Chapter 27

4 October 2017, 21:09 DMT; Gaia’s Talons

He honestly had no idea how to feel about this.


Kell was perched on the top of one of the five rocky spires that abruptly rose up from the ocean, the remnants of a volcano that had exploded and destroyed itself hundreds of thousands of years ago.  All that was left was the five spires that curled jaggedly inward, like some gigantic titanic forepaw reaching up from the depths to close around some imaginary object.  The formation was known as Gaia’s Talons, and it was about 30 kilometers south of the island.  This was going to be his first night of flying training, and the council had arranged everything.  They’d be doing this at night over the next few weeks, and the water dragons had already been ordered to avoid the area around the Talons, so they’d be doing it in privacy and secrecy.


It had taken a few days to set up, but it certainly wasn’t because the council disapproved of the idea.  That little twerp Kammi had broached it to Anthra, and she’s taken it from there.

As for Kell, he had…well, he didn’t know exactly what he should feel.  The idea of being able to fly still wasn’t something he’d entirely processed, like he was living in some hatchling dream, and here he was about to learn how to do it.  He’d actually be flying tonight, as in real flying, not just flapping his wings hard enough to pick himself up off the ground.  He had no idea what to expect, so he had no idea how he was going to react to it.  This was unexplored territory here.  But, as a field agent, he was ready for the unexplored.  That was what they did.  He’d do his best because he wouldn’t be able to tolerate himself doing any less than his best, then worry about how it made him feel afterward.

Above him, Hinado and Faralla both hovered in midair, wearing precious and very valuable night sight goggles.  They only had three pairs of them, so losing even one would be a terrible waste.  Hinado had spent most of the day over at the island teaching the humans, and now he was here doing this.  But he had no intention of missing it, so he was going to have a very long day.  It had to be either Hinado or Faralla anyway, since only the council, Kammi, and Ferroth knew about this.  With the sky wrym right over him, Kell was again reminded about how big sky dragons were.  They just didn’t seem quite so big because they were so slender.

“The first thing you have to understand, Kell, is that your swimming skill will help you understand the basics, but they’re going to hold you back once you get the hang of it,” Faralla began.  “Swimming is vaguely similar to flying, but the fact that water is much more dense than air means that the maneuvers you learned swimming don’t work the same way in the air.  In reality, the water dragons would be much better flyers if they practiced more, but the simple fact of the matter is, they’re too stubborn about treating flying like swimming through the air.  It’s almost like they think that learning the difference between the two will make them poorer swimmers or something,” he said with a snort of disapproval.


“So, some of the things we’re going to teach you, Kell, you already know as a swimmer.  But the execution of those moves is going to be different in the air,” Hinado continued.  “And for you, it’s also going to be a little more difficult because your tail isn’t exactly aerodynamic.  You’re going to have to really practice your turns to get proficient.  Unlike the water, flying is much more tail-intensive.”


“At least water dragons have their flukes, those help in the air,” Faralla nodded.  “What that means for you, Kell, is you’re not going to be very maneuverable.  There are some tricks we can teach you to increase your agility in the air using only your wings, but you’re never going to exactly be graceful in the air.  So be careful.”


“Are you ready?” Hinado asked.


“I’m ready,” Kell answered.


“Then let’s start.”


And so, they began.  Kell spent nearly half the night sitting there on his perch learning the art of flying not by doing it, but by studying it as a science.  The two sky dragons conjured up illusions almost like a school chalkboard and explained the science of flight to him, teaching him terms like drag, lift, angle of attack, terms he already knew, but having them all presented to him as a whole so he could see how each affected the other in a practical situation.  And once they finished explaining things, they started him on the practical side of things…just not on his own.  Instead of having him just try to take off from the spire, Hinado instead picked him up and carried him as they had him open his wings, and Faralla explained everything he was feeling as Hinado carried him around.  And that helped.  To feel the air pressure on his wings and have one of the sky dragons explain what he was feeling, to feel the force of banking, to feel how moving his tail affected his direction, it tied in with the lessons and showed him how things worked. 

But even that wasn’t enough for the sky dragons.  After carrying him around, they had him land on the spire and hold himself down as he practiced flapping his wings, having him do what he thought he needed to do to go straight, or bank, or climb, or dive.  The two of them analyzed his wing movements and corrected them, then had him practice those wing movements while his claws kept him anchored to the spire for literally the entire night.


And that exercise told him much, especially how correct they were about water dragons.  The wing movements they taught him were similar to swimming maneuvers, but since water was so much denser than air and gave a dragon much more buoyancy, the wing movements to produce a similar motion in the water were much more subtle.  He could see how water dragons would be less nimble in the air because of their skill in swimming, since those subtle differences between air and water were just close enough for them to not want to learn them, for fear that it might make them poorer swimmers.  So, they lived with less skilled flying to maintain their swimming proficiency.  Kell himself suffered the same problem, constantly trying to do things as if he were in the water, and he got constantly chided for it from both of his teachers.  They drilled him constantly until he started doing it right, but it wasn’t easy.  He’d been doing things the swimming way for years, and to suddenly have to do them a different way, well, it wasn’t easy.  But, where he had a wing up on the water dragons, he didn’t spend most of his time in the water, so learning a different technique didn’t go against everything he’d been doing since he was hatched.  He was able to learn, to adapt, and he made significant progress over the night.

As the sun rose, he decided to broach the subject with them, and both of them chuckled.  “You’re not ready to fly yet, Kell,” Faralla told him.  “When you master the wing movements for basic maneuvers, then you’ll be ready.”


“We know you won’t be hurt if you crash into the ocean, Kell, but flying is more about confidence than it is about skill,” Hinado agreed.  “If you constantly crash, you’re going to get discouraged, but what’s more, you’re going to get tentative.  Flying is not for the meek.  Again, this is why we think the water dragons aren’t as good flyers as they could be.  They’re overly cautious by nature, so they don’t take the risks they need to in order to learn effective flying techniques.  So, they learn bad habits as hatchlings and never try to correct them.  We’re not going to let you start off with bad habits that we’ll have to break later,” he declared.


“You’re the professionals,” Kell said with a shrug of his wings as Hinado put a paw on his back and picked him up off the spire.


After his morning examination by the chromatic sages, which found nothing new, he was dropped off at his burrow.  Kammi was laying at the entrance, and she almost bounded around him like an exuberant puppy when his paws his the ground.  “Come inside, quick!” she declared, then dragged him down the ramp as an amused Hinado watched them descend.  “What was it like?  Did you go far?  How—“


“Slow down, silly hatchling,” he chided.  “I never left the rock spire.”


“What?  What did you do all night?” she challenged.


“Classroom instruction, basically,” he answered.


“What?  They made you sit there and listen to lectures all night?”


“Not entirely.  I’ll explain it while we eat, then I’m going to sleep.  I’m tired.”


In the burrow, he explained the night to her as they ate breakfast, and she pestered him for every single detail…mainly so she could start practicing on her own.  He made sure to describe the sense of familiarity he got from their wing movement lessons, similar to swimming, but just different enough to cause him problems.  “At first I thought it would be just like swimming through the air…and a few of the movements kinda are,” he said as he finished a breakfast of beets and potatoes.  “But as soon as you try to turn or change your altitude, it suddenly becomes completely different.”


“How would you know, they didn’t even let you try,” Kammi fumed a bit.


“I’m in no hurry,” he shrugged.


“Well, I am,” she grinned.  “I wonder how long it’s gonna take the council to start searching for more magicians.”


“I’m not sure, but Hinado did let something slip last night.”


“What?”


“They’re going to be creating a scion in two weeks, during some astrological event that will empower magic to the point where they can pull it off,” he answered.  “And they’re creating a second one on the solstice on December.”


“We need at least one back up and running,” she nodded. “Are they putting them down in the city?”

He shook his head.  “They thought about it, but the sages said that they won’t work down there.  They have to be above ground, but they’re not putting them up on the aerie again.  So they’re going to put the first one here in Dawnmist, right by where the tunnel down to Sanctuary City comes out.”


“Wow, that’s right on the edge of Patron’s farm,” Kammi realized.


“We’ll be able to see it from the north slope.  Maybe even from the roof of Jenny’s house,” he nodded.  “The second will be put in Long Hill Village, and the third one they intend to create will be placed at Darkwood Village, but they don’t have a solid date for that one yet.  When they have all three up, that puts a scion on each side of the volcanoes, and fairly centrally located for each side, and a scion as close to Sanctuary City as they can get it.”


“Making it easy for us to reach them,” Kammi mused, to which he nodded.

“Once they have a scion up, it’ll make getting back and forth to Imakaii easy,” he mused.  “I think that’s why they’re pushing it to create one before the solstice.  Hinado said they can do it, but it’s gonna wipe all of them out the way restoring the cloaking magic around the island did.  And then they wipe themselves out again with the second scion.”


“Well, it proves they’re serious about keeping us safe,” Kammi chuckled.


Him having to do lessons didn’t excuse him from his real job, so he walked into the department office right behind Kammi not long after breakfast.  He settled in at his terminal and got down to business, and that business was keeping an eye on China.  They were still reeling from the devastating attack the department laid on them a couple of days ago, and they still hadn’t recovered.  The virus that allowed the dragons to take over their entire intranet was still running rampant through their system, since just a single infected device that was turned off when the Chinese tried to purge it could reinfect the entire intranet once it was turned back on.  It was the self-replicating and spreading nature of the program that was causing the Chinese so much heartburn, and had thus far thwarted their IT gurus’ six different attempts to purge their intranet of the program and regain control.


It was all their fault.  They were the ones that wrote their spyware in such a way that allowed a program like that to work against them in the first place.


It wasn’t just computers that was giving their government problems, either.  The civil unrest in some of China’s largest cities was still happening, though now that the government could call in the military, many of the protests had been forcibly quelled…and the images of that bloody crackdown were spreading through China in the windows when the intranet’s censor filters were disabled due to the program.  Each violent crackdown caused more protests to flare up, protesting the brutality of the crackdowns, and that incited the government to get even more violent in response.  Things were starting to spiral out of control, and if the Chinese government didn’t back off, they were going to cause a full-out revolt.


The other field agents spent almost the entire day keeping a very close eye on everything China was doing, both visibly and behind the scenes, but they took no direct action.  Though the program was still wreaking havoc on their intranet, that was the program doing what it was written to do, and it was up to the Chinese IT professionals to fix it their own damn selves.  While they were doing that, Kell was primarily combing through the data the bomb team pulled out of the Chinese military network. Since Kell spoke the best Mandarin in the department, he was the best choice to go through that data, where an accurate translation was absolutely necessary to get good intelligence.  There were also some new reports from the technicians going through the Mao Tse Tung and its fighters before they dismantled the ship for its steel and other resources, adding even more data for Kell to pore through.


He had so much work to go through, he barely had any sleep at all before Hinado picked him up at sunset and carried him out to Gaia’s Talons.  He yawned widely as he was set down on a flat spot at the top of the tallest spire.  “You sleep at all today, Kell?” Faralla asked.


“A little,” he replied.  “We’ve got too much going on for me to get out of work.  But I’ll be alright.  Earth dragons can deal with losing a little sleep.  We’re tough,” he said lightly.


“Well, we’re about to find out if you’re as brave as you are tough,” Faralla answered, lowering the precious night vision goggles he was given over his eyes.  “Given how well you did yesterday, you may be ready to try your first flight by midnight.”


“That’s going to depend on how well you do right now, though,” Hinado added.  “Let’s get started.”


They again went through all the wing movements he was taught the night before, and Kell acquitted himself nicely, proving that earth dragons were quite athletic, and Kell more so than most due to his job and his skill in swimming.  He was able to accurately reproduce the wing movements they taught him without backsliding into the swimming forms.

After a few hours, they started to teach him actual flying…they just didn’t let him actually fly.  “You know how to glide, Kell, so we’re going to start there with the most important thing you can possibly learn,” Faralla said as Hinado picked him up off the spire.  “How to slow down.”


“You mean like stalling out when I glide?” Kell asked.


“Exactly,” Faralla nodded.  “For you, it’s much safer for you to arrest your forward airspeed, stall, and then recover from a stall fall than to crash headlong into something,  That’s something I’ve seen earth dragons do while gliding, so I’m fairly sure you’re familiar with the maneuver already.”


“Yeah, it’s part of the training we get in gliding.  Any earth dragon can do it,” Kell nodded.


“Alright, let’s see how well you do.  If we’re confident you can slow yourself down, then you’ll be giving this your first real try.”


“Alright.”


Hinado carried him up nearly a thousand meters, and then sped up to about the speed an earth dragon glided and let Kell go…and as soon as he did, Kell realized that he wasn’t descending nearly as fast as an earth dragon should.  Earth dragons lost nearly a meter of altitude for every meter they traveled forward, and Kell was not.  He was barely losing half a meter for every meter he traveled forward.  The magic that infused him that allowed him to fly even affected his gliding, just as he suspected it would, causing him to soar along without flapping his wings and lose altitude very slowly, thanks to a very gentle updraft wafting up off the surface of the water below.  The two of them moved with him as he achieved a more realistic glide angle for an earth dragon to maximize his speed without diving, then he demonstrated the air brake maneuver he’d learned as a juvenile, when Keth and Kanna taught him how to glide.  He pulled up, his wings filled with air as he ascended slightly and slowed down, then he tilted his wings and dropped sharply, descending before he completely stalled.  He pulled out of the sharp dive and again assumed an optimum glide angle.


“Very smooth, Kell.  I had no idea you were so good at gliding,” Faralla complemented.


“I do it a lot more than most earth dragons,” he replied modestly.  “So I get way more practice.”

“Well, after what I just saw, I think you’re ready,” Faralla said as they descended towards the water.  “Pull up again, and this time, try to fly forward once you level out.”


“Alright,” he said, taking in a deep breath and tilting his wings to both slow down and ascend, the stalling maneuver earth dragons used when gliding, primarily used to slow down in preparation to land.  He felt no anxiety or anticipation or anything as he felt himself slow, no eagerness or any other emotion, because he was too busy thinking about what he had to do to worry about how it might make him feel.  When he felt himself start to ascend slightly, he snapped his wings up, tilted them for maximum lift the way they taught him, then raked them down with great force.  He felt himself surge forward, almost like gliding, but he wasn’t descending the way it usually felt.  He beat his wings again, and again, and yet again, and he started to realize that he was staying level, he was staying aloft.


He was flying.  He was actually flying!


And that was when he lost his concentration.  The sudden surge of surprise swirled through his mind and made him lose his focus, and that caused him to lose his bearings.  He didn’t realize he was tilting to the left until he was nearly sideways, and he was so scattered by the sudden emotional reaction that it dulled his usual quick response.  He turned completely over and couldn’t remember how to right himself, and since he was still trying to hold himself up against gravity, all that work was now being applied in the same direction as gravity, and that caused him to suddenly dive right at the ocean “above” his eyes.  He lost his sense of orientation, couldn’t tell which way was up, and for a fleeting moment he couldn’t understand why the ocean was suddenly over his head.


The sky dragons didn’t intervene.  They followed him as he plummeted towards the surface of the ocean, let him try to figure it out and correct it himself.  It took him a moment, but Kell finally realized that he was falling, he was nose down towards the ocean, and he remembered the lessons they gave him in how to pull out of a full power dive.


And he would have done so, if he wouldn’t have run out of air.


The splash when his belly hit the water was impressively loud and spectacular, a veritable fountain of water geysering into the air as his head, legs, and belly plowed a deep furrow out of the water, then he went under.  And the instant he was surrounded by water, years of swimming took over.  He nosed down to fully own the dive, then he curled around and up and beat his wings down, accelerating him up towards the surface.  He erupted from the water before the spray from his collision fully returned to the sea, causing him to rise up through the tail end of it, and he gave a powerful downstroke of his wings and pulled himself higher into the air.  And higher.  And higher still.  He then leveled out the way they taught him, and this time, he concentrated very hard on what he was feeling on his wings, how the wind was playing over his head and tail, feeling for those warning signs that he was drifting off course.  After just seconds in the air, he could already feel the effort in his wings and chest as his wings worked harder than they ever had before, even harder than when he swam, to keep him level and stable in the air.


In a very short time, a stark truth hit him.  Flying was hard.  Not just a lot of work, but it took so much concentration and effort to keep himself flying in a straight line, he almost felt like it wasn’t worth the effort.  But then again, he’d felt the same way when the pod taught him how to swim when he was a hatchling, how hard it seemed to him, how scary because he was under the water.


The council was right.  Anthra was right.  Kell might be the only earth dragon alive who had wings strong enough to fly, at least as things were right now.  Keth and Kanna might be able to do it, Kammi…probably not, but fairly close.  Because of his status as the mud dragon, Kell was the only earth dragon who had enough wing power to get off the ground.


“Nice recovery, Kell,” Faralla complemented as he came up to him, then he laughed.  “I’ve never seen you look so serious.”


“This is hard,” Kell said in a voice of intense concentration, focusing every fiber of his being on one objective, one goal; flying in a straight line.


“It’ll get easier, Kell,” Hinado assured him.  “Flying is a skill, and like any skill, it gets easier and easier as you become proficient.”

“Let’s try a turn,” Faralla suggested.  “Get ready to execute a gentle banking turn to the left, Kell.  Remember the wing movements?”


“I do,” he replied in that same voice.


“Alright, let’s give it a try.”


Kell turned, all right…straight into the ocean.  He lost control the instant he stopped trying to fly straight, and again he couldn’t figure out how to correct before he hit the water. But again, he was barely in the water for a second, again diving down and then erupting from the water, almost like a water dragon, and used that slingshot out of the water to get up enough speed to stay airborne.

“He was definitely the best choice for this,” Faralla noted to Hinado.  “His swimming skill lets him execute a water takeoff like a water dragon.  Alright, Kell, let’s get some altitude before we try again.  That should give you time to correct if you lose control again.”


It didn’t help very much.  Over the next few hours, about the only thing Kell did consistently was crash.  Again and again, he completely lost control when he tried to turn, and he failed to correct and recover before hitting the water, over and over and over again.  He understood Hinado’s comment about confidence after about three hours, as he got really frustrated, to the point where the two sky dragons had to walk him back in his lessons and again have him glide, have him turn while gliding so he could get a feel for it, then apply that to trying to turn while his wings were flapping.

It was well past midnight when Kell managed to make his first turn, a very gentle bank to the left, without crashing into the ocean.  He wobbled dangerously as he began it, very nearly did lose control, but managed to barely hold on by his clawtips and hold both his altitude and his intended direction.  And he barely even realized that he’d finally managed it, since he was so wrapped up in trying not to crash that he didn’t register that he wasn’t going straight anymore.


With that victory under his claw, they drilled him on it, hour after hour.  When the sun finally came up that morning, Kell was able to fly in somewhat stable circles around the rock spires, though he was in no way graceful or elegant.  He was also exhausted.  He was entirely correct in how much work it was to fly, and his wings burned in ways they never had when he learned how to swim.  He was almost grateful when Hinado put a paw on his back in midair as the sun roe, allowing him to stop flapping his wings, then the two sky dragons turned to the north to take him back to the island.


But, there was a simple truth here that he couldn’t avoid or deny.  Last night, today…he had flown.  As in actually done it.  And it made him feel…he still wasn’t sure.  There wasn’t much time to revel in it given how much work it was, how hard he had to concentrate to keep from crashing.  He was sure that he’d form a more emotional opinion when he had time to consider the matter more reflectively.  But, looking back on it from a position where he could rest, he did feel a little, well, a little happy about it.  It was too much work to be fun, but in a way, the challenge of it appealed to Kell’s earth dragon nature.  By Gaia’s horns, he was going to learn how to do this, and he was going to be good at it.  He was looking forward to tonight not as another chance to fly, but as another opportunity to practice, to not be terrible at something, which was utterly intolerable to an earth dragons.

Earth dragons didn’t half-ass anything, even things they hated doing.  It was anathema to an earth dragon to not do something to the best of their ability.  And since Kell was capable of flying, he was going to learn how to do it right.


It didn’t do him much good to be happy or enthusiastic about it in any other way.  He had to keep it a secret, so he couldn’t do it anywhere but at the talons at night.  He had to be constantly mindful of the fact that now that he’d learned to do it, now that he could take off and stay in the air, he had to be very careful.  He fully intended to not even so much as open his wings all day, to prevent even the most accidental movement or second of inattention from revealing his secret.  He’d have to continue to enforce his “no gliding” self-ban, because the magic that allowed him to fly allowed him to glide like a flyer as well.  Because of that, it made it hard for him to know what he was supposed to feel about this, or even how he felt about it, really.  He was too busy hiding it to really think about it.

Instead of taking him home, Hinado took him straight to the Library of Eternity, where the sages were waiting for him to give him his daily examination.  He’d gotten accustomed to sitting on the table while the sages inspected him, and had gotten used to the occasionally invasive questions they asked.  Most of their questions today, however, were about his flying lessons once he told them that he did more than cling to a rock and flap his wings all night.  They had this curious idea that actually flying might incite something new to show itself, might have triggered something, so they asked all kinds of questions about his night, including how he felt about it both while he was doing it and afterward.

But, it wasn’t the usual examination.  The sage that had been monitoring the magical tethers linking him to the humans revealed the results of his inspection to the other five sages and Kell.  “The process is complete,” he announced.  “The tethers from the humans have fully anchored to Kell and entwined themselves.  At this point, it will be impossible to sever any one tether without severing all of them.”


“So, I’m more or less stuck with this now?” Kell asked.


“In a way,” the sage answered.  “But answer honestly, young earth drake.  Do you want the tethers removed now?”

“I still haven’t entirely decided,” he replied honestly.  “I’ll know that when the council reveals this to the others and we see how they react.”


“I think that will go just fine,” one sage said.  “After all, why in Gaia’s love would the earth dragons not want this gift?”


Kell turned to look back at the sage.  “It’s not the gift, it’s who gets it and when,” he told him.


“I’m sure the council is working on that as we speak,” the sage told him, nonplussed.

“I’m sure they are,” he replied, a tiny bit caustically.


Irago arrived just before the examination was over, and he carried him directly to Council Aerie.  The council members were already there, and Irago set him down beside Ferroth, who was sitting behind Anthra and Geon’s podiums.  “What’s going on, chief?” he asked in a quiet tone after the young sky dragon flitted over to hover behind the podiums of his own council members.


“Not sure, Irago met me at the tunnel to the city and brought me here,” he replied.


“Now that we’re all here,” Jussa said, rearing up a little on his podium.  “This council is in session.  Chief Ferroth, we call on you to give testimony.”


Ferroth stood up and walked around Geon’s podium to take his place in the center.  “I stand ready to speak to the council,” he intoned ceremoniously.


“As chief of the department, you are the primary dragon to discuss when it comes to security, Ferroth,” Geon said.  “So we seek honest answers about the possible risks to our security to bring a human family to the island to live here on a permanent basis.”


Kell perked up, his eyes widening in a bit of surprise and excitement.  They were going to bring Jenny to the island!


“I’ve investigated the matter thoroughly, esteemed council member,” Ferroth replied confidently.

His own worries were forgotten as he attended what was to him to be a very important council meeting.  Both Ferroth and Kell were put before the council to answer questions for hours, and all of them revolved around the potential risks to the dragons having Jenny on the island might pose, keeping her out of mischief, and providing for the needs of her and her family.  Keth and Kanna were also summoned to testify on the matter, since they would be Jenny’s hosts, in a way her babysitters, given Jenny’s house was on their farm.

The questions got rather involved, mainly because of Jenny’s responsibilities if she moved to the island.  They were bringing her here to represent all of humanity, not just the United States, and she would be the spokeswoman through which the dragons would disseminate information into the human world.  Many of the questions they asked Kell revolved around his relationship with her, and whether or not she could discharge those duties in a way that wouldn’t cause her to show favoritism towards her home country.  And what Kell knew of her, he knew that she could.


But, Kell could tell that the decision of the council had already been made from the way they framed their questions, and they were just making sure that their decision was a good one.

And it was the answer that Kell had wanted to hear from them.  They were going to let Jenny move to the island.


He was there all morning and half of the afternoon, and in the end, the decision Kell hoped to hear came from the council.  “In a vote of nine for and zero against, the motion passes,” Jussa declared, slapping his tail on the aerie behind his podium.  “We will extend an invitation for the human Jenny Edwards and her family to move to the island to serve as our ambassador to the outside world, representing the interests of all of humanity to the dragons and acting as the main spokeshuman to speak for us..  She and her family will be hosted by Patron Keth and Matron Kanna of the earth drakes, who will be charged with both her well being and her good behavior.  Kell of the earth drakes, we believe that it only proper that you be the one to tender the invitation,” he said, looking over at Kell.  “And to impart to her the duties we expect her to take up if she agrees.”

“I have no doubt she’ll say yes, esteemed council member,” Kell answered confidently.  “But, I do have something of a request.”


“What is it?”


“Something like this should be done face to face,” he said.  “With the council’s permission, I’d like to be allowed to go to Imakaii to speak with her.”


“Truly,” Jussa nodded.  “Does anyone object to the earth drake’s request?”


“So long as he is suitably protected, no,” Sessara answered.


“He’s going to Imakaii, Sessara, he won’t need any protection,” Geon chuckled.  “The humans there are absolutely no threat to him.”


“Then I believe we have unanimous consent to approve your request, Kell,” Jussa nodded to him.  “I think tonight would be an opportune time to make the trip,” he added knowingly, looking towards Hinado meaningfully.


“We can stay over tomorrow and return tomorrow night,” Hinado agreed.  “If she agrees, I can call in a flight of sky drakes to carry her and her things back here.”


“That might be too long a distance to carry humans, Hinado,” Essan cautioned.  “We can always have the humans bring her close to the island on a boat and then carry her from there.”


“The humans have a means to get her here, sea planes,” Kell announced.  “They brought them to Imakaii just after they returned from the island.“


“What is this sea plane?” Jussa asked.


“A plane that can take off and land in the water, and the one they brought in is fairly big, able to carry twelve humans.  Jenny said they brought in three, enough to carry all of them and some extra cargo,” he answered.  “They thought the sea planes might be much more useful if they ever came back to the island.  The plane can take off and land from the water, and it has the range to get down here.  We can just tell them to land close to the island and carry them from there.”

“Then that should make bringing her here fairly easy,” Trejem declared.


“Kell, you are dismissed,” Jussa told him, looking over at him.  “You were up all night, and you’ll be up all night tonight.  Go home and get some rest.”


“I’ll be at your burrow at sunset to pick you up, Kell,” Hinado told him.


Kell nodded.  “I’ll be ready, esteemed council member.”


Irago was the one that carried him down, since he couldn’t trust himself to glide, and he had the chance to spread the news almost as soon as he was put back on the ground.  Keth and Kammi approached as Irago set him down just outside his burrow.  “What news, youngling?” Keth asked eagerly.

“They said yes,” he replied with a bright, toothy smile.  Keth gave a happy smile as Kammi gave a little squeal and literally jumped up and down in place a couple of times.  “I’m going to go to Imakaii tonight and officially invite her.”


“Why you, intended?  Why doesn’t the council go do it?’


“They gave me the chance to do it, and of course I said yes,” he replied easily.  “”Hinado’s going to carry me out there tonight and bring me back tomorrow night.”


“And what about me?” Kammi demanded.


“Not this time, intended,” he told her gently.  “I’m not going to need a second pair of eyes to protect me.”

“Well, you need company anyway!” she said indignantly.  “You’re my intended, you shouldn’t go anywhere without me!”


“I think you can live with not going this one time, Kammi,” Keth said gently, but with a calm command.

“Patron!” Kammi almost whined, looking back at him.


“We need to get the house ready for Jenny,” he declared.  “She’s going to need food, and I recall that you’ll need to install computers inside the house for her.”


“Sort of, there’s a little work we have to do,” she admitted, almost sullenly.  “I’m gonna need a hider.”

“And we also have to make sure everything’s working properly.  Even though it’s only been empty for a week, everything inside is newly built.  We’d best make sure it’s as ready for Jenny now as it was when she came for the summit.  Go fetch Kanna and the hatchlings, Kammi.  All of them,” he ordered.  “We’ll work on the house while the hands finish up the chores, and give Kell a chance to get some sleep before his journey tonight..”


“Yes, Patron,” Kammi grunted, then she almost stomped off in a huff.


Kell just had to chuckle.  “Thank you, Sire,” he said lightly.


“She’s a delightful young drake, but she can be a bit too energetic sometimes,” he chuckled in reply.  “Best keep her busy and give her a chance to use that energy productively.”


“And I’d best take your advice to heart and get some sleep.  It’s a long way to Imakaii.”
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Hinado was never a drake to pass up a free meal.


They were a tiny bit late leaving because of Kanna’s instinctive need to feed anyone and anything that wandered into her clutches, and Hinado was no different.  But, Kell couldn’t deny that a large filling meal was just what he needed with what he knew was coming, and that was a long night of heavy work, at least for him.


Hinado all but affirmed it as he carried Kell up and away from the family farm, turning towards the north as they ascended.  Hinado was wearing a pair of night vision goggles, a very nearly priceless magical object given they only had three of them, his paw bonded to Kell’s back and sides as he carried the much smaller earth drake up and over the southern volcano.  “We’ll get about twenty draman out from the island, and you can make your own way,” Hinado told him.  “It’ll be good practice for you, both in flying and in navigating.  Though, I doubt you need much practice there, given you go out a long ways swimming with the water dragons.”


“I know how to navigate,” he affirmed.  “That’s something else we’ll have to teach the earth dragons when the time comes.  Most of them have no idea how to make sense of their internal compass.”


“Field agent training or Surral?”


“Both,” he answered.  “Field agents have to be able to navigate on the ground, sometimes the scions couldn’t bring us out close to our targets.  And I’d better know how to navigate while swimming or Surral would disown me.”


“You may be one of the most educated earth dragons on the island, Kell,” Hinado chuckled as they passed over the northern volcano, and Kell got a look down into the caldera, its floor covered in lava and a large flow about ready to breach the north wall and flow down the side.  “Looks like the volcano’s about to erupt again,” Hinado mused.


“It’s always erupting,” Kell corrected.  “But it looks like it’s gonna send out enough lava to start a new flow.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t cause any problems.”


“Looks like it’s gonna just run parallel to the current one,” Kell mused, looking down.


Hinado carried him out away from the island, and when they got far enough away to satisfy the sky drake, he slowed down.  “You ready?” he called.


Kell opened his wings and took a deep breath.  “Ready,” he replied, then he started flapping.  As soon as he did so, Hinado let go of him, and he wobbled dangerously in the air when he was suddenly responsible for his own direction.  He managed to correct, then he banked slightly to the west to adjust his course, pointing his nose directly at Imakaii.  “We’re not swimming, Kell,” Hinado chided gently.  “A straight line isn’t the fastest route there.”


“I don’t know how to calculate a pilot’s arc,” Kell admitted.


“Well, we’re up here for you to learn, and learning how to fly in arcs is part of what you need to know to be a good flyer,” Hinado said easily.  “It’s a simple formula based on your current speed and your distance to the target,” he continued.  “Simple calculus, Kell, and I know you know calculus.”

Hinado taught him the method of calculating a navigational arc, and Kell acquitted himself by managing to get the right answer.  He then put it into practice by adjusting his course—not very gracefully—shifting his course several degrees north of Imakaii with the intent of slowly and constantly turning towards it as they approached, flying in a pilot’s arc, which was the shortest distance between two points on the surface of a sphere…or in this case, a planet.


It wasn’t a pleasure cruise.  Kell had to work, and work hard, hour after hour, both to keep himself stable in the air and also keep himself on course.  He’d never flown for so long that high up before, in much thinner air that made him work even harder to maintain his altitude and speed, and about halfway there, he was starting to feel the effort in his wings.  He couldn’t just lock his wings open and soar effortlessly because there wasn’t enough updraft for him to hold his altitude, so he ended up having to soar to rest his wings and lose altitude, then get it back when they hit patches of uplifting air.  Hinado didn’t spend the night silent, either, he constantly explained things, things that weren’t easy to talk about when he was just flying in circles around the talons.  This was Kell’s first long distance flight, and Hinado’s instruction was all about just that, from how to navigate to how to conserve his energy to how to locate and utilize thermals and updrafts rising up off the night-cooled ocean below.

But there was one thing that Kell hadn’t expected, and found rather pleasantly surprising…the fact that he wasn’t slow.  He wasn’t very graceful in the air, but he wasn’t just puttering along, either.  He was honestly surprised when Hinado took hold of him again as they neared Imakaii, and Kell realized that they’d only been in the air for about ten hours.  He did the math, and realized that he’d been flying nearly 180 kilometers an hour for the entire trip.  That wasn’t shabby at all, given how new he was to this.  Hinado made sure to mention the same thing as they started to descend.  “Not bad at all, Kell,” he complemented.  “Your wings tired?’


“They feel like they’re about to explode,” he admitted, which made the sky dragon chuckle.


“Well, you held a pretty strong pace the whole way, far faster than I expected given this is your first long distance flight.  And with some more practice and some stamina-building exercises, you’ll easily be able to keep up with a fire dragon from the island all the way to Hawaii,” he predicted.


“And here I thought my wings were sturdy enough already,” Kell panted a little bit as he folded them back, grateful to finally get to rest them.”


“Swimming isn’t quite as strenuous as flying, Kell, because you can always just rest a little bit before you keep going when you’re swimming.  You can’t really do that in the air,” Hinado chuckled.  “But I’ll tell you this.  You held your speed far longer than I ever dreamed you would.  All your swimming training prepared you well for flying, Kell.”


“I just hope things go smoothly when they reveal this to the others,” he sighed as the lights of Imakaii winked on the horizon.


“I think things will be fine,” Hinado said.  “The important thing for us is how fast we can set up some kind of process to locate humans and get them bound to your kin.  That’s what we’ve been discussing the last couple of days.  We want to teach them about magic, yes, but its far more important to find them and get earth dragons in the air than it is to start formally training humans in magic.  We’re still fighting about that part,” he grunted.


“Chromatics?”


“Trejem’s nowhere near as prickly as the former chromatic council member, but he has some reservations about the idea of teaching humans.  Seems the chromatics are still holding a grudge over what the humans did to them, and all the dragons, that ended us up on the island.  He’s not completely against the idea of teaching magic to the humans, he just wants elaborate safeguards to make sure they can’t betray us again.  And oddly enough, he doesn’t object to training Jenny and the Hunters.  I think he trusts them.  And he honestly likes Jenny.”


“He trusts some humans, but not all of humanity,” Kell reasoned.


“Aye,” Hinado agreed.  “And you were right about Jenny, Kell.  She’s charismatic, at least to dragons.”


“I noticed it the first time I saw her in person,” Kell agreed.  “There’s just something about her, something that makes dragons like her.  She has to have a dragon’s soul.”


“I think so too,” Hinado agreed.  “She’s one of the unlucky ones that came back as a human instead of a dragon.”


“Well, it did put her in the right place at the right time,” Kell mused.


“Truly.  Gaia moves in mysterious ways to us mortals,” he agreed.


Hinado set Kell down on the pool deck of the large mansion about an hour before sunrise, and their arrival was not missed.  John Mercer, the site supervisor, ambled out of the main house as soon as Kell put his feet on the concrete, and the burly black man hadn’t changed a bit since the last time Kell saw him.  He was wearing a tee shirt and a pair of shorts rather than a suit, probably his sleeping clothes.  “Kell, they didn’t tell us you were comin’,” he said in greeting as he approached.

“It wasn’t exactly planned,” he replied mildly.  “How have you been, John?”


“Fine, fine,” he replied.  “Things have been nice and quiet since you last visited.”


“They haven’t gotten too primadonna on you, have they?”


Mercer laughed.  “Only Olivia, and she’s easy enough to manage,” he grinned in reply.  “Say, you think you can spare about an hour later today?  I need a little help cutting back a rock face, and you’re better than any jackhammer.”

“I don’t mind,” he answered.  “Think you can dig us up some food?  I’m pretty hungry, and it was a long trip.”

“Sure can, they keep a good stock on hand for when Hinado visits.  Mornin’ Hinado.”


“Morning John,” he said in thickly accented English.  “Food for both of us, good?”


“Sure thing.  Come on around.”


Around turned out to be the flat lawn to the side of the main house, which had been converted into something of a dragon cafeteria.  Mercer had some of the house workers bring out nearly a flatbed’s worth of food, mainly fruits and vegetables, and the two dragons started on it almost before the little electric truck came to a stop.  The burly black man sat on the top of the cart, his feet on the flatbed portion, as they ate, and he made polite smalltalk in both English and draconic, clearly practicing the language with Hinado.  Kell was more impressed with Hinado’s English than he was with Mercer’s draconic.  He’d clearly picked up quite a bit of it in his many visits to the island to teach magic to the Hunters.


Right around sunrise, their little threesome was crashed by the very human Kell was there to see.  “Oh my god, Kell!” Jenny said in surprise as she came out of a side door, then ran over to them.  The same thing that happened to Julia Walker had happened to Jenny, and the face that Kell remembered had changed in slight but significant ways since the last time he’d seen her.  She still looked like Jenny, but she looked younger now, much younger, and there was a glow to her skin, the glow of health and vigor, that even a dragon couldn’t miss.  The magic had affected her human female attributes as well, making her breasts perkier than he recalled, but hadn’t altered their size or shape.  Kell wrapped a foreleg around her as she hugged his shoulder.  “What are you doing here?  Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

“It was short notice for me too,” he said in a gentle voice, keeping his paw around her waist as she looked up at him.  “I’m here to talk to you.”


“If you’re here in person, you must have something pretty important to talk about,” she surmised.


“Fairly,” he agreed.


“Well, mind explaining it?” she asked.  “Or is it something that involves all of us?”


“I’ll explain it after you have breakfast,” he told her.  “We’ll need Greg.”


She gave him a curious look, then smiled slowly.


She didn’t have long to wait.  After she woke up Greg and they had breakfast, Kell met with them out on Davie’s playground.  Greg showed significantly more change than Jenny did, for Greg’s maturity had been replaced by a sort of agelessness, where it was hard to tell exactly how old he was, but the onlooker was sure that he was young.  He too had lost some weight in the transformation, losing some of the fullness from his face.  And unlike Jenny, Greg’s hair had changed, for it was much thicker now, the new hair growing in much shorter than the rest of it.  They sat in the swings as he sat on the sand in front of them, Hinado hovering behind him.  “The council’s made a decision, Jenny.  They’re inviting you and Greg to move to the island permanently,” he began.  “But it’s not as simple as you might think it will be.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, you’re not being invited as a Hunter, or a magical student,” he answered.  “You’re being invited to come to the island to represent all of humanity to the dragons, and also to represent the dragons to humanity.  They want you to be an ambassador, Jenny, an emissary, the point of contact between the human world and our world.  What that means is that you won’t be representing America on the island, you’ll be representing all of humanity, every human in every nation, and you have to be neutral to any one nation.  I know that may not be easy for you since you’re in your government, but that’s what the council wants from you.  The dragons have decided to come out from hiding, to take a more active role in the world, so the council has decided that humans need a say in the decisions we make, since they might affect you.  Jenny, you will be that voice,” he said, looking at her evenly.  “And when we need to talk to the humans, you’ll be the one that translates between the magical world and the mundane one.”

“What, you mean I won’t just be learning magic?”


“Oh, you’ll be learning magic,” Kell told her.  “But you’ll also be talking with the council, they’ll be asking your opinion on things from a human point of view, and you’ll be teaching the dragons about humans even as you learn about us.”


“Me?  I’m not qualified to do any of that!” she protested.  “You need someone like Kent for that!”


“You no hold to yourself,” Hinado chided, then he shook his head and switched to draconic.  “You have no faith in yourself, Jenny.  I for one think you’d do a good job.  I was one of the ones that lobbied hardest for you in council.”


“Hinado, I don’t know how to be a, a politician!” she protested before Kell could translate.


“They don’t want you to be, silly,” Kell told her.  “They want you there to provide an opinion, an opinion based on the fact that you’re human, and how the decisions the council makes might affect the humans, or how they’d react to them.  I think you know enough about being a human to be able to provide an opinion on how a human would react to something.  And you’ll still be doing everything you’ve probably thought you’d be doing on the island.  Learning about magic, learning about dragons, and so on.”


“Well, when you say it like that,” Jenny mused, scratching her jaw.  “What do you think, love?” she asked, looking over at Greg.


“I’m not entirely sure,” he replied.  “You make it sound like we’ll have to renounce our American citizenship.”

“No, but Jenny can’t show favoritism to America when it comes to representing humanity to the dragons,” Kell warned.  “You’ll be there to represent all humans, magical or mundane, black or white, rich or poor, no matter what country they’re from.  You might be asked to tell your President something he doesn’t want to hear,” Kell warned.  “And if you take this job, he won’t be your boss anymore.  You’ll be a woman of every nation, not just one, representing the totality of your people.  That’s what they want from you, Jenny, and for one, I think you’re more than up for the job.  Just be yourself, and you’ll have all the answers they’ll ever ask of you.”


“Excuse me if I’m a little more intimidated than you, Kell,” she said acidly, which made him laugh despite himself.


“Jenny, you’re an amazingly intelligent woman with a great deal of common sense.  Just be true to that, and you can’t go wrong,” Kell told her, to which Hinado nodded in agreement.  “Just think about it for a while.  Talk with Greg about it, since it’s going to affect him too.  After all, I don’t think you’re going to leave him here and move to the island by yourself.  And it’s not like we’re here to take you back with us.  You have time to think about it before you make a decision.”


“Well, no harm in that, I suppose,” she said, giving Greg a tentative look.  “But you guys are asking an awful lot of me.”


“Look at this way.  This is your chance to go someplace where you can walk around naked as the day you were born and not have anyone give you a single strange look.  You know, show off that magical youth.”

“And why would I want to do that?” she protested.


“So you can finally give up your completely silly and ridiculous habit of wearing these things,” he replied, reaching out with a clawtip and snagging her tank top, pulling on it slightly.


“That doesn’t sound all that bad to me,” Greg said with a grin.  “It might be a liberating experience.”

“Hush, you,” she told him.


“So, how are the others handling it?  Being young again?  And what does Yancy look like now?” Kell asked.


“Fairly well, all things considered, and Yancy is completely unrecognizable now,” Jenny answered.  “He’s eighteen again, Kell.  He even has his hair back, and he spends like every minute running his hand over his scalp, since it’s only a few days of growth.  But I can admit that Yancy’s fairly handsome now,” she said, leaning back in the swing a little bit.  “Olivia’s like insanely pretty now,” she said with a tiny bit of jealousy in her voice, “and most of the guys look like they’re fresh out of boot camp.  Winters doesn’t stand out quite so much anymore.  The only one of the boys that doesn’t look like he’s still in high school is Tom.  He’s still huge and hulking, only his face has turned back the clock,” Jenny chuckled.  “And even then, not by much.  He looks older than anyone, but he still looks young.”

“Tom Wilson wouldn’t be Tom Wilson if he looked like a high school freshman,” Kell mused.  “I bet he looked like a college student when he was in middle school.”


Jenny laughed.  “You’re not far off the mark,” she agreed.


“What does Ross look like?”


“I don’t know, she went back to Washington before she changed,” she answered.  “They hired a professional makeup artist to make her look older, and I think they’re using her as a test subject to see if they can hide it.”


“That’s fairly clever,” Kell chuckled.


“Kell!  What are you doing here, Kell?” Julia Walker’s voice reached him.  He turned to see her hurrying over from the house, stepping onto the sand of the playground.  She was wearing a pretty tight pair of shorts and a bikini top, showing off a very flat, trim belly. 


“Hello, Julia,” he said in greeting, reaching a clawed finger out towards her.  She took hold of his claw and stepped in to put a hand on his jaw, her smile bright and sincere.  “Why are you up so early?”


“I’ve always been an early riser,” she answered.  “Morning, Hinado,” she said to the sky drake in draconic, and fairly good draconic.


“Good morning, Julia,” he replied, looking down at her.  “Are you well today?”


“Yes, thank you,” she answered, then switched back to English.  “Now why are you here, Kell?  Checking up on us?”


“Bringing news, Julia,” he answered.  “The council has offered Jenny a place on the island to act as an ambassador from human kind, and to speak for us to human kind.”

“Oh really?” she asked brightly.  “And you said yes, dear?”


“We haven’t talked about it yet, Julia,” Jenny replied.  “What they’re asking is pretty demanding, including me more or less abdicating my citizenship.”


“I did no such thing.  I just told you that you had to speak for all humans, not just Americans.”


“That’s kind of the same thing, Kell.”


“No it’s not,” Julia told her.  “He’s not asking you to give up who and what you are, silly, he’s telling you that there will be times that you’ll have to speak for the entire human world, and America is a part of it.”


“Well, I’m glad someone understands,” Kell said.


“I’m older than Jenny, Kell, I have more experience.  Even if I don’t look it now,” she laughed, touching her own face absently. She then looked back to Hinado.  “Are the sages coming, Hinado?” she asked him in draconic.


“Tomorrow,” he answered.


“I thought there was a sage here,” Kell said, looking back and up at the sky drake.


“There’s one here now, but more are coming tomorrow,” he answered.  “She’s been observing the humans.  “They’re going to do a more detailed examination.”

“What has the sage learned so far?”


“Not much more than the sages observing you,” he answered.  “There’s no interaction at all between the humans from a magical standpoint.  All the interaction seemed isolated to you.”


“Interaction?” Jenny asked.


He looked at her.  “The bonds between me and you guys can’t be severed now,” he told her in English.  “At least any single one of them.  The only way they can be severed is if they’re all severed.  The way the sages described it to me, your different bonds have twined together to form a single entity, like the strands of a rope.  No bond can be severed without cutting all the rest.”


“And that means that it would take a tremendous amount of power to do it,” Hinado continued in draconic, surprising Kell a little bit with his command of English.  “They’re observing to see if anything changes for Kell or for you now that that process is complete.”


“Anything new to report on that front?” Jenny asked, at least after Kell translated Hinado’s statement for Greg and Julia.  He had the feeling that Jenny understood the whole thing.


“Oh, we’ve noticed a change all right,” Kell said dryly, which made Hinado grin a little.  “But sorry if I can’t tell you.  It’s something that’s fairly sensitive, and if it got out, it could cause a little chaos.”


“Among the dragons?”


He nodded.  “When the council reveals it to the other dragons, then I’ll tell you about it.  But until then, sorry guys.”


“It’s no worry, at least as long as it’s not harmful to you, Kell,” Julia told him with a smile.


“No, it’s not,” he assured her.


They discussed other matters, mainly Julia and Greg discussing the offer with Jenny, then as the others woke up, they had breakfast out on the patio.  Kell endured a bit of attention from the Hunters as they realized he was there, and he got a chance to see them…and Jenny was right.  They looked like a pack of college friends on spring break, given most of them came out in shorts or bathing suits, and Olivia also came out in a bikini top, and while he could recognize almost every face, every face looked so different.  They were so young, young and radiant, as if they were overflowing with youthful vigor and energy.  And Gaia was Yancy different!  The old curmudgeon that Kell knew and admired looked like a high school senior now, his no longer bald head showing the shadow of a head full of brown hair growing in.  His skinny frame had filled out, his skin smooth and unwrinkled and missing the age spots, and he was quite muscularly defined.  And given he came out wearing only a pair of shorts, showing off his lean torso, it was easy to take measure of him.  His voice was different as well, as the decades of cigar smoking that had damaged his vocal chords had been wiped away, but his voice was still deep and sonorous, which was a bit surprising given his size.

After breakfast and some catching up with the Hunters, Kell decided to go knock out Mercer’s errand while the sage gave the humans their morning examination.  Mercer walked him up to one of the ridges overlooking the main house, and he saw why he wanted Kell’s help when they got there.  A large section of the rock face looked about ready to collapse, so Mercer wanted to take down the unstable overhang before that happened.  Kell enjoyed a little simple work, digging out the unstable rock face and smoothing it out, giving it a stable slope that would anchor the earth above the rock face, and doing it far faster and better than any human machine could ever hope to do it.

He carried a few of the larger pieces he’d dug down with him and amused himself whittling with them as the sage finished her examinations, carving them into whimsical shapes as he laid near the edge of the patio, continuing it as Gressa gave a lesson in draconic over video conference, projected on a whitewall on the patio.  Hinado then took over, teaching them about magic as Gressa remained on the conference program so she could translate for the sky drake…and that explained to Kell how Hinado had been teaching them without an earth dragon or one of Shii’s pod here to translate.  The sage, the same wizened female that had such an interest in Prisma and Kell, observed from the other side of the patio from Kell, making copious notes in a book.  She came over to Kell’s side of the patio near the end of the lesson, as Kell set down a piece of rock he’d whittled into a pretty faithful likeness of Yancy, just at one quarter scale.

And he was a little surprised by her reaction when she came over to him.  She suddenly bounded up the remaining distance with youthful speed and nearly skidded to a stop, her claws tearing furrows in the patio stones.  “Don’t move!” she barked commandingly.


“Don’t what?” he asked as all the humans turned to look.


“Don’t move.  Not a muscle,” she ordered, advancing past him, getting behind him.  He moved anyway, turning his head to look behind himself at her.  She carefully stepped up to his tail and reached down and picked something, then held it up.   It was a flower, a tulip from the look of it, from the flower bed just behind where Kell was sitting on the edge of the patio stones, just far enough in so his swishing tail wouldn’t go through the bed and tear it up.

There were flowers blooming all through the bed, he noticed.  And he didn’t remember seeing them when he came up here.


“This flower is imbued with magic,” she said, which caused Hinado to drift over and hover of the two of them.  “I can’t tell what kind.”


“These flowers weren’t here at sunrise,” Hinado said in a clinical voice.


“Magic is the power of life,” the sage muttered under her breath, then gave a loud cackle that nearly startled him.  “Gaia’s horns!”


“What?  What, most wise?” Kell asked.


“You’re doing this, earth drake!  You’re doing this!”


“Doing what?”


“Your presence is making the flowers grow!  Your aura is affecting the plants!  Magic is the energy of life, I should have predicted this!  Hinado, we need to summon the other sages!  We must study this!  We must find out if it’s his proximity to the humans bonded to him causing this, and what else it can affect!”


“I’ll inform the council, most wise, and arrange sky dragons to carry the other most wise here.  You contact your brothers and sisters and arrange things.”


“Wait, I’m making the plants grow?” Kell asked.  “How?”


“That is exactly what we’re going to determine, earth drake,” she answered.


And Kell was more or less taken prisoner by the sage.  She moved him to the lawn between the patio and the beach and began conducting experiments, at least after she gave him a nearly three hour long examination.  And being out there that long, Kell could see that something was going on, because the grass around him grew nearly eight centimeters, out to a radius of around seven meters, and the closer the grass was to him, the higher and faster it grew.  When he noticed the grass growth, he had to agree with the sage, that somehow, he was making it happen.  She’d had him sit in the same place the entire time, and he was at the exact center of the growth effect.  She had the humans come and go as experiments, to see if it altered this strange aura of growth around him, and she dragged out the tests long enough for the other sages to arrive…as well as the council.  Sky dragons had carried them, and had hauled ass to get to Imakaii as fast as they did, since they arrived just after lunch.  They must have flown them here as fast as was safely possible for carrying other dragons.  Once the other sages arrived, he was again given an exhaustive and nearly invasive examination, and their arrival supplied at least a couple of answers.


“It’s an alteration of his aura,” one of the sages reported to the council, with the humans well back and away so they wouldn’t hear.  “He’s still radiating an earth dragon aura, but his has changed, has started radiating pure life energy in addition to magic.  This aura is affecting the plants around him, causing them to grow at an accelerated rate.  We suspect it also has an affect on animals, but we need further study and experimentation to prove it.”


“What kind of effect?” Jussa asked.


“We don’t yet know.  That’s why we need to study this effect, and perform some experiments.”

“As of right now, it seems to be autonomic, like any earth dragon aura,” another sage continued.  “The earth drake was unable to exert any kind of voluntary control over it.  Tests with the humans bonded to him show that they have no effect on it either.  Their presence doesn’t alter the power of the aura.  The aura is currently slowly increasing, and we do not know yet how far it will extend before it reaches its full power.  We speculate that this is a permanent change incited by the full entwining of the bonds connecting him to the humans, which took some time to develop and become noticeable.”


“This may not be easy to conceal,” another sage said.  “The earth drake’s burrow is on a farm.  We might need him to stay down in the earth dragon city, keep him away from any growing plants, else it might be noticed by the other earth dragons.  They are very observant when it comes to their farm plants, they will notice if they start growing at an unnatural rate.”

“The effect may or may not be stable,” another sage continued.  “We are closely monitoring it to see if the rate of increase changes or reverses, if the presence of other objects affects the strength of it, and we will also undergo a series of tests and experiments with the earth drake to see if he can exert any control over it.”


“As an earth dragon, I can say that this just made things even more complicated,” Anthra said ruefully.  “As if what we already knew binding humans to us gives us the power to fly wasn’t enough, the idea that this will cause our crops to go at an accelerated rate…we may have a riot over who gets it first.”


“Truly?” Hirrag asked.


“You don’t understand how we feel about our farms, Hirrag,” Geon nodded in agreement.  “If there is any one magical power that earth dragons would covet as much as flying, that would define us, this is it.  We are connected to the earth, to the way the earth grows and nurtures things, in ways you can’t really understand.  That’s why we are a race of farmers, Hirrag, so we can nurture life, make it grow, flourish, then provide for others.  At our core, we are nurturers.  In a way, it doesn’t really surprise me that this seems to be the innate racial magical power of the earth dragons, even over our auras.  We don’t control the earth, control our element the way the other dragons control their elements, we enhance its lifegiving properties.  Besides, I’ve always been told that stone is impermeable to magic, so it doesn’t seem all that logical that we’d have magical control over it.”


“Gaia is the mother of life, it does make sense that her closest, dearest children share that aspect of her,” a sage agreed.  “I believe the esteemed council member is onto something, and we should research the matter.”

“Thus far, we’ve learned a few things about the drake’s aura,” the wizened female sage continued.  “We’ve learned that its effect depends on the size of the plant exposed to it.  Smaller plants grow much faster than larger ones, which is why the flowers and the grass grew so quickly.  The effect has a current defined range of exactly ten dram, with the effect at the edges of the effect weaker than in the center, much like his normal aura.  The closer a plant is to him, the more it’s affected by his aura.  Plants beyond that perimeter don’t show any sign of growth, though they do show signs of exposure.  That exposure leaves a lingering trace of magic in the affected plants, and the effect seems to intensify the magical properties of the plant.  If the plant can serve as a familiar in magic, exposure to the aura magnifies the plant’s familiar effect.  We can use this in the creation of a new scion, esteemed council members,” she informed them. “If we expose the familiars to the earth drake’s aura before we cast the spell, it will significantly reduce the drain on us.”

“Further, we’ve determined that stone does not absorb this effect the way it does magic,” another sage continued.  “Which is why we should have the drake stay down in the earth dragon city for a while, to physically separate him from growing plants by distance.  Just putting him in his burrow wouldn’t work, the plants over his burrow will be affected by his aura.”


Kell felt very much like a lab rat as he was forced to sit there and listen to the sages and council discuss this, like he wasn’t even there, casually making suggestions that might imprison him in Sanctuary City, or pull him out of the department, or cause a huge and wholesale disruption in his life…and he wasn’t entirely happy about it.  After nearly an hour of listening to them debate, he very nearly interrupted them to disabuse them of the notion that they owned him when one of the sages suggested putting him in magical sleep for a few months to see if that affected his aura, when they mercifully ended debate on such things.  “I don’t think we need to get exotic here, most wise,” Anthra said, rescuing him from being rude.  “Let’s restrict the study to finding out if he can control the aura, the effects and limits of the aura, and how strong it’s going to get.  And I don’t think making him stay in Sanctuary City is necessary.”

“It’s going to be noticed,” a sage protested.


“That won’t be an issue in a couple of days,” Geon answered.  “We’ve almost finished our debate about what to say and how to say it, and we’ll be informing the other dragons very soon.  The main thing we need to work out is the process by which we find the humans, and with the planned restoration of a scion, that is going to be much easier.”


“You’re going to use the scion,” Kell blurted.


Geon nodded.  “There won’t be a need to bring the humans all the way over here.  We’ll send dragons out to find the humans we need, mainly elder sky dragons with the magical skill to detect and identify human magicians.  Then we can utilize the scion to bind the humans to an earth dragon.”

Kell was so intrigued by that idea that, after the council session finished, he chased down Geon as the others went to go talk to the humans and more or less cajoled him into elaborating.  “We’ve been doing real work up there, Kell,” Geon chuckled.  “Trejem and Jussa more or less worked out the plan, and I think it’s a good one.  Sky dragons will find the humans in a clandestine manner, using magic to stay hidden from the humans and their cameras, then we’ll use the scion to take the earth dragon to the human and bind them as we find the magicians.  We’ll only be operating in countries where we have permission, mainly America right at first, but as we get more access to the other countries, we’ll expand our operation.  We can leave the humans where they are until such time that we can bring them in and train them in magic, once we have a school set up capable of handling thousands of students, yet still get earth dragons their birthrights.”


“Birthright,” Kell mused.


“That’s what the other dragons are calling it,” Geon said with an amused look.  “And we’ve decided how we’re going to handle the order.”


“How?”


“Pure luck,” he replied.  “That way nobody can complain about favoritism.”


“A lottery?” Kell asked in surprise.


Geon nodded.  “It’s the only truly fair way to do it,” he answered.  “It will even apply to me and Anthra.  Every earth dragon will enter the lottery, and we draw numbers as humans come available until everyone’s empowered.  There’s only going to be one exception, one dragon gets to cut to the front of the line, and I don’t think any earth dragon will complain that much.”


“Jengo,” Kell blurted.


“Yes.  At least sort of.  Jengo can’t grow spikes anymore,” Geon said.  “So he has no way to bind humans to him.  But, the sages said they’d study him and see if there is some way to incite him to grow spikes one last time, then use that window before they fall out to bind the humans to him to empower him.  If they can do it, then Jengo gets put in the front of the line.  Until they manage it, the lottery will continue as planned.”

“That’s almost too fair,” Kell said wryly.  “So, they’ve worked out a way to find humans easily?”


“The sages came up with a spell,” he nodded.  “Only chromatics and sky dragons can cast it.  It allows them to see the aura of a magician, so they can spot them from a distance, without having to touch the human the way Hinado and Sessara did.  The sky dragons capable of casting the spell will be flying around the smaller cities and larger towns, communities with maybe fifty thousand humans in them, which gives them a large pool of humans to check but isn’t so populated that they can’t easily operate.  Those mid-sized cities, they’re the perfect blend of population density and openness, which will let us bring earth dragons there by scion secretly.”


“A spell affecting the senses, no wonder only chromatics and sky dragons can cast it.  And that’s pretty smart,” Kell complemented.


“I’m so glad you approve, Kell,” Geon said dryly, which made Kell chuckle.  “We have a plan, so now we just need to get permission from President Walker to put it into action.  Once we have that approval, we’re going to reveal everything to the others.  And then the jockeying begins,” Geon chuckled.  “We’re going to make everything very open and transparent to squelch any rumors of bias, so everyone will know who has which lottery numbers, and the drawings will be public.  I’ll bet you a month’s allotments that some dragons are going to offer serious barter to take the place of a lottery winner.  Whoever’s lucky enough to get picked first might end up being a very rich dragon.”


“You’re going to allow that?”


“It’s not our place to tell a dragon what they can or cannot do with what belongs to them, Kell, and that lottery number will belong to the winner.  He can sell it if he wants.  We’ll just put our spikes in if things start getting out of control.”


“Well, I suppose that might work,” Kell mused as they reached the main house.  “Except for one thing.  Those humans are going to end up being young again, like the Hunters here.  They’re not going to be as anonymous as you might expect.”


“We thought of that, Kell,” he replied confidently.  “That’s why we need the government’s help.  People who we find and bond will be moved.”


“How do you mean, moved?”


“Just that.  The government will move them to a new town, get them a new job, and so on.  The magician’s family is going to know, we can’t do anything about that, but the magician himself is going to be taken care of.  After all, the people in the new town will have never seen the magician before, they’ll have no idea he’s been bonded.  The government will help change the pictures on his identification, and when he moves to a new town, boom.  As far as the new neighbors know, that’s how he’s always looked.”

“That…might work,” Kell mused after thinking a moment.  “It puts a lot of trust in the human governments, but there’s not much else we can do.”


“Exactly.  We can’t take in the magicians here, we don’t have room or the resources, so we have to rely on the human governments to help hide the magicians until we’re in a position to train them.  Yes, we’ll have to make some concessions, but the council can live with that.  In the interests of magic itself, the council is hell-bent to get every earth dragon they can empowered, as quickly as possible.  They feel that we’re too vulnerable trapped on this island and unable to fly.  China’s attempt to attack the island proved that to them.”


“Well, getting the scions back up is going to fix a lot of that, but still.  Speaking as an empowered earth dragon…it’s starting to grow on me,” he admitted.  “I flew here, Geon.  It was way too much work to be much fun, but I did it.  I kinda feel, well, liberated.  Like I can go places, because now I can just fly there.  The idea of crossing the island doesn’t seem like so much of a chore now.”


“It sounds like we may be grounding you,” Geon chuckled.


“Not really.  I’m not hopping up and down in delight every moment, but I have to admit.  Flying here to Imakaii, being able to do this, it’s changed my outlook. It’s opened my eyes, in a way, to new possibilities.”


“That’s what I hoped to hear.  And I take it that you approving of our plan is making it seem much less intimidating?”

“Oh yes,” Kell agreed with a nod.  “I think the plan will work, and what’s more, I think the earth dragons won’t riot when they hear it.  It’s fair, and nobody can dispute that.  And that’s going to go a long way to keeping everyone calm about this.  We just have to keep decorum as earth dragons get empowered.  Like rules saying we don’t fly around and rub it in the faces of the unlucky ones.”


“That goes without saying.  So, you feel like you’re going to be ready to give your first flying lesson?”


“Only if you want to learn how to crash with style,” he replied, which made Geon laugh.  “Leave the flight training to the sky dragons.  They’re the experts.”


“So, it comes back to the humans,” Geon said as they joined the others.  “And the U.N.”


“I take it we don’t start anything until we have recognition from the U.N.?”


“Yes we will, but only with the humans we know beyond doubt that we can trust, that already recognize our sovereignty,” Geon answered.  “We’ll be operating in America, because we trust in the word of President Walker.  After all, he’s one of us.”


“I’d hope that you trust my husband, esteemed council member,” Julia said easily in English as she stepped up to them.


“Your draconic is quite impressive, Julia,” Geon said in English with a nod of respect.


“I have a very strong motivation to learn,” she answered honestly.  “And what are you going to trust Jack about?”


“Having dragons come into America,” he answered.  “To find other magicians.  And to be safe and protected as they do so.”


“He’ll do it,” she predicted.  “The government did a very good job making the dragons appear as friendly as possible, so there’s strong public opinion in favor of dragons right now.  He won’t have any problems approving programs that bring dragons into contact with humans, because right now, dragons are the hottest thing around in American pop culture.  If you went on a tour of American cities, you’d be like rock stars.  The fears that your appearance would start crazy cults and half-baked armed hate groups were fairly baseless.”


“Not completely. There are a few of those kinds of groups out there,” Kell said.


“But not nearly as many as there could have been if the introduction of dragons to humanity had been botched,” Julia pointed out.


“Good point,” Kell nodded.


“The entire council is here, Geon.  This might be a good time to get on videoconference with Jack and talk about it,” Julia prompted.  “The system here is encrypted and secure, so this is a good place to do it.”


“It just might,” he agreed.  “We need to explain what we’re doing here anyway.  Did you talk to him about Kell?”


“I sent him a few texts,” she nodded.  “That we’ve found out what the earth dragon gets back from us.  But I haven’t told him everything.  I felt that was your place, not mine.”


“You are a wise and thoughtful human, Julia,” Geon said with a nod and a smile.


“You’re my friends, Geon,” she said with a smile, putting a hand on his jaw.  “In a way, you’re like my family now.  I am one of you.  Or, more to the point, I am one of us.”


“That you are, Julia Walker,” Geon agreed seriously.  “That you are.”


She turned to Kell. “So, Kell, what do you think about your new little trick?”


“I think it’s not all that big a deal, at least from my perspective,” he replied honestly.  “It’s sorta cool, but it doesn’t really affect me or change my life or anything.  But I’m sure my sire’s gonna love it,” he chuckled.  “He might have me walk up and down the tracts to get the crops growing faster.  Gaia’s love, we do need the food,” he admitted.


“It does make sense,” Julia said seriously.  “Jenny once told me that earth dragons are connected to their farms the way human parents are to their children.  It just makes sense that your magic would be to make plants grow, because it’s a fundamental part of who and what you are.”


“That’s one of the most accurate descriptions of us I’ve ever heard,” Geon said, his voice impressed.  “The earth is Gaia, and Gaia is our mother, in ways far beyond she is the mother of the other dragons.  I rather like the idea that our magic is part of her, because we are part of her.”


“That’s why you’re my favorite dragons,” she winked, patting both of them on the sides of their heads.


“Don’t let Hinado hear you say that.  He might snatch and drop you,” Kell said.


“I’ll take my chances,” Julia winked, which made both of them chuckle.


Kell had a little quiet time to think about things as the council did as Julia suggested and had a conference with President Walker.  He did so as he held a flower, watching it visibly grow and bloom in his paw, a very visual example of how his life had changed today.  His very presence incited plants to grow.  It was a simple thing, but Julia and Geon were right, it was…it was who he was, as an earth dragon.  He wasn’t like most of his kin, he was a technical dragon, not a farmer, but that basic, instinctive need to nurture, to make things grow, care for them, that was as much a part of him as it was any dragon.  And sitting there looking at that flower bloom, knowing that it was him causing it…it made him feel so strange.  So, so, so…connected to it, like that tiny flower was a part of him, and he a part of it.

Prisma’s descriptions of the ancient earth dragons made much more sense now that he had found this magic, how the earth dragons of old could be so pacifistic.  Maybe they were much more in touch with the true soul of their kind than the modern earth dragons were.  Maybe they had never forgotten who they were even if they didn’t have this magic, where the modern earth dragons had been forced to bury it deep inside themselves to deal with an unfriendly world, facing hostility from both the humans and the other dragons.  It would explain why they wouldn’t even kill animals to eat them, not if doing so made it feel like they were killing a part of themselves.

He had killed in his life.  He had killed animals, men, and even other dragons.  And in that moment, looking at that tiny flower, it made him feel…ashamed to have done so.  The magic of earth dragons was life, to take it, to kill, it was a direct violation of the magic that Gaia had blessed unto him. 


An odd feeling for a drake like him, who was much harder and pragmatic than most.  His job had required him to be downright merciless at times, and he wouldn’t change his past for the world, but this new change in him did put things into a new perspective.  Watching that little flower’s stem grow, lengthen, wrap gently around the finger of his forepaw, it was almost…almost religious. 

Was this what it truly meant to be an earth dragon?  Did it make the earth dragon he was before all this began any less an earth dragon than he was now?

Of course not.  As long as he was true to himself, then he would be an earth dragon…no matter what kind of earth dragon that may be.


The council took Julia’s suggestion, and about half an hour later, they were talking to Jack Walker, with Kell serving as the translator.  Arlen Kent and Ross were also present on other viewing windows of the video conference.  Kell was a bit surprised that the council revealed most of their plan to him, describing their plan of searching for humans in the mid sized cities, then securing government cooperation to move them, help conceal the fact that they became young again, and allow them to simply go about their business until the dragons could train them in magic.  “It’s too bad there’s no spell that would just hide the fact that they’re younger, some illusion or something,” Walker mused as he took some notes.

“That kind of detail in an illusion would make it impossible to lock it to a crystal,” Hinado replied which Kell translated, “because the person hiding under the illusion is moving.  A sky dragon could easily use magic to do something like that, but they’d have to be there to tailor the illusion to the circumstances.  And we can’t really devote a sky dragon to every human.”


”Eh, it was a thought,” he said wryly.  “But, I do think your idea will work, esteemed council members.  We can expand our witness relocation program to help relocate bonded magicians, issue them new IDs with their new appearance, help them get new jobs or transfer to a new location if their current job allows it and just hope and pray they don’t talk too much,” he frowned.  “That’s the only real weak link in this plan.  If the humans you bind start crowing about it over social media, this could get potentially messy.  We’ll need to keep this as low key as possible, at least at first.  We can eventually move it out into the light and make it a public program, but while it starts up and gets going, it needs to be confidential.”

“We agree with that, Mister President,” Trejem nodded after hearing Kell’s translation.  “So, you can assist us?”


“Yes, we can set up what you need,” he nodded after hearing Kell’s translation.  “Give us about a week to get everything organized, and you can begin your operation. You’ll just need to let us know where to go.  You identify the humans, my people will make contact, explain things to them, and after they’re bonded, help them relocate so their sudden youth doesn’t attract unwanted attention.”


“We have a starting city chosen already.  Everett, Washington,” Anthra announced.  “Its humans have a very high rate of literacy and education, which will be very useful when it comes time to train them in magic.  The city isn’t too large or too small, and there are plenty of places for us to move an earth dragon in and out without detection.”

“Alright, esteemed council member.  I’ll have my agency set up in Everett.  Just give us a few days warning before you start operating in a new place, and I can have our people there and waiting when you arrive.  How are you going to manage getting the earth dragon there?”


“We should have a scion restored in about two weeks, Mister President,” Trejem answered.  “We’ll be moving the earth dragon to and from America by scion.”


Walker’s eyes just lit up.  “I was hoping to see one of those!” he said eagerly.  “Do you think it might be possible for us to borrow the use of a scion from time to time, esteemed council member?”


“For what purpose?” Trejem asked, a bit suspiciously.

“Nothing military.  Mainly so I can go back and forth to Imakaii to see my wife, without it being public knowledge,” he answered.


“I don’t think we’d have an objection to using it in that manner,” Jussa said calmly.  “But be warned, Mister President, we will be extremely selective about when and how we allow a scion to be used.  Whoever we take through the scion would have to come to the island first, and as you know, the number of humans we allow on our island encompasses only the humans sitting in on this conference.”


“I understand, Jussa,” Walker nodded after hearing the translation.  “I’ll put my people on this, and we’ll have a report ready to give to you that fleshes out the idea into an operational plan.  We should have that report ready for you by tomorrow morning your time.  I’ll have it sent to Imakaii, and the Hunters can send it on to the department.  We can iron out the details once you read it, and together we can come up with a system that works for both of us.”


“That’s just fine, Mister President,” Jussa said after hearing Kell’s translation.


“Then if you’ll excuse me, I need to make a whole bunch of calls,” Walker said with a smile.  “Oh, Jenny, have you made a decision yet?” he added, his eyes shifting to look at where she was on his screen.


“Oh, that doesn’t put any pressure on me at all, Mister President,” she accused, which made him laugh shamelessly.  “But yes, we have.  Me and Greg talked about it, and we’ve decided to accept the council’s offer.  I’m not sure if I’m the best choice to speak for the entire human race, but if the council wants me to try, then I’ll try.”


“Very good, Jenny, very good,” Walker said with a proud nod.


“In that case, we need to arrange for you to move to the island, Jenny,” Jussa told her.  “How soon can you be ready to go?”


“I don’t have that much here, esteemed council member.  Truth be told, we’ll be ready to leave in the morning.”


“Then we will all leave in the morning,” Jussa answered.  “Have that water plane Kell described to us ready to go in the morning, and you can go with us.  Well, almost all of us,” Jussa corrected, glancing at Kell.  “Kell will need to go back tonight.”


“Will it be able to keep up with you?” Jenny asked.

“It can easily go fast enough to keep up with a fire dragon,” Kell supplied.  “In fact, the fire dragons may have issues trying to keep up with the plane.”


After the conference ended, Kell was again kidnapped by the sages, and spent most of the rest of the day being poked, prodded, and trying to exercise conscious control over his newfound ability, with no luck.  They were so pushy that Jussa had to intervene just so Kell could get a few hours of sleep before flying back to the island that night, given he hadn’t slept in two days.  The Hunters made sure to be there when they were about to leave, and he went down the line, accepting farewells and patting several backs.  When he came to Jenny, he let her hug his shoulder, then looked down at her when she stepped back enough to look him in the eye.  “So, I guess I’ll see you in the morning,” Kell told her with a smile.


“Guess you will,” she smiled in reply.  “Is the house ready for us to move in?”


“After we finish arming all the traps,” he teased, which made her laugh.  “Sire and mother have been getting it ready since they heard about the council’s decision.  They were certain you’d accept the offer and move in.”

“I had to think about it,” she admitted wryly.  “I’m still not sure I’m the best person for the job, Kell.  Kent should be doing this, not me.”


“You’ll be fine, Jenny,” he assured her.  “Just make sure they don’t get rid of that sea plane.  That’s going to be how you’re getting most of your supplies for a while.”


“We’ve already worked that out,” she nodded.  “While the sages were torturing you.  It’s going to be coming down every three days bringing the things we need and can’t get on the island.”


“Torturing is a good word,” he said, rearing up to rub one of his forepaws.


“Any breakthroughs?”


“Nope.  But they think I can control it,” he answered.  “I just have to learn how.”


“I just hope you have a lawn mower at the burrow,” she grinned.  “You’re gonna need it.”


“The grass planted around the farm doesn’t grow very high,” he said dismissively.  “I guess it would come up to your thighs when it’s fully grown out.  That’s when we cut it for hay and sell it to the ranchers.  Though, we’ll be keeping most of it now for our cows and buffalo.”


“And how does an earth dragon cut grass?” Wilson asked.


“Easy,” Kell said, dropping back down and bringing his tail around.  He extended and spread his spikes and turned his tail sideways, presenting a fairly nasty trio of leading edges of razor sharp crystal parallel to the ground.  “One swipe at ground level, and the grass is cut.”


“Is there anything you can’t do with those tails?” Price asked with a chuckle.


“It’s our thing,” Kell shrugged, retracting his spikes, which caused them to return to their rigid positions in his tail.

“It’s almost sunset, Kell,” Hinado prompted from where he was hovering above and behind him.


“Time for me to go, guys,” Kell said, giving Jenny another hug, then offering his claw to Yancy.  “And I can’t get over the younger you, Yancy.”


“I’m still staring at myself in the mirror,” he grinned in reply.


“I’ll see you guys soon,” Kell told them as Hinado reached down and put a paw over Kell’s back, then picked him up into the air.  He was honestly surprised when Faralla fell in with Hinado as he started ascending, and he was carrying Jussa.  “Jussa, you’re going back early?” Kell asked.


“Yes, there are a few things I need to arrange,” he replied.  “I’d rather swim back, but I need to get back fast, and I don’t want to exhaust myself with an aura current.”  He looked over at Kell.  “We’ve decided to reveal our plans to the earth dragons tomorrow, Kell,” he ventured.  “So this is the last time you’ll have to hide your secret.”


“I’m not going to be flaunting it even when the others know, Jussa,” he protested.  “It might cause bad feelings to fester.  I plan to be as discreet as possible until other earth dragons start getting empowered.”


“And how do you feel about things now?”


“A whole lot better,” he answered.  “I think the plan you’ve made is sound, and I think Anthra and Geon went about handling empowering the others in the best way possible.”


“I disagree with that, but I can understand why you think so,” Hinado said mildly.  “You should be empowering earth dragons by importance, with those who need it most getting it first.”


“But that’s the thing, Hinado. No individual earth dragon really needs it,” Kell countered.  “There are prominent earth dragons who could make a case that their status should put them at the front of the line, and that’s exactly the kind of situation that Anthra and Geon were sure to avoid.  When earth dragons start putting themselves over others, it threatens our entire society.  I’m sure you’ve noticed that Anthra and Geon don’t act like council members around other earth dragons.  Yes, they demand respect and they get it, but they don’t think they’re better than any other earth dragon.  We are all equal under Gaia’s gaze.  By making the entire thing random, even for Anthra and Geon, it puts every earth dragon on equal footing.  And that’s exactly what they needed to do to prevent any major problems.  There are going to be some angry earth dragons, and some others that will start scheming to find a way to get to the front of the line, but it’s nothing that Anthra and Geon can’t handle.”  Kell laughed.  “Gaia’s horns, when Kammi finds out, she’s gonna be pissed.”

“I take it she’s one of those ones that thinks that her status should put her at the front of the line?” Jussa asked mildly.


“More or less, yeah.  I love her, but sometimes she’s so immature,” he sighed.


“Kell, you’re not exactly a paragon of maturity yourself,” Hinado chuckled.


“I’m young, Hinado, I have an excuse,” he replied in a bland voice that made the sky drake laugh.


“Sometimes I forget how young you are, Kell,” Jussa told him, a bit proudly.  “To think that you’ve come so far at your age, it’s truly impressive.”


“Well, thank you for your confidence in me, Jussa,” Kell said modestly.  “But if you want to thank anyone, thank Ferroth.  He trained me, and all the other field agents.”

“That is one formidable earth dragon,” Faralla mused.  “I must admit, when I was first placed on the council, I severely underestimated him.  He may be the most clever and cunning dragon alive.”


“I’m glad you see what we see, Faralla,” Kell said seriously.


“I think we’re far enough away now,” Hinado prompted, ascending a little bit.  “You ready, Kell?”


“As I’ll ever be,” he said in a grim voice, spreading his wings and giving them an angle that wouldn’t slow Hinado down.


“This is one reason I decided to go with you.  I want to see this for myself,” Jussa said with a little eagerness, looking over at him.


“I’m afraid you’re going to be disappointed, Jussa.  I have trouble flying in a straight line.  And we won’t even talk about what happens when I try to turn.”


Jussa laughed.  “Flying is a difficult skill, Kell, I didn’t think you’d be a master of it in just a few days,” he assured him.  “I’m sure you’ll be just fine with practice, practice, and more practice.  And with us revealing the plan to the island, you won’t have to do that practice in the dead of night in remote places.”


“I should make you practice your own preaching Jussa,” Faralla chided.  “Water dragons could be much better flyers, if you’d just practice.”


“We spend too much time under that water to worry about above it, Faralla,” he answered with a slight smile.


“Well, you’re going to look awfully silly when Kell turns out to be a better flyer than you,” he teased.

“And I’ll applaud him if he achieves it,” Jussa replied lightly.  “You assume I have an inflated ego to bruise, Faralla.  I’m no sky dragon.”


“Oh, here we go,” Hinado said darkly, and Kell gave a bit of a squeak of surprise when the sky drake let go of him without warning.  He nearly turned over and spun out, turning sideways in the air, but managed to recover and get back to a level plane.  He had to climb back up to where the others were, and the two sky dragons slowed down considerably to keep pace with him.

“Very well done, Kell,” Jussa complemented.  “You’ve learned a great deal in just a few days.”


“Too busy, can’t talk,” Kell said in a distant, disjointed voice of absolute concentration, his eyes straight ahead and his full attention on making sure he didn’t fall out of the sky and crash into the ocean two thousand meters below.  And from that altitude, that crash would be very hard and very painful.


“Good, that means we can go back to our discussion about inflated sky dragon egos,” Jussa said liltingly, which would have made Kell laugh if he wasn’t so focused on the task at hand.  But it did show off Jussa’s dry, subtle, understated sense of humor, and the fact that he felt comfortable enough with Faralla and Hinado to tease them a little bit.  Water dragons were too big on propriety to ever do that with someone they didn’t know very well, or consider a friend.

Jussa considered the sky dragons friends.  Kell wasn’t too busy to miss that important bit of information as he concentrated very hard on not falling out of the sky and looking like a complete idiot.
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He was glad there was nobody up to see him fail spectacularly.

To be fair, he tried.  He tried very hard to at least look halfway competent when he slowed down as he came in over the cove, but he was just too new to this flying thing to manage an advanced maneuver like slowing down even as he ascended in preparation to land on the knoll behind his burrow entrance.  So, instead of alighting at the top of the knoll, he instead lost control of himself trying to slow down and plummeted straight into the cove, very nearly wiping out several of Shii’s kelp stalks.


He should have just glided.  That, at least, he knew how to do, and he could have landed with at least some modicum of his dignity intact.


Hinado and Faralla had the grace not to laugh as he surfaced and shook his head, clearing a strand of kelp from his horns, then he swam over to the edge and vaulted up to the top the old fashioned way, by diving down, curling back upwards, and snapping his wings just before broaching the surface to give him more than enough momentum to reach the top of the bluff.  He grumbled a bit as he shook the water off his wings before folding them, then looked up at the two sky drakes and water dragon.  Faralla set Jussa down beside him on the bluff, and the large water wyrm stretched a bit.  “You made even better time than the trip up, Kell,” Hinado declared.


“We did have a tailwind for half the trip,” Faralla pointed out.


“You do wonders for my confidence, Faralla,” Kell said caustically, which made the two sky dragons grin down at him.


He should have known that some dragon would notice his arrival.  Kammi yawned as she came out of the burrow, then bounded over to him eagerly . “Intended!  What are you doing back at this hour?” she asked, nuzzling him.


“What are you doing up?” Kell asked.


“Just finishing up some work for chief.  I was about to go to bed,” she replied.  “China stuff.”


“What’s going on?”


“That’s not what’s important here,” she countered.  “How did it go?  What did Jenny say?”


“She’ll be arriving around noon, if I’m not mistaken,” Kell told her, which made her grin brightly.  “The house ready?”


“Yup, we finished the last of it yesterday afternoon,” she answered.  “Welcome back, esteemed council members,” she added, looking at the others.  “Where’s Essan and the fire dragons?”


“Still on Imakaii, we came back early,” Hinado answered.  “There’s a lot we have to do.”


“Oooh, that sounds interesting,” Kammi perked up.  “What’s going on, Kell?”


“Oh yeah, ask me with them right here to hear it if I say something out of bounds,” Kell accused, which made her grin at him impishly and Hinado chuckle.


“Since I’m sure you’re going to find out anyway,” Jussa said mildly, giving Kell a look that made him a bit sheepish, “we’ll be revealing Kell’s little secret today.”


“Whoa, already?” Kammi gasped.


“Yes.  We have a plan in place for the earth dragons, and they have to know what’s coming so everyone can be ready when we put it into action.”


“Awesome!  So, when do I get my turn?” she asked quickly.  “Is there a list yet?  Where am I on it?”


“There won’t be a list,” Kell told her.  “The council decided that the only fair way to do it is with a lottery.  So where you are on the list depends entirely on pure luck.”


“A lottery?  Seriously?” she asked, and when Kell nodded, she reared upon her haunches and put her forepaws on her hips.  “That’s entirely unfair!”


“It’s the fairest possible way to do it,” Kell countered.  “Even Anthra and Geon will be drawn by lottery, intended.”


“But I’m your intended!” she protested.


“And what difference does that make?” Kell countered.


“You’re supposed to look out for me, you dingbat!” she retorted, which made Hinado stifle a laugh.  “What good is it being your lifemate if you keep throwing me under the bus!  Where’s the wheedling to get me a guaranteed spot on the list, huh?”


“I believe we’ll leave you two to discuss this without an audience,” Jussa said with barely suppressed amusement.


“Coward,” Kell accused, which made Faralla burst out laughing.


“It’s called prudence, Kell,” Jussa replied with an amused look, spreading his deceptively large wings.  “The last place I want to be is squarely between two headstrong young earth drakes.  I may come out of it looking like a target dummy.”


“A roasted one,” Hinado agreed with a fanged grin.


“We’ll send for you when the rest of the council gets back to the island, Kell,” Jussa told him.  “There’s a lot still to talk about, plans to make, and we’ll need you and Ferroth to give us some unbiased opinions of the plans that the humans send to us from a security point of view.”


“Alright, esteemed council member,” Kell answered.  “If the others leave at sunrise, odds are they’ll be back here around noon.  It’ll depend on how fast they can carry Essan.”

The three much larger dragons left Kell to his fate, and Kammi showed her displeasure by whacking him with the underside of her tail.  “Ow!  Back off, female!” he barked.


“I am not gonna back off, not until you remember who your intended is!” she retorted.


All in all, the fight wasn’t nearly as spectacular as some of the others they’d had.  Since they were outside, the only real damage was to the grass around the burrow entrance.  But the two of them looked a tad silly, two fully grown drakes scrapping like angry clutchmates over a toy.  Kell had learned over the months that though Kammi was small, she was a vicious little thing, and more often than not he was on the losing end of these little squabbles.  But he had a secret weapon, and after throwing her off when she tried to pin him down, he jumped backwards and up into the air, unfurled his wings, and then a powerful downstroke pulled him higher.  “Hey!  That’s cheating!” Kammi protested, rising up onto her back legs and shaking a clenched paw at him as he rose up even higher with every wingbeat.

“Not for me it’s not,” he taunted in reply, then gasped and frantically tried to get out of reach when Kammi vaulted up at him, and very nearly got hold of his tail.  He very nearly lost control and crashed, but he managed to right himself and pull up into a hover out of Kammi’s jumping distance.


“Get back down here and fight like an earth drake, you weenie!” she barked, glaring up at him.  But that glare turned to a shocked double-take, then she turned and bolted with a squeal when Kell dove at her.  They both tumbled when he crashed into her, and the two of them bounced past the entrance and off the bluff, splashing into the cove.  And Kammi showed her experience by immediately and desperately moving to get out, because she knew that she was no match for Kell in the water.  But Kell was one move ahead of her.  She disappeared under the surface as if grabbed by a giant shark, and the water frothed as the two of them continued their epic battle just under the surface of the water.  Seconds later, Kammi burst from the roiled water and managed to scrabble up the bluff, then looked back down and shook her paw at him again.  “I am so gonna get you back, Kell!” she threatened.  “You just wait til I have you far away from the water!”

“If you can’t handle the sharks, don’t swim in the ocean,” he taunted, then his head slipped back under the agitated surface, leaving her no idea where he was, since she couldn’t see past the water’s surface with her thermographic vision.  That left Kammi with only one option, and that was to curse at him from the top of the bluff, doing it in English to make sure that her curses were strong enough to satisfy her sense of moral outrage.


It was nearly half an hour later before Kammi realized where he’d gone.  She stalked into the burrow to find him sitting at one of the workstations in the workshop, and he had to chuckle when she swatted him with her tail irritably when she reached him.  “Forgot about the cove entrance, did we?” he teased.


“Oh, shut up,” she retorted, which made him laugh.  She struggled a bit when Kell grabbed her as she passed and nuzzled her, then she gave up and accepted his attention.  “Don’t think this gets you off my spikes, intended,” she warned.


“Stop being silly,” he told her. And with her calmed down and listening, he caught up on what the department had been doing while he explained everything to Kammi, from the plan to find humans to what they’d discovered while he was on Imakaii.  She seemed much more interested in the plan, and they discussed it for nearly an hour from him catching up all the way to them climbing up onto the sleeping mound.  “I think it relies a bit too much on the humans, but outside of that, it has some potential,” she surmised.  “Once they have a scion back up, it’ll be a simple matter to get us out there and back.  All we really need is to know where to go and have the cooperation of the human.”

“It’s actually better if the humans handle that side of it,” he said as they dug out a hollow in the mound, then they laid down.  “It’ll be a little less traumatic for the magicians if a human explains everything to them.  And we’ll need their help hiding the magicians until they’re ready to train large numbers of them at a time.”


“They’re gonna need some kind of large-scale school,” Kammi noted.  “But it can’t be in any one country’s territory.”


“I’m sure they’ve got a plan,” Kell said confidently, then he yawned.  “Now if you don’t mind, I’m gonna go to sleep.  I’ve only had a couple of hours of sleep the last few days.”


“I’m tired too, so I’m not gonna keep you awake,” she said, snuggling up against him.


Things…were a bit crazy when he woke up.


He felt it before he saw it, a strange softness around him, like he was sleeping on sand instead of earth.  But when he opened his eyes, he realized that the sleeping mound wasn’t a mound anymore so much as it was a small hill, covered with grass, the small clover-like plants that grew on the south side of the island, island wildflowers, and a few crop plants, like bean vines, a few tomato vines, an eggplant, and even a half-grown wheat stalk.  The seeds mixed in with the earth of the sleeping mound had sprouted and grown while he was asleep, exposed to his aura, so he woke up and found himself laying in a hollow depression of verdant bloom.  Moss had grown on the floor and ceiling around the mound.

“Holy Gaia!” Kammi blurted when she stirred and woke up, then burst out laughing.  “Well, this is new!”


“I’m amazed it would grow without light,” Kell mused as he settled into a half-laying position, looking around.


Kell’s aura had had other effects, both above and below the sleeping chamber.  Kammi reported that the mushroom cellar was almost overrun with giant mushrooms, unnaturally oversized, and were even growing on the bare rock on the ramp down into the room.  Up above the burrow, the grass had grown nearly half a meter directly over the sleeping chamber, at the edges of the range of Kell’s aura.  And within the burrow, moss had grown on the walls and floor around the sleeping chamber, including in the workshop, but thankfully there were no plants growing on or in his computers or other equipment.


The sages were right in one way…there was no way he was going to be able to hide this.  Not even if he stayed in Sanctuary City, since his aura would incite plants to grow even in absolute darkness.  So, it was a good thing they were going to go public today, or else he would have had a whole lot of trouble with this.  It might have even gotten him exiled to Imakaii until the council was ready to go public, if only to hide it.


And as he cleaned moss off a workbench in the shop, he realized that he’d better learn how to control this, if he could indeed control it.  If not, he might damage or destroy all his stuff because of plants growing in and around it.  The sages seemed confident that he could exert control over his plant-growing aura, and he made a mental note to concentrate on those lessons until he could turn this off, or tamp it down, or something.  If not, he might ask the sages if there was some magical trinket they could make that would cancel or absorb the aura so it wouldn’t affect things.  Because, as he surveyed his moss-infested shop, he decided that his plant-growing magic was more of a nuisance than a benefit, at least for him.

He was forced to cut the grass over the burrow, which attracted unwanted attention.  Keth wandered over just after sunrise, as the family and the farmhands filed out of the burrow to start the day’s work, when Kell was about halfway through the high grass, slicing it down close to the ground using the edges on his tail spikes, using his tail like a scythe.  “This is a little strange,” Keth mused, looking around.

“Yes it is, Sire,” Kell answered.  “But there’s an explanation for it.”


“One of Hrada’s experimental fertilizers?”


“No.  Me,” he answered.  “I was going to come over for breakfast and explain, but I got a little sidetracked trying to clean up the burrow.  We’ve got moss everywhere down there, and the I was going to ask Mother to come over and clean out the mushroom cellar while we’re at work.  It’s a little crazy in there.”


“What, they gave you some experimental magical trinket to study?”


“No, Sire.  I’m the cause.”


“You?”


He nodded, slashing more grass down with his tail.  “Don’t bandy this about, Sire, but all the stuff I’ve been doing at night lately, it was all part of a magical experiment.  The tail of it is, we earth dragons do have our own magic.  We just need help to bring it out,” he explained.  “We need the humans to unlock our magic.  The humans that came to the conference unlocked my magic, and I’ve spent the time since then trying to learn how it works.”

“Really?” Keth asked with sudden interest.  “And they’re going to unlock the magic for other earth dragons?”


“They can’t,” he answered.  “It’s kind of hard to explain, but I guess the shortest way to explain it is that they unlock our magic by binding to us, like a magical connection.  A human can only do it once, for one earth dragon.  But the council has a plan to do it for all the other earth dragons, and that’s part of what they’re going to reveal today.”


“So, this magic is that it makes grass grow?”


“It’s an aura of magic that affects plants, make them grow with magical speed,” Kell explained.  “It just showed up yesterday, while I was on Imakaii, and I haven’t learned how to control it yet.  The chromatic sages are convinced I can control it, and Gaia I hope so.  The burrow’s almost overrun with moss.”


“Really?” he asked, his eyes widening.  “You mean that if I unlock this magic, I could make my crops grow in a matter of days?”


“If you focused on just a small tract, probably,” he nodded.  “It’s not instant, Sire.  What you see here is from several hours of exposure,” he added, motioning at the high grass around the top of the bluff.  “Your farm is way too big for you to affect all of it.  If all of us and the farmhands were all empowered, it might make the crops come in about twice as fast as normal, just from the exposure as we go about the daily chores and weeding.”

“This is quite surprising.  And quite welcome!” Keth said with sudden enthusiasm.  “I could use magic to make the crops come in faster!  What an amazing thing!  And what luck, they discover this when we need it most, when we desperately need food!”


“It is pretty convenient,” Kell chuckled, scything down another swath of grass.  “There’s more to it, though, sire.”


“What’s that?”


“The magic allows us to fly,” he said evenly, looking at Keth.


“Are you serious?” Keth gasped.


He nodded.  “It triggers the same magic in us that the other dragons already have, that cancels their weight.  That’s what I’ve been doing the last week or so, Sire.  Every night, the sky dragon council members have been taking me out and teaching me.  I’m terrible at it, but I can do it.”


“I…I can’t believe it,” he said, sitting down on his haunches.  Hard.


“It’s been quite an adjustment for me too,” Kell said with empathy.  “I’ve been terrified since the conference, that I might accidentally do something that would expose it.  And I was seriously worried that revealing it to the other earth dragons might cause a riot, or completely destroy our entire society as we fought over who got to receive this gift first, but now I’m not worried about that so much.  The plan the council has is a good one, and I think the earth dragons will accept it as entirely fair.  The council’s made me keep it a secret from everyone until they had a plan in place to help the other earth dragons get it.  They didn’t want to cause any upheaval.  And I agree with that decision, which is half the reason why they chose me to be the experimental guinea pig.  The other half is because of what happened to Julia.”


“When she got young?”


Kell nodded.  “I sorta already had one human connected to me, so they decided to use me as the test subject because of it.  The humans get that out of it, Sire, it makes them young again.  Well, what we get out of it is it unlocks our magic.”

“All this time,” Keth whispered.  “All this time, we could do magic.  And we never knew.”


“Well, not quite.  We can’t do magic the way the other dragons can,” Kell corrected him.  “But at least we get to fly, and we have an innate racial magical ability the way the other dragons do.  But we can’t cast spells, or do any of the other magic that other dragons can do.  I don’t think many earth dragons are going to complain all that much, though.”


“No.  No, they will not,” Keth said, then he gave a rueful laugh.  “It seems I owe you an apology, youngling,” he said, looking over at him.  “All those years I told you not to pine for what you couldn’t have, and it turns out I was wrong.”

Kell just had to laugh.  “Apology accepted, Sire,” he grinned.  “And I don’t think I have to ask you not to repeat that until after the council reveals it, or I’ll get in trouble.”


“No, no.  You’re right,” he agreed, standing back up.  “But after they announce it, youngling, I’d like to see it.  See it and know that it’s real, that’s it’s truly possible for us to fly.”


“After they explain everything, I’d be happy to do just that for you, Sire,” he nodded.


“Now, let me help you cut down this grass, then you can bundle it and take it up to the livestock pen,” he declared.


Kell laughed easily.  “Yes, Sire,” he answered with a smile.


After tending that chore, Kell was carried up to the Library of Eternity, and his long day of being a lab rat began.  They first gave him another exhaustive examination, and then he spent the rest of the day trying to exert conscious control over his aura.  The sages almost drove him crazy having him try different approaches, teaching him mental techniques the other dragons used to control magic, and all of it failed.  But, at the end of the day, not long before the council was set to make their announcement, one of the sages stumbled across something as he had Kell describe how it felt to do what he did.

“You felt a connection, you say?” the sage asked quickly when Kell described how he was feeling when he was holding that flower.


“Yes.  It’s hard to explain.  It was…it was like I was connected to the flower.”


“Then perhaps your control over your aura is emotional,” he surmised, pushing a small plant in a pot at him.  “Try to connect to the plant.  Feel it.  In a way, love it, young earth drake.”


“That sounds kinda…well, weird, but I’ll try,” Kell said, sitting on the base of his tail and taking the small potted plant in his forepaws.


And that was the trick of it, Kell learned.  In a surprisingly short amount of time, he’d stumbled across the means to control his aura, and that they were indeed tied to his emotions…or more to the point, they were tied to what seemed to be the core of an earth dragon’s magic, symbiosis.  Earth dragons gave a part of themselves to the humans, and received something back for that gift.  Kell learned with that potted plant that the key to controlling his aura was by giving, giving it his empathy and attention, and it gave back to him by growing, which triggered an emotional reaction in him that resonated with the very core of his earth dragon soul.  Using that technique, Kell learned how to incite wild growth in plants in a short time, and also learned how to seriously tamp down his magical aura so it barely had any effect on the plants around him at all, by distancing himself from them.  The more attention and empathy he showed to a plant, the stronger his aura became, and the faster it grew.


He even learned that nature was no boundary to his power.  He learned that his aura could incite a plant to grow far beyond its natural limits, like how the mushrooms in the cellar had taken on unnaturally gigantic proportions, and that he could exert willful control over it.  It was almost bizarre, it was like Poison Ivy from the Batman comics and cartoons, able to incite a plant to grow with insane speed, and even control its movements as it grew to, say, wrap around the legs of one of the sages to snare his legs, hinder his movements.  He couldn’t make a plant move, but he could direct how it grew, to do something like cause a vine to only grow up and around a trellis, for example.  He could cause crop plants to produce unnaturally large fruits or vegetables, flower plants to produce oversized flowers, and could even influence woody plants like bushes and trees in how they branched.

And it was all easy.  It was almost like he’d known how to do it all his life, and he’d just needed a kick in the tail to make him remember it.


What annoyed him, though, was that the sages wouldn’t allow him to go down and greet Jenny when she arrived.  He had just discovered his ability to control his aura when word came that the council was back with Jenny in tow, and the sages wouldn’t allow him to stop to go greet her, not when he’d just learned how to control it.  He very nearly rebelled, but in the end, his own interest in what he was learning quelled his defiance.  He too was intrigued by what he’d just learned, and the allure of learning more had overwhelmed his desire to go meet Jenny and her family at their house.

As he was practicing under the watchful eye of the sages, Geon came into the library.  “Kell,” he called.


“Esteemed council member,” Kell said from his table, where he was sitting on the base of his tail and influencing a pumpkin to grow to giant proportions.  “How was your trip back?”

“Fast,” he replied with a chuckle.  “My face almost feels like the wind scoured off my scales.  They flew us back as fast as they could safely carry us, so they could keep up with the plane.”


“So, Jenny’s here?”


“Yeah, we got back about two hours ago,” he answered.  “She’s settling into her house right now.  But, we have a couple of stowaways with her.  Julia came along with her, and she’ll be housing both the plane’s pilots in her house overnight.”


“They let them on the island?” Kell asked in surprise.


“Yeah, mainly because we found out when we met them this morning that both of them are magicians,” Geon answered.  “So now they’re the dedicated pilots that will ferry Jenny’s supplies down here until we get the scion, and that way we can keep track of them so they’ll be available when we start empowering other earth dragons.”


“Wow, both of them?”


“Yup, it shocked the hell out of Trejem when he used that spell that they came up with just out of curiosity,” Geon chuckled.  “They already know that none of the staff on the island are magicians, but the pilots were just brought in a few days ago, and nobody had thought to assense them.”


“Well, that gives us a head start.  We’re already two down for the first seventeen.”


“Yup.  Anyway, Kell, they’ll be making the announcement in about an hour,” he told him.  “They’re assembling the earth dragons at the food allotment area right now.  When the time comes, Anthra wants you to fly in and land near the TV projectors.”


Kell gave him a look.  “I told you that I’m not good enough to make a precise landing like that, Geon,” he protested.  “Odds are, I’ll crash.  I might very well take out the projectors, and that’ll piss off the fire dragons.  If you want me to prove that earth dragons can fly, it’s best if I take off from the floor and fly up to the rim.  That, I can do, because I’ll more or less be crashing into the wall, and when I’m ready for it, I can make it look halfway intentional.”


Geon burst out laughing.  “I’ll let Anthra know.  Have you made any progress with your aura?’


“We’ve made great progress today, esteemed council member,” one of the sages said animatedly.  “Young Kell has learned how to control his aura, and now he’s practicing focusing it so that it affects some plants but not others.”


“Do you think you’ll be able to demonstrate it?  In a way that the others will see?” Geon asked.


“Yeah,” Kell answered, pointing at the pumpkin.  “Watch.”  He took a deep breath and centered himself, then connected to the pumpkin, reaching out and putting his paws over it, close to it, because he needed close physical proximity to make something grow with that kind of speed.  When he did so, he poured his magic into it, and Geon gasped when the pumpkin visibly grew, getting both larger and fatter, almost as if the gentle movements of Kell’s paws above the pumpkin were pulling it like taffy, making it bigger.

“Amazing!” Geon exclaimed, then he laughed.  “Well done, Kell!  There’s no doubt you were the drake for this job!”


“It’s actually pretty easy,” Kell admitted.  “It’s like I always knew how to do this, but forgot that I knew it until just now.”


“Innate magical powers are like that, young Kell,” one of the sages told him.  “It is instinctive knowledge.  That’s why all dragons are able to use their innate racial abilities without training, but they need training to master them.”


“That makes a lot of sense to me now,” Kell said, patting the pumpkin sitting between his feet.


“I can’t wait to learn myself.  I pray to Gaia I get lucky with the lottery,” Geon chuckled.


“When are they drawing the numbers?” Kell asked.


“Today, we’ve had Jukra and the builders whittle numbered tokens all day, and we’re going to put them in a covered container and draw them one by one until everyone has a number,” he replied.  “We all draw to assign numbers, then, when we’re ready to empower an earth dragon, the most wise will draw a number using the same tokens.  Their neutrality is beyond reproach, so nobody can possibly accuse them of bias, especially since they won’t know who has which number.  That way nobody knows who’s going to be first, and the lucky winner won’t know until they literally come for him to take him to the humans.”


“And that just bypassed all the potential mayhem over who has which number,” Kell noted, which  made Geon grin and nod.


“Just because you draw lottery number one, it doesn’t mean that you’ll be first,” Geon agreed.  “Believe it or not, Sessara came up with the double draw idea.  It’s pretty clever.”

“Well, Sessara is one of the smart fire dragons,” Kell said, which made Geon chuckle and nod in agreement.  “When do you need me to come to the aerie?”


“I’ll send a sky dragon for you when it’s time.  You just keep practicing, Kell.  You’re going to be teaching all of us what you’re learning, so learn everything that you can.”


“We’ll make sure he’s ready for that task, esteemed council member,” one of the sages assured him.


About an hour later, Irago came to get him.  The young sky drake carried him to the aerie, where the council, Jukra, Ferroth, and several other dragons were gathered, and then they all went to the food allotment area.  Kell was set down on the stage near the projectors that Jukra’s builders and set up, and Kell got to look down on the entire earth dragon race.  Every single one of them, from hatchlings just old enough to leave the brood chamber to the venerable Jengo, who sat in the place of honor at the very front and center of the gathering.  They filled the entire floor of the caldera, and some were even sitting along the bottom edges of the rim of the caldera.

And looking out over his kin, he wondered if any of them—outside of Keth—had any idea how their lives were about to change.


There weren’t only earth dragons there.  The rim of the caldera was starting to line with other dragons of all four species, who no doubt had become curious about this gathering and had landed along the edges of it to see what was going on.  Some of them were undoubtedly fire dragons who had come to watch TV, and found their TVs turned off and this little gathering instead.  Kell saw Gressa up there among them, and he saw Prisma sitting with some of her chromatic classmates not far from her.  Sella and the entire pod was also present, sitting together almost directly across from the stage.

And much to his surprise, Jenny was there, with Greg and Davie, the humans on the backs of his parents and Davie sitting on a very eager-looking Kammi’s head.

It was Anthra who stepped forward from the council, sitting on the base of her tail and rising up to a vertical base, holding up her forepaws to get everyone’s attention.  “Everyone settle down!” she called, her voice carrying easily over the caldera floor.  Anthra could be very loud when she wanted to be.  “This meeting of all earth dragons will come to order!

“I’m sure you’re curious as to why you’re here, or why there was such short notice.  I assure you, you’re here for a very important reason,” she began as the caldera went quiet.  “There have been certain revelations revealed to us over the last few weeks that we will now pass on to you, revelations so important that it’s going to shake up our entire society,” she warned.  “Change the most basic aspects of our lives, but change them for the better.  This is good news, my friends.  Very good news!”


She had everyone’s attention now.  “There’s no easy way to explain this or break it to you, so getting it all out right at the front is the best way to do this.  We’ve come to learn that earth dragons do have their own magic,” she declared.  “But it’s not a magic that we can use by ourselves, on our own.  Simply put, my friends, our magic depends on us forming a symbiotic magical bond with human beings who are magicians,” she said, pointing at Jenny and Greg.  “This is why we’ve never discovered this before, because for most of our history, we’ve kept ourselves apart from the humans.  But lately, with our involvement with Jenny and our other human friends, we quite accidentally stumbled across this revelation.  What this symbiotic bond does for the human magician is it gives them back their youth, and extends their lifespan to be more like a dragon’s.  For us, it enables our own innate racial magical abilities, and it also empowers the innate magic that nullifies the weight we carry from the rock and stone we eat to fuel our breath weapons, empowering this magic enough to allow us to fly.”


And that caused an instant uproar, and Anthra had to wait a moment before she could get everyone to calm down enough so they could hear her.  “We know this for a fact, friends, because we’ve got one earth dragon that’s empowered in this fashion,” she declared.  “And we’ve learned how it works, so now we can empower all of us to do the same.”

“How?  How can this be?” someone shouted.


“As I said, it’s because of the humans, specifically the humans who are magicians,” Anthra repeated.  “An earth dragon forms a symbiotic bond with seventeen human magicians, each of them giving a little bit of themselves to us as we give youth and vigor to them, and their combined effect on us empowers the weight-canceling magic that makes us not gain any weight when we eat stone to power our breath weapon,” she explained patiently.  “They empower this magic enough that it cancels enough of our weight to allow us to fly.  It takes seventeen humans to form this bond with an earth dragon,” she continued.  “And we’ve spent the time since we learned about this miracle coming up with a plan of action to give this gift to every earth dragon.  It’s going to take some time, my friends, time for us to find the human magicians we need, and devise a way to safely get an earth dragon to the humans to bond them and then bring them back home.  But we have that plan now, my friends, and since we have the plan, we now reveal this to you so you may prepare for what is to come.


“When it comes to who gets this gift first, my friends, we have decided that the only fair way to do this is for it to be complete random chance,” she continued, as Jukra stepped forward and set down a large stone box, then pulled out a small gray disc.  A number token.  “Every one of us will draw one of these numbered tokens from this box, and the number on the token will be assigned to you.  But,” she warned before anyone could say anything.  “That is not the order in which earth dragons will be selected.   When we find seventeen magicians and have them ready to bond to an earth dragon, the sages of the chromatics will draw a number out of the box, and whoever has been assigned that number will be the earth dragon that bonds the humans.  The sages will not know which earth dragon has that number, and they will draw that number in the presence of the council to ensure complete fairness.  Even me and Geon will be assigned numbers, my friends.  Our status as council members will not in any way entitle us to go before anyone else,” she said strongly.  “But there is one earth drake that will be allowed to be placed at the front of the line.  Jengo,” she said, looking down at the startled earth drake.  “Your unique status allows you to bypass the random draw, but it’s not going to be immediate.  You have to have tail spikes to bind the human to you, so the wisest sages among the chromatics and the strongest healers among the water dragons are going to find a way to cause you to grow tail spikes long enough for you to bind the humans to you.  The lottery is going to go on as I described while the sages find a remedy for you, and when they find it, you will be placed at the front of the queue, because you’ll only have a short window of time to bind the humans to you before you lose your spikes.  Does anyone have a problem with that?” Anthra asked forcefully.

Silence was the reply.


“Very good.  So, my friends, that’s how it’s going to work.  The order will be completely random, and only one earth dragon will be given any special consideration, and only because of his medical condition.  This plan is going to be enacted starting in about two weeks.  That’s when we start selecting earth dragons.  The reason for that is because human magicians are fairly rare, and it’s going to take our sky dragon friends time to find the humans we need.  Consider the scope of this task, friends.  It takes seventeen human magicians to empower an earth dragon, and that means it will take some fifty-two thousand of them to empower every adult earth dragon  And that doesn’t even include the hatchlings,” she reminded them.  “That is a lot of humans, and only one out of every one hundred humans is a magician, which makes finding them much, much harder.  So, it’s going to take time for the sky dragons to find the humans we need.  We also have to wait until the chromatics restore one of the scions, so we can be taken out into the human world to bind the humans and then come home.  Once an earth dragon is empowered, the sky dragons have agreed to teach you how to fly, and the earth dragons that are already empowered will teach you how to control your innate magical abilities.  So, remember, friends, that if you are lucky enough to be selected early, you’re going to be teaching those who come after you.

“I know it’s not going to be easy, friends, and that it’s going to be quite a chore to wait, but until we get this operation going, everyone needs to continue on as normal.  But there are things you can do to start preparing for the changes to come,” she called.  “And the other dragons have agree to help us prepare.  All of us currently don’t have the wing strength to fly, even if we’re empowered with the magic to do so,” she warned.  “We don’t really use our wings, and flying is a very demanding thing to do.  So everyone will need to strengthen their wing muscles.  The water dragons have agreed to help us with that.  They’re going to teach us how to swim the water dragon way, using our wings, and that will strengthen our wings and get us ready to fly.  The sky dragons and fire dragons will be teaching us other exercises we can do when not swimming to further strengthen our wings and give them the stamina they’ll need to let us fly longer than a few seconds.  The sky dragons are also going to be teaching us the science of flying while we prepare, teaching us the physics behind it, teaching us as much as they can about it before we can do it for ourselves.  All of us are also going to be doing refresher gliding training, to get used to the idea of being high up in the air and refreshing ourselves on basic gliding maneuvers, which we’ve been told will help when the time comes that you can fly.  Everyone needs to do what they can to be ready when your number is called,” she told them in her powerful voice.

“There’s more to it than that, friends.  When empowered, you’ll also gain innate magical abilities similar to the innate powers of the other dragons.  Our own magic, however, isn’t about controlling our element.  We don’t control rock and stone, our magic is based around plants and other growing things.  Our innate magic is to make them grow,” she explained, then she looked back.  “Kell.”


He felt seriously self-conscious as he stepped up to where she was, and one of the sages brought over a small pumpkin.  Every earth dragon was looking at him, some of them wide-eyed, a few glaring, because they’d figured out that he was the empowered earth dragon.  He took the pumpkin from the sage and held it in his paw, sitting on the base of his tail, then he took a deep breath and focused on it, connecting to it.


There was a rippling gasp that swept across the earth dragons before him when the pumpkin began to grow with magical speed, growing in mere seconds from a tiny thing that would fit in the palm of his paw to a massive behemoth that required him to hold with both paws just to keep it from falling to the floor.


“This is our magic, my friends,” Anthra called.  “The magic of life, the magic to make plants grow.  It is a reflection of who we are as dragons. We are the children of Gaia, and for myself, I think it’s entirely proper that our magic honors our mother this way,” she said with simple dignity, which caused a ripple of assent to rumble through the crowd.  “And, to prove to all of you that we haven’t completely lost our minds,” she prompted, giving Kell a meaningful look.  He sighed and put the pumpkin down, took a few steps back, then charged the edge of the stage.  His wings unfolded and snapped down when he reached the edge, vaulting out over Jengo, and then he started ascending over the earth dragons below, a bit awkwardly, wobbling in his intended trajectory and struggling to keep from spinning upside-down.  He heard their startled calls as he rose up over the congregation, aiming for the edge of the rim past the projection screens. He reared up and stalled out as he neared the lip, just under a surprised fire drake, then he managed to land on the steep face in a mad flapping of his wings, his claws digging in and granting him purchase.  He climbed up beside the unknown fire drake, who was looking at him with shocked eyes, then the drake grinned at him almost mischievously and reached out and patted him on the back for some strange reason.


“Proof,” Anthra called loudly.  “Kell was chosen to be the test subject for one reason, my friends.  He was the only earth dragon among us who already had the wing strength to fly.  Everyone here knows of his swimming skill, and how the water dragons call him the mud dragon,” she said lightly.  “All that swimming made his wings strong enough to get him into the air.  And now all of us are going to follow in his pawprints, learning to swim the water dragon way so we can get our wings strong enough to follow him.”

Kell stayed up on the rim, almost feeling safe among the fire drakes, as the earth dragons below seemed to seesaw their heads between looking at Anthra as she went into more detail about their plans and looking up at him, as if disbelieving what they’d seen with their own eyes.  It made him so uncomfortable that he decided that he was too much of a distraction, so he backed out of sight of the caldera floor, turned and took off from the side of the volcano, again demonstrating what he could do.  He glided more than flew down to the base of the volcano, then entered the tunnel leading to the elevator back up to the top.  He climbed up the shaft and sat just inside the entrance, which was behind the stage, and listened as Anthra finished up relating the upcoming plans to the earth dragons.  She opened the discussion up for questions, and spent nearly two hours answering a long series of questions, most of them about flying.  And much as he feared, a few were angry demands about why Kell was chosen to be the first empowered earth dragon   After the third such question, Anthra stared down the young earth wyrm that asked it.  “And if we gave it to you, Velik?  How would it help you if you don’t have the strength to get off the ground?”

“I’d, I’d at least have it for when I could!” he replied indignantly.


“And how does that help everyone else?” she pressed.  “How can you teach others something you can’t do yourself?  If you didn’t notice, I didn’t take it.  Geon didn’t take it.  Because we weren’t the right choice,” she said intensely.  “We weren’t about to let our own personal desires get in the way of the needs of the entire earth dragon race.  Kell was chosen because he was the only earth dragon alive capable of flying once he was empowered.  None of us can say that.  Not you, not me, not Geon, not anyone.  Kell was the only earth dragon capable of it, so he was the only logical choice.  And when the rest of us get there, he’ll be there to teach us what he’s learned.  Does that answer your question?” she asked, staring the younger, smaller wyrm down.

And that answer prevented anyone else from asking a variation of that question.  And after answering just two more questions, they started drawing numbers.  Jukra was the one that recorded them, writing the name of the drake and the number he drew, and that process took nearly three hours  Kell watched all of it, since the council hadn’t dismissed him, and he came back out when his family came up to draw.  They were allowing hatchlings to draw if they were over the age of 20, so his siblings got to draw their own numbers.  Kell found it darkly ironic that Kammi drew a very low number, drawing number 12, but that really didn’t mean all that much.  In fact, she looked quite annoyed when she presented the token for Jukra to see, so he could record it, like she’d burned all of her luck on something meaningless.

Kell stayed until his family drew their tokens, and he joined them as they climbed up the shallow side of the caldera to get to a perch where they could glide down to the farm.  He was keenly aware of the earth dragons who were waiting to draw stare at him, how their eyes followed him and his family.  “Why you little sneak, Kell,” Jenny accused from Keth’s back, where she was being carried.  “I had no idea!”

“We didn’t tell anyone,” Kell answered.  “Not until we had a plan.”


“So, you’ve been able to fly—“


“Since that day you guys took my tail spikes,” he affirmed.  “But we weren’t sure that it would work.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, it was a theory, based on how Julia’s bond was affecting me,” he answered.  “I’ve spent the time since then learning how to fly.  And not doing so well,” he admitted wryly.  “I’m terrible at it.  About the only thing I can do is fly in a straight line.  Any time I try to turn, things get messy.”


“But you can do it,” Jenny declared, to which he nodded.  “What does it feel like?”


“It’s too much work and worry to be fun,” he said honestly.  “The second my feet come off the ground, I’m doing everything I can to keep from crashing.  There’s no time for fun or even relaxation like that.”


“Well, it should get easier as you get more practice,” Greg said from Kanna’s back, then he leaned down and took hold of the end of her horn when they started up the steep incline of the caldera wall.


“And I saw that you’ve gotten a lot better with that growing magic,” Jenny noted.


“I can control it now,” he nodded.  “Even focus it.  It’s actually pretty easy.”


“I’m sure Patron has some plans for you,” she noted, patting Keth’s neck.


“Oh, I do, believe me,” he agreed, which made her chuckle.   “But only on a small scale.  It would be wrong of me to exploit Kell’s magic for personal gain when none of my neighbors can do the same.  Kell’s going to be helping me with the wheat so we can build up more seed.  Other than that, he’s not going to be speeding up our harvest, at least unless the council orders it of him.  And if they do, any food he produces will be given over for the island.  It won’t be our personal stores.”


“That’s a very noble point of view, Patron,” Jenny said with respect in her voice.


“It has nothing to do with nobility, Jenny.  It has everything to do with fairness,” he replied simply.

“Have you settled in yet, Jenny?” Kell asked.


“We didn’t bring that much, so it wasn’t that hard,” she answered. “Just some clothes and our personal stuff.  And I’m starting work tomorrow,” she laughed.  “The council wants me at the aerie at sunrise.”


“What are you going to do tomorrow, Greg?”


“I’m not sure yet.  Probably get the house squared away, at least until it’s time for our lessons.  Me and Davie are going to be taken to Gressa’s den and be like right there when she does her language lessons with the Hunters over videoconference.  That should be interesting.  I’ve never seen a fire dragon den before.”


“Gressa’s den is pretty big,” Kell told her.  “And I’m sure they won’t let you get lazy.”

“I won’t mind.  I’ve been a house husband for the last few months, and it’s been driving me crazy,” he admitted.


“Trust me, nobody is allowed to be lazy on Sire’s farm,” Kell warned, which made Keth chuckle.


“I can put him to work if he wants something to do,” he agreed.


Shii and the pod met them up at the lip of the caldera, and he endured a little good-natured teasing from Sella and Surral.  “And are you the reason they closed off fishing around the talons, Kell?” he asked playfully.


“Afraid so, Patriarch, they had to find somewhere for me to practice where I had some vertical space and a lot of water, so I wouldn’t hurt myself,” he answered.


“I’m quite happy for you, friend,” Sella told him, nuzzling him a little.  “What’s it like to be able to use magic?”


“It’s a little overwhelming right now,” he answered.  “I almost had an identity crisis when I started using it.”


“How so?” Jenny asked.


“It’s hard to explain,” he said, sitting on his haunches.  “It’s like…like finding out that my magic is all about life made me doubt some of the choices I’ve made in my life, about the things that I’ve done.  I can’t really describe to you how it feels to use it.  It’s almost religious, it’s…it’s just so hard to explain,” he repeated ruefully.  “Actually, well, it’s like when I use my magic, I connect to the plant that I’m influencing.  I can feel it grow in my soul, and feel like it becomes a part of me, and me a part of it.  It’s an emotional experience, because I can get attached to the plants I’m affecting.  Like that pumpkin.  I made it grow, and a small part of me recoils at the idea of eating it.  It’s like I’m betraying it somehow, like I gave it a part of myself, and killing it will kill that part of me too.  And for a drake like me, that’s an alien feeling,” he admitted.  “Hirrag told me that the fire dragons respect me because they know I will kill.  Now…I don’t know if I could ever do it again,” he said in a soft voice, looking at his paw.  “It would be like…like I’m betraying Gaia.  I’ve felt life, felt it from the inside with the plants I’ve affected, yet I’ve taken life…it made me feel ashamed.”

They were all silent, giving him thoughtful stares.


“It’s a strange feeling, and a strange position to be in,” he told them.  “And I can only hope that I can honor this gift Gaia’s given to me.”


“I think you’ll be just fine, Kell,” Shii told him warmly, patting him on the shoulder.


“I hope so.  But for now, I just have to get through the next few weeks without causing any major problems.  Or getting killed by a jealous earth dragon because I got this first,” he added in a low voice, glancing down into the caldera.  There were more than a few earth dragons looking up at him.


“Then we’d better get you home, intended, so we can put you in a cage and keep you safe,” Kammi teased lightly.


“Yeah, just try it, Kammi,” he retorted, which made her laugh.


“We should get back to the farm.  There’s much to do, and I think all of us are going to be going out for a very long swim this afternoon,” Keth said, looking at Shii and Surral.


“You certainly are.  We need to get your wings ready for when they call your number, my old friend,” Surral agreed.  “Given how strong of a swimmer you are already, it won’t take much for you to be ready.  And I hope you all get lucky with the draw.”

“Don’t we all, Patriarch,” Jenny agreed.


“And all this time, we had no idea that you being mud dragons would be so important,” Shii laughed.  “Is it true that it was why they chose you, Kell?”


“Yeah,” he nodded.  “And given what I know now, they’re right.  Sire could get off the ground as it stands now, but he wouldn’t be able to stay up more than ten seconds.  All of you are going to have to do a lot of work before you’re ready. And it almost makes me feel sorry for everyone else,” he chuckled without humor, looking down into the caldera again.  “They have no idea what’s in store for them, given they have to take the one part of their bodies they never exercise and turn it into the strongest, fittest, most durable part of them as fast as they can.  There are going to be nights they collapse on the ground outside their burrows and just sleep right there, too tired to even get to their sleeping mounds.  After they get a taste of it, they’ll understand why I was picked.  And hopefully that’ll take some of the heat of the stares they’re sending up at me right now.”

“It’s just the emotion of the moment, youngling.  Things will be much better tomorrow,” Kanna assured him.


“So, it sounds like we have some planning to do, lifemate,” Surral told Shii.  “We already have a good idea of how strong all of them are.  We’ll just need to get them up to where Kell is.”


“It shouldn’t be that hard for us, lifemate.  But it will be for them,” she said, giving Kanna a sly look.  “Long hours of swimming every day await you, my friend.”


“I won’t mind it.  No matter how tired I get, the prize waiting for me is all the motivation I need to keep going,” she replied.


“Then let’s get back home, have some dinner out on the beach, and make some plans,” Surral proposed, reaching out and taking hold of Jenny gently, picking her up off Keth’s back, then pulling himself up into the air.  “Sella, you carry Davie.  We’ll meet all of you on the beach.”  And with that, Surral turned and flew out over the steep slope, turning to follow the rocky ridge and descending towards the cove.


“Come Davie, let’s go flying,” Sella said gently, advancing over to Kammi and reaching out to the child.  Davie held his arms out fearlessly and let her pick him up, and she held him firmly but gently in her forepaws as she opened her wings.  She jumped up into the air and followed after Surral.


“I am so glad he’s not afraid of heights,” Greg mused as Shii picked him up.


“He trusts us, so he has no reason to fear,” Shii told him.  “He knows Sella would never drop him.”
Kell followed his family as they leaped off the side of the caldera and started gliding down to the farm, feeling a little hopeful.  Kanna was probably right.  Hopefully they wouldn’t be so mad at him tomorrow, and he was sure that after they got an idea of what it took to fly, they’d understand why Kell was chosen.  But either way, there was a whole lot of work and preparation waiting for the earth dragons.  They still had to get as much food grown as fast as they could to alleviate the food shortage, and then they had to start exercising their wings to get ready to be empowered on top of it.  Every earth dragon was going to be insanely busy and almost perpetually exhausted for the next few months.  And while they got ready, Kell had to master flight and master his growing magic so he’d be ready to start teaching the others when they were empowered.

But they’d manage.  When it came to getting things done, no dragon was as good at is as an earth dragon. 
