from opening trade ties so we can get raw materials and other things we can’t produce ourselves, to teaching magic to humans.  We’ve come to know Secretary Kent, Deputy Secretary Ross, the First Lady Julia Walker, and the members of their diplomatic mission over the last few months, and we have been both impressed by them and how they represent humanity as a whole.  They have given us hope that we can find a place in the human world once again.

“What the President didn’t tell you, and something of which he is fully aware, is that the agreements we have made with him and the United States are not meant to be exclusive,” he declared.  “We have made the agreement to teach magic to American citizens sometime in the future, once we work out exactly how and where we’re going to do it.  But President Walker fully understands that we won’t only be teaching Americans.  When other nations recognize our rights and officially recognize Draconia as the sovereign nation of the dragons, we will enter into negotiations with their governments to do the same.  To give you an idea of what magic can do, we brought along a gift for the President.  Kammi,” he prompted.  She approached his podium and took off her shoulder satchel, then offered it to him.  “Though we don’t have much on our island in the way of natural resources, we do have one thing we can offer the world.  Magic,” he said, opening the satchel.  A swarm of driftlights came out of it, several dozen of them, small ones sized for humans.  “We’ve agreed in principle with President Walker to trade magical objects in return for food and resources, objects like these.  These are called driftlights,” he said, pointing up at the glowing points of light.  “Their name is a good description of what they are.  They make light, and can follow their owners around, be placed where the owner wishes.  We made these for President Walker,” he announced as the driftlights slowly floated over to float in a cluster behind Walker’s right shoulder.  “A gift from the dragons to him, a token of gratitude for the help America has provided us.

“But these aren’t the only driftlights that we’ll be bringing to the human world.  In the future, the dragons will be selling these objects, as well as a few other magical trinkets that humans might find entertaining or useful, in return for the things we need and can’t get on our island.  The diplomatic mission saw these during one of our meetings, and asked us if we could make them in sufficient numbers to trade them.  But the Department of State also asked us to look at much more valuable applications of magic for the human world, such as magically assisted power generation.  They’ve asked us to find a method to turn an electric generator with magic instead of with steam or physical force, which should drastically reduce the cost to produce electricity.  We’ve agreed with their request, since we can see the value in it from both an economic and ecological perspective.  We were quite happy to find out that the Department of State was interested in ways to use magic to benefit all of humanity, not just the United States,” he said respectfully.

“As I mentioned in my address to the United Nations, we’ve selected a member of the diplomatic team from America to serve as an ambassador,” he continued.  “But she doesn’t serve as the ambassador from America, she serves as the ambassador of the entire human race.  In effect, she will serve as the intermediary between the human world and our world, speaking for both to the other.  She will represent our interests to you, and she represents your interests to us, to the point where she has been awarded a position as a neutral observer that sits in on meetings of the dragon council.  In time, she’ll be introduced to you.  I think the President explained why we’re keeping her identity a secret for the time being.  What you should know is that she has embraced her role, and is a strong advocate to the dragon council for human interests.  She has helped us see things from your point of view, and to be honest, a great deal of the good relations we have made with the Americans is because of her.


“Now, as to why I’m here.  Later today, I’ll be giving an address to a joint session of Congress.  The reason for this address it to advocate in favor of the legislation that the President seeks to introduce into Congress, as well as introduce America to us, the same way we have been introduced to you by the diplomats that have been working with us the last few months.  We feel we’ve kept ourselves a little too secret lately, focusing on being accepted by the law to the point where we’ve forgotten that we have to be accepted by the people as well.  That’s why I left a copy of dragon history with the United Nations, so those who are curious can see the past as we have seen it, from a point of view entirely different from yours.  And given that our recorded history stretches back eighteen thousand years, perhaps what we’ve seen in that time may be of interest to you,” he added dryly.  “Just be warned that our history was written from our point of view, and often two people who have different points of view can interpret the same event differently.  That doesn’t make our version any more right or wrong than your version.  It simply means that we drew different conclusions about what we saw than you did.”  He put his paws on the podium, which creaked a little bit under his weight.  “Mister President.”


“We’ll open up the floor to questions,” Walker continued.  “I just want all of you to keep in mind the rules we’ll be working by, and that I expect all of you to act with decorum.  Every reporter here will be given the opportunity to ask one question, and we’ll do our best to answer additional questions after everyone gets a chance, if we have time.  So, keep that in mind, the less time you waste, the more questions can be asked.  And remember, no comment means exactly that.  Mister Palmer, if you would,” he prompted.

“Lucy Frederick, CNN,” the press secretary called.


A tall woman wearing a blue dress stood up and took the microphone an aide offered her.  “Ambassador Kell, I think the simplest question I can ask is why the dragons are willing to teach humanity magic.”


“To answer that, you have to understand chromatic society,” he answered.  “They hold a deep-seated belief that Gaia commanded them to spread their knowledge to all who can use it, including the knowledge of magic.  That is why the chromatics are the teachers in our society, they teach magic to the other three dragon races that can use it.  The chromatics see humans who can use magic as no different, because Gaia specifically instructed them to teach anyone with magical ability, be them dragon or human.  And all dragons take what they believe to be commandments from Gaia very seriously.”

And that set the tone.  Virtually every question was directed at Kell, and nearly all of them revolved around either magic or what the dragons were up to.  Some of the questions were confrontational, mainly form the very conservative outlets, demanding to know what plans the dragons had for humanity…which Kell had to either answer with obvious amusement or make no comment.  The reporters were trying to get them to divulge exactly what the agreement was between them and Walker, and those that weren’t were about magic in some way.  Though they had shown the reporters some magic when they visited the exclusion zone, most humans still had no clear idea what magic was and what it could do.


Naturally, it was Gloria Brenner from Fox News that asked what Kell felt was the most baiting question of all.  “Are the dragons attempting to introduce their religion to humanity?  The worship of Gaia?” she asked in a badgering voice.

“You don’t understand our connection to Gaia,” he told her.  “We don’t consider her our god.  We consider her our mother, she who cares for our material forms with the world that is her body and keeps and protects our souls when we die and wait to be reincarnated.  The earth dragons have a much deeper connection to her than the other dragons, because we are of the earth that is her body.  All dragons honor, respect, and revere her, we obey the edicts she has passed down to us, because we love her and wish to be good children to her.  Not because we worship her as a god,” he replied directly.  “Though Gaia could be called a god by the uneducated because she has powers far beyond ours, she’s not God.  And Christianity reflects her position in the Bible, mainly in the Ten Commandments.  I’m sure you’ve read them,” he said, a bit tartly.  “Thou shalt put no other god before me.  That means that while there are other exceptionally powerful entities out there, they are not God.  You can recognize their power as long as you don’t worship them as if they were God.  So, to answer your question, Ms. Brenner, the dragons have no real religion to try to spread to humanity, and conversely, we don’t want humans to try to spread their religions to us.  We can believe different things and still work together for the betterment of both our species.”

That produced a quite satisfying look of comprehension on quite a few reporters’ faces, and a bit of surprise.  He’d bet that many of them didn’t think he could quote the Christian bible.


The next reporter followed up on Brenner.  “Exactly who or what is Gaia?” she asked.


Kell leaned a little over his podium.  “We call her the World Dragon, and to understand what she is, you have to know a little bit about what we believe.  See, dragons believe that every living thing has a soul, from a bacteria all the way up to us.  The soul is the life force, the spark that gives something life.  And we believe that Gaia is the awareness made up of the totality of all life on the planet.  All of us are cells in her body, and we are all connected together on this planet which is her body.  Much like your own body is made up of billions and billions of cells that work together, all life on earth is connected, working together to form ecosystems within the biosphere.  We believe that the planet itself is sentient, has its own life force and its own awareness, though it’s so alien to us that we barely understand it.  When we say that we are all part of Gaia, and she is part of us, we are being literal,” he told her calmly.  “Magic is tied in with those beliefs.  We believe that the life energy of all creatures on the planet generate the energy we call magic, and that those with Gaia’s gift can manipulate and control these energies.  Those are the magicians,” he explained, “both dragon and human.  So, we are all part of Gaia, and she is part of all of us.  Naturally, we believe that she’s a dragon,” he said in a lighter tone.  “But in reality, I’m not sure any label we make up would apply to her.  She’s a complete mystery, even to us.  The only thing we know for sure is that she seems to be aware of both us dragons and you humans, and from time to time she tries to communicate with us.  Those are the edicts of Gaia I mentioned earlier.”


“And what do those edicts tell you to do?” she followed up.


“Well, like I said before, the chromatics believe that Gaia has commanded them to teach others what they know, to spread knowledge and education through the world, and in particular the knowledge of magic.  The book on dragon history I released has some other examples in it, because the edicts of Gaia have altered dragon society in the past.  As far as we earth dragons go, she’s never really given us any edicts.  But then again, we try to distance ourselves from the affairs of others.  We are a simple and reclusive species who wish only to be left in peace to work our farms.  I think that pleases Gaia, because she’s never really told us to do anything different,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders.

They answered questions for nearly two more hours, mostly Kell with Walker just standing there, answering question after question about magic, dragons, and their plans and intentions.


He did get one intriguing question towards the end, from a man named Ali Velshi.  “Why is there no recorded history of dragons?” he asked.


“Because to paraphrase an old human saying, the victor is the one that writes the history books,” he answered.  “The Catholic Church controlled virtually all of western civilization when the dragons removed themselves from human contact, and they were the ones that completely purged all mention of dragons from history.  But it couldn’t remove us from the memories of the people, so the memory of us and the things we left behind lived on in myth and legend.  Instead of historical facts, we became the subjects of tales and legends.  That’s western society.  African, North and South American, and Asian societies weren’t dominated by the Catholics, but I think for them, us disappearing from the world made them doubt their written histories.  The Chinese have extensive histories of the dragons and magic, but I think—and this is my opinion—that when we left, when the magicians all died out and no new ones took their place, the people began to disbelieve their history because it seemed too, well, fantastic.  I mean, would you believe that magic was real, that dragons were real, if you’d never seen them, even though you had a history book that told you that five hundred years ago, there were magicians and dragons?” he asked.  “There are still some civilizations and cultures that believe in magic, however, so not even that opinion holds for every human society.  People in the modern age still believe in the occult.  Creole cultures like those in the Caribbean and New Orleans believe in voodoo, and in Africa, they have witch doctors that profess to be able to use magic.  And who knows…maybe they can,” he said.  “Not even we dragons know everything about magic.  Who’s to say that the African witch doctors haven’t learned how to use magic, in their own way?  I’m sure the chromatics would love to go talk to them and find out.”

Eventually, finally, Walker called an end to the press conference, and they returned to the conference tent, remaining quiet and resting a bit as the staff herded the reporters back into the building, well away from them.  Only when the Secret Service reported that all reporters were back inside did they start talking again.  “I think that went fairly well,” Kammi broke the silence.

“I’m just glad I didn’t have to go to that one,” Jenny declared.


“I’m sure several reporters suspect that you might be the ambassador, Colonel,” Walker told her.  “You’ve been there at nearly every public appearance of the dragons.  I didn’t want you there for other reporters to make the same assumption.”


“We need to contact the council,” Kell said.


“Yancy’s already working on it.”


Moments later, they were all facing a wall-size monitor set up that held the faces of the council, who were all looking at the monitors and cameras set up in the center of the circle.  There were five cells on the screen, four of which held the wyrm and drake of a species and the fifth showing Trejem by himself.  They discussed the news conference, getting the council’s input on how Kell answered the questions, which they found more than acceptable. Kell had prepared for that conference, and knew how to answer virtually any question that the reporters might have asked.  They discussed his upcoming speech, and that took long enough for them to start running short on time.  Walker’s staff brought out a meal for all of them, setting up tables for Walker and the human delegation, steak and lobster for the humans and a large barrel of assorted fruits and vegetables for Kell and Kammi, providing them with some foods they hadn’t been able to enjoy recently on the island.  “I miss these so much,” Kammi said as she swallowed down a pawful of oranges.

“I can’t see how you can eat them with the rinds on,” Jenny said.


“The rinds are what make them tasty,” she replied.  “I think the insides of them are a bit gross.  That’s why I make sure I don’t bite into them.”


“That does take some getting used to.  Watching you eat, I mean,” Walker chuckled.  “It’s very strange to us that you don’t chew your food.”


“Trying to chew our food would make things a bit messy, Mister President,” she told him with a toothy grin.  “Our teeth are there to chop food up into pieces small enough to swallow.  Oh, and bite Price,” she added, which made Jenny laugh.

“You will never give that up, will you?”


“Never,” she replied in a tone so grave it made most of them crack up.


After the meal, it was almost time to go.  Kell was going to address Congress at 20:30, and they had to start the process of leaving at 19:30 so they could have everything ready and prepared by the time they got there.  They’d only be going a few blocks, but given how long it would take to arrange things both at the White House and at the Capitol, it would take just about the entire hour.  It was dark out when they came out of the tent, the reporters allowed to gather near where the trailers were waiting, so they seemed to move through a strobe of camera flashes in the cloudy, chilly, humid December night.  It took them so long to get to the vehicles that it was 20:00 by the time Kell climbed up into the trailer, and again wriggled his way around once the doors were closed.

The schedule was spot on, because it was 20:20 by the time they arrived at the Capitol, at the only entrance where Kell and Kammi could easily fit, a loading dock well hidden under the main building.  Walker, their security, and Jenny and the entourage gathered with them in the small warehouse beyond the dock, and after the Capitol Police gave them the go-ahead, they were escorted through the wide passageways of the Capitol towards the House chamber.  The place was probably completely packed, both on the floor and in the gallery above.  They reached the double doors leading in, and they waited while Walker’s people ensured they were ready.  Then the doors opened, and the Sergeant of Arms of the House gave the announcement.  “Madam Speaker, the President of the United States!”  Walker entered first, and directly behind him was Kell and Kammi, walking in single file.  Usually the Congressmen would crowd the entryway to shake Walker’s hand, but for this address, everyone remained seated, though they did applaud loudly.  The reason for that was simple; Kell and Kammi were too big for it be safe trying to crowd them.  One slip and fall into their path could get a Congressman stepped on, and given how much the two of them weighed, that could be potentially fatal.  They would be given the opportunity to greet Walker and the dragons on the way out, they’d been told, but even then they had to be careful not to crowd them too much.


The well was ready.  The same podium Kell used for the press conference was now sitting into the open well of the House chamber, in front of the dais holding the desks for the aides and Speaker’s box.  The Speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi, stood applauding as she stood beside Walker’s Vice President, a man named John Kasich, who had once been governor of Ohio.  Walker had kept Kasich out of the loop for most of the dragon matters, for reasons that only Walker really knew.  They council had approved of Walker’s decision, because as far as the dragons were concerned, the fewer people in the loop, the less chance that something would leak.  As it was, the circle of government officials that knew what was going on with the dragons numbered about forty, and almost all of them were in Walker’s main office or the State Department.  Walker kept things so confidential, not even his Vice President was kept in the loop…and that was probably because of Julia.  Ever since Julia had decided to train with the dragons, Walker had been exceptionally careful…because his wife was directly involved.  Kell and Kammi walked into the well and sat down to the side as Jenny and the others took their seats, and Walker climbed up to the podium where he would give a short address before turning the floor over to Kell.  “Ladies and gentlemen of the House and Senate, esteemed guests in the gallery, and to all watching around the world,” he began.  “Tonight I have the privilege of being the first President in the history of our nation to introduce to the Congress the representative of the dragons, the earth drake Kell, who has requested the honor of addressing this joint session.  I will now yield the floor to our guest,” he said, giving Kell a motion of his hand.

Kell padded to the podium, then reared up and sat on the base of his tail, giving himself a vertical base.  “Good evening,” he said.  “I am Kell of the earth drakes, a fact of which I’m sure everyone in this chamber knows by now,” he said dryly, which produced a few chuckles.  “The council of dragons decided that it was time for us to introduce ourselves formally to the world, and while I could have done so at the United Nations, we felt that that wasn’t the proper venue because of our past friction with the Chinese.  The Americans have been good friends to us since we first approached them over using Kilauea, so it was decided that it would only be proper to allow the world to get to know us a little better here, in the People’s House, and before an audience that wouldn’t start shouting me down in Mandarin,” he added, which produced even more chuckles.  “While you’ve probably seen one of us on television from the footage from Kilauea,  we realized that in all those press conferences and questions, you only got a small taste of what life is like for us.  So, let me describe to you a typical day in the life of a dragon.”

And he did just that.  Kell wanted to sound much more natural, so he didn’t use a prepared speech for it, only an outline of what he wanted to say.  He described a typical day on the island, not just for the earth dragons, but for all five races of dragon.  He described the daily work of the earth dragons from the perspective of a dragon that had done that work himself, but he also described the fishing of the water dragons with the same intimacy, revealing to the audience that he occupied a rather unique position in dragon society as an earth dragon trained by water dragons in the art of fishing, explaining the long friendship between his family and Shii’s pod as to how that would come about.  But, when he started getting into the daily activities of the sky, fire, and chromatics, he managed nearly the same level of comfortable familiarity, gained by having to spend so much time with the other dragons over the last few months.  He described the daily flights and patrols of the sky dragons over the ocean surrounding the island, their eternal vigil to protect the island by spotting ships and planes approaching it, then described the rather unusual daily routine of the fire dragons, since their role on the island meant they had more free time than just about any other race.  They spent a portion of their day exercising, practicing fang and claw combat, and studying magic, and some were assigned duties to perform by the council or by the elders of the fire dragons.  But most fire dragons had lots of spare time, which they occupied with television, personal hobbies, and sports…definitely sports, both dragon sports and human sports.  He made sure to mention that fire dragons were absolutely crazy about American football, and on Sunday mornings the island all but shook with roars from fire dragons as they watched their favorite teams play on TV.  But Kell stressed that their seemingly lazy lifestyle concealed the fact that they were eternally ready for battle, and the island gladly gave them that free time in return for the fact that they were the soldiers of the dragons, ready to fight and even die to defend the others.

And what tied all of those stories together except the earth dragons were the chromatics.  Kell described how the chromatics were engaged and involved with the other three races of magic-using dragons by acting as their teachers and tutors, how young magic-using dragons spent a portion of every day learning and practicing magic from both chromatic teachers and teachers from their own race, to teach them the special magical skills inherent to their race, and how many adults spent time with chromatic tutors expanding their magical skills, striving to reach their maximum potential in magic.  Kell described how, when not teaching other dragons, chromatics spent long days in their libraries studying both magic and other fields of interest, from history to science.  The entire world of the chromatics was knowledge, both gaining it and spreading it, and he gave them their due as the most dedicated of the dragons in their role.

After he wound through the tale, he returned to his prepared speech.  He praised the American government and its people for their friendliness, then went into more detail with regard to the trade deal, where the dragons would trade magical trinkets for items and supplies they needed, as well as provide magical assistance for American infrastructure projects, again noting their intent to create industrial electrical generators powered by magic instead of steam.  He painted a future world where magic would help ease the world’s dependence on hard to acquire and detrimental resources like oil and gas, where magic and technology were used in coordination to create a better life for both human and dragon alike.


“But that will come in time,” he told the chamber in a strong voice.  “Right now, we understand that things are too new, too unknown, for both you and us.  We all need time to get used to this new normal, the dragons need time to understand the modern world, and the modern world needs time to understand us and our magic.  That’s why we want to take things slow, small steps towards each other to give both you and us time to acclimate before we meet in the middle,” he told them.  “I’m certain that there are those among you that are against magic, for personal or religious reasons, and we can understand your apprehension.  Western society has a dim view of magic, either dismissing it as the fancy of flighty minds or as a sinister force powered by evil entities, and we understand that it’s going to take time, patience, and understanding for people to come to know magic as we dragons do.  We are patient, ladies and gentlemen, and are willing to take the time and effort to show those who are against magic that it is not what you believe it to be, that it is a natural force, not a supernatural force.  And in the meantime, we’ll do our best to be more open with you, give you the chance to understand us, to see us as more than simply large, intimidating creatures with really big fangs and unknown and frightening capabilities.  I can assure you, ladies and gentlemen, we only look scary,” he said in a voice that produced some chuckles.


“For that reason, we are extending an invitation to President Walker, First Lady Julia Walker, and Secretary of State Arlen Kent to visit the island and conduct talks with the dragon council in person, to give them the chance to see our home in return for the President’s generous invitation to allow us to see yours,” he announced.  “In addition to the President, First Lady, the Secretary, and a select number of support and security personnel to assist them, we will allow one three person team of journalists, a reporter, a cameraman, and a producer, to accompany the President on his visit, so the entire world can see our island and hopefully understand us a little better.   The specifics of the visit will be worked out with the President in the coming days, as will the selection of the media representatives that will accompany them.  It’s our hope that this visit helps solve many of the mysteries that humanity has about us, allows you to see us in much less formal circumstances,” he said easily.


“We’ll be taking a more technological approach to the issue as well.  As many of you know, the earth dragons have been studying the human world and its technology since the end of World War II, so we’re quite comfortable with the internet.  We’ve established an official presence on the internet in the form of a website and social media accounts, both official accounts representing the dragon council and personal accounts of individual dragons.  The personal accounts will explain who we are, what we do, and how we live, where the official council accounts will disseminate official positions and information from our government to the rest of the world.  Dragons from all five races now have social media accounts, and they’ll share their everyday experiences with the world through those accounts.  We’ve introduced ourselves to the world, ladies and gentlemen, and now we’re going to invite you to take a look into our homes and lives so you can get to know us better,” he announced.


“It’s our hope that this visit is the first of many to come,” he called.  “That our two worlds can find common ground and come together, to be the single world that we once were once again.  To reach that goal, we will need time, patience, and understanding, on both sides of the gulf that currently separates us.  But that can’t come to pass until this body passes the Dragon Rights Act,” he called.  “The agreements we’ve made with President Walker’s negotiating team hinge on Congress setting our legal status into law, and granting us the same civil rights as human beings on American soil.  The act makes it clear that dragons won’t be granted additional rights or privileges over human beings, outside of perhaps modifying a few FAA regulations to take into account that dragons can fly and will be sharing the sky with planes, and that dragons will be subject to the same laws that apply to human beings on American soil…except perhaps indecent exposure,” he said cheekily, which produced a few laughs.  “We don’t seek to put ourselves above the law, we only wish to be recognized as fellow sentient beings that receive the same basic rights that human beings enjoy.  Pass that law, ladies and gentlemen, and the world of magic will be open to you,” he told them, “at least in time.  It’s our hope that within two or three years, the chromatics will begin teaching the first class of human magicians.  And who knows, perhaps some of the people sitting in this chamber at this very moment will be part of that first class of magicians.  Our histories tell us that one out of every hundred humans has the gift to use magic, so it’s a simple matter of statistics to say that there are magicians sitting in this chamber right now,” he told them, which made quite a few of them start looking around in curiosity.  “But another part of the Dragon Rights Act makes it clear that magic will be part of the law, subject to it, and that the magic that you do may subject you to prosecution if you misuse it,” he said strongly.  “Using magic to burn down a house is just as much arson as pouring gasoline on it and lighting it with a match, and the punishment for doing either should be the same.  The act lays down the framework of how magic will be worked into the justice system, defining an act of magic against the will of the victim as assault, and any effects that magic may have as a crime equal to a non-magical act that produces the same result.  And we dragons fully support the implementation of that part of the act,” he declared in a powerful voice.  “Our own laws codify such actions, and we fully support the laws of human nations to do the same.  We understand that if we want to be welcomed back into the human world, we must abide by its laws, as should anyone who learns magic from us.


“There are other matters for this body to consider, that we dragons fully support and encourage you to consider.  You must decide where magic fits into the toolkit of law enforcement, for example, when a detective can legally use magic to investigate a crime and what he may do, and when the use of magic infringes on the rights afforded to witnesses and suspects by the Constitution.  But these kinds of laws can’t be written until you have a deeper understanding of magic.  That’s why, as the President stated in our press conference earlier today, copies of the magical primer that was given to the President and members of his negotiating team will be made available to every member of Congress, so you can learn more about how magic works and use that knowledge to decide how magic will fit into the American legal system.  We want you to approach magic with a critical eye so that you can best decide how it fits into your legal system and your society, to make magic work best for you, just as we dragons have rules and laws about magic that allows it to work best for us.  We are only the teachers, ladies and gentlemen, we have no right to tell you how to use the knowledge we are offering to you.  It’s up to you to decide how magic will be used within the boundaries of your nation, and it will fall upon this august body to make those decisions, to lay the groundwork with laws that define those boundaries.  We only ask that the decisions you make are informed ones.

“There’s much that we can offer to America, ladies and gentlemen, just as there is much you have to offer us.  It’s our hope that we can come together on equal ground and learn from each other, come to know each other, and hopefully in time, befriend each other.  Time, patience, and understanding can bring us together, and when that happens, we can accomplish great things together.  Thank you,” he said, in a voice that made it clear that he was done speaking, and to his relief, he was met with immediate and enthusiastic applause…but not from everyone.  Many on the Republican side of the chamber remained in their seats, did not applaud, and looked quite unhappy with what he had to say.

Walker was right.  He was going to face more opposition from the right wing zealots his own party than he would from anyone else, people like the Freedom Caucus.  They were the ones with the deepest bias against magic, based on their religious beliefs.  Or more to the point, a very narrow interpretation of those beliefs.  If the legislation passed in the Senate, it would do so by a coalition between Democrats and moderate Republicans.  In the House, it would pass much more easily, since the Democrats controlled the chamber.


The Secret Service detail took over, and in a surprisingly short amount of time, Kell, Kammi, and the President were escorted out of the chamber and hurried back down to the loading dock where the trailers were waiting.  They paused there for a moment before boarding the trailers, as Kell and Kammi shook hands—sort of—with President Walker.  According to the schedule, they would part there, with the dragons heading straight to the airport and Walker going back to the White House.  “That was a shorter speech than I expected, Kell, but I think it was a powerful one,” Walker told him as he shook his claw.


“Jussa wrote it, and I’ll be sure to tell him you thought it was good,” he smiled toothily, which made Walker chuckle.


“Water dragons are good at choosing their words,” Kammi injected, shaking Walker’s hand in turn.  “It was good to see you, Mister President.  And here’s hoping you get to come visit us real soon.”

“I’m really looking forward to it,” he said honestly.  “When will the dragons choose the journalists?”


“I think Jussa has a plan for that.  I think it’s going to involve sending all of the ones that want to be considered to Hawaii along with you, and they’ll be selected there just before you leave for the island.  That way the journalists can’t really prepare all that well.”


Walker laughed.  “Clever,” he said approvingly, patting Kammi on the side of her jaw.  “You two be good, and with luck, I’ll see you again soon.”


“This way, Mister President,” an agent prompted, motioning towards a door beside the loading dock.


Because the roads were cleared for them, they were back at Andrews and on the plane in about 45 minutes.  Yancy, Wilson, and Jenny came up the ramp behind them along with the SPs and the Secret Service agents, and as soon as the ramp was raised and locked, Jenny started taking off the belt of her Class A’s.  “God, these things are so uncomfortable,” she complained.


“Don’t starch them so much, silly,” Kammi chided.


“You’re telling a Marine not to starch her uniform?  Are you mad, Kammi?” she protested, which made her laugh.


The plane was in the air about ten minutes after the ramp closed, and all three of their friends took advantage of the sleeper cabins to change into much more relaxed clothing.  They sat on the back row of the seats to be near Kell and Kammi and discussed the speech, Kell listening carefully to Yancy’s opinions and observations.  He may look young and a bit naïve, but Yancy had all his years of experience, and he was a very observant and savvy man.  “Did you see the expressions of some of the Congressmen?” Kammi asked.  “If they’d have had guns, they probably woulda tried to shoot us right there in the well.”

“The President wasn’t kidding about the opposition he’s been getting from his own party,” Yancy grunted.  “I’ve been out of the loop since moving to Imakaii, but I know burning hatred when I see it.  I’d bet that there’s been some major shouting matches over the phone between Walker and those legislators.”


“You think they have the votes to kill the act?” Kammi asked.


Yancy shook his head.  “The Dems control the house, and there are too many moderate Republican Senators to kill it there,” he answered.  “The only way it could go down is if McConnell refuses to put it on the floor. And if he does that, he’ll lose his position as Majority Leader.”


“Why is that?” Jenny asked.


“Because three Republican Senators have threatened to change parties if he tries,” he answered.  “If they do, the Democrats take control of the Senate.  All three have said that this legislation is too important to play politics over, and they’re not gonna let him throw a wrench into it.”


“I’ll bet old turtle face was screaming in his office after hearing that,” Kammi laughed.  “He is like the worst Senator ever.”


“He’ll do everything he can to torpedo the bill short of refusing to put it on the floor,” Yancy predicted.  “He could lose re-election if he allows it to pass due to the large number of religious wingnuts in Kentucky, but if he doesn’t let the Senate vote on it, he’ll lose his majority leadership.  And it couldn’t have happened to a nicer dick,” he declared, a hint of his old gravelly voice peeking through.  “I’ve met the man before, and he’s the ultimate politician.  A complete snake and as untrustworthy as the devil.  And he’s never liked Walker, because Walker put him in his place during the election campaign after McConnell called him a RINO,” he said with a dark chuckle.


“So, it sounds like Washington politicians are gonna be their usual greasy selves,” Kammi noted lightly.

“And validate Churchill,” Kell added.


“Huh?” Jenny asked.


“Churchill once said that America could be counted upon to do the right thing, after they exhausted all other possible options,” he said, which made Jenny laugh.  “So, things are looking favorable for the bill, that’s good.”


“We should turn on the TV and see what the pundits are saying about the speech,” Jenny prompted.


“That’ll depend entirely on which network you turn on,” Kell said.


Kell was prophetic in that regard.  The pundits on CNN, MSNBC, the BBC, Sky News, Al Jazeera, Channel One, and NHK were fair in their analysis, pointing out some potential pitfalls in his speech while also considering its content.  But Fox News, who had Gloria Brenner anchoring the post-speech coverage, was all but breathing fire, accusing the dragons of trying to cajole humanity into accepting satanic magic into mainstream society.  Brenner was probably the most virulently opposed to magic of all the TV personalities, and the views she’d adopted to mirror her viewers were evident in her rant as the other three journalists at the table looked on at her with mixtures of shock and embarrassment.

“Well, I see who’s not getting the invite to the island,” Kammi said with dark humor as they listened to another pundit at the table try to interrupt Brenner’s tirade, but the woman just kept talking over him to point where she was shouting.  “And that’s not exactly a good sign.  Brenner’s usually nothing but a chameleon, taking whatever stance is most popular with the right wing base,” she added.  “If she’s that opposed to us, that means they are too.”


“They’re only about twenty percent of the population,” Jenny said reassuringly.

“What you’re overlooking is that the crazies are disproportionately represented in Congress, due to them primarying the moderates,” Kell said soberly.  “But I agree with Yancy.  I think the bill will pass, but it will be a close vote.  Particularly in the Senate.”

“I think the council has its work cut out for it,” Wilson finally said.  But that was normal for him.  “They may never convince people like her to see that magic isn’t what they think it is.  They believe what they want to believe and they don’t care about the truth.”

“Then perhaps Gloria Brenner is exactly the journalist that should be invited to the island,” Kell mused.  “Because that would mean that she’s a magician.  They won’t allow any human on the island that’s not a magician, Tom.  That’s why the dragons are choosing the press crew, so the chromatics can identify the magicians among the applicants.  If it turns out she’s a magician, it may change her outlook a little bit.”


“That would be rich,” Kammi laughed.  “And if it got out that she’s a magician, she wouldn’t be welcome among the very base she parrots.”


“Ironic justice,” Jenny chuckled.


“More like karma,” Yancy grunted.


“Karma is only a bitch when you are,” Kell quipped, which made them chuckle.

“Kell,” Jussa’s voice came over the message band on his horn.


“Hold up, Jussa just contacted me,” he warned, putting a finger to the band.  “I hear you, esteemed council member,” he answered.


“Are you in the air?”

“Yes, we’re airborne and heading back for Honolulu now,” he answered.  “I’m sorry I didn’t contact you immediately.  We’re discussing the potential human reaction to the speech.  I was going to contact you with our observations when we were done.”


“That’s what we want to talk about.  Can Jenny set up the video conferencing program while the plane’s in the air?”

“This plane, yes she can,” he answered.  “It has a satellite uplink.  Jenny, Yancy, the council wants us to teleconference in,” he told them.

“Not a problem, Kell.  Tell Jussa we’ll be ready in about twenty minutes,” she replied standing up.  “Tom, can you grab my laptop?”


“Sure thing, Mookie,” he replied.


About twenty minutes later, they were added to a teleconference with the council, Walker, and Kent and Ross in different windows.  Jenny set up the camera so it got a view of all of them, and the monitor they were using was one of the large ones that was attached to the ceiling of the cargo hold and swung down. They then spent nearly three hours discussing Kell’s speeches and the press conference in some detail, as well as their plan to bring Walker to the island in an official capacity to let the world see more of dragon culture.  “We’re going to handle the security situation by using the Hunters as pretend Secret Service agents,” Walker told them.  “They’re military men and most of them aren’t known to the press or public, so they can pass as agents fairly easily.  We’re going to bring them back from Imakaii and have them undergo training with the service, training them in how things are done so they don’t arouse suspicion.  That way we keep everything inside the family, as it were.”

“That does solve the problem,” Jussa nodded.  “How are you going to get down here?”


“We need to talk to you about that,” he said.  “Would it be within the realm of possibility for the sky dragons to safely land a jet on the island?”


The camera swung over to Faralla and Hinado.  “Easily,” he replied.  “A flight can capture it in a net of solid air and set it down anywhere on the island the council decides.  We can get it back in the air the same way, though that will depend on the skill of the pilot.  He’d be taking over control after the sky dragons get the plane back into the air and up to a safe flying speed.”


“Then I think we need to organize some training sessions,” Walker said.  “I can arrange a military C-130 or C-141 to fly us down from Hawaii.  It will have all the cargo and passenger space we need, and we should be able to find pilots rated for it that are magicians.  I rather doubt that the entire crew that mans Air Force One are all magicians,” he said.  “This way we only need to find two pilots, and since those are common planes in both the Navy and Air Force inventories, we should be able to easily find two rated pilots that are magicians.”

“Send your potential pilots to the Pearl Harbor Naval base, Mister President.  We can screen them and find two magicians, then a flight of sky dragons can train with them in getting the plane safely on the ground and safely back into the air.” 


“So, we just need to organize exactly when and how we’re going to screen the journalists,” Kent said.


“We’ve already identified nine magicians among the journalists that attended the press conference,” Jussa said.  “The sky dragons that were acting as protection for Kell and Kammi did it for us.  They also identified all the magicians among the staff that works in the White House, from your aides to Secret Service agents to the custodians and food preparers.  Chief Ferroth has a list of their names that he should be sending to you any time now, Arlen.  You can select people from that list to accompany you to act as your personal staff, and as far as the reporters go, we’ll confer with you in choosing the three we’ll allow onto the island.  That way we select ones not hostile to either Walker’s administration or us.”


“That takes care of the reporter, but we’ll need to identify a cameraman and producer as well,” Kell told them.  “But they don’t necessarily all have to be from the same network.”


“There are both on the White House grounds almost all the time,” Walker said.  “Council member Jussa, we can send you pictures of the camera operators and producers that work in the White House.  Can the sky dragons identify them by sight from a distance and also determine which are magicians?”


“They already have, Mister President, there’s no doubt that they were identified when the sky dragons assensed everyone coming and going from the White House grounds,” Hinado answered.  “Chief Ferroth has identified every face the sky dragons identified as a magician, which will include the members of the press.  We’ll have him compile a list of cameramen and producers that are magicians and send that to you as well.”


“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Walker affirmed.  “And I like your idea, Jussa.  We can select the press detachment before we even leave for Hawaii.  And that about covers all the important points.  I do have to say, esteemed council members, I’m very much looking forward to seeing you and the island again,” he smiled.  “And this time I’ll be able to do it openly.  You wouldn’t believe how hard it was for my staff to hide my first visit,” he laughed.  “But they managed to do it.  I was so proud of them.”

“A question, Jussa,” Kent said.  “Did the sky dragons identify the members of Congress that are magicians?”


“They have, and Chief Ferroth has already sent us a report on each of them,” he answered.  “They identified sixteen magicians from the House and three from the Senate.  We can send you that list, and a copy of the report Ferroth sent concerning them.”


“If you would, please,” he said.


“Not just to Arlen, I want a copy of that as well, if you don’t mind,” Walker said.  “I’d like to know which members of Congress are magicians and what the dragons found out about them.”


“We’ll send it to Imakaii on the sea plane and they can send it on to you,” Jussa nodded.  “The plane is still here, it’s scheduled to leave in about four hours.”

“Then I’d say we’ve covered about everything,” Walker said.  “Besides, it’s late and I’ve had a long day, so I’m going to get some sleep.  Good night to you all, and good work, Yancy, Colonel, Major.”


“Very well, Mister President.  We’ll see you at our next scheduled conference.”


He nodded, and his picture winked off the screen.


“We’ll end this now, so everyone can get some much needed rest,” Jussa said.  “Arlen, Ross, we’ll talk tomorrow.”


“At the scheduled time, esteemed council member,” Kent nodded.


The conference broke up, which caused Jenny, Wilson, and Yancy to turn back to Kell and Kammi in their seats.  “I had no idea the sky dragons did that,” Jenny said.  “That was clever.”


“Chief asked them to identify as many magicians in America’s political system as they could while they were here,” Kammi told her.


“How did they get that info back so fast?  Aren’t the dragons following the plane?” Wilson asked.


“Sky dragons can send images by magical message,” Kell told him, reaching up and tapping the message band on his horn.  “They’re the only dragons that can, not even the chromatics can do it.  No doubt they sent images of every face they identified as belonging to a magician to Irago, he produced visual images of them that the department dragons could see, and they ID’d them…probably by the boring process of scrolling through thousands of pictures of politicians, press, and political aides and staffers.”


“Glad I didn’t get tagged for that,” Kammi chuckled.


“Why not just show the image to a facial recognition program?”


“Because cameras can’t see magical illusions.  Or more to the point, only living things can actually make sense of them,” Kell answered.  “Take a picture of a magical image or look at one through a camera and all you see is chaos.  Record a voice magical message, and all you hear in the playback is gibberish.  Magic and technology will mix in some ways, but not in others, mainly because machines aren’t alive.  And only a living thing can comprehend some aspects of magic.”


“Yeah.  When chromatics scry, they can’t read anything that’s displayed on a video monitor or was produced artificially,” Kammi added.  “So chromatics can’t see the letters printed on the keys of a computer keyboard, or read a report printed on paper by a printer, but they can read a letter someone wrote by hand or a slate that was etched by a dragon’s claw.  That’s how we got around the chromatics in the department before we all became friends,” she laughed.  “Everything was on a screen or printed off a printer.  We spoke English because the chromatics didn’t know it, which got around them eavesdropping on us.  And if it was top secret, it was only displayed on infragraphic monitors so only we could see it.”


“Huh,” Wilson grunted.  “I remember Hinado talking about that, but I didn’t think it made such a difference.”


“That’s what makes the spell cloaking the island so powerful,” Kell added.  “It is coherent when pictures are taken of it, else satellite images of the island would show a patch of pure insanity where the island is.”


“I wonder how they pulled that off,” Yancy grunted.


“Easy.  The sky dragons effected change in the air above and around the island. It’s not an illusion, it’s sky dragons using one of their racial abilities on the air that they control through another of their racial abilities,” Jenny answered.  “They changed the nature of the air itself above the island so the island can’t be photographed, can’t be seen even by someone in a boat just off shore.  The light reflecting off the island that makes it visible has to go through the air above and around it, and the air changes the light, rearranges it to hide the island.  Just like how the golden circle on Council Aerie can change sound vibrations, rearrange them to make it sound like someone speaking draconic is speaking English.  What the sky dragons did is a physical effect, not purely a magical one, and that means that cameras can see it.  And the other side of that spell is in the ground, fixing it so only those standing on the island, or have stood on the island, can see through what they’ve done.  Once we touch the island, the spell no longer affects us.”


“That’s actually very close to how it works,” Kell said with an admiring look at her.  “You’re getting pretty good at this stuff, Jenny.”

“I’ve been studying,” Jenny said with a grin.  “I love magic, Kell, and the more I read, the more Hinado teaches me, the more I want to learn about it.  I haven’t been fascinated by a subject like this since I got into computers.”


“Julia’s the same,” Yancy said.  “She’s almost obsessed with learning about magic.”


“Yeah, she makes me look like a slacker,” Jenny laughed ruefully.


“What about you, Yancy, Tom?  Does it have your interest like that?” Kammi asked curiously.


“Yeah, but not quite to their extreme,” he said, pointing at Jenny.  “I want to learn, but I’m not staying up all night every night reading books the way Julia is.  I think the first one of us that pulls off casting a spell will be Julia.”


“No doubt there,” Wilson agreed.  “I think it’s interesting and all, but since I’m not as magic as they are, I figure I’ll learn what I can learn and go with it,” he shrugged.


“You don’t need to be magical to be cool, Tom,” Kammi grinned toothily.  “I mean, look at us earth dragons.  We get by just fine on our breath weapons, flight, and our growing magic. And thank you for supplying it to us, by the way,” she added with a laugh.  “I’m still learning how to use mine, but I already think it’s awesome.”


“We’re not bonded to you, silly,” Jenny told her.  “Kell is our dragon.”

“You mean you’re my humans,” he corrected with a sly smile.


“No,” she retorted playfully.  “Ownership is decided by a vote of the majority.  There are seventeen of us and one of you, therefore you are outvoted.  That means you belong to us.”


He had to laugh at that.


“I’m just issuing a general statement of gratitude to humanity in general,” Kammi continued lightly.  “Without humans to enslave, we wouldn’t be able to do what we can do.”


“Yeah, try to order me around, Kammi,” Jenny taunted, which made her laugh.


“I’ll let Kell do that.  You are his human,” she winked.


“Have you learned how to fly yet?” Yancy asked.


“I’m getting there, but I don’t have the wing strength to stay airborne more than a few minutes,” she answered.  “Let’s just say that when I am up in the air, I don’t crash into anything as long as I’m very careful.  I won’t be doing barrel rolls anytime soon, but at least right now I can fly in a straight line and not look like I’m drunk.”


“What are the people bound to you like?” Wilson asked.


“They’re a widespread bunch,” Kammi replied.  “Not like you guys.  They’re like a cross section of human society, a few older ones, a few younger ones, some wealthy ones and poor ones, some college educated ones and some that dropped out of high school.  Last time I talked to one of them, though, they said that they’ve formed something of a friendship with each other despite them being from such different backgrounds.  Rose said that the one thing they all have in common is me, and it was enough to bring them together,” she chuckled.


“That answers my other question,” Wilson said.  “I wasn’t sure if you talked to them.”


“I have all their phone numbers,” she grinned.  “Rose is the one I talk to the most.  She’s a middle age mother whose kids have all grown up—well, she’s young again now—and she’s like a typical mom.  I’m like her new daughter, and she likes to keep up with me.”


“The others are the same,” Kell said.  “We fully understand that we have you to thank for being able to fly, and we don’t forget it.”


“We get something out of it too, Kell,” Jenny laughed, touching her youthful face.  “It’s a fair trade if you ask me.  You get something you want, we get something we want.”


“The best kind of deal,” Kammi agreed, then she yawned.  “I think Walker had the right idea, guys.  I’m getting tired.  It’s been a long day.”

“Amen to that,” Jenny said.

They broke up and retired, Jenny and the others to the sleeper cabins and Kell and Kammi to a pile of mats near the bulkhead of the cargo area.  There was going to be a lot to do when they got back, from reports to the council to more training and practice with both flying and magic, but Kell was looking forward to it.  They were entering the next phase in the council’s plan to bring magic back to the world, going from operating in the shadows with only America to being more open and recruiting more nations into the plan.  It all hinged on the human nations granting the dragons the legal status they demanded, but he had the feeling that that wasn’t going to be a problem in many nations…but would be impossible in others.  The European nations would most likely pass those laws quickly and easily, but religious and fundamentalist nations like Saudi Arabia, for example, would reject magic.  There was also the question of how the Catholic Church was going to respond, which thus far was still a mystery.  There was not a word from Pope Francis about magic, and the Pope directed policy for a church that had over a billion members.


Only time would tell how things would go.  But for Kell, and Kammi, there was more than enough to do that had nothing to do with the outside world.  There was more for them to learn about their awakened magic, he was sure of it, and he was looking forward to making those discoveries.  He was eager to learn everything there was to know about being an earth dragon, then helping his family and friends and the others of his race to achieve their maximum potential.


In time, it would happen. And earth dragons were anything if not patient.
