Izzy’s Egg

Izzy knew all the pitfalls of moving through the swamps. She knew you never stepped where the swamp grass wasn’t growing, and if something had eyes, it would definitely bite you, and quite probably eat you. 
She kept a light step and a wary eye as she hurried toward home where Mamu was waiting. Izzy was six and didn’t live so long by being ignorant, as her Mamu called it. She could smell peat burning, and looked forward to breakfast.
Mamu was on the porch, beating the dried up swamp mud out of the hut’s rugs. Izzy ran the last few yards to the porch and smiled broadly at the large woman who’d raised her. The woman smiled back, gray hair pulled tight against the nape of her neck; large hands calloused from work, discolored from dirt and the dyes she worked with for her baskets. She snapped a rug hard, her forearms strong and sure, and then tossed it over the porch rail.
“What have you found today my little one, my Izzy?”  She asked, reaching for the basket the small child carried. Izzy pulled back a little, flashing a grin that wasn’t quite all there, one front tooth missing, the other loose and leaning precariously.

“Wait Mamu!” she said breathlessly “I found something new!”

Mamu laughed, “Child, there hasn’t been anything new found on this ball of mud for a hundred years.” She guided Izzy into the hut, and with a gentle hand pushed her towards the small rickety table. Izzy put the basket down, hopped up in a chair and very carefully pulled back the shredded swamp grass.

“Here, Mamu. Here are our eggs for breakfast,” Izzy carefully laid out five fist sized leathery spheres. They were quandat eggs, but when gathered at the right time, were pretty good eating. Mamu squeezed one, it was still very pliable. Good. 
Izzy continued to unpack and display that morning’s treasures. A few quandat claws, found near the nest where she got the eggs, some snail shells for a necklace she had a mind to string later, and a few small rounded stones, nothing special, except you didn’t see stones very often on this gods-forsaken planet.
Suddenly Izzy looked at her Mamu, her eyes big and solemn. “Okay, Mamu. Here it is. Please be very careful with it.” Mamu just nodded her head, trying not to laugh at her granddaughter. But when she saw what Izzy pulled from the bottom of her basket, her breath caught in her throat.
“Oh Lord, Izzy.” was all she could manage for a moment. Her eyes were locked on the large sphere the child held with both hands. It was an iridescent purple in color, with hints and glimmers of green and gold. 

While the reptile shells were leathery, this egg was much harder, Mamu knew, without even touching it. She’d read about them all her life. 
“Oh Izzy,” she said, “let me have it for just a moment.”  The little girl handed it to her, and she held the thing in her hands. It was heavy and warm, and for some reason she could not explain, she knew it contained life.
“Get me the green basket from by the fireplace, please.” Mamu directed.
Izzy did as she was told, a look of relief on her little face. She brought the bowl shaped basket to the table, and without being told, she grabbed handfuls of the shredded swamp grass to cushion the egg.

“What is it Mamu?” she whispered, her big blue eyes intense in her small dirt smudged face.
“Salvation,” Mamu whispered back.

“Oh good, I was afraid we’d have to eat him,” Izzy murmured.

While Mamu read and researched until her eyes were red and puffy, Izzy stayed by the fireplace and watched the egg. She swore sometimes she could feel it listening to her, so she would sing to it, and talk to it, telling it stories. She taught it all about the planet that they lived on, just like Mamu had taught her.

“You have to be careful everywhere you go,” she recited, “because the swamp is very dangerous.” She explained about the different types of amphibians and lizards, large and small, that were all carnivores and just laid around waiting for ignorant people to blunder by. She told it that you never ever moved around at night, you just stayed inside and warm and everything would be okay.
What Izzy couldn’t explain was how this whole planet had become a prime example of terra-forming gone wrong. Not enough initial research had been done to account for all of the planet’s water resources, so after about twenty years of a nearly earth-like atmosphere, geography, and topography; the planet had begun to turn into one giant bog. 
Mamu’s own great-grandmother had been a biotech on the terra-form team. Mamu had texts and journals and mysterious things that she guarded very carefully. Mamu could read most of what was written, though a lot of it she didn’t understand.

Mamu knew, from years of reading, and of course oral stories told, that the first decade after the terra-form collapse had been hell. Only about 30% of the planet’s pioneer population had opted to jump aboard a rescue ship and spend the next fifty years traveling to another, hopefully better, habitable planet. It was a crap shoot, and many chose to stay.  
The wildlife that had been indigenous to the planet was predatory, and adapted well to the soft muck that was now this planet’s surface. The remaining populace banded together, and built villages with walls. The muck and mud claimed the walls, making any attempt at rebuilding futile. The biotech teams, working out of a rapidly deteriorating base dome, attempted to manufacture natural enemies to the planets native wildlife, and merely succeeded in creating cross bred mutant species that were worse than either ‘parent’.
Hovercrafts and other equipment had been effectively ruined by moisture and mildew spores. Land equipment was useless; it would trundle along haphazardly, then mire and sink rapidly in the bogs. All technology had become obsolete.
Before the earth swallowed up the biotech dome, there had been rumors of some genetically engineered solution, waiting to be birthed or hatched. It would not only hunt and kill predators; it would be useful for keeping the populace linked to one another, communication between villages. A self supporting life form genetically engineered to be intelligent enough to work with mankind. 
It never came to fruition. The dome was consumed by the swamp, and not much was saved from it. Mamu had the bulk of what was. In those copious notes and journals were descriptions of that last ditch effort… salvation for a mired down ball of muck.
Dragons.

“A near mature egg weighing 8 kilos, purple in color with shows of gold and green,” Mamu read. “Gestation period assumed to be 38 weeks, heat and moisture ideal for incubation period, humidity recommended at 85%,  temperatures must be kept in the…”
Mamu didn’t know spit about temperature or humidity. Mamu knew the peat fire was warm, and there was plenty of water to keep the soft shredded grass moist, and indeed they had to be careful the basket didn’t get too hot. Mamu sensed that whatever was in that egg was alive and it was forming a bond with her Izzy. She only wished she knew what that meant.

Sometimes Mamu thought the only two resources on this planet were mud and grass. Their diets were limited to fish, eggs, snails, amphibians, and tubers. Outside of the nearest village there was a large rice paddy, but growing and harvesting it was a dangerous process.
Between the blood suckers, which were some mutant form of leech that moved much faster and in groups; and the large carnivorous lizards; the quandat, and the even larger more aptly named getters, it was a dangerous process for such a meager food source, yet rice was prized because it was so different than the native fare. 
Mamu traded for their rice, some of the finely made baskets that were part of her livelihood. She could weave a basket so tight it would hold water for a week. She also delivered new babies as a midwife for the village.
Izzy showed a knack for weaving at a young age, but she was also very good at simply finding things. Mamu used to take her along on her foraging trips, and it soon became obvious that Izzy not only knew better where to find eggs and snails, but she had a knack for finding unique things too. Rocks, pieces of metal and plastic that could only be remnants of the base and its equipment, swallowed by the planet then regurgitated for Izzy to bring home.

That must be what happened with the egg, Mamu reasoned. It was swallowed up with the base and then spat out near some quandat nesting ground. Gods, how many years?
“Mamu,” Izzy said quietly, her big eyes focused on the door. “Someone’s coming.”

Four villagers stood on the porch, looking uncomfortable and slightly rattled. Mamu came out, and closed the door behind her. “Late for a visit,” She remarked casually, crossing her arms. The villagers looked at each other; she recognized three of them as men she often traded with. The fourth she didn’t know.
“Mamu,” the eldest spoke for the rest, “This here’s Jorge from South of the village. He found something no one knows what to make of, so we thought we’d bring it out here to you.”

She nodded a greeting to the man as he stepped forward, slinging a large pouch from his shoulder and placing it on the porch. He looked up at her.

“Actually ma’am, my son found this and had it hid in a basket by the fireplace. I don’t know what it is, but the wife says it makes her uneasy.” He pulled the pouch open and revealed a twin to Izzy’s dragon egg. Only this one wasn’t quite as large.
“How old is your son?” Mamu asked the man curtly.

“Oh, he’s almost seven now,” Jorge replied.

“Well,” Mamu sighed, “You better leave that thing with me, and bring your son here tomorrow. He’ll be staying awhile.” She opened the door to the hut.  “Gentleman, you need to come in for a moment.”

All in all, fifteen eggs were found and hatched over the next five years. Izzy’s was the first to release the peacock colored, winged reptilian eating machine that cleared predators for a ten mile radius around Mamu’s hut.  The first time Grunt headed into the swamp Mamu tried to stop him, afraid he’d be eaten or lost. Izzy calmly sat down on the porch to wait. “He’ll be back, Mamu,” was all she said.
The dragon grew at an alarming rate. Izzy also taught ‘Grunt’ to hunt for them, so they didn’t have to go so far from home. As the dragon got bigger and more predictable with his appetites, Mamu felt confident letting Izzy go along.  One day the nine year old headed out walking by the dragon’s side, and returned astride its back.
Mamu found herself in the unenviable position of midwife to dragon hatchlings, and temporary nanny to the little ones that had possession of the eggs. Mamu’s experience was; about three months after hatching, the dragons and children could be returned to their homes.

Each egg that had been found it seemed, had been found by or in the company of a young child. Each child in turn formed a strong bond with the egg, and was present when the egg hatched, as Izzy was with Grunt. There was a brief moment of eye contact between hatchling and child, and no more. 
A relationship was formed, and communication on some level of telepathy began. As the dragon matured, the communication became more sophisticated. Izzy explained it to Mamu as pictures at first, but then words and thoughts as her dragon got older. 
Izzy and Grunt maintained a close watch on all the hatchlings and children that passed through Mamu’s mud hut.

****

The rice paddies flourished. Mamu broke into ancient sealed containers her great-grandmother had secreted from the base, and found the cool climate conducive to certain greens such as cabbage and lettuce. 

One afternoon some of the villagers approached Mamu with an idea for keeping the area drier. They called it a levy system, an engineering project. A few minutes into the conversation, Mamu realized they weren’t discussing this with her at all; they were discussing it with 11 year old Izzy and her dragon.
Izzy and Grunt landed in the clearing by the hut. The place really hadn’t changed much over the years, Izzy thought, except for the gardens. Mamu had excelled in finding things that would grow; not just food, but bamboo, and more colorful things as well. The gray-green sameness of the swamp that haunted her childhood was now banished.
Grunt butted Izzy in the back with his nose. ‘Go on.’ 

She patted him on the neck, looking into the golden eyes framed by rainbows. “Gods, you are such a show off,” she teased.
Mamu came out of the hut with leggings and a jacket on, her long gray hair plaited down her back. “’Bout time.” She muttered. Izzy could see she was nervous.

“You sit in front of me, Mamu. I don’t need you hijacking my dragon.”

“Fat chance of that,” She grumbled, casting a wary eye on Grunt as they approached. He returned the gaze, and Izzy swore he was grinning at the old woman.
Mamu scrambled up onto Grunt’s broad back a bit indignantly, Izzy got up behind her and fastened all the straps around them.

“Grunt’s been looking forward to this,” Izzy said.

“I’ll bet!” Mamu replied, “Probably can’t wait to drop me in the mud.” 

Izzy whistled suddenly and Grunt began the short run that precipitated take off. His wings had matured when he was 3, before that point he’d been strictly a land roving dragon. 
With 8 years of flying experience now, the two were quite comfortable with each other.
Mamu, however, just never was keen on the idea. Under her quandat gloves her knuckles were white.
They flew over the village first, and Mamu marveled at how apparent the growth was form up above. They went out over the levies, so Mamu could see the almost finished project. Instead of swamp, the levies now held enough water back that the area was dry inside the walls. As the land had dried out, and the hunters became the hunted, it became much easier to survive on this planet.

Mamu reached out and patted the dragon on the neck “Grunt,” she snorted “We should have named you Sal.”
‘Indeed,’ Grunt answered the old woman. 
