Chapter 26


1 October 2017, 04:39 DMT; Dawnmist Village

He had never felt so isolated in all his life.


It was all he could think about almost all night, which ended up being a night without sleep, without rest, and all of his feelings were embodied in the earth dragon sleeping beside him.  The joining of two earth dragons as lifemates was, at its core, taking two lives and making them one.  There were no secrets between lifemates.  The fears and desires and shames of one were carried by both, and Kammi knew the deepest, darkest parts of him, as he knew them about her.  There was no doubt in his mind that their courtship was going to become formal, but this…this put tremendous stress on the bond forged between them.  He now had to keep a secret from Kammi.  He knew he would have to do it when he agreed to this, but it hadn’t impacted him just what that meant, what that really meant, until he was laying beside her on their sleeping mound.  To keep a part of himself from the female that would be the other half of himself—more or less already was, to be honest about it—it was the hardest thing he’d ever faced.

And Kammi certainly noticed.  She kept dogging him most of the evening, trying to find out what was upsetting him, and not content to accept that he was told by the council not to talk about it.  Kell had certainly never bothered to keep the other things the council told him to himself.  The only thing she’d bought about the entire thing was his excuse for losing all his spikes, that he’d been asked to give them to the humans as gifts.  And much to his relief, the buds that had formed on his tail by the time they went to bed were all clear.


He spent almost the entire night laying there thinking, his mind too much a jumbled, chaotic mess to quiet enough to allow him to sleep, and the quiet time didn’t help much.  Instead of wondering how things may change, his mind instead latched onto everything that could possibly go wrong, and in true neurotic fashion, the consequences he imagined just got worse and worse with every passing hour.  Right before Kammi woke up, he finally got a grip on himself, made himself calm down, and tried to think more rationally about things.  And the biggest thing he told himself was that to not underestimate his kin.


Yes, there was going to be some upheaval.  Yes, it could potentially get ugly.  But, at their core, the earth dragons were about community.  They were very much like a hive of bees, they thought we before they thought I, they were about the welfare of the whole, which in turn ensured the welfare of the individuals that made up that whole.  There were going to be earth dragons that went against the group, dragons like Gev whose obsessions would override their common sense, but the key for Anthra and Geon was going to be minimizing the impact those outliers were going to have on everyone else.

After he got a grip on himself, he felt at least functional enough to be able to face the day.  He untangled himself from Kammi and went outside to sit at the entrance, and he saw that Jenny and Greg were up, that a driftlight was lit and moving around on the patio behind the house.  Curious, he ambled across the shallow valley separating his burrow from their house and advanced onto the patio.  Jenny and Greg were indeed there, sitting at one of the outdoor tables Kell had carved for them, drinking coffee from the smell of it.  Both of them still looked the same, the magic that would reverse their aging hadn’t sunk in yet…which Kell was silently happy about.  He advanced out of the pre-dawn gloom and surprised them a little bit, then sat beside Jenny’s chair.  “Davie must still be asleep,” he said quietly.

“Yeah,” she replied.  “You’re up early.”


“I didn’t sleep well last night,” he admitted.


“Because of us?  I mean—“


“No,” he cut her off.  “Remember, we asked you not to talk about it.”


“But it’s just us here.”


“On this island, Jenny, don’t ever assume that anything you say is only being heard by the people you intend to hear it,” he warned.  “Most chromatic elders know the magic to eavesdrop, and they can do it from a long way away.  And I have no doubt that by now, more than one of them knows nearly as much English as Prisma does, more than enough to get the general idea of what you’re talking about.”


“Scrying magic,” she said, her voice slightly distant, as if recalling what she’d read about it.  “How did Kammi handle you showing up with a bald tail?”

“She bought my explanation,” he grunted.  “I told her the council gave all of you tail spikes as gifts.  And since I was there, most of them came off my tail, since we didn’t want the council members to empty their tails.”


“A kernel of truth,” Jenny mused.  “The best way to do it.”


“Earth dragons are very good at sniffing out the truth, especially when you get them curious,” he told her.  “The key to lying to an earth dragon is to not let them get curious.”

“That sounds about right,” Jenny smiled up at him.


“And did you run to the mirror every ten minutes all night?” Kell asked, which made Greg laugh brightly.  Jenny reached over and swatted him on the arm.


“It took it a couple of days for Julia, so that’s what we’re expecting,” Jenny answered.  “But yes, Kell, I’m very curious about it.  I’m wondering if I’ll look like my old pictures, or if I’ll look different.”


Kell was about to say something, but a light in the sky heralded the arrival of Hinado, who descended and hovered just above the ground, in the usual sky dragon manner.  “I saw the light from your driftlight,” he said.  “I was going to send Irago, but I was passing by.  They’ll be along to collect you up to take to see the sages at sunrise,” he relayed, which Kell translated.  “They want to give all of you another examination before we convene for talks.”

“That’s not a problem, esteemed council member.  That should give us enough time to get Davie up and eat breakfast.”


“They’re there now, Kell, and they want to see you as soon as you wake up,” he added, looking at Kell.


“Looks my day just started,” Kell noted.


“I’ll carry you up,” Hinado offered, drifting up and over and putting his paw on Kell’s back.  The size of Hinado’s paw compared to Kell almost let him wrap his fingers around Kell’s body.


“I’ll see you at the conference, Jenny,” Kell offered as Hinado lifted him off the ground.


“Good luck up there,” she smiled up at him, then Hinado ascended quickly, causing the ground to trail away.


Hinado had him at the Library of Eternity in just a brief moment, and he was again put on a table—a new table—and inspected by all of the chromatic sages.  They had tools this time, instruments and other magical trinkets that they passed over him, touched to him, prodded against him, and they asked a series of questions to see if he’d noticed anything different, anything new.  They didn’t seem convinced that the bonds he’d formed would do anything else but empower him to fly, but they said over and over that they knew nothing at all about this, so they were just being thorough.


They did mention one thing that was different.  “As expected, the tethers are settling,” one of the sages said.  “But they also seem to be entangling.”


“What does that mean, most wise?” Kell asked.


“The bonds are anchoring to you, young earth drake, as we expected, and is only logical.  Given what these bonds do for you, it only makes sense that they are anchoring, making them much harder to sever.  But the seventeen bonds are entwining, as if they were braiding into a rope,” he explained.  “If it continues like this, no one bond will be able to be severed without severing all of them.”


“Are their tethers interacting with one another?” A sage asked.

“No.  They are simply entwining, making all seventeen of them harder to sever by presenting a unified tether.  Cutting ten strings one at a time is easy, but cutting a rope twined together from those strings is not.”

“Most curious,” another sage breathed.  “This tickles my memory, brothers and sisters.  Something I read in passing not long ago.  Now I must remember which book mentioned it.”


That was the only revelation the examination revealed.  After the sun was well risen, they finally let him off the table.  “Any word about that device that will keep me on the ground, most wise?” he asked as he turned to look back at them.


“We’re still researching the matter, Kell,” the wizened female told him.  “Have you felt any differently in that regard?”


“Physically?  No,” he answered.


“Inform us immediately if you feel any change,” she said.  “We’ve summoned a sky drake to carry you to the aerie.  The council is already in session, and they asked that you be taken there as soon as we were done.  One of us will accompany you to provide a report.”


“Alright.  Thank you, most wise,” he answered.

Kell was carried to Council Aerie, where the nine members were discussing the upcoming talks with the humans.  Today they’d talk about the U.N. resolutions and recognizing dragon sovereignty, as well as further aid shipments and other non-magical topics.  Kammi was present on the aerie, sitting with Ferroth beside Anthra’s podium, and she looked a bit excited.  “Kell,” Anthra said.  “We should let you know that we’ve included Kammi into our circle.  She already knew most of this information, given she was there translating when the sages initially discovered the truth behind the bonds.  This also gives us an additional translator when speaking to the humans about this matter.  And I’m sure it takes a great strain off of you.  I can imagine that not being honest with your intended was hard on you.”


“You have no idea,” he agreed emphatically, quite relieved, and also feeling a tremendous amount of gratitude to the council for their compassion.

“This so explains why you were acting so weird last night,” Kammi grinned at him as he came over and sat beside her.  “And I forgive you for lying to me.  You were just doing what the council told you to do.”


He leaned over and gave her a heartfelt nuzzle under her chin, then they listened as the sage that came with him told the about the examination.  That intrigued Trejem, who reared up to sit on the base of his tail so he could use his forepaws, tapping his muzzle in thought.  “What do you consider, esteemed council member?” the sage asked.


“This sounds familiar,” he mused.  “I’ve been researching our history concerning the humans, and what you’re describing, it sounds similar to something I read.”


“One of us made the same observation,” the sage replied.  “You must have both studied the same tome.”


“What makes it familiar?” Jussa asked.


“The human magicians would gather into groups, which they called covens,” he answered.  “It referred to a group of magicians that had come together to form a society, an organized group with a purpose, objective, or goal.  It could be a group of humans that were friends and formed a coven for mutual support and assistance, or an organized society devoted to an ideal or goal, like a king or some esoteric objective like studying history or protecting some ancient relic.  The book defined the difference between a group and a coven by the fact that covens tether themselves together, where an informal group of magicians do not.  The humans would form specialized tethers that would allow them to protect each other.  As you know, human society back then was very warlike, and the peasants often feared magicians.”

“The closest English translation to that word isn’t a very good one,” Kell warned.  “It has an evil meaning, referring to magicians as witches, as servants of the human’s devil.”


“Most likely, the meaning of the word was perverted by the Catholic church,” one of the sages offered.


“Well, we should borrow another English word when talking about them and call them societies, not covens,” Kammi said.


“Good idea,” Kell nodded.


“It sounds as if our experiment has produced a coven,” Trejem continued.  “Seventeen humans bound together through their tethers with Kell, which Kell leads.  He is the focus, and that makes him the leader of the coven.  But, since Kell isn’t a magician, he can exert no real control over the members of his coven.  Quite intriguing,” he mused.

“We will be keeping very close eye on the earth drake over the next few weeks,” the sage told them.  “With daily examinations at sunrise every morning.  And once the humans return to their island, a sage will be accompanying the dragons that visit them to give them their lessons daily to continue observing them.  We must document everything, as this is something new to us.  But we must keep most vigilant watch over our young earth drake volunteer for any further changes.”.


“What do you suspect, most wise?” Hinado asked.


“I suspect that being able to fly won’t be the only boon Kell receives from this,” the sage replied.  “Remember, the type of bond he’s formed is equal.  What he gives is equal to what he receives, no more, but also no less.  And I suspect that what the humans are granting to Kell is more than what we’ve seen so far.  The amount of magic the seventeen humans are granting to him is too much to empower his ability to fly, and that magic has to be going somewhere.  I theorize that while he will be unable to use magic the way we do, due to his aura, the bonding of the humans to him will empower the racial abilities enjoyed by all dragons.  Before, he had no way to fuel them due to the interference of his aura.  If I’m right, the tethers will bypass that, granting him that magic without his aura getting in the way.”


“Control over the earth!” Trejem said in sudden excitement.


“The ability to control their element is a fundamental aspect of dragon magic,” the sage nodded.  “Earth, air, fire, water, and in our case, magic, which is why we are the most powerful spellcasters compared to other dragon races.  We can control magic at an innate level.  I suspect that, in the coming days, the earth drake will begin to demonstrate the magical capability to control and manipulate earth, rock, and stone.”

“Wouldn’t his aura interfere with that ability, most wise?” Jussa asked.


“Normally, yes,” he nodded.  “But the tethers are connected to him through his aura.  It is hard to explain,” he said, looking around, then gesturing at a blank slate laying over on the side of the aerie.  It floated over to him and laid on the floor, and one of his clawtips began to glow.  He began drawing on the slate.  “Think of an earth dragon’s aura as a curtain,” he said, continuing to draw.  “What the tethers are doing are reaching through that curtain and anchoring directly to the earth dragon’s core.  I would almost say his soul, but no magic can affect the soul.  By reaching through his aura, I theorize that it will give him a connection to the fundamental powers of all dragons, allowing him to access and use them without interference from his aura.  The tethers are…are giving him an alternate route to connect with the core of his magic, one that his aura cannot block,” he explained.  “But, since the tethers bypass his aura, this connection won’t give him the ability to use magic the way we do.  However, it could theoretically give him the magic based on his core, and his core is that of an earth dragon.  And in this case, he would draw the power he needs to use his ability to control the earth from the humans, not from his own aura.”  He finished drawing and held up the slate, turning so they could all see it, depicting his idea as an image of a rope or pipeline of sorts penetrating a barrier to reach the object behind it.  “It is their tethers that are connecting to the core of him and amplifying the magic that counters his mass and gives him the ability to fly.  I theorize that those tethers will also empower his racial ability to control the earth, a fundamental part of all dragons.  Even earth dragons.”

“A sound theory, most wise,” Trejem nodded in agreement.


“But only a theory,” the sage said modestly.  “Only time, observation, and experimentation will determine if the theory is valid or invalid.”


Kammi looked curiously at Kell, and the expression on her face was doubtful…and he agreed with that.  What the sage was forgetting was that earth dragons were not like the other dragon races.  They were greatly different, a species unrelated to the chromatics and their descendents.  It was more likely that they’d never had that ability in the first place.


The others continued to discuss what the sage described, but Kell basically tuned out, much to Kammi’s delight.  He sat quietly beside her, leaning against her, his tail wrapped around hers, and she was quite happy to receive his attention.  He had never before felt so right about Kammi than at that moment. That she would understand what he was going through, support him, forgive him, it told him beyond any doubt that she was his match.  This was the female he would spend his life with, and in that moment, he knew beyond doubt that he would never regret that decision.  She may drive him crazy sometimes, but that just made her perfect for him.  Kell needed a female in his life that would drive him a little crazy.  A field agent needed someone in his life to keep it interesting…exciting.

After more discussion, the meeting broke up to attend the other meeting.  Instead of being carried, Kell and Kammi walked from Council Aerie to the former Department Aerie, which weren’t very far away from each other.  The lack of ramps required them to walk along the southern ridge of the volcano, near multiple holes in the ridgeline that were fire, sky, and chromatic den openings, and the walk gave them a chance to talk…or more to the point, for Kammi to interrogate him.


“Did you really?” she asked, opening her wings deliberately just enough go get her point across.


“For about a second, long enough to prove it was possible,” he answered.  “I’ve been afraid to take more than two feet off the ground since.”


“You have way more discipline than me, intended,” she admitted with a laugh.  “But still, that we can…I don’t know what to think of it!”


“What did they tell you about it?”


“Most everything,” she answered.  “Including the fact that no other dragon’s gonna get the chance.  There aren’t enough…or at least enough humans.  I wonder if dragons can substitute for them.”


“They already checked into that.  No,” he answered.  “We can’t bond a dragon.  Only a human.  And seriously, it’s no surprise.  How many fire dragons have been punctured by an earth dragon tail and survived it over the years?  It would have happened long before now, if we could.”


“I never thought of that,” she admitted.  “Do you feel any different?”


He shook his head.  “Not physically.  Mentally and emotionally, that’s a different story.”


“I can imagine.  Does it scare you?”


“Not the fact itself.  The potential for disaster it represents is what scares me,” he answered.  “I just don’t know what’s going to happen when the others find out.  Last night, I just sat at the entry and thought of everything that could go wrong, even things like the farmhands leaving the island to start their own farms where there’s available land.  What’s stopping them now is the fact that they can’t leave the island.  When they can, will they stay?  Will the council alienate them by forbidding it?”

“Huh.  I never thought of that,” she breathed.  “If I was in a farmhand’s pawprints…I don’t know what I’d do.  To own my own farm, to finally achieve that dream…it might make it worth it.  I might even go against the council.  I mean, what are they going to do, send fire dragons to drag me back?  I’d be just slightly pissed off when I get back, if the fire dragons even push it to that point in the first place.  They know what we mean, they wouldn’t dare lay a paw on us.”


“Now you’re starting to see why I’m so worried, intended,” he nodded.  “It’s all going to hinge on Anthra and Geon,” he predicted.  “They have to break it to the earth dragons the right way, and make sure we don’t fracture.  They’ll have to convince the earth dragons to stay with wise words, in addition to keeping things orderly.  I think if he could, Gev would literally kill me to take my place,” he said seriously.  “Anthra and Geon are going to have to work around that, too.  The potential for upheaval within our society is something we can’t ignore.”


“Gev won’t get the chance, not when you sleep right beside me in the burrow,” Kammi said with an outrageously melodramatic, sinister voice that made him break out laughing.  “This is my chance to both take your place and get a promotion at work.  It’s win-win!”


“You,” he accused, nudging her with his shoulder.  But that turned into another nuzzle as they walked.  “Thank you.”


“For what?”


“For being my lifemate instead of my intended,” he answered, which made her eyes soften as she looked at him.

“So, let’s hear you say it,” she smiled at him.


He laughed.  “I love you, Kammi,” he declared, which made her literally tackle him to the stone beneath them.


They arrived at the aerie just moments before the conference began, and Kell noticed that none of the humans were showing signs of de-aging yet, and that all of them were wearing their talismans prominently outside of their shirts and blouses.  Their attire wasn’t formal, Walker was the only one wearing a dress shirt, but he wore no tie or jacket and had his sleeves rolled up.  Everyone else was in very casual attire, from tee shirts and shorts to the breezy, aesthetically pleasing sun dress that Julia Walker had on, complete with a wide-brimmed floppy hat to protect her from the sun.  But, while the dress wasn’t formal, the talks very much were.  They had some serious business to discuss, and they got right to it once Jussa convened them into session.  They first talked about the next aid shipment, primarily food and equipment to build an even larger geothermal plant, then they discussed the United Nations for nearly six hours, both the exact wording of the resolutions the Americans would introduce and the possibility of sending a dragon to address the assembly.


They were discussing possible reactions to the resolutions when the conversation drifted to the Chinese.  “They’re going to resist the resolutions with everything they have,” Walker predicted.  “Direct opposition, leveraging other nations in the assembly to voting against it, even threatening global depression if the vote passes. And right with them will be the Russians,” he grunted.  “Not because the Russians have a dog in this fight, but because of the fact that we’re the ones sponsoring it.  They’ll oppose us just to oppose us, and that gives the Chinese their most powerful ally.”


“These Russians, what can be done to remove their resistance?” Jussa asked, which Jirran translated.


“Maybe killing a few of their leaders,” Walker said half-heartedly.  “This isn’t about you, Jussa.  It’s about us.  They’ll oppose the resolution purely because we want it to pass.”

“Ah, so they are contrary.”


“To the point of self-destruction,” Walker agreed with a nod.  “The old human saying he will cut off his nose to spite his face perfectly describes how the Russians behave towards America.  If it will hurt us, they’ll do it, even if it hurts them even more.  That’s why we have to keep this out of the Security Council, keep it in the general assembly.  The Russians will veto it immediately if it goes to the Security Council.”


“We can handle the Russians, esteemed council member,” Ferroth said confidently.  “If you give us a little leeway, we can convince them to leave this one alone.”


“When the time comes, you will have our permission to do so, chief,” Jussa answered him with a nod.  “That will only leave the Chinese, who won’t be so easily dissuaded.”


“Afraid not,” Ferroth agreed.  “They’re in this to the base of their tails, esteemed council member.  They see this as their chance to become the greatest power in the world, and they’re not about to back down.  For one, I seriously doubt that their plan would have ended with taking the oil-producing areas of the Middle East.  They would have gotten there, realized what they had, and just kept going.  They would have tried to conquer all of Europe and northern Africa.”


“I wouldn’t disagree with that assessment,” Kent agreed, looking over at Ferroth.

“My joint chiefs said pretty much the same thing,” Walker added.  “That if the Chinese pulled off their plan, they would have invaded Europe both to prevent a counterattack and because the lust for conquest would have taken them over.  That’s why we have to keep the earth dragons as far away as possible from the Chinese.  From anyone that finds out about that formula, including my own military,” he grunted.  “More than one general has quietly been trying to find out if we can use our contacts with you to secure blood for the formula.  And every single one of them has been sacked,” he announced.  “Even speculating about it can get you fired and retired, as the first ten or so object lessons have demonstrated to the rest of them.”


“And that is one of the reasons why we allow you on our island, Mister President,” Jussa told him with calm temperance.


“This gives me a very different point of view from my generals, Jussa,” he answered, holding up his talisman.  “And I don’t want my own military to start drawing up the same plans the Chinese did.  America stands for something much better than to conquer and rule,” he said with dedication vibrating in his voice.  “We do not stand as the beacon of freedom in this world by taking it from others.”


“Well said, Mister President,” Kent nodded.


“That being said, Jussa, I really have to suggest in very strong terms that you send a dragon to the U.N. to plead your case,” Walker told him.  “You have no idea what kind of impact that can have.  Seeing one of you on television in no way compares to meeting you face to face.  And it will drive home the point beyond any shadow of a doubt to the rest of the world that you deserve recognition from the world, both as a people and as a nation.  It’s hard to argue that dragons aren’t sentient beings deserving of the same rights as humanity when you’re face to face with one.”

“What you ask might be a problem, Mister President,” Jussa said.  “For several reasons, it would be an earth dragon that would have to go, if only because only Geon could fit within the building,” he said, glancing at Geon.  “And even he might be too large.  But that delves into a simple matter of protection.  Many dragons will object to sending an earth dragon out in the world with very little protection.  A member of this council is entitled to protection.  Yet, even with his study with the department in the matters of humans, even Geon would admit that he’s not ready for such a thing.”


“The simplest solution, Jussa,” Jenny spoke up, “is to send a dragon that’s already trained to deal with the outside world, has the temperament and discipline to handle himself in a high-pressure political situation, and has the training to deal with any crisis that may pop up.  Send a high ranking member of the department,” she suggested.  “Chief Ferroth would be the best choice, but if not him, then a field agent.  A dragon that not only intimately understand human culture, but one that is trained to know what to do if things go wrong.  That dragon could take care of himself if it comes down to it.  And I can think of one dragon here that would be perfectly suited for the task, if Chief Ferroth declines,” she said, giving Kell a meaningful glance. “There’s only one council member on this island that has formal department training…even if he’s not on the council anymore.”


“That’s my intended you’re talking about, Jenny,” Kammi said with protective heat, partially opening her wings and interposing herself between Kell and Jenny.  “He’s not going to do something that dangerous…not without me he’s not.”


“That’s actually not a bad idea,” Geon mused.  “Kell has certainly proved that he can handle himself in a high-stakes political situation, and he has the training to be able to handle such a mission safely.  This kind of thing is what the field agents were trained to do.  And I, for one, have to agree with Jenny.  Kell once stood on my podium.  He may not do so any longer, but it does give him the weight of authority.”

“Sending just one dragon may not be prudent, but it goes without saying that a field agent will be dispatched with whoever we may send to speak to the humans, if we make that decision,” Essan said.  “The council member would need a field agent’s expertise and protection out in the human world.  That being said, Jenny does raise a valid point.  Kell has the political skills to handle the mission, and if we decide that sending Geon is too dangerous, Kell would be a viable replacement.”

Kell gave Jenny a flat look, and she just smiled and winked back at him.


They moved on to the next important topic after a little more discussion, one that was important to the earth dragons most of all, the aid shipments.  Anthra and Geon produced quite a list of additional equipment and supplies that they’d need to get everything completely back to normal, mainly replacing what the sky dragons destroyed when they dug out the earth dragon burrows.  Quite a few earth dragons had lost just about everything, and now that the crisis had passed, the needs of those individual dragons had to be addressed to bring the matter to a close.

It had taught the earth dragons one important lesson…all the new burrows were now deep enough to be well into the bedrock, to where the other dragons would have to invest a hell of a lot of effort to dig them out.  Even a fire dragon would have trouble trying to dig through solid basalt, which was the primary bedrock from which the island was formed.  Fire dragons were powerful, but their claws weren’t hard enough to tear through that kind of rock for very long before their claws were worn down.  Earth dragon claws were the second hardest material known to dragon kind, capable of tearing through hardened steel like it was paper.

“We can have most of this palleted up and ready for shipment in a week,” Kent speculated as he read through the list.  “We kept the freighters at Hawaii, so we have all that in position already.”

“I think as far as payment goes, we’d like to discuss something other than money, or goods,” Walker said, looking at Jussa.  “Jussa, Essan, Faralla, Hinado, a few agencies in my government like to have a few very long talks with the water dragons and the sky dragons, concerning the ocean and the weather.  You know far more than we do, and we’d like you to teach us.  The NOAA and NASA in particular would benefit greatly from learning what you know.”


“What is this NOAA?” Jussa asked.  “Jirran didn’t offer a translation of that word.”

“The National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administration,” Kell supplied.  “It’s an American government agency devoted to the study of the ocean, atmosphere, and weather.”


“Ah, so they are scientists?” Jussa asked, to which both Kell and Walker nodded, Kell before Walker since he had to wait for the translation.  “I think we could see fit to pass on what we know, Mister President.  I can have our sages come with Hinado to Imakaii, and you bring your science people. They can discuss such things while Hinado trains the magicians.”


“A few of them want in the worst way to find some way to let you take them down into the deep water,” Walker chuckled.  “We know almost nothing about the ocean floor.”

“That might be possible,” Jussa mused. “I’ll have to discuss the possibility with the water dragon that knows more about using magic on air-breathers for water operations than any other.”


“Surral,” Kell realized.


“He has impressed many of us greatly, Kell,” Jussa nodded in reply.  “He might be one of the most skilled magicians among us, and at his age, that is truly a marvel.  And in typical water dragon fashion, he kept that to himself. Sometimes our modesty can be a liability instead of an asset,” he said ruefully.  “We’re keeping track of his experiments now.  Currently he’s working on a magical spell that would replace the breathing bubble, that would allow you to breathe water instead of air.  If he can perfect that spell, it would allow you to go much deeper, since the breathing bubble can’t be used when under great pressure.  A few other simple spells to protect from the cold and the pressure to prevent pressure-based maladies would be needed, and we just may be able to take your ocean scientists down into the deep water.”

“The pressure spell is something we could research, it falls within the realm of sky dragon magic,” Hinado speculated.  “That’s a relatively simple spell of change, altering the amount of pressure being placed on the body.  We already have one that works in the other direction, that protects sky dragons from the lack of pressure when flying at the edge of space.  I’m sure we could modify that spell to provide protection against the crushing pressure of the deep water.”


“A spell to protect against the cold is basic magic.  Any dragon could cast it,” Sessara supplied.  “I can think of four different versions of it off the top of my head.”

“So, we could very well take your scientists down into the deep water,” Jussa finished.  “Once we solve the breathing problem.”


“I can see why Surral’s been working on that spell,” Jenny noted, giving Kell a sly look.


“I guess I’m not water dragon enough for him as it is,” Kell said in reply, which made her laugh.


 “It’s the only thing keeping them from taking you deep,” Jenny answered.  “You don’t need protection from the cold or the pressure as it is.”


“It may seem a small thing, but that earth dragon immunity to great pressure and changes in pressure is deceptively powerful,” Hinado mused.


“Now I’m getting curious,” Walker said.  “Maybe you could take me down there once you get it solved.”


“I’d be happy to, Mister President,” Jussa offered.  “I’d love to show you the Dark Lake.  It’s a fairly large lake of heavy water at the bottom of the Vast Deep, that looks like a lake on the surface.”


“Heavy water?  What’s that?” Jenny asked.

“A form of water built from isotopes of hydrogen or oxygen instead of regular atoms,” Kell explained.  “It makes it heavier than normal water, so it sinks when mixed with regular water.  I’d bet there are layers in that lake made up of the different isotopes, with the heaviest being at the bottom, at least as long as there’s no current down there to stir up the water.”


“It would be so, Kell, if it lake was still,” Jussa nodded.  “But the Dark Lake isn’t completely still.  It has just enough movement in it to prevent the layers from forming.”


“We might discuss you harvesting some of that water for us, Jussa,” Walker said quickly.  “It has some uses in our science.”


“Not that lake, but there are other pools of heavy water on the bottom we’d be willing to harvest.  There are creatures living in the Dark Lake that can’t survive outside of it.  We’re not going to kill them by taking their water.”


“Living things in a lake of heavier water at the bottom of the ocean that can’t live outside it?  I’ve never heard of that,” Jenny mused.


“There are mysteries in the ocean that even we seek to solve, Jenny,” Jussa told her after hearing the translation.  “That’s the beauty of the ocean.  She is a mysterious creature, fickle and capricious, who hides her secrets well.”


The meeting ended about an hour before sunset, which was the end of the conference.  They’d left tomorrow more or less open in case things ran long, but they’d gone through the entire agenda, and they had agreements in place for everything.  And he was pleasantly surprised that Walker had demanded knowledge in payment for the supplies they needed, which, in a way, resonated with the dragons.  Even the fire dragons had a nearly genetic love of teaching, of spreading knowledge, and were quite happy to share what they knew, even with other fire dragons.  That seemed a bit of a paradox given the fire dragons saw everyone as a potential enemy, but it was on full display when the fire dragon females were in Hawaii.  They’d taught Jenny and the other humans, taught them a great deal, and purely because the humans wanted to learn.

It all came back to what Prisma said was the guiding principle of the chromatics; to guide, to teach, to fulfill Gaia’s command that they spread the knowledge of magic through the world, which also caused them to spread other knowledge as well…after all, to be good at magic, Prisma told them, a dragon or human had to be quite knowledgeable about a variety of other topics, from physics to chemistry to botany to biology to metallurgy.  The elders perverted that belief into thinking that it required them to control the other dragons, to lead them, but at the core of it, it was all about teaching.  He remembered that passage that Prisma had read to them out of Athena’s journal, her calling the chromatics the teachers of man.


And Kell could see that cycle beginning again in Walker’s request that the dragons pay for their supplies with knowledge instead of money or barter.


Kell was too afraid to glide down, that he wouldn’t glide so much as fly and make dragons suspicious, so he had Irago carry him back down to the farm.  Kammi landed beside him, bounding a few times to slow down once she hit the ground, then gave him a huge grin as Kell waved his thanks to the young sky drake.  “You are so showing me once we get in the burrow,” she demanded as Irago rocketed back towards the top of the extinct volcano in a single wingbeat.

“There’s not much space in there,” he noted.


“I just want to see it,” she told him.  “Just see you get your feet up and stay there.”


“Well, that’s about all I can do,” he told her as they started down the entry ramp.  “And we’re going down to the brood chamber.  It has a high ceiling and it’s deep in the burrow.  Not even Sire and mother will come that deep into the burrow without permission.”


“Whatever makes you feel comfortable, intended.”


Deep down in the burrow, in the brood chamber, Kell gave Kammi what she wanted.  He again flapped his wings hard enough to get off the ground, and instead of falling right back to the earth, he instead went higher, then higher, then higher, then his wingtips hit the ceiling and he dropped back down to the recessed floor, dug out below the hallway level so they could fill it with proper earth to incubate eggs.  Kammi raised her head to watch him ascend, her eyes wide and gleeful, and she nearly tackled him when he landed.  “It’s true!  It’s so true!” she squealed.  “Kell, that’s incredible!  How does it feel to be able to do it?  Is it hard?  Have you tried moving forward or anything?  How long can you stay up?”

“Whoa there, eager hatchling,” he chided, which made her laugh.  “I told you, I’ve only done it once before that, for like two seconds.  And I think that was about a second.  And I’m not doing it again until the esteemed council members have a plan about what to do about it.”


“But still, how does it feel, Kell?  How does it feel to defy gravity?”


“I haven’t let myself feel anything about it,” he answered honestly, as they left the brood chamber and went down the passage leading to the ramp leading back to the first level of the burrow.  “I don’t want to be tempted, Kammi, not in any way.  There’s too much potential for disaster.  I’m not as doom and gloom about it as I was when we first found out, but I still feel that if the council doesn’t do this the right way, it could make the entire island explode in chaos.  So I’m not going to do anything that might mess that up,” he said emphatically. 


“Alright.  What about the humans?  Can you feel them through the bonds?  Do you feel any different than before?”


“No and no,” he answered.  “I don’t feel even slightly different than before.  I can’t even tell that it was done.”

“I wonder why. I’d have thought you’d feel, well, different.”


“Nope,” he answered as they went up the ramp back to the top level.  “I’m kinda glad of it, to be honest.  I’m connected to the humans through the bonds, but I don’t want them invading my privacy any more than they’d want me invading theirs.  And as far as me feeling different, I don’t want that either.  I’m happy with who and what I am, I don’t want to feel any different than I do now.”


She gave him an understanding glance, then proceeded to grill him for nearly two hours about everything he hadn’t told her.  And he was honest with her, because she was his intended, she was as good as his lifemate already, and there were no secrets between lifemates.  What surprised him most about their long talk was how adamant she was that he not ignore the gift he was given, not be afraid of it, summed up in her nearly stubborn insistence that he actually learn how to fly.  “I know you think that our entire society will collapse if you take your paws off the ground,” she told him, a bit teasingly, “but you shouldn’t be so against this, intended.  For one, when others get this gift, we’re going to need you to teach us.  I’m sure that how you do it is going to be different than the other dragons, just because of how you got there.  You need to figure things out so, when more and more of us get it, we have someone that can show us what to do.  And along the same lines, you need to show the others that it’s not something to be afraid of,” she stressed.  “You know there will be some of us afraid of a change that big, and maybe even quite a few afraid of heights.  You need to be competent so you don’t take someone’s fears and make them worse when they see you crash into the ground.  I know you’re thinking about right now, but you need to start thinking of afterwards too.”


She wasn’t being silly about earth dragons maybe being afraid of heights.  Most earth dragons didn’t glide from altitude the way the field agents did.  For that matter, quite a few earth dragons hadn’t glided once since they were taught the skill as a hatchling.  There was little use for gliding for a dragon like Keth, whose entire life revolved around his farm, which was very much at ground level…though, Keth was actually a highly skilled glider.

“Listen to you, sounding like you’re next in line,” Kell teased.


“Nah, the council members are, but I’ll be high up on the list,” she said confidently.


“Really?  And why is that?”


“Because my wings are stronger than most, thanks to all the swimming,” she replied easily.  “By the time we find seventeen more humans, I’ll have the wing strength to get off the ground.  How many other dragons can say that?  You did say that that was one of the reasons why you were chosen.”

“That’s true enough,” he admitted.  “And I’m surprised you’re not out in the cove right now.”


She laughed.  “I will be tomorrow,” she grinned.


“Much as I understand your point of view, Kammi, I don’t want to do that.  I told you, I don’t want to be tempted.  And if I don’t know how, then I can’t do it.”


“Kell, that hatchling is already out of the egg,” she told him seriously.  “The simple fact that you can do it renders your point moot.  You won’t think to do it on purpose, sure, but it can happen, and you know it.”


“That’s why I want the sages to make something to keep me on the ground until we can reveal it.”


“And that’s the worst thing you could do, Kell,” she told him seriously.  “You said that you’re happy with who and what you are…well, this is a part of you now.  Don’t try to lock it in a cage and bury it in the sleeping mound.  You were given something incredible, something precious, and acting like it’s a bomb chained around your neck is going to have some bad repercussions when the council finally reveals it.  Your fear is going to transmit down to the other dragons.  If they see you afraid of it, they will be too.  Believe it or not, intended, you are actually highly respected by most earth dragons.  They see you as young, yes, but competent and confident, with the trust of our council dragons.  You were on the council, Kell, and many earth dragons will always see you as a former council member.  That garners respect, you know it does.  Ridiculous and silly, I know,” she grinned at him.  “If they knew you the way I did, they’d feel foolish having any confidence in you.”


“Oh, ha, ha, ha,” he drawled, which made her laugh.

“You have to look at this not as a field agent, but as a council member,” she continued.  “And a council member would want the dragons to see the first of us to receive this gift to not be so afraid of it he’s wearing an anchor around his neck.”


That was a surprisingly logical argument, and he barely had time to think through it before she continued.


“Appearances matter, Kell.  When that time comes, you’ll want to look like you know what you’re doing.  There’s a big difference between looking like you know what you’re doing and you looking like a complete joke, flailing around like an angry hatchling that lost in wrestling then crashing into the ground.”


He felt a tiny bit offended at that comparison.


“So, intended, tomorrow I want you to talk to Hinado and see if there’s somewhere completely private he can take you to give you some basic instruction.”


“That’s like nowhere, Kammi,” he answered as they reached the main living chamber.  “The sky dragons are keeping an eye on everything around the island, and what they won’t see, the water dragons will.  And that’s just us.  We can’t go out beyond the sphere of influence that hides the island from satellites, or they’ll pick up images of me, and those will get back to the island.  You know they will.”


“Well, duh, intended, stop thinking like a fluffy and think like an earth dragon.  What’s stopping you from going out at night?  Irago has those night vision goggles, just give them to Hinado, have him take you out away from the island, and boom.  No dragon sees you, the satellites can’t see you as long as Hinado doesn’t use light magic, and you have all the time and space you need.”

“The water dragons—“


“Won’t come near you if Jussa declares a patch of ocean off limits, and what do ya know, he’d do it,” she told him lightly.  “All he has to say is don’t go there, council business and no water dragon will.  They’re funny like that, you know.”


“Well, that’s not as perfect as you think it is, but it does have some potential,” he admitted.  “The sky dragons are patrolling at night, but if the moon’s not up, they won’t be able to see us.  Besides, Hinado and Faralla can clear them away from where we go the same way Jussa can.”


“So, there you go, intended,” she declared.  “You master your new skill, it stays a secret, and you’re ready when your secret’s not a secret anymore.”


“I’m not sure…but I’ll think about it,” he answered.  “And that’s enough about that.  There’s something much more important for us to discuss.”

“And what is that?” she asked, then she gave a bit of a surprised sound when he pulled her over to where the TV was and then sat both of them down  He put his wing over her back and pulled her against his side, then nuzzled the side of her head to the announcement of a sweet chiming sound when his horn rapped up against hers.


“I think I’m going to like this discussion,” she purred, nuzzling him in return.


2 October 2017, 13:38 DMT; Dawnmist Village

It was quite crowded.

With quite a few dragons roaming around the tor, Jenny and Greg were hosting the other humans that had come to the island out on the patio behind the house built for them.  The final day of their visit had no scheduled meetings, so the Hunters, the President, and the others were supposed to have a day of relaxation before they were returned to the aircraft carrier at sunset. The most prominent dragon by far was Gressa, taking up the entire back of the patio as the much smaller dragons crowded in around the edges, making sure to give the humans enough space to not feel enclosed.  Kell’s family shared space with the other field agents and the pod around the pool, and the humans sat at the tables and benches they’d carved out of stone for them while Greg watched over Davie as he played down on the playground.  They were mainly in swimwear from their swim on the beach earlier, some in less than others, given the super-skimpy black bikini that Petrovski had on that showed off that potential supermodel body.  So far, none of them was showing any signs yet of reverting to their youth, but Yancy, the oldest of them, was moving much more spryly than before.  That hinted to Kell that the magic was starting to affect them.


But while they weren’t in an official meeting, business was being discussed…China.  They had intercepted a series of orders sent down to the military that morning, and they were discussing it with Walker and Kent.  Simply put, the Chinese weren’t just going to let things lie.  The intel showed that the government was now highly uncertain it could get what it wanted from the dragons, and that, combined with the water dragon attack on their fleet, had them talking revenge.  The government had ordered the military to draw up battle plans for another attack on the island, this one designed to destroy it rather than capture it.  There was even talk of using nuclear weapons to obliterate the island, but thankfully, the saner people in their government were throttling those suggestions.  They knew that to use a nuclear weapon would incite the entire world to declare war on them, and without the formula, they’d be in no position to win that war.  They were quite willing to use nuclear weapons when they felt they could win that war, but not when they could lose it.


The military was ordered to draw up a battle plan to basically carpet bomb the island with their most powerful explosives (a war crime), exterminate every dragon they could find, including the hatchlings and the eggs (another war crime) and poison the island with “dirty bombs,” explosives filled with radioactive material to leave behind a radiation zone that would be lethal to all known forms of life (also a war crime).  Simply put, they had decided that if they couldn’t get what they wanted from the dragons, they would make sure that nobody else could either.  If they couldn’t control magic in the world, then they would destroy magic completely to deny it to everyone else.  One communication Kell read was from a high-ranking member of their politburo that was very serious when he wrote about bulletproof Russian or Indian or American soldiers boiling over the borders or landing on the coast.  The Chinese knew the formula was out, and now they were afraid that some other nation would succeed where they failed, and then use that formula against them.  The fact that the dragons seemed quite cozy with the Americans was a matter of particular worry for them, that it would allow the Americans to secure the formula, and then subsequently invade China.

Needless to say, the council was deep in discussion about the matter at that moment, and they had Ferroth up there to advise them, since it was a matter that dealt with the outside.  While they talked, Kell and the field agents revealed their info to Walker and the others, and they’d been talking about it ever since.

“This was why we didn’t want to be seen as allied to any specific human nation,” Prisma stated as they continued to hash through it.  “Just because of this, one nation seeing such an appearance as threatening.”


“Well, to be fair, fluffy, the Chinese already did sorta attack us,” Kammi grinned at her, the endured the inevitable tail whack.  “So they’re gonna see anything we do as against them…cause it sorta is.”


“The bigger question is, are they going to go through with it?” Yancy asked musingly.  “Even if they don’t use nukes, them attacking the dragons is going to put them on the bad side of lots of people.”


“They don’t really care, Yancy. They see us as a threat to their government,” Kell told him.  “They’ll take a decade of so of diplomatic problems with everyone else if it means that they stay in power.  In their minds, this is about the survival of their nation, of them keeping their positions of power and luxury.  That can drive men to extremes.”


“Then why not use nukes?” Petrovski asked.


“Because that would destroy China once the rest of the world came after them,” Kell answered, to which Kent and Walker both nodded.


“If they used a nuke against the island, I’d have a declaration of war in front of Congress ten minutes later,” Walker declared emphatically.  “And we wouldn’t be the only nation to do it.  There’s no place on this earth for any nation willing to actually use nuclear weapons.  That was why I was one step from declaring war on them when I found out about those tactical nukes they were bringing to the island.”

“The big question is, what are we going to do about it?” Price asked calmly.


“Most likely, plenty,” Kell chuckled without humor.  “I’m sure the council is going to order retaliation…or more to the point pre-emption.  We can’t let that attack get started.”


“We might be able to help with that, Kell,” Yancy said.  “We have several back doors into the Chinese computer system.”


“They would be better served using magic,” Prisma said after hearing Kammi translate for her.  “Something impressive enough to dissuade the Chinese from ever thinking about attacking us again.  After all, if there is no punishment, they will simply try again and again.”


“This time, they have to know we did it,” Kammi stated, to which Kell nodded in agreement.  “They have to know that we’ll tear them a new one if they threaten us, and I don’t think the rest of the world will bitch about it.”


“And now I’m glad Davie’s down at the playground,” Jenny drawled, which made Kammi grin at her.


“Either way, it’s the council that will decide what to do, not us,” Jirran said.  “We just get to pull the trigger…and it’s gonna be fun,” he added with an eager grin.

“It’ll come down to just how big a response the council wants, I suppose,” Kell mused.  “We could send China back into the stone age with an EMP attack, but I doubt they’d order that.  The death toll among the civilians would be ghastly,” he grunted.


“How so?” Juarez asked.


“Simple, no electricity, no vehicles with electrical systems, no communications, and no refrigeration,” Kell answered.  “I don’t think you understand how utterly dependent modern society is on electricity, Juarez.  Not for lighting or air conditioning, but transportation and refrigeration,” he stressed.  “A population like China or America or Europe doesn’t maintain enough non-perishable food to feed its entire population.  And even if it did, the loss of communications means you don’t know where to send the food to where people need it, because you can’t talk to them and they can’t talk to you   That sudden inability to move what food you do have to where it’s needed, and you have a recipe where tens of millions starve to death in the high population density areas while the rural Chinese farmers, who don’t rely as much on electricity, would fare much better.  While we have a plan to do that, it’s always been a last resort, because of the death toll,” he admitted.  “I’d never want to press that button knowing what kind of death and misery I’d be inflicting on someone.”

“Yikes,” Juarez sounded.  “I’ve read some of the government docs on EMP, but I’d never put it together like that.”


“EMP is our nuclear bomb,” Kell told them.  “The sky dragons can produce powerful EMP attacks, and it’s not even that hard for them, they just modulate their breath weapon the right way.  A mature sky drake could knock out half a city with a single EMP attack.  A wyrm could knock out the entire city.  Sky wyrms have stronger breath weapons than the drakes, they’re the only dragons where the breath weapons between wyrms and drakes aren’t the same strength.  I think it has something to do with their size, maybe the wyrms have more batteries in them or something,” he mused, which made Kammi laugh.


“I think that’s something you’re not supposed to talk about, Kell,” Jenny grinned at him.


“To the contrary, as far as you guys go, the council wants you to know we can do it,” Kell countered.


“I think we’re about to find out,” Girk warned, looking up.  Kell did the same, and he saw Hinado descending towards them, carrying Ferroth.  He set the chief down gently and remained hovering in the air over the group.  “Are we about to move, chief?” Girk asked.


“Yup,” he answered.  “All field agents report to the department.”


“What’s the plan?” Kell asked as he stood up.


“We’re going after China,” he replied.  “We have three hours to prepare our counter.  It’ll take the flight of sky wyrms that long to get into position.”


“What are they going to do?” Jenny asked, again showing off her draconic skills.


“They’re going to park a typhoon over Beijing,” he answered with a malicious smile.  “And they’re going to keep it there until the Chinese sign a confession that they tried to invade the island and a treaty promising they never do it again, or the city drowns.”


“Holy Gaia, it’ll take half the sky dragons to pull that off!” Kell blurted.


“Not quite that many, but a few hundred are going,” Hinado answered.  “Faralla is leading them.  He’s quite skilled at large-scale weather magic.”


“What we’re going to do is prepare to take down the entire Chinese military network,” Ferroth announced.  “And set it so every computer on their network dumps their memory into public domain cloud servers and then blows up when someone types a single command.  Whelp, you’re the Mandarin expert in the field agent office, so you’re handling the official announcement drafts and warnings,” he said, looking at Kell.  “Trekka, Jirran, you’re on the bomb team.  Kammi, Girk, you two are going to help the coders build a program to put into the Chinese civilian internet that allows us to take complete control of their system.  I want it to be self-replicating, whelps, piggybacking through the Chinese government snooper programs they have installed on most civilian computers and devices.  Fix it so that so long as there’s one infected system on their intranet, it infects all the others through the snooper system.  That’ll keep them busy for weeks.”


“I can do something like that, chief, no problem,” Kammi said confidently.  “Bypassing their censorship?”

“Exactly,” he answered.  “The council wants the Chinese civilians to know what their government is doing.”


“That might actually work,” Kell mused.  “The weakness in their system is the sheer size of their population.  Piss enough average citizens off, and they’ll force change through sheer force of numbers.”


Jenny stood up.  “It may not be our fight, chief, or even our place, but for one, I’m volunteering to help,” she declared.  “I’m not about to sit here and do nothing while some of my best friends are threatened.” 


Ferroth looked to Jenny, his face unreadable for a long moment.  “I’d be an idiot for not using your skills.  I know how good you are.”


“I’ll get in on that,” Michaels added, jumping to his feet.


“The chance to stick it to China?  I’m in,” Petrovski agreed.


“Hell, the chance to blow stuff up and not get Yancy pissed at me?  I’m in just for that,” Derringer said.


“I’m sure we can find a way you can contribute,” Ferroth said.  “Yancy, feel like riding cowboy over your herd?”


Yancy laughed, his voice gravelly.  “Someone’s gotta keep the young punks in line, chief,” he said, climbing to his feet.  “I wanted to get a second look at your operation anyway.  It’s well organized.  I might use some of your ideas in my new department.”


“Mister President, mind if we go do our old jobs for a few hours?” Jenny asked winsomely.


“You have my permission, Colonel,” he replied with a smile.  “Give ‘em hell.”


“I need to go get my pack,” Derringer called.  “I have a flash drive holding most of my programs in it.”


“We can get everything sorted out down in the department,” Ferroth declared.  “Which of you wants to work where?”

“I’ll join the bomb team, I love blowing stuff up,” Michaels grinned.


“I’ll take the bomb team, I have some back doors in the Chinese network we can use,” Derringer added.


“I’ve done work similar to what the other team’s doing, so I’ll jump on that,” Petrovski said.


“I’ll give you a hand, Olivia,” Jenny added.


“Sounds like we have a plan, so let’s go get our stuff and get down there and get to work,” Michaels called.


While the others sorted themselves out, Kell and Kammi swam down the lava tube to give them a head start on everyone else, then all but ran down the long tunnel to the city.  They’d yet to build a tunnel closer to the city because they hadn’t finished their impact studies to ensure a tunnel like that so deep under the mountain would be stable.  “It looks like the council’s done hiding,” Kammi observed as they bounded up the gentle slope.  “No way can they hide what the sky dragons are gonna do.”


“I’d have voted for it,” Kell answered.  “The only way the Chinese are going to back off is if we prove to them that we can make their lives hell if they don’t.  There’s too much greed involved in what they want, and no consequences to stop them, at least none that they can see.  They have to be shown those consequences.”

“You really think they woulda used nukes?”


“I think they will if the conventional attack fails,” he answered.  “Remember, they sent those tactical nukes with the invasion fleet, and they had orders to use them if necessary.  What stopped them is that they don’t want to use any ICBM-delivered high-yield nukes in a way that the Russians or Americans can track the nuke back to them, it might trigger a full nuclear exchange at the worst, or the entire world putting sanctions on them and crashing their economy at the best.  I hope Ferroth told the sky dragons to keep an eye out for heavy Chinese bombers.  Loading a warhead on a cruise missile and launching it from a bomber flying at low altitude would be almost impossible for the American and Russian systems to detect.  They see some other nation being able to produce the formula as a threat to China itself, and I’m honestly surprised they didn’t order a nuclear strike in the first place.”

“So, we’d better smack that idea out of them quick,” Kammi grinned.


“Exactly.”


Barely half an hour after Kell and Kammi arrived, the entire department was organized and working.  The others had arrived, and after just putting the humans on top of the desks and letting them sit there, both human and dragon got down to business.  Kintel was leading the bomb team, which was going to bring down the Chinese military computer network after dumping its contents into the public domain, while the supervisor of the computer programmers, Lakka, was heading the team that was going to hack the entire Chinese civilian internet, which was actually an intranet with access to the internet.  There were a bunch of sniffer and spyware programs the Chinese government used to spy on their own citizens using their civilian intranet, programs that had to be installed on all computers and other smart devices by law, and that was how they were going to take control over it.  They would get in using the Chinese government’s own spyware, which would allow them to effectively take control of every computer, smart phone, and tablet in China.  But that spyware went both ways, and it would allow them to invade and take over the government systems that spied on the citizenry.  When Kell wasn’t drafting statements, he worked with the takeover team, and found himself working side by side with Jenny.  She was sitting cross-legged on the desk he had out in the main area, her laptop in her lap and quite the serious look on her face as she worked with Kammi, Girk, Kell, and several of the programmers in the department to write the code that would let them take over China.


It wouldn’t take them long.  They had several programs already written to do what Ferroth wanted, but they weren’t designed to attack and take over the entire Chinese civilian intranet.  They were targeted programs, designed to go after specific systems on the intranet.  What they were doing was tweaking them so they would allow penetration of every computer on the Chinese intranet.


“For this to work, we’re gonna have to insert it into multiple points of their system,” Jenny mused as her fingers danced confidently over her keyboard.  Jenny was a very fast typer.


“And that’s probably why chief let you guys in, so we could get access to the back doors you have in the Chinese network,” Kell answered.  “We’ll have to hit all fifteen main data hubs at once, or their failsafe system will kick in.  We have ways in to those, but every single additional entry point spreads it that much faster.”


“Still, that’s a pretty clever counter, Kell, using their own government spyware system against them,” she smiled at him.


“They already did most of our work for us,” he chuckled ominously.  “The fatal flaw in their system is they don’t believe it can possibly be hijacked from the outside, thanks to their firewalls that isolate their intranet from the internet.  And I guess they would, if some scoundrel hadn’t gotten into them from on site and patched them to allow traffic from a ghost domain through.”

“And were you that scoundrel, Kell?”


“I do speak Mandarin better than anyone else in the department,” he said easily, which made her laugh.


“And how many languages do you speak?  I’ve never asked you that.”


“Thirteen,” he answered absently.  “Korean, Japanese, Thai, Vietnamese, Cantonese, Hindi, Mandarin, Malay, Indonesian, Portuguese, English, Arabic, and draconic.  I’m more or less the department’s far East specialist.”  He glanced at her startled expression.  “What?”


“I had no idea you could speak so many.”


“Languages are easy for dragons to learn,” he shrugged.  “Ferroth speaks about twenty human languages.  I’m not sure how many.  I do know that he speaks every major language used on the internet, so he can read what he sees without translation so he can understand it on a deeper level than translation software can provide.”


“Smart.”

“Chief’s the smartest dragon in this room, Jenny.  He might be the smartest dragon on this island,” he said seriously.


They had a fix for the software and were rebuilding it when the sky dragons reached China.  All of them paused in their work to watch a real-time weather radar, which showed them forming the storm off the coast within the massive bay that was the closest to the city, forming with a speed that made it abundantly clear that it was in no way a natural phenomenon.  In three hours, hours they spent rewriting the program, the storm took definite cyclonic shape, expanded kilometers every minute to start hammering at the northern and southern tips of the two peninsula that formed the bay, whipping their destructive winds through the cities of Dailan and Yantai.  It grew until it was a category three storm with typhoon force winds nearly thirty kilometers out from the eye…large enough to park over Beijing.


When they had it formed, they started it moving.  Kell took a break in finalizing their ultimatum to China as the storm made landfall, lashing the city of Tianjin, which was on the coast and in a direct line between the bay and Beijing.  The storm moved fully inland, moving at an unnatural sixty kilometers an hour, which would put it directly over Beijing about two hours after it made landfall.

“Where are you on that program, whelps?” Ferroth demanded.


“We’re debugging it right now, chief,” Jenny answered for them, still sitting on Kell’s desk with her computer in her lap.


“Functionality?”


“Total,” Kell answered.  “It does everything you want it to do.  You can control the whole thing from your desktop in your office.  Type one command, and you can make every computer in China all go to the same website.”


“Good.  The final draft’s approved, whelp,” he said to Kell.  “They want you to read it, then we’ll release the audio after the sky dragons have the typhoon fully over Beijing.  That’s the go time, whelps,” he called through the room.  “When the sky dragons have the typhoon in place, we strike with both attacks.  So get them debugged and ready.”

“Give us another half hour, chief,” Kintel called.  “We’re almost done.”


“If this debug passes, ours will be ready, chief,” Lakka added.


“Good, I have to report that to the council,” he called in reply, then stumped towards his office.


“Good thing you had most of the program already written,” Jenny chuckled.  “Or this woulda taken days.”


“We like to be ready for these little eventualities,” Kammi grinned from the next desk, which she was sharing with Petrovski.


“Lemme go record the ultimatum,” Kell said, scooting back away from the desk and dropping back to his paws.


An hour later, the department was ready to go.  The recordings were done and the programs were ready, and all of them were sitting around the office watching the weather radar feed from China and waiting.  They watched as the small yet powerful typhoon raced inland at sixty kilometers and hour, the storm’s border crossing over into the city of Beijing.  They watched as the storm moved deeper and deeper into the huge city, and then began to slow down.  In a pretty impressive display of control, the sky dragons parked the eye of the storm directly over Tiananmen Square, which put the Chinese government headquarters buildings right in the eyewall, lashing them with winds approaching two hundred kilometers and hour.


Kell mused that, to the humans, it was a terrifying display of just what magic could really do.  He could see it on Jenny and Petrovski’s faces, seeing the sky dragons park a powerful, destructive storm directly over a city and keeping it there, letting the storm do all the damage for them.  They watched impatiently as the storm held its position, as the sky dragons anchored it, which would keep it from drifting.  Ferroth was just behind Kell’s workstation, reared up on his hind legs with Yancy standing beside him, both of them watching the large TV monitor mounted on the wall.  “That’s it,” Ferroth declared.  “They have it set.  Kell, release the audio.  Kintel, Lakka, execute the programs.”


“Releasing the audio, chief,” Kell replied, typing a series of commands on his workstation.


“Bomb program is active, chief.  We have penetration into the Chinese military network,” Kintel followed up.


“Sending out the hijack program,” Lakka finished.


It wouldn’t take long.  The bomb program was able to come right in through most of China’s cyber-security thanks to the back doors they had in their systems, while the hijack program was released into all 15 major hubs in the Chinese civilian intranet, as well as nearly 300 addition insertion points, other back doors either the department or the Hunters had in the Chinese system.  With that many infection points, it caused he hijack program to spread like wildfire through their system, attaching to the government spyware and causing it to infect every program it could detect.  It caused a sudden lag spike on the Chinese intranet as the spyware searched for uninfected computers and infected them, coming in through all defenses by virtue of using the government’s own spyware system.

It only took about half an hour for both programs to do their jobs, during which both Geon and Anthra came down to the city to observe, standing with Ferroth and Yancy off to the side.  Trekka, who was monitoring the bomb program, called out loudly.  “The bomb program worked!” he announced in glee.  “The cloud storage sites we flagged are starting to receive data dumps from the infected computers!  They’re dumping the entire Chinese military network into the public domain!”


“What kind of response?” Ferroth asked.


“So far none,” he answered.  “But eventually the Chinese will get wise and shut down their military computers to stop them.  It’s the only way they can.”


“Where’s the hijack program at, Lakka?” Ferroth asked.


“It’s doing its work, chief,” she answered.  “We have nearly half a billion units under our control.  That’s computers, tablets, laptops, and smart phones.  The infection rate is starting to slow, which means we have control of over half of their network.”


“That’s enough.  Whelp, send out the second ultimatum,” Ferroth said, looking at Kell.  “Make sure every infected computer receives it.  Oh, and broadcast those public domain cloud site addresses over the internet so anyone can snoop through China’s secrets.”


“Will do, chief,” Kell answered with a chuckle.


“Mind if I send those addresses to the CIA and NSA, chief?” Jenny asked.


“Do it,” he answered.  “And mirror it out to MI6, Mossad, the DGSE, Bundeskanzlerant, FSB, and every other intelligence agency you can contact.”


“Can do, chief,” Jenny said confidently, turning back around.


Over a speaker, Kell’s recorded message played.  “In response to your silence, we have launched our second attack,” his voice said in Mandarin, and Kell translated his own voice for the room.  “Chinese military computers and networks have been taken over, and are dumping their contents into public domain cloud archive systems.  The Chinese government has one hour to publicly admit by globally broadcast press conference to their plan to exterminate the entire dragon race, and agree to sign a formal binding treaty to never do such a thing again.  If this demand is not met, the typhoon currently over Beijing will intensify to category four status, and China’s civilian intranet will be attacked and all censorship filters will be removed, so the Chinese people can finally hear the truth of what their government is doing.  You have one hour to comply.”

“We’ve been outed, chief,” one of the programmers called, Harka.  “A story just went out over Fox News that connects the voice of the ultimatums to Kell, playing audio they have of him from the President’s visit to the volcano.  They know it’s him reading them.  They have proof we’re behind it.”


“It was never a secret, whelp,” Ferroth answered.


“We wanted them to know it was us,” Geon agreed.  “But not us coming out and admitting it openly.”


“That’s the dragon way,” Kell said lightly to Jenny.


“I’ve come to learn that over the last few months,” she winked in reply.


An hour later, with no response, Ferroth did exactly what was threatened.  From his office, he issued a series of commands to the hijacked Chinese intranet that removed all censorship blocks, allowing any Chinese citizen to access any website…and he helped them along by causing every web browser in China to open a web page they’d prepared that explained why China was being attacked, and what the Chinese government was doing, and that for now, anyone using their intranet did so without the government being able to track them and surveil their communications.  Kell had coded that webpage, mainly because he was fluent in Mandarin.  They also got a status report from Kintel and Lakka.


“To use a human term, their IT pros are freaking out,” Lakka reported, which caused some chuckling.  “They haven’t figured out how we did it, and they’re about to take the entire intranet down until they can fix it.  But they can’t do that unless we allow it short of them physically pulling the plugs.”

“That’s what they’ll eventually do,” Kell predicted.  “Their system is set up so sixty men can completely disconnect China from the internet by physically disconnecting the main router hub farms from the fiber optic trunks.  They only have sixty external connections between the internet and their intranet.”


“Which explains the lag you get any time you connect to a Chinese website,” Derringer chuckled.


“The bomb part of our attack was a success,” Kintel added.  “We estimate that we destroyed nearly two thirds of infected units by burning out their CPUs and solid state memory systems, which effectively cripples their networks for a couple of weeks.  They don’t have enough uninfected and backup units to handle the load.  As to them dumping their storage, we didn’t get everything, the Chinese started disconnecting their systems once they realized what was going on.  Add into that the fact that the transfer speed was throttled down to the sixty access points in and out of their system.  I think we got about five petabytes of data into the various cloud servers before the Chinese pulled the plug.  I’m sure we’ll find some pretty interesting things in that data when we go through it..”


“Good work.  Any word of them launching an immediate attack?  Or even worse, ordering a missile launch?”


“None yet, chief,” Kell answered.  “Right now they couldn’t order a single fighter to scramble, even if they wanted to.”

“Can they attack the sky dragons holding the storm?” Girk asked.


“Theoretically, but that would just be blind luck,” Kell answered.  “Their fighters can’t pick them up on radar and can’t see them, and they’d have to go into the eye wall to reach them.” 


They got in some video from Beijing, and Kell saw that the magic side of the attack was dealing just as much damage as the computer attack.  Some insanely brave humans were taking video of the storm, and it showed a whole lot of wind damage to the smaller buildings around the center of the city, downed trees, and a lot of flying debris that was shattering windows.  The storm lacked a storm surge, so all of the damage was from the howling wind…though the intense rain was starting to flood streets, the water frothed and wind-whipped.  And in the center of it all, Tiananmen Square, the sky was clear and the wind was still and calm.  There were quite a few people clustered in the square, more or less trapped there by the raging typhoon. The eye wall was so compact and defined that it was clear and calm in the square, but just ten meters outside of it, one was in the most intense part of the storm.

They did see one Chinese attempt to stop the storm, and the sky dragons answer it.  One video feed showed a group of soldiers in trucks manage to get to the square, and they unpacked and started assembling an anti-aircraft gun.  They’d worked out that there were sky dragons in the storm, and they were going to just blindly shoot up into it and hope they hit something.  The sky dragons spotted it, because not two minutes later, an incandescent bolt of lightning sizzled down from the clear sky and struck the gun, the bolt so intense that it blew the gun to pieces.  It also electrocuted the squad of soldiers that was setting it up.  The human taking the video fell backwards when the bolt struck, then got up and put the camera back on the scene, which showed a smoking crater in the concrete of the square where the gun had been and a dozen or so smoldering bodies laying amid the debris of the destroyed gun.


That wasn’t sky dragon breath, they couldn’t produce a bolt of lightning that powerful.   That was them using weather magic to produce a bolt from the storm, which they directed to the gun.


Their next attempt was fairly clever, Kell could admit. They had long-range artillery set up at the fringes of the storm, the pieces with ranges of upwards of ninety kilometers, and they loaded them with high explosive shells and started firing.  They were effectively shelling their own city, setting the shells to explode at high altitude along their downward trajectory arc and hoping the explosion or the flak would kill the sky dragons.  They were even seemingly firing them off target so the winds would push the shells to the desired location when they exploded.

It was a good idea, Kell could admit, but the Chinese didn’t understand that the sky dragons were some 15,000 meters up, which put them well above the trajectory arc of those shells when they came back down.  Some of the sky dragons were even higher, some as high as 22,000 meters, the ones at the very top of the storm.


The attempt failed, and several people on the ground got shots of the shells hitting the far side of the city, blowing up houses and setting fires that the intense rain quickly smothered.


The next attempt was ground to air missiles, them bringing them in and setting them up near the artillery.  They must have set them to fire at a fixed GPS location and explode once they reached those coordinates, where they thought the sky dragons were…and those were a viable threat, so much so that the department had someone warn the sky dragons that they were coming.  They fired hundreds of missiles up and into the typhoon.  The people recording on the ground got images of multiple explosions high in the air around the eye, but it did nothing to stop the storm.

But there was more going on, and it showed the subtlety of the council’s master plan.  In other Chinese cities, demonstrations erupted after the lay citizens got a good look at exactly what their government was doing, and the censorship filters and other blocks keeping them from communicating with each other over their intranet were removed.  The demonstrations grew by the moment, until there were hundreds of thousands of Chinese out on the streets, shouting slogans and waving hastily made signs.  And with the military network in shambles and the government bureaucrats under siege by the storm raging over Beijing, it made the government, police, and military extremely slow to respond to the uprisings.  By the time riot police organized to end the rallies, they were too large for anything but the military to disband…and the military had no organization thanks to the bomb that had been set off in their computer network.

Just after sunset, after the roof was torn off the building holding the Chinese President’s office, the Chinese finally admitted defeat.  In a publicly televised address, the President confessed to his government’s plot to exterminate the dragons, citing them as a threat to all humanity and using the typhoon as a very example of why China moved against them, that their magic made them far too dangerous to exist in the world of men.  And while they considered the attack on them an act of war, the President was trying to save the people of Beijing before the storm flattened the city by acceding to what he called a terrorist demand.  So, while it was an admission of guilt, it wasn’t a very contrite one...and probably only given so the President and the Politburo could escape from Beijing before they ordered their next attack.

But they had more to worry about than the dragons, given the massive protests snarling every major city in China.


All eyes in the department turned to Anthra and Geon after the press conference aired, and both of them looked a bit thoughtful. They’d been given authority to manage the operation, since they knew more about what the department was doing than the rest of the council.  “Recommendations?” Geon asked, looking at the field agents.  He spoke English for the benefit of the five humans in the room.

“They won’t retaliate, at least anytime soon,” Kell answered, also speaking English.  “They’ll be working too hard to keep power to worry about us.  Whipping the citizens up like that was pretty devious.  We may see a new Chinese President by the end of next month, and they’ll go through the upper ranks of their military with a scythe.  The Politburo doesn’t tolerate failure in their military, for the exact reason you’re seeing now,” he said with a dark smile, pointing at his monitor.  It had a video feed of a massive protest in the Chinese city of Zhengzhou..

“They really can’t retaliate anytime soon, we pretty much shredded their entirely military communications network,” Jirran added.  “As well as exposed just about every secret they have to the entire world.  They’ll need to assess the damage before they can make their next move.”


“It’s going to take them months to repair the damage we caused,” Jenny dared speak up.  “The spyware hijack is going to cause chaos in their attempts to restore the censor filters.  And if they take down their entire intranet, it’ll cause even more civil unrest, not to mention all but crash their economy.”


“So, we’ve tied them in such a knot that they’ll be too busy trying to repair the damage to come after us?” Geon asked, and got several nods in reply.  “Well then, I think they’ve had enough,” Geon finally declared.


“I agree,” Anthra nodded, turning her head.  “Irago, send word to the sky dragons for them to stop fueling the storm and let it die out,” she ordered in draconic.

“Yes, esteemed council member,” he replied.


“Kell, air the stand down message.”


“But they didn’t agree to the treaty,” Kell noted.


“They will,” Yancy growled with a chuckle.  “And you all just put the whole world on its ear,” he added.  “People had no idea you could do something like whip up a hurricane.  That’s gonna cause you some problems with some governments, they’ll see something like that as the equivalent of a nuclear weapon, but it does warn everyone that the dragons are a force to be reckoned with.  And that you’ll play hardball when you’re threatened.  Overall, I see that as a good thing.  China attacked you because they didn’t respect you, they saw you as weak and easy to conquer.  Well, they’ll respect you now. And so will everyone else, out of fear that you’ll park a hurricane over their capitol cities.”


“Hopefully, it’ll be enough to prevent another attack,” Anthra sighed.  “That was why we agreed to do this openly, so we might dissuade someone else from getting the same idea.”


“Your English has really improved, esteemed council member,” Trekka said with an approving nod.


“I’ve been practicing, youngling,” she smiled lightly, then she looked to the humans.  “I’m afraid we ruined your last day here, friends.  We won’t force you to pack up and return to your ship now.  We’ll return you to your quarters and let you get some rest, and you can leave in the morning.  And thank you.  Chief Ferroth said that without your help, we may not have met our deadlines.  We are in your debt.”


“We’re magicians, esteemed council member,” Jenny told her.  “Sessara once told me that because we’re magicians, we are part of your world.  And by God, we will protect that world, because we belong to it.”


“Well said,” Petrovski agreed with a nod.


“The Chinese tried to take magic out of the world by killing the only ones that still know how to use it, like hell we’d allow that,” Michaels agreed, taking hold of his talisman and gripping it meaningfully.  “Not when we’re so close to learning how to use it.”


“It comforts me greatly to hear you say that, my friends,” Anthra told them warmly, shifting her massive form.  “Chief, arrange for their carts to be readied so they can get back out.  Irago will arrange to have sky dragons waiting to return them to their quarters.”


“Where the President will no doubt want a long briefing,” Jenny chuckled.


“The President and Kent are up on Council Aerie discussing the situation, so he received all the information that the council did,” Anthra replied.  “He already knows everything, Jenny.”

“Everyone be back early tomorrow so we can start going through the data,” Ferroth called.  “But for now, go home and get some rest.  Good work, whelps.”

Kammi stayed behind to talk to Ferroth as Kell walked with Jenny and the other Hunters back down the lava tube.  They discussed the operation and how well things went, as well as how well the humans and field agents worked together to build the two different programs and then unleash them on the Chinese.  Kammi bounded up behind them when they got close to the flooded part of the lava tube, pushing her way past the other field agents and getting beside Kell at the front of the procession, where the five humans were riding in three of their carts.  “So, I miss anything important, or you guys just patting each other on the back?” she asked.

Jenny laughed.  “Just us talking about how fun it was to work together,” she smiled, looking up at them.  “It’s way better than working against you, that’s for sure.”


“Amen to that, Michaels mirrored, which made Kammi laugh.


“I’m gonna miss that.  I loved trolling you guys,” she said impishly.


“Oh yeah, and just which of you jokers was responsible for that box of dead scorpions?” Derringer demanded.


“Guilty,” Trekka called, then all four of the field agents laughed.  “It took me almost six hours to gather them up.  And they were alive when I put them in the box.  I shoulda poked holes in it,” he grinned at the human.


“I’d never heard Jenny scream like a little girl til she opened that box,” Derringer teased.


“And who gave me that box, huh?” she demanded, looking back at him.


“Hey, I couldn’t let a gift like that go to waste,” he grinned in reply.


“I think I’m glad I wasn’t on the team for that one,” Petrovski mused.


“Oh yeah, that was before your time.  Where was that, Mexico City?” Kell asked.


“Yeah,” Trekka replied.  “Me and Kammi were down there to do some snooping through some records at the Exxon Mobil facility there, and the Hunters showed up.”

“Why would you need to look through something like that?” Michaels asked.


“Their geological surveys,” Kammi replied.  “They were using experimental survey equipment at the time, and we wanted to see if the designs were worth stealing.”


“I think my favorite prank of all time was the hookers in Amsterdam,” Derringer said with a laugh, and that made Jenny blush furiously.


“I was so furious, I woulda killed you with my bare hands if I could get them on you, Kell,” she fumed at him, which made him laugh brightly.


“Don’t blame me for that one, that was Jirran’s idea,” he replied.  “I just wish I’d thought of it.”

Jenny reached out and slapped his foreleg, which made everyone else laugh.


Sky dragons were waiting at the exit of the tunnel not far from the farm to take the others back up to the aerie.  Hinado drifted down after they were collected up and carried off, hovering over them.  “A word, Kell,” he called.


“The esteemed council member wants to talk to me, so I’ll see you tomorrow morning to see you back to the carrier, Jenny,” he said.


“Sure.   See you soon.”


Hinado clearly decided that they weren’t alone enough on the ground, so he put his paw on Kell’s back and picked him up off the ground, then carried him all the way up to Council Aerie. “Irago sent word that you wanted to talk to me about something.”


“Me?  Not really.  I didn’t even talk to him about it.”


“He said Kammi relayed the message.”


“Kammi?  What—ohhh.  She’s meddling,” he grunted.  “She has it in her head that I should learn how to fly.”


“It’s not a bad idea,” he answered.  “How are the others going to learn if there’s nobody to teach them, Kell?”


“That was one of her arguments, and I can’t really refute it.  I’m not sure I like the idea.  I shouldn’t be taking my paws off the ground until we tell the other earth dragons and we have a plan that all of us agree to.”


Hinado gave him a long look.  “Are you afraid of who may see?  Or are you afraid that you’ll like the experience?”


“Both,” he admitted.  “I don’t want to learn how to fly, discover I love it, then somehow have it taken away from me.  Or even worse, be told I can never fly again.  That could happen, if it turns out that we can’t empower the rest of the earth dragons.  There can’t be even one of us with the ability to fly if it’s denied to the rest of us.  If they didn’t seal it away so I couldn’t use it, I’d feel ashamed, as if I’m betraying the other earth dragons, every time I spread my wings.  Even if I never take my feet off the ground..”


“I don’t blame you for being afraid of it on that level.  If I lost my wings, if I lost the magic that lets me fly…I think I’d rather die,” he said softly.  “But I’m a sky drake.  Flying is who we are.  It’s what we are.  To have that taken away from us, it would destroy us utterly.  But, I think your intended is right.  I’ll talk to the council and arrange a place where you can learn safely where nobody will see us.  And I’d be honored to be there to help you,” he offered.  “All I can really teach you are the very basics, because how you fly will be different from every other dragon flies, even the water dragons.  You’ll take what magic was given to you and apply it to your body’s capabilities to form your own style, learn to fly on your own, and then you can teach the others when we find a way to give them the gift.  Be assured, Kell, the council is very serious about empowering every single earth dragon.  We see is as the most important thing we can do to protect magic, because if you can fly, it gives you a powerful means of escape if you’re threatened by humans.  They can’t fly, and most of their weapons can’t hurt you, so that’ll let you get out of danger quickly and easily.  Besides, most of us feel that we owe it to the earth dragons.  Giving you this gift is one big way we feel we can atone for what we did to you.”


“And if they tell me I can’t fly ever again?”


“Look at it this way.  Would you rather have the memory of it to carry with you for the rest of your life, or regret that you never once did?”

He looked up at the much larger dragon, his eyes a bit surprised.


“Regret is the one thing you can never fix, Kell,” Hinado said sagely.  “Because it represents an opportunity forever missed.”


“When did you get so wise, Hinado?” Kell complained, which made the sky drake laugh.


“Flying gives a dragon a lot of time to think, Kell,” he replied lightly, smiling down at him.  “So, what do you say?”


“I…I guess it wouldn’t hurt,” he replied hesitantly.  “But I’m not sure it’s the right thing to do.”


“Alright then.  Be here on the aerie tomorrow at noon,” he answered.  “I’ll arrange everything.  In fact, I think I know the perfect place to take you, a place with a knob of rock that’ll give you somewhere dry to perch but plenty of water to land in when you lose control.  You’re the one dragon I’m positive won’t drown if he crashes into the ocean,” he chuckled.


“As long as I don’t land on my head after a thousand foot fall,” he corrected mildly.


“I’ll be there to make sure you don’t,” Hinado assured him, then he rose up into the air and spread his sail-sized wings.  He put paw on Kell’s back and picked him up, then quickly and easily brought him back down to the farm.  Kell was set down right at the entrance to his burrow, and he turned and looked up at the hovering sky dragon.  “Tomorrow at noon,” Hinado repeated.  “I’ll warn Ferroth the council is borrowing you for a while.”


“Alright.  See you then,” Kell answered.


Hinado nodded and turned his body upwards, then rocketed up and into the night sky, the light he was using to see retreating rapidly, then disappearing over the top of the volcano.


Kell stood there a moment, unsure of tomorrow.  The idea of learning appealed to him on a deep, visceral level, but the fear of what it might mean for earth dragon society warred with that youngling dream.  But, he couldn’t argue one thing, and that was that if he could do it, he should learn how.  At the very least, so he didn’t embarrass himself when the time came—if the time came—that he would fly openly.


Gaia forbid he make a fool out of himself.
