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About the Book:

Two operatives, two sides, same mission: if they choose to accept each other.

Cornelius Blue is a dragon and tracker, not a diplomat. A deadly interruption of the Blue Guard Trials, which should have begun an era of exploration for Cornelius’s nation, threatens to crush his dreams of exploring his home world. So what’s he doing in Magic, New Mexico, attempting to convince a dubious city council that his planet, Tarakona, should be allowed an embassy? Why is he playing statesman when he should be investigating the catastrophe? 

Zuri Kaleo is a spy and wizard, not a seductress. And she should be, secretly, deciphering the disaster of the trials as well. But no, her king reassigned her to Magic, New Mexico, to sweet-talk a stubborn blue dragon out of building an embassy on Earth. Because an embassy there—as well as Cornelius’s thirst for exploring Tarakona itself—might reveal the biggest secret Tarakona has ever known.

When Zuri discovers another spy was sent to disrupt the Blue Guard Trials, questions beg for answers. Surely no one was meant to die, were they? The Pirate King wouldn’t have ordered that, would he? If only Neil was her teammate instead of her enemy, they could discover the truth together. And perhaps find each other in the process.

NOTE: This novel in the Dragons of Tarakona tales is the companion to DB Sieders’ Blue Streak which is chock-a-block full of romance, gnomes, but not romance with gnomes, and adventure. Blue Streak is #7 and Blue Guard is #8. 
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To Sam, who loved water. Especially from the bathtub faucet. And to Dana, who’s the BEST writing partner currently willing to write books with me. Dana, wasn’t this book sooooooooooooo hard to help me with???
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More Information:

AT THE END, DON’T MISS About the Author and a bonus excerpt by DB Sieders from Blue Streak, the seventh book in the Dragons of Tarakona stories. If you haven’t already read it, we’ve included the whole chapter.
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Imagine The Worlds of Magic, New Mexico... A series that brings together outstanding paranormal and science fiction authors to expand a town where witches, aliens, vampires, werewolves, goblins, sorceresses, pirates, time travelers, and paranormal live in harmony - when they aren’t joining forces to defeat the bad guys. A magical town where being abnormal is the norm!

I’m S.E. Smith, the creator of Magic, New Mexico and I invite you to curl up with each book now and discover all the action, the magic, and the love that makes Magic, New Mexico the ultimate go-to series for Paranormal / Science Fiction Romance readers.

For all the stories, go to MagicNewMexico.com/books/. Grab your copy today!
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“We’ve got to go home, Cornelius.” The wizard that Zuri was spying on spoke to the blue dragon shifter in an almost respectful tone, and Zuri’s breath caught in her throat. “It’s been two weeks with nothing more than a few hours of sleep a night, and the ice has taken the South River. We’ll come back in the morning.”

Cornelius? Had the wizard called the dragon Cornelius?

Zuri Kaleo, spy for the Pirate King, could not have heard what she thought she’d just heard. It had to be a mistake. That was absolutely not Cornelius Blue.

“There has to be a spell we haven’t tried.” The dragon, tall and heavily bearded in human form, stuck his hands on his hips and glared down at the woman. Not too far down, for the wizard was also tall, though her heavy red winter cloak made her look like more of a lampshade than a person. “Trace the blood.”

“Hello? Addlepate? We can’t trace the blood of an unknown assailant. You know the...” The two of them stomped away from Zuri, removing themselves from eavesdropping range.

Though Zuri’s own magic was at a low ebb to avoid notice, she tightened her concealment shield and her parka and stepped out of the shadows of the grandstands at the side of the vast, darkened parade ground. Valiant City itself was far enough away to allow for spell testing here, and the South River was somewhere to the, well, south. Clearly. 

Hoping there wasn’t so much snow that she’d leave footprints, she glided after her prey. The other wizards helping investigate the deadly incident at the Blue Guard trials a few weeks ago had already called it a night, but not this wizard.

And not this dragon.

But why was a dragon from the provinces, where wizards enslaved dragons, looking for clues in the first place? What was he doing ordering about a wizard in an enquiry?

“Trace all the other blood and rule out the victims,” the dragon growled to the wizard. “Don’t be so lazy, Victoria.”

Zuri’s breath caught in her throat again.

Victoria.

That wizard absolutely could not be Victoria. Victoria the Valiant ruled Valiant Province and would never allow a dragon to speak to her in such a manner. Would never stoop to lowly clue hunting in the unseasonable cold snap that had settled upon the land. 

Victoria was just a name. As was Cornelius. It was a coincidence.

The wind picked up. Flecks of ice spat into Zuri’s face, a novelty she knew would soon grow tiresome from past assignments in this city. Her normal station was in the lovely but hot Magic, New Mexico, in a whole other dimension, where she monitored the secret portal that connected Tarakona to Earth. As the portal was beneath Valiant City, she’d been drafted when disaster had struck here. Familiarity plus proximity. 

“I am hardly lazy. I’m still here, aren’t I?” the wizard growled back at the dragon. “Nobody else will put with you.”

“I don’t want to stop until we’ve found something. Something!” The dragon, to Zuri’s amusement, did stop then, and the wizard bumped into him. He raised a hand to his forehead, fist clenched. “Some evil wretch murdered those dragons, and they cannot be allowed to run free.”

“Do you think I disagree?” Victoria gave the dragon a little shove. “They came into my land, into my fucking city, and blew up my shit, Cornelius. They blew up. My. Shit!”

It was.

It was Victoria the Valiant. 

And she was working with, arguing with, none other than Cornelius Blue, the infamous blue dragon explorer who had crossed the Great Salt Ocean and landed on Honu. Honu, which was hidden from the warring provinces so that it might live in peace.

The Pirate King had sent the enterprising dragon on his way with his memories addled, but everyone in Honu knew how dangerous it was that a dragon from the provinces was resilient enough to cross the ocean. The king made sure any ships sank before they came near their lands, but no one in Honu would ever sink a dragon.

Zuri nearly plopped right down in the thin snow as the immensity of what she’d just learned weighted her down like a diving bell.

Then she straightened. 

It didn’t matter. 

They might be individuals of great renown, but they—and the others in Victoria’s employ—had made minimal progress finding out who’d sabotaged the Blue Guard trials, wounding and killing dragons and citizens alike.

Zuri already knew who’d done it. The king’s nephew, on an authorized mission to stop contestant dragons from being transported to Honu through the magical portals. She was here to discover why Kuma Jabol had conducted his assignment so very, very badly.

“Are you sure it’s not the Dragon Liberation Front?” Cornelius asked the wizard. “They wouldn’t want you to gather much more power, which mapping all of Tarakona would give you.” The wizards of the provinces, located on the largest continent on Tarakona, had always put conquering each other over exploring the planet. They’d never even circumnavigated it, the peasants. 

“It’s not them.” Victoria waved a hand, which was clad in a very homespun looking mitten. “They wouldn’t kill anyone who wasn’t trying to kill them first.”

The DLF was a small band of rebellious dragons and wizards on this continent who wanted dragons to be free. They weren’t influential enough to do much about it—so far. Honu maintained enough spies on the big continent that the province wizards couldn’t disturb their peace and safety.

“You trust the DLF too much just because Nadia is with them now.”

Interesting. Zuri had heard that the silver dragon who used to be Victoria’s captive had escaped, but this was confirmation the woman was now with the DLF. Silver dragon magic allowed a wizard the power of foresight, though it was difficult to master.

“Nadia and I have an arrangement,” was all Victoria said. 

“Then you should have arranged for her to tell you about the Blue Guard trials before so many dragons had to die,” Cornelius accused.

The way the dragon spoke to the powerful wizard shocked Zuri. She wanted to get closer, learn more. Curiosity was one of her biggest assets as a sleeper agent, because she absorbed so much about everyone around her that she could predict their actions.

But again, these two and their argumentative relationship didn’t matter. Victoria the Valiant and Cornelius Blue were just people who were failing to figure out what Zuri already knew. 

And right now? She needed them to leave so she could begin her new spell. She’d finally received permission from the Pirate King to attempt an experiment, and tonight was the night she would track down his nephew.

Tonight was the night she would scorch Kuma Jabol’s wizardly ass, if need be, for killing all those innocent people, before dragging him back to his uncle for sentencing.

As the dragon and wizard quarreled, Zuri considered her many, many bangles, anklets, necklaces, and rings in which she stored the dragon magic required to cast spells. She had already confirmed none of the wizards involved in the investigation ran background magic scans. They were deep inside their own province, with zero fear that a foreign wizard might be sneaking around among them. Victoria wouldn’t pick up on Zuri’s magic use if she was very, very careful.

Zuri was always careful.

A whiff of healing magic, applied with a twist, could cause them to dream of their beds. Or chase them to the privy, depending on which way she formed the spell. Ice magic would make them cold enough that their heavy cloaks and beards would no longer suffice and send them scurrying back to the warm castle. 

But purple magic, well, that was a spy’s best weapon. Purple control magic could tweak their desires, their memories, even implant thoughts. And Zuri just happened to be well stocked on purple, because one of her dragon friends said she had the nicest hands of any wizard and usually saved her magic for Zuri.

In Honu, dragons bestowed their magic upon whichever wizard they wanted. It was never forced or stolen, and it was treated as the valuable gift it was.

Zuri quietly lowered the zipper on the parka, which she’d bought on Earth because it was much finer than the heavy woolens of Tarakona. She slipped a hand inside and let her fingers trace the various beads until she found the purple ones.

She sidled closer to Victoria and Cornelius, as purple required proximity, but froze when their arguing grew more heated.

“I will take you off this case, Cornelius,” Victoria threatened. “I don’t care if you’re the Captain of the Blue Guard.”

“I’m your best tracker.” Neil crossed his arms and glowered at her. “Magic isn’t the only thing you need to find a rabid murderous dog.”

“It’s all I need,” she retorted. “Besides, I have a different mission for you.”

“I am not going anywhere until I find out who massacred my dragons.”

“My dragons,” Victoria corrected. “They’re all my dragons.”

The man’s glower turned fiercer. The moon reflected off the snow enough to see people’s faces, as long as that person wasn’t, say, wrapped in the shield of orange dragon magic. Many people in Tarakona had beards, moustaches, and bushy hair that to Zuri, used to smooth faces and scant clothing, found they began to blend together. But the man’s angry gaze was so blue and intense that she didn’t think she’d ever confuse him for some other large, bearded man. 

Well, unless his eyes were closed. Then he’d just be a large, hairy man pretending to sleep.

“I am not your dragon,” he said in a hard voice. 

“No, you’re not.” Victoria placed a hand on his arm. “But you’re the person I trust the most in this world, so I need you to handle this special mission. It will only be for a day or two.”

The person Governor Victoria trusted the most was a dragon? A mulish, ocean-crossing dragon who snarled at her like a bear and bossed her around like a...wizard. It made no sense. 

Again, Zuri reminded herself, it didn’t matter. It didn’t matter. She had work to do and the moon was full. These two strange people needed to go have their argument elsewhere.

Zuri cast one last glance around the parade grounds, confirming the three of them were alone and she was not casting a shadow or leaving footprints. She plucked the control bead off her necklace, crept closer, and squeezed the bead until the magic filled her. 

It filled her, and she guided it into them. 

Go home. You want to go home now.

Since Victoria already did, pushing her wasn’t hard, but Zuri had to kick the dragon with a mystical foot in his stubborn, no doubt hairy ass to get him to obey. 

The tall man stiffened as if her foot were real. Then he pointed at Victoria. 

“Fine. We’ll discuss this stupid mission on the way home,” he said. He marched away from Victoria without looking back, and his shift, the only way dragons could use their own magic, wavered around him. In moments, the lean, long form of a sky-blue dragon stood before her and Victoria, tossing an impatient head at the wizard. A riffle of blue and white feathery spines traced his body from forehead to tail tip, and a ruff flared around his proud face. He was much lovelier as a dragon than as a man.

“Let’s go,” the dragon said in a fluting voice. “It’s fucking cold out here without my clothes.”

“Nothing better than a freezing ride on a grouchy dragon,” Victoria grumbled, more to herself. “I just hope he doesn’t toss me off when I tell him.” The wizard trotted to the side of the beautiful dragon, sliding onto the sinuous body above the wide wings. 

Zuri was standing here with the very dragon who had crossed the Great Salt Ocean, being ridden by the wizard who wanted to explore the entire world of Tarakona, and all she could do was chase them away so she could solve the mystery of their Blue Guard trials. Almost as if...she intended to help them.

But it wouldn’t help them directly. It would help Honu to understand why Kuma Jabol had turned treacherous and murdered their enemy. Honuians did not murder. They deflected and deceived, and Kuma had known that as deeply as any from their land.

Cornelius launched himself into the air with such a buffet of snow and wind that Zuri nearly lost her footing. Once the cranky pair were gone, she eased up on her concealment shield, lit her lamp, and began her own search of the parade grounds.

Zuri kept her face angled toward the earth as the dark skies of Valiant Province spat snow on her fluffy parka hood. The flickering fire in her lantern painted the ground around her in a circle of yellow. At this time of night, the grounds were naught but a huge, dull, black and white nothingness. The grandstands that had been full of bystanders the day of the deadly Blue Guard trials were empty, filling slowly with snow. 

The portals, she had calculated while spying on the investigators, had been cast between here and the nearby bend of the South River, within sight of the audience. She paced in that direction, mentally measuring the distance. The crystal wizards from the provinces would have cast the portals while dragonback, with tiny crystal dragon riding with them. They would have been in a predetermined pattern. A number of wizards would have been involved to create all the portals at roughly the same time.

How would Kuma Jabol have solved the issue of the portals being in midair when he, presumably, was on the ground? He would have needed to be directly beneath the portals to have any hope of using his magic to distort them. He would have been wrapped in a concealment shield, like she was, or disguised as an ordinary human. Moreover, he couldn’t have disappeared without a trace. He might be a wizard, with the same set of skills as Zuri herself, but even wizards left traces.

Zuri reached the distance where the portals had likely been cast in the sky and began a general scan with earth magic from a bracelet. Spells left residue if you knew what to look for. Iron magic magnetized dirt and stone just enough to measure. Red carbonized. Blue hydrated. Ghost trails lingered for weeks in the air after a portal had been created. 

Yes, there, portal magic sprinkled down from the sky in the predictable spatter. Expected.

There, green magic for healing a dragon that had been hurt. Sadly expected.

And there, fire magic for decorative explosions—not the ones that had killed dragons and humans alike. Those explosions, by all accounts, had been like none ever encountered in Tarakona.

Those explosions had been sparked by the portals rigged by Kuma. 

The green-rashed rat buzzard. All he was supposed to do was send the poor dragons somewhere harmless. Somewhere else. Somewhere far from Honu. Instead he had killed them. Only two dragons were known to have survived, and they had been accidentally sent to another dimension. 

With crystal magic, Zuri confirmed the portals, their ghost trails nearly faded across the sky. So many. So much death. She shook off the clench of her stomach and paced through the snow until she had triangulated what was probably the midpoint. 

Kuma would have needed to work his way down the line starting at...

“Zuri, my dear, are you having any luck?”

Zuri jumped and barely stifled a scream. She lost her hold on the crystal magic, and the trails faded, leaving her in the middle of a blank white field with a nosy old brown-skinned man watching her with great interest. His tight curls were even whiter than the snow, and his black eyes deeper than the sky.

“Sire!” Zuri hastily genuflected when she recognized the Pirate King himself, the old fox. With him was his youngest daughter, Makani. “And Princess Makani. But...what are you doing here?”

Was it safe for the king to gallivant around like this? He wasn’t a ruler who tended to micromanage his people or go haring off on wild adventures, not anymore. And he was here with Makani, who was a crystal dragon, not a warrior. She couldn’t even fly him to safety if they needed to escape.

Granted, they could portal anywhere in a matter of seconds. That might be sufficient.

“He got impatient,” Makani told Zuri with an eloquent shrug. Her friend, like her king, wore an Earth parka. The king had also donned orange ski pants while Makani’s garment of choice was a long thick skirt that trailed in the snow. “You know how he is.”

“Don’t listen to her,” the king said, straightening his shoulders. His breath blew out in a cloud. “I’m not so decrepit that I can’t give aid to one of my best agents. We’ve learned something crucial, and you needed to know immediately.” 

“Is the problem with the new spell?” Anyone in Honu who left the island was given an iron amulet, one honed to the king’s own blood. It would always help them find home again. Zuri had had the idea to use the king’s blood signature plus healing and earth magic to track Kuma. Since new spells that combined magic types were precarious, even fatal, she had sought permission. “You don’t think it will work?”

“It’s not a guarantee, since Kuma is merely my nephew and not my little princess.”

“Oh, shut it, Pops, and just tell her,” Makani huffed, blowing a cloud of steam. Her eyes crinkled at the corners when she smiled. “I’m sorry, Zuri, but it’s cold here and he got me out of bed for this.”

It was strange to see her king and the princess in winter clothing. The king usually swanned around in swim trunks and a chest full of amulets, and one excellent thing about Magic, New Mexico, was that Zuri’s favored attire of light, flowing dresses fit right in. 

“It definitely won’t work with me nearby.” The king spread his arms. “It would find me instead. I’m glad you didn’t waste your amulet.” The homing amulet only worked once. “There’s been a change of plans.”

“What do you mean?” She would need to recapture the portal trails and find the correct spot for triangulation, but once she did, she could send the power of the blood amulet combined with green and brown into the sand and soil to capture the essence of Kuma Jabol. By her calculations, it should lead her straight to the deceptive wretch. But the king was right—it wouldn’t work with him nearby, and then she would need a new blood amulet.

The king’s expression shifted from teasing to grave. “It concerns the primary mission.”

“Oh. Oh dear,” Zuri said. Honu’s rulers and elders didn’t stand on a great deal of ceremony, but once a person was elevated to king or queen, their primary mission was to protect Honu from the rest of the world...in particular the greedy province wizards on this continent who enslaved dragons and subjugated humans. All citizens were expected to uphold the primary mission or face severe consequences.

“We have just been made aware that Victoria intends to build an embassy in Magic, New Mexico,” the king said. 

Zuri pushed the hood of her parka off her face, freeing her ears. “I hadn’t heard anything about that.” And she should have, as it would involve her longstanding station in Magic, monitoring the portal.

“Well, of course you haven’t. I foolishly reassigned you here,” the king said with a shake of his head. 

“I was the logical choice,” she pointed out. 

“True, but that Victoria will be the death of me.” He launched into a convoluted tale about Victoria’s encroachments on the other province wizards and his fears that she would gain enough power to cross the Great Salt Ocean in a fleet.

Zuri considered telling them what she’d learned about Victoria and Cornelius Blue, but held her tongue, waiting for the king to finish. He would eventually explain how Victoria’s embassy involved the primary mission. The longer they stood here, the more the cold crept up her legs. Makani shifted her weight, visibly annoyed with her father.

“A locust like Victoria cannot have access to the Earth dimension, of course,” the king mused. “She cannot go banging around Magic, where we have had you in place for years, and then try to take over another planet.”

“I don’t think she’s planning an invasion,” Zuri reassured him. Monitoring the traffic between Tarakona and Earth was her function. It helped that the rest of Tarakona didn’t know about Earth any more than they knew about Honu. But Honu definitely knew about Earth and enjoyed playing tourist.

“She has known about the permanent portal since that silver dragon escaped, correct?” the king asked. 

“Yes, but Victoria herself has never used it. Dragons and a few wizards have crossed over to Earth, and only one dragon stayed. Katia Red is with her mate Ju-Long Shi in Asia and not usually near Magic unless she has guard duty.”

Makani side-eyed her father. Zuri couldn’t tell if she was worried about the old man or skeptical of him. “He’s convinced the minute Victoria steps foot on Earth, she’ll test for portal traffic and see evidence that Tarakonans—you, really—have been hopping all over the planet like fleas. She’ll be rightly suspicious about where you’re coming from.”

The threat to the primary mission broke over Zuri like the dawn. “And if she traces a portal back...” she began.

“She’ll end up on Honu,” the king and Makani finished at the same time. Crystal magic could be used to ride a portal trail along its original path, using less magic than crafting a new portal. It was a good strategy to save power if you tended to transport to the same place all the time. Like Zuri did between Honu and Magic, to file her reports.

It was a bad skill for your enemies to have if you didn’t want to them to know where you’d disappeared to.

“So that’s how this is about Honu and the primary mission,” the king ended. “Victoria the Valiant cannot be allowed an embassy on Earth because it will lead to our destruction.”

He wasn’t wrong. Were the province wizards to discover Honu, there would be war, as the land of equals had to fight for freedom against the land of dominion.

Honu would never have peace again.

“You have to stop the embassy,” the king said. “This investigation will wait.”

“I could stop the embassy after I finish here,” she suggested. Two weeks of pursuing this, of trying to find Kuma Jabol, had roused in her the desire to see it through. And she was so close. Practically smell close. “It may not take long. You could let me find him and then—”

“No, no, I mustn’t be a part of any dealings with Kuma,” the king said hastily. “It would be seen as favoritism. He must be apprehended by neutral parties.”

As if any in Honu could be neutral parties after what Kuma had done. “Then I will simply bring him to Honu when I—”

“I need you to return to Magic,” the king said. “Makani will allow you some of her power, and you can go now.”

Zuri blinked. “Now?”

“He’s very worried about it,” Makani said in a low voice. “You know how old people get.”

The king tugged a grey-streaked braid hanging from Makani’s parka hood. “You are not that young, daughter mine.”

Zuri clenched her toes in her boots so she wouldn’t bite her lip or change expressions. This was not standard operating procedure for the Pirate King. Of course, his nephew had never murdered a bunch of innocent dragons before, either. The king hadn’t expressed much personal remorse over his nephew’s actions—like he said, he couldn’t afford to show favoritism. Perhaps this was the result of stifled grief. And perhaps Victoria herself might travel to Magic to break ground on the embassy and in the process discover some very inconvenient truths.

Kuma had done a horrible thing. But Victoria discovering Honu would be worse in the end.

“This will only take a couple of days,” the king urged. “You’ll have the embassy foiled and be back here before the snow stops.”

Agents and employees of the Honuian court were not forced into their jobs. Every Honuian, from human to dragon to wizard, from fisherman to king, had free will, unlike the rest of Tarakona. She could tell the king no.

But then the king would release her from service, and she would need to return to Honu immediately. To cut down on chances of discovery, citizens of Honu were not authorized to travel without permits.

“Of course, I will do my duty,” she told the king, “And I would be most grateful for fresh magic from you, Princess Makani. It’s a long hop.”

“You know I don’t like you calling me princess,” Makani grumbled, holding out her hand to offer her stored power. Fresh power from a dragon was much more vital than that from a talisman. Makani’s gift would save Zuri many crystal beads since traveling to Magic from here meant crossing the dimensional barrier. “Safe travels, my friend. We will see you on the other side in the light.”
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Cornelius Blue stared back at the thirty-three eyeballs assessing him and attempted not to let his impatience show on his face. The township of Magic, in the province of New Mexico, in the dimension of Earth, was ruled by a council instead of a mayor, though he was given to understand that a governor did rule New Mexico itself.

Yet unlike his home dimension of Tarakona, nearly all the residents of this world were human, and the existence of magical beings had to be concealed from them at all costs. It was the propensity for Tarakonans to endanger that secrecy that was on trial here today.

“Can I offer any more information about Governor Victoria’s plans for an embassy here?” he asked them. “Trade between our people will benefit us all, and the embassy will act to regulate any unfortunate incidents with our citizenry. Relieving you of the, ah, burden.”

He’d practiced the speechifying with Victoria and her top diplomats for two days, but even to his ears it came out surly.

“Mr. Blue, we will need time to consider the proposal,” said the elderly being who appeared to be the council leader. Green wrinkles and twigs for hair meant the leader was some species Neil had never met. Inside the protective shield around the town, the residents were not forced to don human glamours. If Neil shifted into his dragon form, no one here would care, unless he knocked over a building or caused a tiny civil war with some militants opposed to magical creatures from other dimensions.

Which were only a few of the messes Tarakonans had created here lately. They’d been busy since discovering the portal to Earth in the catacombs deep beneath Valiant City. Now Neil had to be busy with fixing their shit.

It was not his favorite assignment.

“How long do you need?” Neil checked his timepiece. “I have an appointment with a Sir John Rocko in—”

“He can wait,” suggested another councilmember, a bearded human in a flowered shirt. “He’s a very understanding man. Fantastic person all around.”

“Rocky, come on.” A small humanoid Neil knew to be called a gnome heckled the man who had just spoken. “Cornelius Blue...can I call you Corny? This is John Rocko, the chump you’re meeting.”

“Ah.” Neil wanted to tell the councilmember that no, he could not call him Corny, but Victoria had hammered into him the need for politeness. Why she’d sent a dragon to do a diplomat’s job, he had no idea. She said it was because he was Captain of the Blue Guard and needed to lead any big explorations—such as ones into other dimensions. “Very well. I’ll just wait here until you to decide so that I can convey the news to my governor.”

He’d prefer to survey the surrounding geography and locate the best spot for the embassy, which was more his forte. But building an embassy in another dimension did require some cooperation from the locals.

The sooner he got it, the better. He had bigger scales to shed.

“When I say we need time, I mean we need several days,” the leader told him.

“Weeks,” chimed another. “Balsa, dear, you always underestimate.”

“Mr. Blue, you and your dragon friends have caused an inordinate amount of trouble around here. We can’t get in a hurry about this,” chided a third.

“That is exactly why we need an embassy here, sooner rather than later,” Neil explained, frustrated. His hand went reflexively to his chin, to tug his now nonexistent beard. Victoria’s Earth consultant had made him shave. In Tarakona’s colder climate, beards were sensible, not a fashion statement. “Those were unsanctioned explorations.” He discreetly checked one of his note cards. “The governor will staff the embassy with ambassadors trained to cooperate with the populace and learn your ways while engaging in trade and magic that you can only dream of.”

“Nothing rivals Topper’s magic,” a councilmember said.

Neil had no idea who Topper was, but he did know what Tarakonan wizards could do with the magic they drained from dragons. Just about everything. 

“I’m told our healing magic, even the weak spells, rivals your best efforts,” Neil said. He flipped until he found the benefits card the Earth consultant had helped create. “We have learned how to ensure crops thrive in any environment. We can cleanse pollutants. While we do not rival your military might and weaponry, we have pure sources of electricity.” While the humans in Tarakona were fiddling with steam technology, most Tarakonans relied on the power suctioned from gold dragons, since it was renewable and untainted.

“Your planet’s kinda icy, right?” the gnome asked. “Ya know, we might be needing some of that plant magic with all the shit the humans are doing to the environment. Best to stock up.”

“Your penchant for stocking up is why the Alliance for the Preservation of Earth Supernaturals nearly burned down the city,” the council leader, Balsa, grumbled. 

“Always be prepared,” the gnome said. “I vote we allow the embassy. And I vote we keep the portal. When those selfish humans ruin this planet, we need somewhere to go.”

“You’re only here as Krina’s envoi, Felvyn, while she’s away on business,” Balsa said, the twigs on their head rustling as if annoyed. “She’s the one who gets to vote. Your opinion will be considered, but the rest of us need time.”

“What do you mean about keeping the portal?” Neil asked, lacing his fingers together on the smooth wooden table in front of him. There wasn’t a card for this. 

“Oh, they’re gonna close it,” the gnome said.

“Felvyn,” John Rocko said. “You’re making me regret approving you to be envoi. Why are you doing this?”

The gnome shrugged. “Can’t help it. That truth serum you too-talls poked down my hatch makes me honest to a fault.”

“I thought you said the truth serum would force him to be honest in a good way?” Balsa said to John Rocko.

The bearded man pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’s still better than what came before.” 

Victoria would be highly ticked off that the permanent portal might be eliminated. The art of forming portals that lasted longer than a few minutes had been lost. Nobody Victoria knew of—and her network of spies seemed to know everything—could create permanent portals, interdimensional or otherwise.

But temporary ones—well, now that Earth had been discovered, or rediscovered as it were, temporary ones could, and would, happen.

Could even now be happening.

And Victoria was determined to control the flow before more disasters ensued. 

“You can’t destroy the portal,” Neil said, improvising. Improvising, he could do. Before the Blue Guard, Victoria had sent him on many explorations, and the situations he’d been in practically required it. “Because of the type of magic used to create it, it would cause a backlash that destroyed the whole town. Maybe the world. I’m not a wizard, but crystal magic isn’t something to fu...fool around with.”

“We are hardly ignorant of magic, young man,” snapped a white-haired councilmember. “Our people have hundreds of kinds, while your people have barely evolved beyond—”

“Gladys,” said the leader. “Don’t evolution shame them.”

“You may have a great deal of magic, but you have approximately, hm, zero knowledge of our dragon magic,” Neil pointed out. Except for the knowledge they’d gained recently, which was hardly a great overview.

Several of the councilmembers put their heads together, whispering. Would a typical Tarakonan wizard, accustomed to being obeyed, have been able to negotiate with the Earth dwellers? Was that why Victoria had sent him, a humble dragon who had more important shit to do right now? As a dragon, he had no magic, not including his thrall crystal that she could track. All he could do was make nice with the locals and arrange for the construction of the embassy.

Gladys, who seemed to be the most hostile of the councilmembers, eyed him as if he were a rival wizard trying to steal her dragons and territory. “We would like to negotiate with Victoria herself,” she said. “And we would like samples of all the Tarakonan dragon magics in order to study it.”

Now this, he had a notecard for.

“Victoria is very busy maintaining order in her province after a recent act of sabotage harmed and killed many of her constituents.” The citizens of Magic knew about the episode in question when the two dragons had been accidentally ported here during the Blue Guard trials, so he didn’t elaborate. If he did, he’d reveal how very much he wanted to be in Valiant City, nailing the murderer to the wall, instead of here, buttering up councilmembers and pretending to be a nice and friendly person. “For her to venture off-planet this close to the time of the crisis would not be wise. Her people need her. She would welcome ambassadors to her court, however. I’m authorized to arrange transportation.”

“Arrange for it? We can go through the portal anytime we wish and do not require your escort,” Gladys said with a sniff.

“Can you?” John Rocko said just as smoothly. “The portal is on my private land and you don’t have right of way. The No Trespassing signs destroyed during the, ah, skirmish last year have been replaced and enhanced with magical boundaries.”

Gladys glared at Rocky with a dislike even Neil, who had only met these people today, could identify. “Imminent domain is still an option.”

“You want to operate like the humans?” Rocky asked. “Taking what you wish if anyone opposes you? Their ways have done great harm to our kind.”

“We have to do what’s right for the safety of the town.” Her pale, wrinkled face flushed. “My son Carl...was a member of APES.”

APES, or the Association for the Preservation of Earth Supernaturals, was the name of the militia that had attacked the town and tried to kill the two Tarakonan dragons. The young blues, assisted by Magic’s sheriff, had stopped them, but if a Tarakonan embassy had been in place, none of these dragon-related fuckups would have happened.

Rocky touched his forehead and then his heart in what Neil assumed was a gesture of respect. “We are all very sorry about your loss, Gladys.” 

Gladys’s lower lip quivered. “It isn’t as if your initial plan to block the portal worked.”

“We had no way of knowing demons from Irkalla could destroy the seal,” Rocky said. “They usually keep to themselves.”

“And we have no way of knowing what other chaos will come through that blasted portal at the exact wrong time.” The distraught woman slammed her hands on the table in front of her. The woman beside her tsked. It was obvious there was dissention in the ranks. “I vote we send this dragon back where he came from and close the portal once and for all.”

“Kaaaa-boom,” intoned the gnome in a strange voice. 

“I vote that we vote as a group in a week,” said another person, rising to his feet. “We have a regular meeting scheduled anyway, and we need time to study this. I’ll consult with our precogs.”

A week? He’d have to waste a whole week here when the saboteur could be preparing to kill more people in Tarakona?

“Their divination probably won’t work when it concerns another dimension,” Balsa mused.

“The foretelling power of our silver dragons does,” Neil jumped in, neglecting to mention there were only two silver dragons on the entire planet of Tarakona. Moreover, both were with the pesky Dragon Liberation Front now, so Victoria had implanted spies into the DLF, and spies on the spies they had in her castle. “Our silver dragon
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