Chapter 1

Torpor.

It was like coming back from the dead.  At first, there was…nothing.  Oblivion.  An unthinking, unfeeling state of suspended animation where he did not think, he did not dream, he did not breathe, he did not exist.  Sustained only by the magic within, by his blood magic, he was oblivious to the elements, to the outside world, to time itself.  Though there was no thought, no awareness within torpor, there was the vaguest sense of being in that state, a moment that was an eternity in length, but passed in the blinking of an eye where entire centuries could pass from the exhale of one breath and the inhale of another.  It was living death, an existence without awareness, yet at the same time being aware of that state.  For the first time, it was a terrifying experience, and many would actively fight against it when the time came to return to that state. But for others, for him, it was an old friend, something that was not feared, something that was a welcome respite from the marching of the years and the boredom that could often come with it.  To not be was to not be content or happy, but it was also to not be bored or annoyed.


It was a state which he had experienced five times in his long life, and this time was no different from the others.  With the first reflexive beat of his heart, when the blood magic sustaining his state was fanned back to life, came pain.  It was a dull pain, the pain of a body that had not moved for many years, a body that was literally coated with limestone and rock which had calcified over him as the years passed.  That pain faded quickly, however, as the heart gave its first beat and attempted to stir blood that had lain pooled at the base of his body for time untold.  That first beat failed to move any blood, but the reflex of it shook his body back into function, and the pooled blood began to circulate.  Wherever the blood touched, the pain faded, so a feeling of contentment flushed through him as muscles and bone and tissue crying for the sweet caress of blood were sated.  As the blood touched organs within him, they slowly shook off their inaction and began to function.  The lungs took their first ragged breath when blood flushed them, the digestive organs began to prepare for his first meal as blood restored them, and the kidneys quickly began to purge the impurities that often developed within the stagnant blood, as his other organs infused blood with the life magic of the dragons, charging his blood with the magic of his kind.

Sensation also returned with the blood.  Eyes that had been closed, vacant, and blind splashed color through his eyelids as they woke up, though it was dark beyond all definitions of dark in the deep cavern in which he had entombed himself.  The smells of water, stone, and bats touched his nose as blood restored his olfactory systems, and the sounds of squeaking bats, the sigh of the earth beneath, and the dripping of distant water into a small pool of water touched his ears.  Muscles flushed with dark, contaminated blood, burned, and then buzzed angrily as sensation returned to them.  His entire body became pins and needles as numb muscles burned with the bad blood, blood that was already being purified, being flushed of impurities by kidneys and being restored by marrow.

Then came the first movement.  Eyes blind to visible light opened, but those eyes saw everything around him as radiances of heat-induced color.  The cool blues and greens of the stone arrayed before his eyes, as well as the warm yellows of bats hanging from the ceiling.  His own body was the same color as the stone, the same temperature, but as blood was purified and restored it began to heat, and that spread a slow bloom of light greens to radiate from beneath and begin to infuse his scales.  The pins and needles began to fade as his body quickly restored itself from torpor, using up the very last of the magic stored within to quickly coax his body into reanimating.


And when the last of the surge of magic faded, when his body was once again awake, came the hunger.


He raised his head, attached to his long neck, and assessed himself.  His limbs were partially coated with ripples of what seemed to be liquid rock frozen in a moment of cascading down his body.  That much buildup of stone told him he had been here quite a while.  His body was curled in a resting, sleeping position, his nose resting almost against his hind leg, his tail wrapped around the outside and his wings draping over his body like a blanket, wings weighed down with coatings of rock that had deposited on him from water dripping from the ceiling above.  Scales that were flushing green with spreading internal heat rippled and shifted as his skin shivered to assess himself, and then he raised his head.  Rock snapped and cracked as his neck freed itself from a layer of thin rock spread over the base, coating his spines.  He raised his head up, looked around, then lowered it and crushed a stalagmite between teeth far harder than the stone they crushed.  The stone tasted sweet, its texture pleasing, and he swallowed the pulverized rock with relish before his jaws plowed a deep furrow into the stone floor, scooping up stone, bat guano, water, and tarnished gold coins like a great shovel.  Bits of rock and coins streamed from the sides of his fanged mouth as he crushed the amalgam between his jaws, tilted his head back, and swallowed, filling the dreadful emptiness within with what it would need for the coming molt.


A molt always followed a torpor.

For a long time, he continued to eat the very stone around him and the thick layer of gold coins, rusted iron implements, and items made of copper, tin, bronze, and other metals upon which he had been resting, gold coins and bars and a little bit of silver collected and stored for this very purpose.  Rock, water, and gold was swallowed, filling a belly that was already hard at work breaking down the materials in preparation for molt.  Rock and earth would fortify bones, gold and other metals would be stored to prepare to grow new scales, but the primary ingredient, the necessary one, was gold.  Silver, copper, and other metals would form the occasional errant scale here and there on his body, but gold was the primary ingredient of his shimmering scales, gold that was hardened beyond natural gold by how it was made into scales, scales that would dazzle the eye in the warm sun.


A molt would require him to grow new scales.  As he shed his skin, so too would he shed his current scales and grow new ones, scales which would be promptly consumed after the molt was complete.


After some time, light began to bloom before him.  It started as a pinpoint of light that grew steadily stronger.  It was a strange light, not yellow and red like torches, but white like the sun.  Despite the strangeness of the light, the scents drifting on the now shifting air told him that those carrying the light were expected.  He continued to eat without concern, then turned and drank up most of the water in a nearby pool, requiring only to move his head.


The holders of the light entered his large cavern. There were six of them, four males and two females, wearing strangely dyed clothing and carrying odd boxes that emitted white light, light not created by fire or magic.

Interesting.


They approached as he swallowed another mouthful of stone and metal, and they knelt before him on a ledge that rested over the cavern floor, the ledge upon which their tunnel exited into his cavern.  The light caused his eyes to shift into the visible spectrum, and their warm red bodies became visible as dark-clad men and women wearing black leather and black cloaks.  Them standing some 30 cubits above the cavern floor put them nearly level with his eyes.  “We have awaited your awakening, my Lord,” one of them intoned in rather shaky Latin, as if he had not used the language in many years.  But the one before him certainly knew the language, and knew to speak to him using it.  After all, he had been there when he had entered Torpor.


“I am pleased to see you, Gren,” he intoned calmly in a voice so deep it seemed to resonate in the very stone, feeling his gas sacks begin to fill.  “Is the pack well?”

“It is well, my Lord, though many have come and gone since you entered Torpor,” he said, his voice low and conversational.  Despite his head being well away from Gren, his acute hearing easily heard and comprehended every inflection.

“Indeed?”


Gren nodded.  “It has been nearly four hundred years, my Lord, and this land has filled with humans while you were asleep.  It is even worse than Europe now.  At first, there were many deaths on both sides, but now the humans have forgotten us, and we live in peace.”


“Indeed,” he mused, feeling strength flush his muscles.  “I mourn the loss of members of your pack, Gren, and if they died because of me, I offer my most sincere and humble apologies.”


“Thank you.”


“I also thank you for your service, my small friend.  There is much more gold here than I amassed before my sleep.  You have been busy,” he said with a slight fanged smile.


“We have worked to ensure you would have all you require when you rejoined us, my Lord.”


“Please, Gren, stop calling me that.  I have more than enough for my molt.  Again, thank you, and I am indebted to your pack for protecting me during my Torpor.  It was easy to go to sleep knowing you, my friends, would be watching over me.”


“Our relationship has been long and mutually beneficial, my Lord,” Gren said, bowing his head simply.


“Truly,” he said.  “Four hundred years, you say?”


Gren nodded.  “Three hundred and eighty-two, to be precise.”

“I assume much has changed?”


“More than you can imagine.  This is not the same world it was when you entered Torpor in sixteen thirty.”

“Yes, I recall that the British had just started colonizing this land, following the Spanish,” he mused, dredging his ancient mind for those misty memories.  “Did Britain and Spain war over this land?”


“Yes, my Lord.  But this land is now its own nation, the mightiest on earth.  And much has changed.  Much.  I don’t know where to begin.”


“It can wait, old friend,” he said, shaking his head slightly.  “I will require some substantial food after I consume what I need for the molt.”


“We have food nearby waiting.  Our pack owns and runs a livestock company.  There is more than enough meat waiting for you.”


“Wise,” he nodded.  “I will offer my payment when it’s safe for me to do so, my friend.  My blood is still toxic to you.”


“It is of no moment, my Lord,” he said, shrugging.  “We are patient, and we have always been fair with each other.”


“Indeed,” he murmured.  “Tell me, what manner of magic powers your lights?”


“It’s not magic, my Lord.  It’s technology.  A machine.”


“Indeed?” he asked in curiosity.


Gren nodded.  “One of the many, many changes.  This is not the same world it was when you went to sleep, my Lord.  Magic is forgotten, and man embraces technology the way he once embraced the church.  Science is his new religion.”


“It sounds…intriguing,” he said distantly.  “Perhaps I won’t be quite so bored after all.”  The other five started in surprise when he flexed his legs.  Rock snapped and tore as he stood up, rock that slid off his back after centuries to build up over his body and wings.  He stood up on his four legs, then lowered on his front limbs and stretched languidly, his long, whip-like tail slithering back and forth behind him.  What faced the werewolves was not the dragon that was popular in stories and art.  The talons, wings, and general shape were close to the reality, but where dragons in myth and folklore had rounded bellies, this dragon was thin and sleek through his middle, like a greyhound.  His limbs were sleek yet clearly muscled, with a three-toed paw and an opposed duke thumb extending backwards, which worked just as well as a human thumb, and all his toes were tipped with long, black, lethal talons.  His head was draconic with a squared muzzle, backswept obsidian-colored horns that shined in the light like polished steel, and a series of symmetrical spikes that grew along his spine that went from the top of his head to the base of his long, whip-like tail.  A growth of shaggy tendrils covered the base of his squared jaw, like a beard, that extended back to the start of his neck.  His scales shimmered gold in the artificial light like light cast upon an undulating body of water everywhere but at the bottom of his jaw and extending down his neck and across his belly, where his scales were white and silver, composed of silver, white gold, electrum, titanium, and platinum.  The werewolves stared at him in awe, and felt it in the rock beneath their feet when he started moving.  Each of his steps shuddered the ground like a locomotive.  “Step back into the tunnel, please,” he called.


“Back up, children,” Gren called.


Once the werewolves were safely out of the cavern, he turned his attention to the next need.  The cavern was a bit chilly, and a dragon recovering from Torpor needed heat.  Dragons weren’t cold-blooded, but they weren’t entirely warm-blooded either. The magic of their blood was what kept them warm, not any kind of bodily function. And with his blood still toxic and drained of most of its magic, he was cold and needed external heat.  And so, he turned his attention to that need.


Drawing his breath sharply, he turned his head and unleashed his breath weapon.  The gas sacks inside him expelled their stockpile of gas, which was ignited in his throat by an organ that produced an electric spark.  What came out of his mouth was a raging, hellish inferno of fire that spiraled about itself in a tight cone which expanded as it rushed away from him.  The fire he breathed was so hot it could melt steel, and he directed that hellfire against the back wall of his cavern from the werewolves.  Rock instantly started to glow with heat as it was very nearly melted by his breath weapon, and the temperature in the cavern started to rise almost immediately.  He completely depleted his gas sacks to heat the rocks on the far side of the cavern, and once he was done, he settled his body near the glowing rocks and stretched his neck towards the ledge where the werewolves were again moving to occupy.


“Have the others fared well?” he asked, looking over at them.  He’d seen the awe in the young werewolves when he stood up, when they got a true idea of how big he really was.  To him, the werewolves were the size that dolls would be to a human child.  He could pick them up in his paw with room to spare.  He could swallow them whole.

“I don’t know, my Lord.  We’ve lost contact with the others over the years, both the others of Arcadia and the other dragons.  They’re all still in Europe and Africa, and you’re the only one who came here to the New World.”  He was quiet a moment.  “Is the time coming nigh?”


He nodded simply. “Else I would still be in Torpor, my friend.  I am always the first to awaken, you know that.  It is my responsibility and duty as the elder dragon.”


“This world…may not be ready for that,” he said sadly.  “They have forgotten magic.  Confronted with it, I don’t know what they’ll do.”


“It can’t be much worse than what happened the last time,” he sighed, fanning his wings to circulate hot air around his body to warm it.  “How many died to the torturers of the Inquisition?  How many of the young dragons were slaughtered by those cowards, and how many more died while in Torpor before the Awakening?”


“Too many,” Gren said wanly.


“That is why I am grateful beyond measure for you, my dear friends,” he said earnestly.  “You have ever protected me, and you cannot know how much I appreciate your selflessness.  I know when I enter Torpor, I will always awaken safely, thanks to you.”


“It is our honor to serve you, my Lord,” Gren said with a humble bow of his head.


“Now, there is much to do, Gren,” he said.  “I must impose upon you for some meat.  Afterwards, you will introduce me to your new packmates, and then we’ll talk of affairs.  Discuss what is coming and what must be done.”


“I’ll have the livestock driven down here immediately,” he said, standing.  “What is your preference?”


“I’m not picky when I wake up,” he said with a fanged smile.  “Just make sure it’s not sentient.”


“We have cows, pigs, and goats, my Lord.”


“Any of them,” he shrugged as he took another scooping mouthful of stone and gold.  “Just keep them coming until I beg for mercy.”


Gren smiled.  “As you wish, my Lord.”


“Please, dispense with that.  You know how it irritates me, Gren.”


Gren smiled even more.  “As you wish, Master Auran.”


“Gren.”


The werewolf laughed.  “As you wish, old friend,” he finally said.


“At least your Latin is improving.”


“We haven’t really been using our Latin since, oh, the early nineteen hundreds,” Gren chuckled.  “They speak English here now.”


“An ugly language,” he complained.


“It has a certain charm now,” the gray-haired, grizzled werewolf informed him.  “It’s evolved a great deal since the days of the British Empire.”


“I’ll see when I learn it,” he said simply after swallowing.

After ingesting a satisfying amount of stone and metal, he turned to the meat.  Bleating animals were herded into the cavern, then pushed off the lip of the ledge to fall down into the bowl of the cavern floor.  With no way to escape, he was able to simply pick them out of the shifting, terrified herds of cows, goats, and pigs, who beheld him and knew that they were to be his dinner.  The goats and pigs weren’t even a mouthful, but the cows were large and quite satisfying, giving him something to chew.  After eating nearly a hundred pigs, goats, and cows, he felt wonderfully full, sedate, and content, so much so that he settled his massive form back to the floor of the cavern, his scales and weight crushing rock and pressing metal flat.  “Ahh, thank you, Gren.  That was exactly what I needed.”


“Any time, my friend,” the aged werewolf smiled.  “Are you ready now?”


He nodded.  “My blood is cleansed,” he announced, lifting up a forepaw and stretching it to the ledge, palm up, his three fingers and duke thumb tipped with steel-hard talons half as long as the werewolves were tall.


And thus Gren and his werewolves exacted their compensation for their devotion to him.  His packmates retrieved a lance and wedged it between two scales near his wrist, and he felt the pinprick as the hollow spear penetrated his skin.  Copious amounts of dark, faintly luminescent blood flowed down the hollow shaft and into a barrel brought down, with four more lined up behind it awaiting their turn to be filled.


Dragon’s blood.  A highly magical substance absolutely essential for many kinds of magical rituals, spells, and ceremonies.  The treasure filling those barrels was worth far, far more than the gold littering the floor of his cavern.

And there was no blood more pure, more powerful, than his own.  Auran was the name they gave him, named by Gren himself, though not the true name given upon his hatching some 2,183 years ago, and he was the oldest of all the dragons.  He was the Elder Dragon, the leader of the concilium draconis, the Dragon’s Council.  He was so old that his scales were a brilliant shimmering gold with platinum highlights and a platinum belly, where a vast majority of dragons had not even yet shed their red scales, and were still consuming massive amounts of iron to prepare for their yearly molts.


The young ones grew fast.  He no longer molted except after Torpor, having reached his maximum potential.


There were very few close to as old as he, whose scales were now gold, who were the oldest and most powerful of the dragons.  There were nine dragons on the council, and only four of them were gold.  The other five were silver, and the youngest, the last time he saw her, still had a greenish tinge in her underbelly scales from her copper stage.  But even the copper stage was far older than the average dragon, who was still in his iron scales, or was just starting to have the murky gray of his steel stage seep into his scales. The oldest were beyond the need for ultra-hard scales for defense, though his scales were far harder than just any iron-scaled dragon.  For them, sheer size was their greatest weapon and their greatest defense.  He himself was longer nose to tailtip than two caravels placed bow to stern, and weighed hundreds of tons.  Just one of his hollow-core scales was the size of a warrior’s shield and weighed enough to make a man struggle under the weight, and he had thousands of scales.  Where the average iron-scaled dragon had a body about twice the size of a large elephant, minus the neck and tail, Auran was the size of a ship.

As Gren extracted his blood, he looked at his old friend’s packmates curiously.  The werewolves were quite large, much taller and stockier than most humans, and possessed of the ability to transform into wolves.  That process was quite painful for a werewolf, but a werewolf who ingests dragon blood can change effortlessly and without pain for a year after drinking a small chalice worth, charging their blood with the magic collected in a dragon’s blood. Werewolves were immortals like dragons, possessed of an indefinite lifespan.  They would not die unless something killed them, and lucky for them, not much could.  Werewolves were only vulnerable to magic and to silver, which reacted to the magic in their blood in a toxic manner, poisoning them from within.  That was why the humans always made bladed weapons or arrowheads out of it to deal with werewolves. Just pressing silver against a werewolf’s skin did nothing, unless it was pressed against a bleeding wound.  Werewolves who had ingested dragon blood were much more resistant to that silver poisoning, which was another reason why the proud werewolves were so willing to enter into an agreement with a dragon; many dragons had a werewolf pack helping them, protecting them during Torpor and serving them in other ways, in exchange for access to a dragon’s blood, both for their own use and for trade to the denizens of Arcadia and the Eldritch, who required it for many of their spells.

“I don’t know you,” he said to a young female, who was holding the hose which poured his blood into the barrel.  “What is your name, young one?”

“I am Ann,” she said in horrible Latin.  “Young.”


“She’s barely more than a puppy, Auran,” Gren said, giving the female a fond look.  “My sister’s youngest.  I’m afraid she hasn’t learned Latin yet.”


“I do hope you’re still Alpha, if you’re letting others breed,” he smiled.


Gren laughed.  “Unfortunately,” he answered.  “The ways of the pack have changed a little with the changing times.  The alpha pair no longer reserves the right to breed.”

“Ah.  Surprising that anything could change the traditions of the werewolves.”


“Time can change anything, old friend,” Gren said calmly.  “Even a dragon.”


“Wisely spoken,” he nodded in agreement.


After they had taken what blood they needed from him, he felt revived enough for the Mingling, a ceremony of sorts that bonded the pack to him, and he to them.  Werewolves had their own magic, which they called pack magic, but like most other magic it was sealed from them when the gates were closed.  However, a dragon’s blood, the magic of bloodsong, could power their pack magic, and it was one of the reasons why werewolves often joined into alliances with dragons.  Gren stepped up, and the grizzled old werewolf was very still as a large claw that still ended in a needle-like tip reached out and touched him very lightly, delicately on the forehead.  Despite the dragon’s titanic size, the touch on his werewolf companion was soft, even gentle.  Gren took a golden chalice offered to him by a younger werewolf, filled with dragon blood, and he brought it to his lips and drank it quickly.


“By bonds of blood, by bonds of magic, does dragon and werewolf stand together,” Auran intoned.


“By bonds of blood,” the other werewolves returned in a chanting tone.


“By bonds of blood, let my bloodsong power the magic of the pack of Gren Whitemane and the Whitemane Clan.”


Gren finished the chalice, and a palpable aura of power infused him, as Auran’s bloodsong took root within the werewolf.  Dragon magic replaced that which was denied Gren with the gates of Arcadia closed, and he regained all his power as the Alpha of his pack, the power of pack magic. Now Gren could shapeshift without pain, and could draw on the strength of his pack members directly to perform acts of superhuman strength, agility, and speed.  He could access their memories to know what they knew, could see through their eyes and hear through their ears when necessary, and he could also directly call on their magic, and if there was an Eldritch among them, Gren could use the magic the Eldritch knew.  Gren was the focus of the pack, and as such he could draw on the power, knowledge, and experience of the pack when necessary.  That was what made an Alpha such a dangerous adversary; one did not fight just the Alpha, he fought the Alpha and all the combined strength, power, and magic of his entire pack.  And often, one fought that combined power in addition to the rest of the pack, for the pack would not just sit there and allow someone to attack their Alpha.

When it was done, Gren smiled even as his body seemed to swell up with long-denied strength, and the years seemed to melt away from his face.  “Welcome back, old friend,” Auran told him.


“Do you feel up to completing the ceremony for the entire pack, or do you want to wait?” he asked.


“We can complete the ceremony now,” he said.


And so, one by one, the 17 members of Gren’s pack drank a chalice of Auran’s blood, and were bound to him even as he was bound to them.  His bloodsong became the source of the magic that powered their abilities.  They drank in the order of rank they held within the pack, from Gren’s mate who was the Alpha female all the way down to Ann, who was the youngest and therefore the lowest-ranking.


After it was complete, he settled back down to a comfortable resting position, but his head remained off the cavern floor as he looked at his werewolf protector.  “Alright, old friend, I can see the worry in your eyes.  Begin telling me what has you so concerned.”


“I think first, you need to hear how the world has changed, old friend,” Gren said, sitting on the ledge with his legs dangling the ten cubits of empty air between the ledge and the floor.  “I don’t know where to start.  It’s like an entirely different world now.”


“Chronologically,” he said.  “Begin with what happened after I went into Torpor and work your way up.  If you need to explain something, do so when it enters the world, so I might understand how it impacts history.”


“It’s going to take a while.  A few days at least.”


“We have time.  And the sooner you begin, the sooner you will finish.”


“To be honest, old friend, you won’t believe most of what I tell you, or it won’t have the same impact, unless I explain a few things right now.”


“Indeed.”


“This world has forgotten magic and dragons, old friend,” the burly werewolf told him.  “It’s the realm of legend now, myth, story.  It’s a popular genre for literature and fiction, and that’s the only place where dragons appear in the modern culture, as fairy tale stories.  The few Eldritch who are left, well, they’re almost powerless.  The gates have been closed for so long, old friend, there’s virtually no ambient magic left in the world.  An Eldritch has to spend weeks in preparation to cast the most simple of spells now, and the effort very nearly kills him.”


“I can understand that,” Auran noted.


“Yes, but there’s a new magic in its place, Elder,” he continued.  “Technology has reached such a level of sophistication that it would be like magic to you.  Would you believe me if I told you that mankind has learned how to build machines that let him fly?”


“It seems possible,” he nodded.  “I remember the research of Da Vinci.  If he could reason out possibilities, it only stands to reason that someone would eventually figure it out.”


“Alright.  Would you believe me if I told you that mankind has built a single weapon the size of a boulder that can destroy an entire city?”


Auran clicked his teeth together thoughtfully.  “That, I would find a bit hard to believe.”


“Well, they have,” Gren said soberly.  “Mankind has developed weapons that can destroy the entire world, my friend.  He has also created machines that can almost think for themselves, and lets those machines do much of the work now.  He has reshaped the entire planet to suit his needs, and there are now so many humans that there’s almost no room for them all.  Mankind has taken science to such a degree that he can see into the deepest secrets of the universe, and change things at that level to suit his purposes.  I can take this cell phone and talk to someone all the way across the world,” he said, taking a small black object from his pocket.  “I can turn on a thinking machine, a computer, and access almost every book ever written and have it at my fingertips.”


“Indeed?” he said in surprise and enthusiasm.


“That’s just a very small part of the science mankind has developed, old friend,” Gren said soberly.  “Science is the new magic, and to you, it will seem that their technology really is magic.  And modern man may see magic the same way the Church did during the last Awakening.”


“You do not instill me with overwhelming confidence, old friend,” Auran noted.


Gren shook his head.  “I’m just being honest.  The one thing that hasn’t changed about man is that he fears what he doesn’t understand, and he reacts violently against what he fears.  They are still a violent and destructive race, but now they have brought their ability to destroy to nearly apocalyptic levels.  Should the nation we’re in go to war with China, it would ravage the entire world.”


“Well, at least China is still there,” Auran mused.  “Is it still the Ming dynasty?”


Gren shook his head.  “The Imperial age is over in China.  It ended in nineteen eleven, some ninety-eight years ago.  China is a communist country now.”

“Com-you-nist?  What manner of word is that, old friend?”


“It has no Latin equivalent, old friend.  There are many words now that have no Latin counterpart.  That’s why we need to get you up to speed in modern English as quickly as possible.  If there’s what you might consider a global language, it’s English.  How much English do you remember?”


“All of it,” he said simply.


“Well, the grammar’s changed a little, but the vocabulary is radically different now.  After four centuries, the language is almost completely different, word wise.”


“I’ll learn,” he declared.


And thus began four days of an intensive history lesson, complete with demonstrations of mankind’s modern technology.  Auran had to agree with Gren in that it did seem like magic to him.  Electricity, the harnessing of lightning, was the realm of theory when he went into Torpor, but now electricity ran the modern world.  They had even installed overhead lights using the energy in his cavern, but had not turned them on since they were installed.  With this electricity as a base, mankind had developed amazing machines.  Machines that could fly.  Thinking machines, computers, which could execute amazingly complex tasks.  They had mastered the realm of energy as well, using it to convey messages and send entertainment over the very air itself, the radio and television devices of which modern man were so fond.  Man had learned to fly, had built machines to delve the depths of the ocean, had even sent machines beyond the world and into outer space, the void between worlds beyond the atmosphere…which took nearly four hours for them to explain to him, complete with visual aids in the form of pictures displayed to him using that wondrous computer device.  When he went into Torpor, many believed the world was flat and only the heretical Copernicus and a few radical sages believed that the earth revolved around the sun.  Auran, though intelligent, only had the knowledge common to that bygone era, so he had awakened to learn that the earth did revolve around the sun, and that there was a void between the planets and the sun that was traversable by machines, and had even been traversed by man.  Man had gone to the moon while he slept.


If anything told him just how much things had changed, it was that.


Methodically, Gren also related the historical events of the last four centuries to him, describing the wars, the important events, and explained when certain science appeared and how it affected things, as Auran wished.  He learned about the evolution of the gun from the clumsy muskets of his era to the modern age, where mankind had mastered the gun to the point where one man with a gun the size of child’s doll could kill dozens of people.  He learned of how electricity, radio, telephone, and television came to be, and learned of the changing of the geography of nations as the years passed.  Nations has risen and fallen while he was asleep, and the world had undergone the globe-changing effects of the British Empire, the two world wars, the rise of America, the Soviet Union, and China.  He learned of the rise of medicine, from the discovery of microscopic things that caused diseases to the mapping of the fundamental core of a living thing, this dee-en-ay concept which Gren called the “blueprint of life.”  Diseases like leprosy, tuberculosis, and smallpox were gone, eradicated, and were replaced by other ailments such as diabetes, heart disease, and cancer to try to control the overwhelming human population…but failing.

He then described the fading of magic in relation to the rise of science.  Magic faded over time as the gates were closed, which was what forced the dragons into Torpor.  But that process continued even after the dragons slept, as the Eldritch who didn’t go to Arcadia before the gates closed used up the ambient magical energy trapped in this world.  After such an incredibly long time since the gates were closed, the power of magic was almost entirely gone from the world, to where the Eldritch that remained were almost powerless.  The loss of magic to the world brought along with it a change of mindset in mankind, who looked away from the amazing and the mythical and towards the mundane.  Man no longer considered that there was another part of the world, a part filled with wonder and imagination, and focused only on the hard logic that remained.


Gren then described the evolution of mankind’s culture into the modern day, how they thought, what they believed, and how they had changed from uneducated peasant masses of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to at least somewhat educated men and women today who embraced logic and reason over imagination and the belief in more than what could be seen.  Mankind was smarter now, more educated on the whole, but certain basic aspects of his personality had not changed over time, such as his aggression, his violence, and his unpredictability.


How would the modern man react to the knowledge that magic was very real, and what was more, was about to return to the world?  That was the question, and Gren’s days-long lessons in how the world changed was given just so he might understand enough about the modern man to try to guess at that reaction.

After Gren finished, Auran had to spend an entire day contemplating all he had learned, and the miraculous machines they had brought down to his cavern to show him modern technology.  And he pondered the most important question of them all…how would man react when the gates of Arcadia opened once again?

This world had…forgotten magic.  Completely.  It was the realm of stories now, not even believed to be real.  The realm of fairy tales.  Of Harry Potter.  Five hundred years ago, that would have been welcome, with the Inquisition spreading through the world, killing the magically active, hunting down the dragons.  Those cursed Knights Templar and their cowardice, killing dragons in their sleep and claiming to have vanquished them in battle.  But the modern world, this world of automobiles, computers, and cell phones, it no longer believed in magic.


There was…no place for magic here.


They would need to find a place.  He had awakened from Torpor, which meant that the balance was swinging, and the gates of Arcadia would open again.  If nothing had changed, then there was 15 new moons until the gates opened.  He, being the oldest and most sensitive to the change, was the first to sense that delicate shift, which triggered his awakening from Torpor.  When the gates of Arcadia opened, magic would flood back into this world, as would the magical creatures out of human myth and legend…if they were they so inclined to leave Arcadia and explore the changes in the earth since the last time the gate was open.

Fifteen new moons.  A little more than a year, depending in what the current phase of the moon was now.  That was how long this modern world had to prepare for the coming of magic.  And every day that passed, more and more dragons would awaken.  Dragons, the only native magical beings of earth, and the link between earth and Arcadia.


He was the first.  But given his age difference with the next oldest dragon, whom they called Shimmer, it meant that he would be the only waking dragon for the next four new moons.  The dragons of the concilius draconis awakened in a very particular order, and at very particular times.  After the nine dragons of the council were awake, the younger dragons would awaken based on their age; the older the dragon, the earlier they would awaken.  But despite the council, it fell upon him, Auran, the leader of the dragons, to begin the preparations for humanity to accept what was coming.  The opening of the gates of Arcadia was a random thing, but it had never taken more than 800 years.  When they did open, they would remain so for exactly 99 years, flooding earth with the power of magic.  After the gates closed, magic would remain in an ambient state in the world, a residual charge of sorts, and would slowly drain away as it was used by the Eldritch of earth, the magic-users.  When the power of magic waned to a certain point, the dragons would again hibernate, enter Torpor, and await the coming of the next cycle.  As he was the first dragon to awaken from Torpor, he was also the last dragon to enter it, for his blood was strong and pure and highly magical, which allowed him to stave off Torpor far longer than other dragons.

That was the natural order for a dragon.  But this cycle, with magic being all but forgotten, the dragons would remain active far longer than they did during the last one, which spanned from 1498 to 1597 and him entering Torpor in 1631, when the Eldritch drained the ambient magic from the world almost shockingly fast after the gates closed defending themselves against the church and against one another, forcing the dragons into Torpor quickly after the cycle ended.  That could be a blessing…or it could be a curse.  The cycle before that was, in modern years, 1102 to 1201, with him entering Torpor in 1288.  The cycle before that was from 887 to 986, with him entering Torpor in 1046, resulting in an almost shockingly short Torpor before the next cycle, so brief he almost didn’t realize he’d been asleep.  Before that was the age of Camelot, with the gates opening from 398 to 497, and him entering Torpor in 526.  Back then, he was a young dragon and couldn’t stay awake for long after the gates closed.  The cycle before that was his birth cycle, with the gates open from 217 B.C to 118 B.C, and him being born in 198 B.C.  That very first Torpor he entered in 169 B.C.  To his memory, this was the longest Torpor the dragons had undergone since before he was born, during the Great Sleep his mother told him about, a gulf from 886 B.C., when the gates closed, to 217  B.C., when the gates again opened, a Torpor so long that many of the older dragons did not survive it, and thrust his mother into the role of Elder Dragon.

After he had some time to consider things, Gren returned to his lair and again sat on the ledge, along with a few of his children, members of the pack.  They had been coming down over the days as he was educated about the changes in the world and helping him learn modern English, teaching him the many words that were new to the language, where Auran had a major advantage.  A dragon as old as he had a nearly eidetic memory, capable of retaining information far better than most others.  He could usually remember information after hearing it only once, and learning the meaning of a word was the definition of information.  “You certainly did not lie, my old friend.  This is a much different world than the one that lulled me to sleep.”


Gren nodded.  “A much different world.  I’m not sure how the dragons will deal with it.”


“We will adapt,” he smiled, speaking English with his deep, deep bass voice, practicing the new words the pack had been teaching him over the days.  “The werewolves have survived, and so shall we.”


“Well, we’ve survived because we can hide among the humans,” Gren told him.  “You, my Lord, might have a slight problem with that.  After all, you can’t use any of your magic until after the gates are open, only your blood magic.  Until then, you’re going to be very conspicuous.”


“Why Gren, show a little faith,” he said with a fanged smile, displaying teeth longer than sword blades.  “But you’re right in that this is going to take some…preparation,” he said, rapping his talons on a knob of rock, which began chipping gouges in it.  “How many of the Eldritch are left?”


“We’ve lost contact with most of them,” Gren answered.  “After we moved to the New World, there was something of a war among the Eldritch after the dragons went into Torpor.  Things are still very fractured.  I’ve had packmates over in Europe, but the European werewolves don’t like us over there. They’ve been limited to the big cities, and the Eldritch avoid them.  Some Eldritch came over here, but after that disaster in Salem, many of them returned.  Those few that stayed here went into deepest hiding.  I only know of a few, and they live far from civilization in the most remote places.  Montana, Canada, Alaska, Arizona, anywhere nature keeps the humans away.”


“How many witches do you know of?”


“Two,” he answered.


“Magicians?”


“Three.”


“Necromancers?”


“One.”


“Healers?”


“Four.”


“Seers?”


“None, but we know there are some still in Europe.”


“Psionics?”


“None,” he grunted.  “The mind powers seemed to have died out completely.  Only the dragons are left of that old power.”


“How many of the old races are left on Earth?”


“Only those who can hide among the humans or vanish from the world,” he answered.  “The werewolves, the dragons, and the Sidhe.  All the other races are gone, killed off.”


“We can only hope their cousins in Arcadia survived,” he said grimly.  “I was truly hoping for better news,” he said with a bellows-like sigh.

“How will we proceed, Mighty one?” one of Gren’s children, a young female named Shar, asked impulsively.


“Very, very carefully, my young friend,” he answered in a calculated manner.  “Are the Sidhe still fighting each other?”


“Things have calmed down considerably,” he answered.  “They had embroiled the Irish into their clan wars for a while, and that left a lot of bad blood between the Catholics and the Protestants after the Sidhe stopped pulling them into it.  Damn those Sidhe for dragging religion into it.  They should know better.”


“I’m amazed that the clan wars still rage,” he sighed, looking at Shar absently and inwardly marveling at how the pack had changed over the years.  Shar was Gren’s youngest child, but the youngest of the 17 was Ann, who was the daughter of Gren’s sister.  Before he went into Torpor, he’d never have believed that an Alpha would allow another female to breed in the pack.


Surprisingly, only Gren, his mate, and his sister remained from the original pack that had stood vigil as he entered Torpor, and even after four days of seeing Auran awake, they were all still a little nervous and intimidated by him, which was understandable.  They had seen him sleeping for centuries, looking all but dead, and now that dead body was up and moving around, and now they knew beyond any doubt that their Alpha wasn’t crazy.  Knowing what one is told is one thing, but seeing it is quite another.


Some things, however, didn’t change, and one was that werewolf packs were very smart and used their immortality to build for themselves very secure places in human society.  The pack owned quite a bit of property, mainly a few livestock ranches, a slaughterhouse, and a meat packing company, as well as a huge estate that surrounded Auran’s cave, owning all the land around it to protect him from human invasion. Owning a meat packing company was a very smart thing for a pack of werewolves to own, for it gave them a large supply of readily available meat, and also large ranches and tracts of private land where they could conduct their hunts.  Much as was said in human mythology, werewolves had a nearly unstoppable compulsion to take their lupine forms during the night of a full moon and revel in the beast lurking within them.  Unlike mythology, however, werewolves didn’t hunt humans or delight in pain and murder.  They were simply hunters, and far preferred chasing down a fat buck than terrorizing a human.


Gren was a wise old werewolf, and he had always found that listening to his adherent and friend was always a wise thing.  Many dragons didn’t believe that the little races, the bipeds, had wisdom worth heeding, but Auran had lived too long to discount the fact that true wisdom could come from any source.  His four days of education about this new world was woefully inadequate, and was also in no way experience with this new world, and he had always made it a point to seek out his werewolf protectors and garner their opinions about affairs before he made any major decisions.  They had been living in this world, and their warnings and suggestions were worth weight when he started making decisions.


But this was a perplexing problem.  This new world wasn’t ready for the idea of magic, and the opening of the gates of Arcadia was going to be more problematic this cycle than it had ever been before.  These humans were more comfortable with televisions and computers, had never seen any sentient being that was not a human.  How would they break the news to this world without Auran being hunted down by fanatical military men, murdered, and pieces of him being put in little specimen jars?  The one thing that Gren stressed over and over as he related four centuries of history to Auran was that now, in this modern age, the humans were more capable than ever before of killing dragons.  Before, the Catholic Church and its militant wings, like the Knights Templar, used trickery or cowardice to kill dragons, or employed Eldritch.  Even then, it was extremely hard for a human with a sword or a crossbow to kill a dragon.  Even a hatchling had scales hard enough to stop a sword blow.  But in this modern world, even Auran would be vulnerable to something like a .50 caliber rifle, which would penetrate his golden scales and do him considerable harm.  The science of man had advanced his ability to kill not only each other, but the dragons that would soon begin to awaken.


“Do the leaders of these new nations know about the Eldritch?”


“That, I honestly don’t know, old friend,” Gren answered.  “It’s possible that the American government is aware of some parts of the truth.  In fact, I’d think that they do.  They couldn’t have not arrested an Eldritch at some point, had him escape, and then look into how they seemed to just vanish.  Not after two hundred years.”

“Indeed,” he mused, rapping his talons on the rock once again.  “Perhaps that’s where we should start.  We should learn what they do know, so it can guide our next step.  Do you know any Eldritch in a position to do such a thing?”


“There’s a werewolf pack in Alexandria, right across the river from Washington,” Gren told him.  “I’ve kept in touch with them.  Their Alpha is nearly as old as I am,” he chuckled.  “We can contact them and have them discreetly make some inquiries.”


“Any active contacts with the Eldritch?”


Gren snorted.  “Only one, a Necromancer who lives in Chattanooga.  The others are far too interested in getting little pieces of us for their magic…or what passes as magic now.  It takes weeks of preparation and a huge investment of material and energy to channel enough magic to light a candle.  Most of the Eldritch have turned to internal spells to tide them over until the cycle starts again.  Divination, fortune telling, that kind of thing.  Adam, the Necromancer, makes a living contacting the spirits of the dead for a fee.”


“The gypsies were quite adept at it, as I recall,” he mused.  “I think you should go pay that Necromancer a call, old friend.  I’m sure he has connections with other Eldritch, or with a fetisher at the very least.  See if he can call in a favor to try to find out what the government knows.”


“Fetishers have all but vanished, friend Auran,” Gren sighed.  “There’s not enough demand for magical supplies anymore.  The only fetishers left in America are in New Orleans.”

“Voodoo,” Auran said, clicking his teeth as Gren nodded.  “A clumsy magic,” he grunted.  “But, that also might be a good place to go, Gren.  Send someone to the fetisher there.  Send a drop of my blood and see if that doesn’t loosen up some tongues.  It might lead your packmate to answers.”

“I’m not sure, but we can try, my Lord,” he said dubiously.  “The Voodoo practitioners aren’t too well liked by the rest of the Eldritch.  I’m not sure how much contact they’d have with someone in the government.”


“But, the government will be watching them,” he reasoned.  “If Voodoo is the last viable form of magic, then it stands to reason that the government will be aware of it, and will be watching.  We can use that to try to establish a contact.”


“Ah.  Yes,” Gren nodded.


“Maybe we could simply initiate contact, my Lord?” that same young werewolf female proposed.  “You know, call someone?”


“Yes, my dear, yes, that’s also something we’ll consider,” he nodded to her.  “But given Gren’s knowledge of this new world and its government, such an attempt will have to be made carefully.  Never before has there been such a threat to the dragons by the lay populace.  I believe a single human with a what is it called…a high-powered hunting rifle could kill a younger dragon.  I could be killed by one of those most clever helicopters, if they put a very big gun on it and shot at me.  My scales would be no defense against those weapons.  I want that initial contact to be amicable and peaceful.  I don’t want to frighten them.  And I believe that they would be frightened by me, and what is coming.”


“Humans were ever a race to react violently to what they fear, and they fear what they don’t understand,” Gren said sadly.


“Then perhaps educating them is the first step?” she continued.  “The government is only the official side.  Perhaps if we went to the press?  Released the information carefully and in stages?”


Auran pondered that, scratching the wiry growths under his chin, bronze-colored tendrils that almost looked like a human’s beard, another indication of his age.  “That has possibilities, young Ann,” he said with a sober nod.  “Allaying the government’s fears is one side.  Preventing a panic among the population is the other.”


“I have a friend who’s a reporter in Chattanooga,” the female, Ann, offered.  “It’s only a local station, but it’s a start.”


“The internet also might be a start,” Gren elaborated.  “Hell, it worked for Facebook.  We could introduce the idea of dragons online, and release information about what’s coming.  That’s direct information to the people not censored by an outside party.”


“Well, I’m afraid I’m not too up to date on that,” he smiled.  “Ann, would you contact your reporter friend and make a few vague inquiries?  Perhaps your friend can help us assess what the government knows.”


“I would be happy to do that for you, my Lord.”


“Please, I get that enough from Gren, and he does it just to annoy me,” he snorted.  “I would be happy if you called me Auran, my dear.”


She flushed slightly.  “Certainly, Auran,” she answered.


They debated the problem for nearly another hour, and made some decisions.  Gren would start putting out feelers, discreetly trying to make contacts in the American government to assess what they knew, and how cooperative they would be.  But that would be very delicate.  He was quite aware that the government might try to capture him for their own devices, so that would have to be done with the utmost caution.  Ann would make contact with her reporter friend, and the Necromancer whom Gren knew would also be contacted and set to help them.  Meanwhile, a computer-savvy member of the pack, a teenage male named Mark, would scour this internet invention and search for information, as well as set up some kind of information site.  A website, it was called?  The mingling hadn’t quite settled all the information Gren had given him into place yet.


It was still a very, very delicate thing.  This world wasn’t ready for magic, had not only grown past it, but actively denied it.  When the gates of Arcadia opened, it might turn this entire world on its ear.  After the debate, as he rested in his cavern and marshaled his growing strength, he considered the problem from a myriad of angles.  The education of the populace was the key of it, he reasoned.  The government would go its own way, but if the people were afraid, then it would cause all kinds of problems.  A government acted of its own accord, but in this democracy, they would be beholden to their citizens, forced to do as they wished.  So, here in America, the key was the peaceable education of the lay citizen to what was coming in a non-threatening manner.  They would need to be introduced slowly and carefully to the truth, and be fully armed with knowledge at what the next 15 moons would bring.  To a dragon, 15 moons was the blinking of his eyes, but it was also a significant amount of time the way the bipeds reckoned things.  He’d have to move in a manner that, to him, would seem hasty and perhaps reckless, but there was little choice.

On the other paw, the Eldritch were far too fractured.  Because of the modern world, they would need to be united and kept under strict control to prevent them from causing the mortals from panicking.  Even the lowliest of the Eldritch, a witch, would be a formidable power in an Awakened world when faced off against mortals.


And there would need to be strict controls on the dragons.  They would need to wake up and literally have someone there to warn them, explain to them, and keep them settled.  Shimmer wouldn’t awaken for another four new moons, but after she woke up, the others would wake up quickly.  He raised his head and heard the song of his blood magic, and then sang it out from himself a simple magical trick that would tell him where she was.  He could locate any of the council, for their blood was old and pure, and it sang to him the same way his blood sang to them.  A choral harmony emanated from his scales, the sound of his bloodsong audible to the mundane ear, and a sense of Shimmer took presence in his mind.


Africa.  She always did favor that place.  Mount Kilimanjaro, to be precise.


He needed a Seer.  He also needed to get a framework of organization in place to bring the Eldritch back together, and also to keep the dragons under control as they awoke from Torpor and the dreadful hunger forced them from their dens to feed.  They couldn’t appear to be ravening beasts, killing and destroying with abandon.

In short, the Eldritch had to know that Auran had awakened.  That would tell them everything they needed to know. That would cause problems, to be sure, as some Eldritch scrambled to be ready with dark plans—not all Eldritch were law-abiding—but it would also impress upon them that tumultuous times were approaching, and they had to be ready.  Even the most fanatical Sidhe couldn’t deny that in this new world, the exposure of the Eldritch that would come to pass with the opening of the gates of Arcadia could be dangerous if the mortals were not ready for it.

They couldn’t risk another disastrous Awakening like the last one.  That had started the Inquisition and resulted in the near-destruction of the Eldritch and the slaughter of thousands of dragons.


After a brief rest of several hours spent in a kind of musing reverie, what a dragon of his age would call sleep when not in Torpor, he called Gren to return to the cavern using one of those clever modern devices, called an intercom.  Auran no longer truly slept when active, and that was another reason why those cowards from the Knights Templar had failed to kill him.  They had tried to sneak up on him as they did many other dragons, but they had no experience dealing with an aged wyrm, and they paid for it.


History stated that the church disbanded the Knights Templar.  The reality was that Auran had destroyed it in a systematic campaign that took him from Britain, through Europe, and right to the gates of Rome.  And only the direct threat of burning the Basilica of the Catholic church to the ground caused the Catholics to back off.  Auran hated taking direct action like that, playing into the very stereotypes they believed the dragons to be, but it had been necessary.  That action had been absolutely necessary to save the lives of the dragons, who were dying at absolutely shocking rates to the cowardly attacks of the Knights Templar, finding their dens and killing them in their sleep.  Auran’s threatening presence as the dragons started to enter Torpor saved them from another attempt to kill them in their sleep, allowed them to hide themselves when the demands of Torpor came upon them.  And Auran, being wise to the realities of the situation, left Europe with his loyal pack of werewolves and settled in the New World, putting himself far out of reach of the Church’s retribution against him and allowing him to settle into his own Torpor in safety.


There could be no repeat of that disaster.  The mortals of the middle ages were ignorant and fearful, and the lack of preparation for them to understand what was happening added to the fanaticism of the Catholics and Muslims caused that disaster.  The dragons had been in Torpor too long for them to remember the golden ages of Camelot, where dragons and mortals coexisted peacefully and the old races were welcomed among them.  The mortals saw the awakening dragons and feared them to be monsters, and then everything went to hell when the gates of Arcadia opened and magic flooded back into the world.  Monsters like Vlad Drakov, an Eldritch Necromancer, destroyed the reputation of the Eldritch, and created a titanic backlash that forced Auran to take direct action, something he had not done since becoming the Elder Dragon.

How he could have used the gentle guidance of his mother, Sungold the Elder Dragon, in those trying times.  She had died in Torpor before the age of Camelot, died of the immense age that had settled over her.  Auran himself was at that age.  It was no longer a guarantee that when he entered Torpor, he would awaken from it.  It had been hard this time to awaken, hard and heavy.  The pain of rousing from Torpor had been too much for his mother, and the magic that sustained her faded away.  She had died trying to reanimate, and it had been one of the most profound sadnesses in his life to see her decaying corpse, her golden scales littering the floor around her uneaten, and know that his mother’s spirit had crossed into Arcadia.

Such were the heavy burdens of the Elder Dragon.  He had seen so many dragonkin die in his long life, and now the burdens and duties of leadership were settled onto his shoulders.  He would prefer not to be the Elder Dragon, but the dragons all agreed that he had been a competent successor to Sungold.  The disaster of the Inquisition had not been his fault, even though the Eldritch believed that it was.  He had done everything he could, but the fear of the ignorant mortals and the religious fanaticism of the Catholics and the Muslims, who had utter control over Europe, northern Africa, and the Middle East, had been a recipe for disaster.


At least that disaster didn’t happen in southern Africa and Europe.


His loyal old friend came down the narrow tunnel to the ledge.  Auran raised his head over the werewolf, then brought it close to him.  “I have been pondering, my old friend,” he began.

“I dare thought you were, my friend,” Gren smiled.  “What plans have you made?”


“Few,” he admitted with a rueful face.  “This is an exceeding complicated problem, and we cannot risk another disaster like the Inquisition.”


“No argument here,” he grunted.


“But one thing is for certain.  The Eldritch must know that I have awakened.  That will warn them of what is coming.”


“I can’t argue with that.”


“Bring the Necromancer, Adam, to me,” he ordered.  “I would speak with him directly.  He must see me so he can spread the word that I have awakened.”


Gren gave him a startled look.  “As you command, my Lord,” he said.  “May I take suitable precautions to make sure he doesn’t know our exact location?”


“That’s a given, old friend,” he smiled.


Gren hurried off to carry out the instruction, and Auran again lowered his head to the stone and pondered, going through the many sticky complications that were going to arise this time.  The attitude of the mortals, the actions of the governments, the behavior of the Eldritch, the possible impact of the infighting of the Sidhe, and the awakening of more and more dragons before the gates of Arcadia opened.  His aged mind analyzed each problem, broke it down, sought out additional complications that might arise from each one, then considered them in groups, considering how one problem when exposed to another problem might incite yet another complication.  His mind was old and wise and learned, and he could see many, many pitfalls and traps along this dangerous and delicate road.  As the education he received from Gren settled more fully into his mind, it allowed him to more accurately predict the behavior of the modern mortal, and he saw just how tricky this was going to be.


And beyond any doubt, they had to prevent another disastrous Awakening like the last one.


In a way, there were many similarities here.  The mortals had no exposure to real magic, and actively denied its existence.  The last time, the mortals were ignorant and reacted in fear to what they didn’t understand, and despite the modern mortal being much more educated, they had not been educated about magic.  They would have the same ignorance as the Middle Ages peasant, and that could breed fear and mistrust.  The Church was the government back then, and it was actively hostile to magic. It saw the old races as demons from hell and the power of magic as witchcraft, evil incarnate. They spread fear and hatred through Europe even as the Muslims declared magic the power of Satan and moved with similar designs through their territory.  But the Catholic Church had been prepared for the Awakening in one respect, and that was the Knights Templar.  They had the order ready to go when Auran awakened, and when they realized their secret church histories were actually true, they moved to start killing the dragons, killing many before they even awakened from Torpor.  Auran had been forced to destroy the Knights Templar to protect the dragons from near-extinction, a swath of very precise attacks throughout Europe that destroyed their strongholds and killed their leaders, culminating with his direct threat against Rome…and that was a threat the Pope could not deny.  The Elder Dragon had that kind of power.

After a time, he heard them coming, his sharp ears heard the heavy vault door at the top of the passage open.  He heard the steps of Gren, and also the uncertain steps of a human.  He heard their voices, Gren’s reassuring and the new one nervous, and he could smell the fear of the human, of the Eldritch.  He could smell the aura of death that surrounded the man, but it was not an ominous aura.  This man was a Necromancer, and had the ability to communicate with the spirits of the dead.  That was the aura that surrounded him, his power to hear what others could not, see what others could not.  The most powerful of the Necromancers could go so far as to animate the dead, and when joined to a Healer, they could even resurrect a man back to life…or at least they could if the gates of Arcadia were open. With them closed, they lacked the magical power to perform that miracle.

He was handsome for a mortal, or at least how humans reckoned such things.  He was tall and fit, with blond hair cut very short to his head and a pleasing, rugged face, wearing the blue denim jeans common to this era and a simple tee shirt of featureless black.  Many Eldritch were very fit, for a strong body was a requirement for handling the stresses magic placed upon the body.  At this time, with magic so weak, it required a fit body just to call on what feeble magic remained.


Then came the obligatory look of awe when he entered the cavern.  Gren was long accustomed to him, but the new members of his pack and this human looked at him with unbelieving eyes, and waves of fear rolled off of him like waves crashing on the beach.  But under that, Auran looked into the Necromancer, assessing him with eyes that saw far more than what others could.  His scent and body language said far more than his words ever would, and those unconscious signals told him that this man could be trusted with his task.  He would do as Auran asked, and would obey the strictures placed upon him.


As always, it required him to make the first move, to break the moment of awe and force the man’s mind to start working.  “Welcome, Adam,” he said in a pleasant, deep voice, lowering his head to be at a level with the man’s; he’d learned long ago that making them look up at him contributed to their fear and dismay.  By lowering his head to their level, it fomented an aura of peace and non-aggression.  “It is good to see that the Eldritch are thriving.”


The man gaped at him, then cleared his throat.  “My Mam always told me stories about the dragons,” he breathed.  “I never believed I’d see one in the flesh!”

“You won’t see another one for a while,” he said pleasantly.  “I am always the first to awaken.”


“Auran?  You’re Auran?” he gasped.


He gave a single, eloquent nod.


“What are you doing in Tennessee?” he blurted.


Auran laughed.  “I might ask you the same question,” he smiled.  “Welcome to my den, Necromancer,” he said, gesturing with his paw.


“Wh-What do you need of me, Master Auran?” he gulped.


“Your help,” he answered.  “I take it you were not alive during the last Awakening?”


He shook his head.  “I’m only a hundred and thirty, Master Auran. My Mam was, though, and she told me stories.”


“Then you understand what my awakening means?”


Adam frowned.  “The gates are about to open?”


He nodded.  “This world is not ready for that, Adam,” he explained calmly.  “Imagine what the mortals will do the first time they see a dragon, if they are not prepared for it beforehand.”  He reached out and gripped the ledge with his paw not far from Gren and Adam, and the Necromancer gave his massive paw a furtive look.  “The world needs to be prepared, Adam, and you will help with it.”


“Any way I can, Master Auran,” he said immediately.


“Good.  Do you have any contacts with the Eldritch?”


“Actually, I do,” he said.  “The American Eldritch keep in touch over the internet now, that way we can talk without getting too close to each other.  I could get in touch with just about all of them fairly quickly.  I also keep in touch with my sister.  She lives in London, and she has contacts with the European Eldritch.”


“Then you must do so,” he commanded.  “The Eldritch must know that I have awakened, to know what it means and what is coming.  Do you know any mortals in the press or the government?”


He shook his head.  “We stay way clear of both,” he answered.  “We have enough problems as it is hiding ourselves from the government because of Social Security.  It’s gotten very hard to hide the fact that I’m a hundred and thirty when everyone’s records are kept in computers.  That’s one reason why the American Eldritch keep in touch.  We help each other with these kinds of problems.”


“That’s fine.  Your contacts among the Eldritch will be very useful, my little friend.  I need you to spread the word quickly, as far as you can, but without rousing the interest of the government quite yet.  We need to be a bit more delicate with them.”

“I can spread the word,” he nodded.  “How long, until the gates open?”


“That, we shall keep quiet,” he said calmly.  “If the Eldritch know exactly when, then they might be…tempted.”


“I understand,” he said.  “I…can’t believe it’s actually going to happen.  Many among the Eldritch honestly believe that the gates are closed permanently, after what happened the last time.”

“Nothing can prevent the gates from opening,” he said calmly.  “They open based on forces in Arcadia, not forces here.  What happened here has nothing to do with it.”


Adam nodded.  “Thank you for this opportunity, my Lord.  To stand before the Elder Dragon, it’s something not even my Mam dreamed possible.”


He smiled, which could be chilling to those who didn’t know what a dragon was.  Happily, Adam saw it for what it was and not a snarl of fangs.  “Please don’t call me that,” he said lightly.  “I get that enough from Gren.  Please, call me Auran.”


“Auran,” he said, a bit uncertainly.


“Gren, please see to it Adam can begin his task immediately.  Oh, and give him some compensation.  He shouldn’t be expected to work for me for nothing.  I think a vial should suffice.”


Adam’s eyes widened.  “Th-Thank you, Auran!” he gasped.

“Just use it wisely,” he smiled.  “And don’t misuse it,” he added with the slightest sternness in his voice.


“I know just what to do with it,” he said.  “I can contact Mam!  She’d be overjoyed to catch up with us!”


“Then go with my blessing,” he said gently.  “Gren.”


“Yes, Auran?”


“Think you might arrange to bring one of those computer devices down here?  I find myself curious, and would like to see the modern world for myself before leaving the cavern.”


“Certainly,” he smiled.


After Adam was sent off to begin his task, the pack brought several of the new modern devices down.  Lights, a television, and a computer.  The younglings were a bit nervous as they explained how they worked, even as one of them ran cables down for them.  After they were done, hooking the computer device up to a large monitor so he didn’t have to strain his eyes to view it, they gave him a lesson in the mysteries of the modern age.

Such curious devices.  He was far too large to manipulate the tiny control devices, so he relied on his blood magic, utilizing the old powers.  Manipulating things with the force of his mind and his blood magic, what they would call telekinesis, it was how dragons dealt with the devices of the bipeds and utilized objects too tiny for their talons to manipulate.  His talons would pulverize the computer keyboard and mouse if he tried to use them manually, but the bloodsong could use the devices without damage to them.


Curious.  Very, very curious.  He sampled this entertainment they called television as the pack explained the mysteries of the computer and the vast interconnected world of the internet to him, and then he did what the youngsters called surf the web.  It allowed him to see for himself the culture of this modern world, their dress, their likes and dislikes, and what they did for entertainment.  After he got proficient with the idea of a search engine, they left him to tend the livestock business owned by the pack as he researched the modern human, even as his compartmentalized mind continued to analyze the problems and postulate plans of action.  This ability, what dragons called doublethink, was a fundamental difference between dragons and bipeds.  Bipeds could only focus on one thing at a time, but dragons could deal with multiple things simultaneously.  It might appear to an unknowing biped that Auran was goofing off, but in reality his mind was hard at work on two different fronts, both researching the society of the modern human as the other side of his mind worked on the problems to come.


After nearly twelve hours searching through their internet, he got some support.  Ann and the cubs among the pack came down to bring him more food; he would eat far more than usual for a few more days as his body regenerated from Torpor and prepared for the oncoming molt, which, he could sense, would begin probably tomorrow.  They taught him about the other things on the internet, such as movies and videos, blogs, and message boards.  He perused them as he snacked on a few cattle, and started to ponder the mindset of the average biped.  How would “Mr. John Smith of Everytown, U.S.A.” react to the news that magic was real?  Would he react with fear, or curiosity?  Terror, or acceptance?


A mixture of denial and fear, he surmised.  Humans were amazing creatures, dynamic and surprising, but they feared that which they did not understand.  That was the limitation that went with their adaptability.  The human race could be generous, charitable, and kind, but they could also be heartless, cruel, and vicious, even to each other.  Especially to each other.  The paradox of the human condition had endlessly confused, annoyed, irritated, and amused the dragons, but now more than ever, even more than the last Awakening, the starkness of that duality was apparent.


The fact that there were so many humans now, billions of them, meant that every conceivable reaction would be present when the truth was revealed, and those disparate viewpoints were going to contend with one another.  The Church had lost its grip on the land, but the tenets of religion were still prevalent, so there would be the religious hysteria.  There would be the outright deniers, who would reject the concept until a dragon stared them in the faces.  There would be the curious, there would be the enthusiasts, and there would be the paranoids, who would fear the dragons and the Awakening as a violation of what they saw as the way things should be. It would be difficult to gauge just which viewpoint a nation might take, but the reaction of its government would be different.  Each one, he was certain, would show one face on the surface while acting in a much different manner under the table.  A government official might very well welcome him to a conference with open arms, only to try to capture him for study and experimentation the minute those doors closed and they were in private.

That was why this was going to be very delicate.  He needed to get an understanding of the modern society so he might best ease them into the transition, and also to get a sense of the governments so he might best deal with them while protecting the dragons and the Eldritch from exploitation and abuse.  No nation liked to feel like they did not have complete control, and they would see the dragons and the Eldritch as tools, weapons, not as sentient creatures.


And he had to prevent another Inquisition.  He had failed last Awakening, even though it had been beyond his control.  He would work very hard to keep both the mortal world and the magical world at peace with one another.


Molting was never a very fun process.

For one, it itched.  His outer skin rubbed against his inner skin as it separated, and his new skin beneath was sensitive to the irritation.  For another, his scales began to loosen as the anchors under them dissolved, and they rubbed against each other in unpleasant ways.  It also caused him to spend a portion of his time with his eyes closed, once his eyelids started separating.  Dragons had a scaled outer eyelid and a transparent inner eyelid kept closed while flying to protect the eyes against the wind, and the process would cause his outer eyelid to completely fall away and his inner eyelid to separate as a new transparent membrane grew under the old one. When the old skin pulled away partially from his new one in preparation for molting, his inner eyelid would be cloudy.


Fortunately, however, molting was brief…at least for him.  As soon as his scales started to loosen, his skin began to pull away.  The sounds of metallic scales pulling free and crashing to the cavern floor was a chiming cascade of sound for several hours.  First it was only one at a time, occasionally, but as time wore on, the scales fell more frequently, until it was almost a song of sweet chimes as his scales pulled free and fell to the ground.  Bare patches in his shimmering golden coat of scales appeared, growing larger and more frequent, until at one point he was completely bare, with nothing but mottled old skin.

It was at this point where a dragon looked more like a buck or a bear.  He scraped his head against the wall of the cavern to tear the skin, and once he had that opening, he went to work.  It took him nearly ten hours to systematically rub or tear the old skin away, the most uncomfortable part when the skin of his face and eyelids pulled away.  His blessed pack helped him with his wings, and he gave them repeated thanks as they used long metal prods and hooks to pull the skin away, freeing him of his maddeningly itchy old skin.


When it was done, a scaleless, naked-looking dragon sighed in relief in the middle of his cavern, sat down, and then began the process of consuming the detritus.  Old skin and scales were consumed to restore their substance to his body, and even as he bent to the task of eating his old scales, new ones grew from the metal and stone he’d consumed when he awakened from Torpor.  They grew with magical speed, part of the bloodsong that governed the bodily processes of dragons, and at one point he resembled a golden cheese grater, gold buds growing in precise rows along his body, gold disrupting the pink skin beneath.  Gren and the pack again helped him by picking out the patches of cast-off skin and two hundred scales that would remain behind.  Fifty of them would be given to the Queen of Arcadia when the gates opened as the goodwill offering between the Arcadians and the dragons, each of the pack would receive one of his scales as a symbol of their symbiotic relationship, and the others would be kept back for other needs that might arise.  Any part of a dragon was magically charged, and though the blood was the most sought-after part of a dragon, the skin and scales of a dragon also had certain magical usefulness.

It was amusing to watch the pack move those scales.  They were the size of a warrior’s shield, and weighed nearly one hundred modern pounds each.  Were his scales not hollow at the core, they would weigh considerably more.  Their weight was nullified by his bloodsong when they were part of his body, but once they were separated from him, his magic no longer lightened them.  The werewolves were far stronger than humans, but they still had problems with the bulk of them.  They gave him strange looks when he kept chuckling, and were a bit startled when he started collecting them himself and stacking them on the ledge, at least in between scooping bites where scales, coins, metal, and rock were taken up into his maw and swallowed.

“Do you need anything else, Master Auran?” one of them asked.


“No, thank you for asking,” he answered as he settled in after finishing his meal, using bloodsong to manipulate the computer device once again.


He took the majority of the night to continue researching the modern human as his scales fully grew out, again covering him in an armored shell of metallic scales, scales of gold, but a gold so hard that it was far harder than the strongest steel.  But, by the time his scales were fully grown out and his molt was complete, he had completed his initial assessment of both the modern human and the government, information gleaned from this wondrous internet, which put such vast information at one’s clawtips.

And he had a plan of action.


Bloodsong rising in his ears, he used it to press the button of the intercom device.  “Gren, are you awake?”

After a few moments, a reply came.  “I’m awake, old friend.  Do you need me?”


“Yes.  Could you please come to my den?”


Within moments, Gren was at the ledge, where he took a seat next to the computer and large television placed there.  “I take it you’ve debated the problem?”

He nodded, settling down onto his legs, laying down.  Despite that, his head was still level with the werewolf.  “I don’t have time to give it much more consideration.”


Gren’s eyebrow raised.


“That should give you an idea, my friend.  This is a very delicate matter.”


“I’m not surprised that it is, I’m just surprised that you intend to move so swiftly.  Usually it takes you a week to decide if you want cattle or goat.”


He gave Gren an amused look.  “We have only fifteen new moons, my friend.  A little over a year.  A shockingly short time to prepare this world for what is coming, so we don’t have much time.  I’ve studied the modern society and read information about this American government on that clever internet device, and that tells me that it’s going to be very, very difficult.  But, I think that it’s possible.

“We’ll have to move in stages.  First, we have to tease the citizenry with the possibility of something amazing.  Give them a taste of the fantastic to whet their appetites, something that their science truly cannot explain.  After the idea is planted, we move forward with greater visibility and also quietly approach the government and reveal certain truths to them, but do so safely,” he stressed.


“A very wise precaution,” he grunted.  “Hiding from the government is the hardest thing we have to do.”


He nodded.  “By then, hopefully, the public will be ready for more information.  By then, we will be going public…but doing so carefully.  And so, for the first stage of this,” he said, glancing down.  Bloodsong rose in him, and Gren turned to look when the faint choral shimmering sound rose from his scales.  Three of his scales and a large patch of shed skin rose up from the floor of the cavern and then floated over towards the Alpha.  “Take these to that reporter friend of Ann’s, but do it through a trusted human associate so it can’t be traced back to us,” he ordered.  “Tell them that the skin was found with the scales and the identity of the creature that shed them is what you seek.”


Gren gave him a curious look, then his eyes widened and he laughed.  “Very clever, my Lord!”


“Stop that,” he said testily, which made the werewolf grin.  “That will start the plan into motion.  The reporter will make the discovery very public, and if I read right, they will send the skin to laboratories and test for that dee-en-ay substance you described.  The results will become common knowledge, as a reporter was the one that started the process.  And in addition, any Eldritch with whom Adam does not have contact who sees my shed skin and scales on the television device will know that I have awakened.  I would have molted, and they will know that I must be awake to have done so.  That will warn the Eldritch that the cycle has begun, and they very well may seek me out instead of forcing me to search for them.”


“I must say, this is devious, Auran,” Gren said appreciatively.  “Those labs will find out through DNA testing that they’re dealing with an animal the likes of which they’ve never seen.  Something that looks reptilian but isn’t.”


“And if the government knows about the dragons, that will attract their attention.  By watching the labs, watching how they approach the reporter whom we grace with this story, we will know just how they will react if they do know.”


“I know just where to plant the evidence,” he said, scratching his chin.  “There’s a very large cave about fifteen miles north of us.  I can have an agent take one scale to the reporter, send off the skin, and then seed that cave with more scales.  That way the reporter and our agent can find the other scales, which will protect us a bit more.  They’d never find this place, but one can never be too careful.”

That much he believed.  The cavern holding him was in the side of a mountain, and the pack’s family manor was built in front of the cavern’s entrance.  The pack’s manor was built literally against the hillside, covering the cavern entrance, and it was done in a tasteful manner that even caused the manor to appear in a few architectural magazines.  The cavern entrance was bricked over and looked like a subterranean storeroom in the house.  The pack had had nearly 400 years to conceal his cavern, and it was already hidden long before the first settler stopped his wagon in Chattanooga.  Nobody outside the pack had any idea that a huge cavern was in the hillside overlooking the city of Chattanooga.  All they saw was the ancient brown stone of Rook Manor, there for so long that it was a virtual fixture.  It even appeared on postcards.


“We allow the story to build.  We help it along here and there as necessary to keep it in the forefront.  When the time is right, I’ll allow a picture of myself to be leaked out to the news places, the press I believe you call it.  Soon after that, our reporter friend will receive the interview of a lifetime,” he said with a light, fanged smile.  “From there, hopefully with a base of curiosity and with an interview with the dragon, we can start preparing the world for what’s coming.  By then, I should be able to speak to the world without being shot at.”

“It puts you in a great deal of danger, my friend.  You are the Elder Dragon.  You have responsibilities, you have a whole world depending on you.”


“And because of that, this duty is mine,” he said simply.  “There is simply no time to wait for another dragon to wake up.  Four moons until Shimmer is awake is four moons too long.  It will take time for the world to be ready to even listen to me, and still more time for them to come to accept my words.”


“I don’t like that idea, Auran,” he said.  “The pack has protected you for over a thousand years.  We don’t like the idea of you putting yourself intentionally in danger.”


“It must be done, my old nanny,” he grinned.


Gren’s cell phone rang, and the werewolf gave him a contrite look.  “I’m sorry,” he said.


“Answer, it might be important.”


His hearing was more than sensitive enough to hear both sides of the conversation.  “Gren Rook,” his friend answered.


“It’s Adam, Gren,” came the response.  “I’ve sent out the word, and I’ve called my sister.  She promised to spread the word as much as she can in Europe.”

“What kind of response from America?”


“Consternation, mainly,” he said.  “Many of them don’t believe that the Elder Dragon is in America.”


“Well, tell them to watch the news over the next couple of days, and they’ll see proof that Auran is awake.”


“What?” Adam gasped.


“Our Elder Dragon has a plan, my friend,” Gren said, giving him a stern look.  “Do you think your doubters would keep doubting if they saw one of his scales on TV?”


“I’m not sure half of them would even recognize a dragon’s scale,” he said ruefully.


“Will they recognize it from its description?  After all, how often does someone find a garbage can lid-sized scale made of solid gold?”


There was a brief pause, then a chuckle.  “Now that they’d recognize,” he agreed.  “Just make sure that that description gets into the news, and it should do the job.”


“We will.”

“Do you want me to try to arrange meetings?” Adam asked.  “Not with the Elder Dragon, just to have the Eldritch begin to plan for the event?”


“That would help, but keep it very general,” he answered.  “Let the Elder Dragon decide when the serious meetings begin.”


“I will.  We all meet in a chat room over the internet anyway.  Like I said, we’re all afraid to get too close to each other,” he chuckled.


“If it is on the internet device, I see no reason why I cannot attend myself,” he mused.  “Gren, can you arrange it?”


“Certainly, Auran,” he nodded.  “Auran wants to sit in on these meetings, Adam.  Call me back in about an hour and you can talk to Martin.  He’ll get the information we need to get there.”


“I can certainly do that, Gren.  Talk to you in an hour.”


“Until then,” he said, closing his phone.  “Actually, maybe I’ll have Martin set you up, my friend.  Email, maybe your own web page.  Once the news is out about you, we may as well have things in place to do a little of our own propaganda.”


“That’s such an ugly word, Gren.”


“True, though,” he smiled.


He chuckled, sounding like a bellows.  “Do so,” he agreed.  “Who would have believed that I go from the Middle Ages to a web page.”


Gren laughed.  “That’s the good thing about being a dragon, I suppose.”


Dragons did many things for entertainment.  Younger dragons preferred physical pursuits like flying and wrestling and jousting, where a dragon of Auran’s age opted for more cerebral activities.  In his long life, he had read virtually everything he could find, to better understand the mind of the mortal man and also to sample his wisdom…and there had been some truly, truly wise men whose writings had moved him and provoked thought that lasted centuries.  He learned languages the way a modern human might read a book, though when the gates of Arcadia opened, he would have access to magic that would allow him to understand any language, be it spoken or written.  He enjoyed philosophy and theatre, intellectual conversation and discovering new things to learn and observe to stave off the boredom of living for two millennia, but his latest passion was chess.

Chess had to be the greatest invention in the history of the world.  It was the ultimate game of strategy, planning, courage, and patience.  He’d learned the original version of the game in Camelot, which had simpler rules and fewer pieces back then, but had truly come to appreciate the game during the last cycle.  He had issued his ultimatum to the Pope, and then had enjoyed a brisk and challenging game of chess against the very same man immediately afterward.  Chess whiled away the long years and filled his time, but it also allowed his doublethink to ponder other matters as the other half of his mind was devoted to the strategy and the joy of the game.


However, the major problem for a dragon was finding an opponent that had the experience and patience to play against an opponent that might spend days considering his next move.  Dragons had a very different concept of time; one game he played with Shimmer had taken 47 years to complete, and they rushed at the end because Shimmer was about to enter Torpor.  Gren had often played him, but his werewolf friend often rushed too much, and as a result was defeated.

But finally, finally, he’d found a player that truly challenged him and forced him to pay close attention to the game…that infernal computer device.  The computer chess game that Martin had shown him had different difficulty levels, and after testing it at a medium level and defeating it soundly, he had turned the difficulty to maximum, settled in, and spent nearly a week locked in fierce battle against the machine.  His first game had purely been a test.  He had made hasty moves with no strategy to test the machine and ensure it truly could play a good game, and it did not disappoint.  After that, he restarted the game and played it for true, and as a result, the week that passed since he had made his orders had resulted in a grand total of nine moves in the game.  The computer took many minutes to consider moves and then finally make a decision, which gave Auran all the time in the world to study the board and ponder his next move.  To his credit, the fact that the computer had spent nearly an hour deciding on its last move told him that the computer must be as thrilled to have a worthy opponent as he was.


Outside the world of the game, things had begun.  Gren had entrusted the task to a very close friend to the pack, a human that knew the truth of them, and that human had performed his task to perfection.  He had been the one to contact the reporter, and together they returned to the “scene of the discovery,” found the cave, entered it, and found still more of the mysterious scales.  The reporter had made a report, that report had appeared on the local news, and to Auran’s delight, the story had attracted attention in the national media.


The main fact that the story had went national was because of only one reason:  it was not every day someone found three metal scales the size of a shield made of pure gold.  Nearly three hundred pounds of solid gold.  It was an absolute fortune in modern money; for that matter, it would have been a king’s ransom during the last cycle.

That was when the story went national, when the follow-up story that aired two days later announced that the mysterious objects the lucky man had found were made of pure gold.

The video of the story clearly showed the scales, showed the one that the human found, and he placed it where it was discovered for the camera, glittering in the cave entrance.  The other four were found as they investigated the cave, deeper inside, along with a large patch of skin.  The planting of those scales was masterful; there was absolutely no evidence that they were planted, and the entire cave floor was bare rock, which concealed the fact that there were no footprints.  The news story and the public considered the scales to be some lost treasure, gold melted down and formed into those shapes, but the important part was that the scales were shown on television in their natural state, with the root intact.  That was the important part.  Any Eldritch with any knowledge of lore and fetishes would immediately recognize that scale, and with the lack of a body or bones at the site of discovery, they would know that the dragon that shed those scales was still alive.

They knew that anyway, thanks to Adam. Typing using the bloodsong had been rather slow and challenging, but just two days ago, he had attended a “meeting” of sorts with about half of the American Eldritch.  It was a chat room filled with 147 individuals and him, and he advertised exactly who he was with his screen name.  The other names were nonsensical or had arcane roots, the perfect way to hide, the perfect way for paranoid Eldritch, afraid of getting close to each other for fear that one would attack another to take his treasures, to meet and communicate.  Auran had given them the initial warning that the cycle had begun once again, and told them what he wanted them to do:  prepare quietly, but do nothing rash and allow Auran to manage the revelation of the Eldritch, dragons, and Arcadia to the mortals.

It amused Auran, this modern technology and how he was adapting to it.  He had spent four days in education about the mysteries of this modern world, and while he didn’t understand how it worked, he could at least grasp the use of such things and understand both how to use them and how to allow them to further his own goals.  He had absolutely no idea how a computer device worked.  But that didn’t stop him from using it himself after about five hours of training from a patient Martin, the pack’s most experienced user of computer devices.  He was like a human child in that regard, capable of what he was shown, but fortunately Martin had taught him enough to have the machine satisfy his demands.  Martin had taught him how to use the google place to search for information, how to navigate the internet device, how to identify the colored words that would send him to a new place, and what was probably most important, Martin had taught him that much of what appeared on the internet place could not be trusted to be the truth.  He had no idea how the internet device worked.  He couldn’t fathom how it could work, it seemed both mysterious and impossible to him, yet it did.  This modern technology, this miracle of magical science, worked, and it could work for him.  Auran, the Elder Dragon, probably the symbol of the past and a creature of magic, was using the internet device to read the news from the webpages of the major news organizations just as he was taught, had attended a meeting of the Eldritch within a curious place called a chat room where typed messages were traded back and forth, and had grasped that this internet device could be an effective means of disseminating information he wanted released into the public venue when the time came for his existence to be made public.

He could use this modern magic for his own goals, even if he had no idea how it worked.  The most important thing was, he had been wisely made to understand just how important aspects of this modern technology could be.  Gren had been painstaking in educating Auran about the dangers of modern weapons, but had also stressed the importance of the modern public press in this age of instant information, where a single event could make news across the entire globe, and do so in minutes.


It was a far cry from the days when news was carried by cryers and messengers that moved from village to village on horseback or was carried on the legs of pigeons.


Because of the wisdom of his pack, Auran too understood just enough of how modern culture could be swayed by the news to see that this was a viable means of spreading the message.


But, like any sentient being faced with a fascinating and mystifying new toy, Auran too had succumbed to the idea of using the computer device as a toy, as an amusement device.  The thinking machine had been trained well in how to play chess, and it would provide him quite an enjoyable game.

And now, he played chess in a moment of guilty pleasure as they awaited the next step, which was the public disclosure of the results of the tests on that skin.  Gren had word of the reaction of the scientists at the first lab to which skin was sent, and that was absolute confusion and excitement.  Dragons were unknown to modern man, and such scientific concepts as genetic testing were as new to Auran as he would be to them.  But this super-science, almost seeming as magic itself, was telling the mortals a story of a beast never before seen in the world (as far as they knew), a beast that seemed an odd cross between a reptile and a mammal, but with utterly unique aspects of its own.  They would make no sense to the scientists, and Gren had told him just that morning that the second lab had contacted the first to compare results.

There wasn’t much that he could do, really.  Gren was the one keeping in touch with the labs, and the pack was using contacts cultivated over a century to keep an eye on things.  They were watching the labs, the press, and for signs that the government would take interest in things.  The reaction of the American government was the random issue in his plan.  He wanted to assess what they knew of the Eldritch and the Awakening before he started directly interacting with them, but the government was the government.  It was so large and bureaucratic that it would be very hard for Gren to find out what he wanted to know.

One of the pack was keeping him company.  It was Gren’s youngest daughter, Shar, who was a very handsome young lady as both humans and werewolves reckoned such things, with long blond hair and a very pretty yet slightly rugged face, the face of an outdoor girl.  She was down in the cavern with him, sweeping up gold coins to amass them in a central area, currently just in front of his left hind foot.  The sound she made and the smell of her allowed him to keep track of her, and he was careful to remain very still as she moved about on the floor.  He didn’t want to accidentally hurt her.


“You know, Auran, we could make some money off these coins,” she mused, pausing to pick one up.  “This one is a Spanish doubloon, in almost perfect condition.  And I saw a few gold double eagles in here, too.  We could sell them to collectors.”


“It’s not a bad idea, little one,” he said in a calm voice, his eyes studying the widescreen television that was connected to the computer that was running his game of chess.  “As I recall, Gren has used that tactic before, selling my Roman coins to collectors at the start of the last cycle.  I don’t need the gold until the next cycle.”


“How so?” she asked.  “Alpha Gren doesn’t explain too many things about you.”


“Well, the way it works is I need the gold you saved for me when I awaken, for my molt.  After the molt, I eat my scales so I have the gold inside me to replace scales I shed.  They don’t last forever, little one,” he chuckled, studying the screen.  “I’ll lose a scale here, a scale there, you see, often without realizing it.  If I didn’t eat my scales after a molt, I wouldn’t be able to replace the ones I lose afterward without eating more of my gold reserves.  At the end of the cycle, I have to expel the gold I have stored because I can’t keep it inside me during Torpor.  Just before I go to sleep, I’ll shed enough scales to grow new ones to exhaust my gold, and then I’ll be ready for Torpor.”


“Ah, I see.”


“Make some inquiries about selling the coins and using the money to buy gold bullion.  But warn Gren first, he might have that very idea and just hasn’t acted on it yet.  Have him let you manage it.  It is now your project.”


“Thank you, Auran,” she said girlishly.  “Umm, there is one thing down here—uh, I mean, Master Auran, do you think I might be able to keep a coin if I find it?  It’s a very particular coin.  I collect coins, and it would be the crown of my collection.”


“If you can find any coin that you don’t have, it’s yours, my little one,” he answered absently.  Such was the discipline of the pack.  The gold and silver they amassed for him was his, necessary for his well being, and they would not touch it, even to take just one coin.  Shar’s idea was a trick that Gren and himself had used many times before.  Dragons tended to collect things, and they tended to be old.  They aged as the dragon was in Torpor, and they were antiques when he awakened.  Gren had brought his entire hoard from Scotland when he moved to the New World, and included in it were some tapestries, some furniture, works of art, and other assorted knick-knacks, all of which were kept up in the manor.  The damp cave was not a good place for paper, wood, canvas, and other perishables.

Shar thumped his toe, and he moved his foot slightly to accommodate her as she swept up more gold coins, scooped them into a wheelbarrow, and then pushed it over near where the pond was, at least before he drank all the water.  Martin, the werewolf that understood the computer device the best among the pack, came down to the cavern.  “Master Auran,” he said with a slightly nervous wobble in his voice.  Like many of the young pack members, Martin hadn’t yet completely adjusted to seeing the dormant dragon up and moving around.  “I finished your web page.  Would you like to see it?”

“Indeed,” he murmured.  “Please, show me.”


The lanky werewolf sat down on the ledge by the computer, and performed that trick that saved his game and put his chess game to sleep.  Education from Gren and the pack had given many words in modern English and had taught him how to operate the computer device, but like any knowledge, it was incomplete until put into practical use.  Auran was like a human five year old, with just enough understanding of the computer device to make it do some things, but he lacked both the knowledge and the practical skill to make it do much more.  But unlike a human child, Auran learned extremely fast, and his observation of Martin’s actions was all he needed to bring up the page himself later.


Auran was rather taken with it.  It was black and gold, with a silhouette of a dragon behind large text and a picture of one of his scales.  “This will eventually be our official website for you,” Martin explained.  “When you decide to go public.  I just got the domain name registered.  All someone has to do is type your name in a search engine, and they’ll get this page as one of their choices.  I’m surprised auran dot com wasn’t taken,” he chuckled. “Right now, we have the information about your scales and skin up on the page, and I’m creating a forum and a few other things for it.”


Auran just had to chuckle, a deep, rumbling sound.  “Quite a change from the town crier and messages delivered by men on horseback,” he mused.  “To think that the humans have come so far with their technology.  It is almost as magic itself.”


“I know,” Martin agreed.  “Science is the new magic, because it can perform miracles.”  He was quiet a moment.  “What is real magic like, Mater Auran?”


“It depends entirely on the magician, my little one,” he answered.  “A witch may devote her entire energy just to changing someone’s mood, but then there are the wizards like Morrigan, Beowulf, Cymric, and Merlin.  Those magicians can move mountains with their magic.  In a figurative sense, of course,” he said.  “That is the correct idiom?”


“Close enough,” Martin nodded.  “I’ve never seen anything but pack magic.”


“Pack magic is quite strong, Martin, and more than a match for many magicians,” he answered.  “That is why the Eldritch are very, very reluctant to take on a pack of werewolves.  Just one werewolf is formidable, but when you bring in the pack, and its pack magic, then the magician is dealing with a force against which he cannot easily stand.  Do not let Gren’s mild manner and laid back personality fool you, Martin.  He is the Alpha, and he is very strong.  And all your magic is his to command, and he can put most magicians in their place easily.”


“I’ve seen Pa angry only once,” Martin said with a shudder.  “I never want to see it again.”

“You are a very wise young werewolf,” Auran said with a slight smile.  “But to further your question, real magic can do nearly anything.  Certain Eldritch have natural aptitude for certain spells, and they have earned names related to those affinities.  Adam, the pack’s Eldritch neighbor here, is a Necromancer.  He can perform basic generic magic that any Eldritch can perform, but he has a natural affinity with the spirits of the departed and the souls of the living.  No other Eldritch can perform Necromancy to the same degree of power and precision that Adam can.  Where another Eldritch might be able to sense a soul nearby using magic, Adam can speak with it, talk to souls who have already passed, and if he works with a Healer, the two of them can resurrect the dead.”

“Uh, Pa already taught us most of that, Master Auran.”


“Yes, but sometimes to understand something in great detail, one must look at it from the beginning,” he answered sagely.  “Real magic, as you understand it, all comes from the same source.  Arcadia.  With but one exception.”


“You.”


“Yes, little one.  Bloodsong is the only native form of magic to this world, and we dragons are the natural extension of the magic of the world, the magic of Gaia.”


“What about us, and pack magic?”


“Werewolves are originally from Arcadia, young one, you are just very, very well adapted to life on earth,” Auran told him.  “You will see that when the gates open, your pack magic will become much stronger.  Until that happens, though, your pack magic will be fueled by my bloodsong.”

“It’s going to be weird,” he grunted.  “And I’m really worried, Master Auran.  I don’t think the modern world is going to handle this very well.”


“I share your concern, but I can only hope that the capacity of man to understand has increased with his ability to learn.  In fact, I am counting on it, that is why we are beginning the way we are, by teasing the modern man’s curiosity in a non-threatening manner.  All we can do is move carefully and hope.  And hope itself is never a bad thing, young Martin.”


A dragon was fearsome and intimidating, and admittedly, they were quite intelligent, but it was often the quiet work of those attached to the dragon that gave them such a reputation.


Auran was quite honest to admit that without Gren and the pack, he wouldn’t be anywhere close to being able to function.  For three Torpors, this same pack had been with him, taking over when his original pack, which had served him for nearly fifteen hundred years, died out.  That did sometimes happen.  When he went to sleep, there had been twenty of them.  When he awoke, there were only two left.  The others had died due to injuries, battles, accidents, and human hunting.  Werewolves were exceptionally tough creatures, all but invulnerable to normal weapons, but even a werewolf could die of a broken neck, and fire killed just about anything but a dragon.  Gren’s pack had taken over after his last Alpha, Moonwood, had died of grief after his mate died, and that had been the end of the pack.  Gren hadn’t been alive then, but he came along not long after.

A dragon was nothing without his helpers.  Because of the demands of Torpor and the vulnerabilities it created, a dragon absolutely depended on his werewolf or mortal helpers who protected the dormant dragon as he slept, and were also there to provide information and support after they awakened.  Gren’s pack had kept him hidden and safe, built a successful business to support his needs when he woke up, and even now labored to do his bidding as he dealt with the major problems that this cycle would cause the mortals.  They had kept him safe, watched over his hoard, ensured he had more than enough gold on paw and waiting for him, and they kept their eyes and ears open for information he needed when he woke up.  Even now they were invaluable, feeding him to prevent the need for him to go outside and exposes himself to the world, helping him keep his den clean and in order, and bringing him news, technological gadgetry, and support of all kinds, even if it was nothing but a friendly voice and a companion with which to converse.


Again and again, the pack was there to help him do his job, and he would be lost without them.  Without them, he would be utterly lost in this modern world.

The more he used the internet device, the more deeply he studied the human society, the more amazed he was at just how much the humans had learned, how much control they had gained over the world, and over things that seemed immutable before.  Though Auran was vastly intelligent and wise, his knowledge was based on magic, not technology, and he had been just as ignorant to the true workings of the world as anyone else back when the Renaissance had just begun.  He, like most others, had had no inkling of things like atoms and elements, of tiny things like a virus or bacteria, that electricity could be harnessed, like taming a lightning bolt, that modern man had created weapons of such terrifying power that even a dragon could be felled by a single human wielding the right weapon, and that the very workings of the universe itself were visible under the modern human’s microscopes.  He was a middle-ages creature thrown into the modern world, and while he could quickly grasp these modern concepts because he was, admittedly, highly intelligent, he still could not help but be awed and mystified by them.

That was why a dragon absolutely had to have helpers.  After centuries in Torpor, a dragon was often completely clueless as to the state of the world, for their minds were in the same state as when they went to sleep.  To him, the last four hundred or so years had simply never happened, and those had been some pretty eventful years, filled with wars, advances, and an advancement of the knowledge of man that far outstripped his maturity to be responsible with the vast knowledge now at his command.


This was the great fear for Auran.  Mankind was like a child with a keg of gunpowder, capable of causing tremendous destruction and killing himself with his own mixture of knowledge and ignorance.  As he finished his research into the mind of the modern man, he had reached the ultimate conclusion that mankind had learned a great deal, but hadn’t learned much at all.  He knew that his course of action was the best way to go about this, but it also meant that so much was left up to a race that was armed with vast knowledge, but little wisdom.  They would have the knowledge to understand that dragons weren’t dangerous, but not the wisdom to allay their innate fear of what they didn’t entirely understand.

He could only hope that man was more than he appeared.  But then again, Martin warned him not to completely judge his opinion of the modern man on what he found on the internet, that it attracted more stupid people than smart ones.


Time would soon tell.  The story of his scales was still in the news, and the revelation of the origins of his skin was now public knowledge, that the creature that had shed it was completely unknown to modern science.  He had watched the interview with the scientist over the television, how the scientist declared that it was a species of animal never seen before, and the scientist had correctly deduced that the golden scales were just that, scales, that the roots on them were absolutely identical to the roots of other scaled reptiles, complete with DNA embedded in the roots where metal met tissue, and biological material infused through the metal, mingled with it at a microscopic level, something that the scientist stated was impossible for modern technology to duplicate.

“So you’re saying that whatever this creature is, it has solid gold for skin?” the reporter asked.


“To put it simply, yes,” the scientist said calmly.  “Whatever this creature is, it’s ossified metal to form its scales, much as a reptile would ossify calcium and other minerals to form its tough outer scales.  We’re not sure if all of its scales are gold, because it may have ossified any metal it could find to form its scales.  According to a herpetologist we had examine the scales, this animal is also quite large.”


“How large?”


“The size of an elephant, at least,” the scientist said, looking at the camera.  “That’s just a ballpark figure, however.  This animal might grow scales larger in proportion to other reptiles.  But one thing’s for sure, it’s certainly well armored,” he chuckled.  “An animal with metal scales would be very hard for a predator to kill.  And if it’s strong enough to still move with so much weight, then it has to be powerful.”

“And you believe this animal is alive?”


The scientist nodded.  “The herpetologist determined that the skin and scales found were part of a reptilian process called molting, where it sheds its skin, and the skin was only days old.  So whatever this creature is, it’s recently shed its skin and lost some of its scales in the process, so it has to be alive.  Whatever it is, it’s still alive, and probably an herbivore.  Given its approximate size and how much it has to weigh with metal scales, our herpetologist surmises that the animal is too heavy and ungainly to be a predator, and it developed these metal scales as a defense against predators.  It’s like a living armored tank.  If it is a predator, however, it would have to be an ambush predator, laying in wait from a concealed den to surprise wandering prey, but that’s highly doubtful.  Nature shows us that the largest animals are usually herbivores, like elephants and hippos, so we’re guessing that this metal-scaled animal is also herbivorous.  Given how big it is and how heavy it must be, we also don’t think it can be very far from where the scales were found.  It can’t possibly move that fast.  It has to be something like a gigantic lizard-like creature that’s as slow as a turtle.”


This was all part of the plan.  Now the general population knew that something fantastic was out there, a massive animal that had solid gold scales, something totally unknown to their modern science.  Auran was amused at their assumptions, but given that they didn’t know about the magic of dragons, their guesses actually were quite logical.  If he had to carry the full weight of his golden scales without his bloodsong nullifying their weight, he would be so heavy that he could barely move.  For such a creature, like a massive turtle, the only recourse for feeding would be eating plants or ambushing animals that wandered close enough to attack.

As expected, it also put a sudden flood of humans into the hills around Chattanooga.  The curious, the scientists, government agents pretending to be civilians, and the greedy were combing the forests looking for the animal, either to study, to capture, or to kill for its golden scales which would make whoever found it rich beyond his wildest dreams.  The pack had thrown several searchers off the Rook property, being caught inside the fence and not far from the house, and that itself had caused Gren a little worry. The Rook compound, though the house appeared on postcards, was actually very, very different from mundane house compounds.  The livery and livestock pens on the property were out of place for a fancy house, and the large fenced-in forest around the side of the hill that housed his cave was where the pack conducted its hunts during the full moon, keeping the werewolves safely inside the fenced grounds and keeping the humans out.

For days, Auran and the werewolves watched the humans milling around the hills surrounding Chattanooga, and so did the press.  The pack’s reporter friend interviewed quite a few of these humans, getting stories from treasure hunters searching for more shed scales to scientists seeking to find the animal to study to sunglasses-wearing, sober men who simply answered no questions, men the Gren told him were government officials.  Thus far, they had had no luck contacting the government, and the government had not contacted them, and this was an issue of increasing importance to Auran.  Those in command of the power of this land had to know what was going to happen before the common human, so they could have plans in place to deal with any situation that might arise.  The pack’s attempts to contact someone within the government and be taken seriously had thus far been fruitless.  Adam had even tried for them, and he too was rebuffed by the labyrinthine bureaucracy that this nation had running its government.  To talk to someone in the government was easy.  To get in touch with someone that had real power and would take their warnings seriously, well that was much more difficult.


Their inability to contact officials in the government without causing a panic had prompted the decision that it was time for phase three.  The government absolutely must listen, must allow him to communicate with them, and so it was time for him to go public.  They wanted to speak with the government before this, but since they could not breach the bureaucracy, they had to make a very public statement and allow the government to contact them afterwards.  So, Gren and Auran decided that it was time for Auran to show himself to the world.  There was enough public discourse floating around out there that whatever shed those scales was fantastic, unseen, and though it would be a very big leap for them, they could absorb what was coming next.  And what was next was for the world to see a picture of the creature that had shed those scales in its full majestic glory.

Phase three had two stages.  The first was easy enough, for Martin took care of it.  On the website, Auran’s website, they announced that dragons were real, but they included no pictures, at least not yet.  The age did promise that a picture would be given in due time, but it wouldn’t be a picture released on the website until after pictures of Auran appeared within the public venue, so as to prove that Auran was real to the world at large before accusations of faked pictures were made if pictures of Auran appeared on the page beforehand.  The statement was simply that dragons were not myths, that they were real, a dragon was the creature that shed the golden scales that were in the news, and that very soon, the world would see a dragon on live television.


After a week of the announcement being up and drawing little real interest, they went ahead with the next step, and that was for Auran to reveal himself to the public.  That required him to be spotted, so he had to go outside.  This was not a problem for him, nor would it be for any dragon lairing within a stone cave.  Dragons were the bones of the earth, the embodiment of Gaia, and thus could they not be stopped by that which was an integral part of themselves.  Dragons could pass through earth and stone like water, though they couldn’t pass through wood or grass.  If not for the need to breathe, a dragon could lair in a cave not open to the outside…but such caves had no viable air in them, and only foolish and dead dragons tried such a thing.  Nor would he try to reach a cave too deeply in the ground, since a dragon couldn’t breathe while merged into stone, and such the distance he could go was limited by how long he could hold his breath.

But luckily, a dragon could hold his breath for a long time.  Oxygen was one of the components of the gas in his gas sacks, required for combustion, and those sacks could be opened to his lungs.  By consuming the oxygen in his gas sacks along with the air in his lungs, he could hold his breath for nearly twenty minutes, due to his draconic metabolism.

Dragons did more than just breathe, however.  Though earth and stone were solid and unyielding, there was oxygen present in them, only in very tiny amounts.  Also, at extremely high altitudes, just the lungs were not enough to extract enough oxygen to survive.  Also, when flying at high speed, the lungs had to work too hard to try to cycle air due to the pressures involved.  But that was enough for dragons to try to tap that resource to extend their ability to pass through stone and fly at extreme altitude.  All dragons had gill-like organs in their necks that filtered out oxygen, to try to filter oxygen out of the air, earth, stone, and water when there was no air to breathe or not enough air could be taken into the lungs to filter enough oxygen.  These organs were so efficient that dragons could effectively breathe water, as the organs could extract oxygen in water as easily as they could air, and there was more than enough oxygen in water to sustain a dragon so long as the water wasn’t stagnant, that either the water or the dragon moved to prevent the dragon from depleting the water around him of oxygen.  If a dragon could find a cave where water continuously circulated, a dragon could feasibly lair underwater, though that would make it extremely difficult for his helpers to do anything for him.

Thus were the ways dragons were adapted to their magical abilities, to where biology tried to take advantage of magical abilities.  Thanks to the series of gill-like organs that ran down the entirety of his neck, hidden under his scales, Auran could fly high in the stratosphere, fly at high speeds, and also breathe underwater, due to his body’s adaptation to those extreme conditions.

Moving through stone was like swimming through icy water.  It was cold within the stone, and it seeped through him even as he seeped through it.  He could feel it slide through him, a cold yet welcome embrace as a dragon returned to that from which he was made, a little living death that was peaceful.  There was no light within the stone, but there was sound, vibrations carried through the rock, the beating of the heart of the earth that thrummed through the rock for any dragon to hear.  That sound, like sonar, told him where he was, what kind of rock was around him, and where the border of rock and air was.  He moved towards that border, an exposed rock face on the far side of Rook Manor, then he exploded from the stone like a gigantic bat, his wings unfurling as they came free of the rock.


How many centuries had it been since he had last flown?  Four?  But it was instinctive, the ability to fly, and he moved with grace and surety as sail-sized wings pushed against the air, driving him against gravity, and sending him into the dark, starry sky.  It was four in the morning on a moonless night, but his ability to see heat told him where the ground was, showed the world to him in greens, blues, yellows, and reds, showed him tracts of forest and the animals within them, the white-hot heat of cars on the roads below, even the heat blooms of individual humans under him as he glided along the deep valley in which the city of Chattanooga was built.  Wings that hadn’t supported him for centuries protested the sudden activity, but he worked the stiffness out of them relatively quickly as he flew over the human settlement below.

This wasn’t a random thing.  The pack was ready with cameras at certain points, and he flew a very particular path that would take him near them, as well as high enough for him to be picked up on the city airport’s radar.  The objective was for them to get pictures of him which they would then leak to the press, let the air traffic control system get him on radar and have to explain where the signature the size of a small jet came from and where it went, and possibly be spotted by civilians who would then corroborate the pictures the pack would leak into the public venue.  But he had to be back in his lair before sunrise, because nobody could see just where he went, or they’d converge on Rook Manor; the pack owned the entire top of the mountain, and whoever came looking for him would only have one place to go if they saw him land anywhere near the house.


It was a fine thing to fly again, to feel the air rush over his scales, to be carried by his leathery wings over the land far below.  Though he was a creature of the earth, it was nice to occasionally escape the embrace of his mother and leave the nest of the earth, soar over her and marvel at her perfection and ponder his place within her design.


The humans had certainly changed so much.  The air smelled of their detritus, their pollution, even this high up, smelled of unnatural things that had no place within the great design.  They had changed the earth itself, torn down mountains, leveled that which was crooked and angled that which was level to suit their own designs.  And below, everywhere he looked, the continuity of nature was interrupted by streets, buildings, poles holding wires, voids in the grand design where nature and wildlife were invaders, even as originally this disruption in nature was the invasion into the natural order.


To see pictures of the modern man’s world was one thing, but to see it was very sobering, and again made him ponder the maturity of man.  Would a race that was destroying the very earth that nurtured him be able to accept magic?  Or would he be just as short-sighted?


Humans just didn’t live long enough, that was the problem.  They didn’t live long enough to appreciate the virtue of patience, didn’t develop the wisdom that the years bring, didn’t live long enough to see with their own eyes the consequences of their actions.  Those consequences were paid by later generations, even as the grandchildren of these modern men would pay for the shortsightedness of the ones below him now.  Just as the Romans didn’t live long enough to see how their actions would destroy the Empire centuries later, so did these modern men lack the wisdom or foresight to understand that living life as they did would not harm them, it would instead harm their grandchildren.

He could only hope that their grandchildren were wiser than they would be.


He flew his pattern, taking him out over the rugged hills of Tennessee and Georgia, then returned to Chattanooga about a half an hour before dawn.  He flew low over town, vanished behind the hillside, then circled and plunged into the exposed rockface behind Rook Manor the way an osprey might plunge into the water after a fish, with his wings furled and his body tucked in.  He slowed significantly after entering the stone, but had enough momentum to reach his lair, sliding out of the stone and back into his den.  Gren was already there, a cellphone in his hand as he checked in with the pack that had been arrayed along his flight path.  “They got them,” he announced.


“Good.  Much as I enjoyed getting out of this cave, I’d rather not expose myself more than necessary.”


“Wise,” Gren murmured.


“I didn’t live this long without being careful, old friend,” he said lightly.  “When I was a younger dragon, flying with impunity over the land was a given because even the strongest crossbow only had a range of about three hundred paces when fired straight up.  Today, however, I’d be too worried about a maniacal human out there with a high powered rifle to fly too low.”

“Welcome to the modern world,” Gren chuckled ruefully.


By sunrise, the pictures collected by the pack were organized, four were selected, and then Martin emailed them to the major news organizations.  But, it turned out that the pack weren’t the only ones to get pictures of Auran, and Ann ran down and turned on the television device to show him.

Auran had made “Breaking News” on all three major networks, for a student from the school here in Chattanooga had captured video of Auran flying low over the city, taken using a low-light camera and catching him flying almost directly over the camera along the valley.  The video was grainy because it was dark, but the light from the city below clearly reflected off his scales, revealing his shape, and the sound of his wings was clearly audible in the recording, a heavy fwoosh…fwoosh sound caused by his leathery wings pushing against the air.  They had expert after expert analyze the video picture by picture, pointing things out in the still images; a leg here, his long tail there, the clear silhouette of his wing in one frame, the long line of silver-white scales that covered his belly from under his chin all the way to the base of his tail.  Every expert, however, was utterly at a loss as to exactly what he was.  One of them summed it up nicely; “I’m not sure what it is, but it’s clearly not a UFO in the usual sense,” the expert said.  “This is clearly an animal of some kind, some kind of huge animal.  This still outlines a wing, and the audio of the video is definitely the sound of wings.  Very, very large wings.  The Native Americans had legends of a gigantic bird they called the Thunderbird.  Maybe this is that legend finally getting caught on camera.”

“What is a UFO?” Auran asked Ann curiously.


“Flying things that humans can’t identify,” she answered.


“Indeed.  Now that I recall, the natives here did call me that.”


“What?”


“The Thunderbird.”


“Oh.”


The pack’s pictures quickly entered the mix, for the stills they had selected showed Auran’s outline against the city lights of Chattanooga quite clearly, showing in one image what the video could not reveal.  The pictures were taken from the hillsides, catching his shadow in relief against the lights below, and were from far enough away that his entire body was visible within the image.  When those pictures were shown on the news programs, then the real speculation began.  The entire pack came down to the lair and watched with him as the news humans talked to zoologists, talked to the military, talked to people in the government, talked to the people that ran the airport places where the human’s flying machines congregated to see if he’d been captured on radar, they talked and talked and talked even as they continued to show the pictures and repeat the video.  Much as Auran had hoped, teasing the curiosity of the humans had, thus far, produced the desired results.  There were no panicked cries, no mobs armed with firearms searching for him, no fearful responses…at least not yet.  The humans had evidence of him now, and they were reacting like curious children, not fearful adults.  All of the news channels talked about the pictures and about the implausibility that something so large had gone without being discovered for so long, as well as something that seemed too big to be able to fly.  And also as he hoped, the scales were connected to his pictures, for they had enhanced the still images from the video and realized that the shimmering aspect of his form was from his highly polished metallic scales, which were quite brilliant and, admittedly, very handsome.  But human logic argued with that conclusion, for the same experts that deduced that his scales were from a living creature scoffed at the idea that an animal with metal scales could fly.  “It’s impossible,” one of them argued, being interviewed outside a building on the campus of U.T.-Chattanooga, the city’s main college.  “If these dimensions are right, this animal is over eighty feet long nose to tailtip, and it’s covered in metal scales.  That means that its scales alone have to weigh dozens of tons, maybe even hundreds of tons, and that’s not even counting the weight of the animal’s flesh and bones, which would be tons themselves.  Nothing that weighs that much should be able to even jump, let alone fly, not without some kind of jet engine helping it.”

Unfortunately for the humans, the fact that he was magical was the missing piece of the puzzle they lacked, and would not accept until they were more educated about dragons.


“I think he’s accusing you of being fat, Auran,” Shar noted, which made him chuckle.


“I may have put on a few hundred pounds.  You feed me too much.”


“We’ll put you on a diet straight away,” she murmured.


On the television device something was happening.  The reporter and the scientist were interrupted by an old man behind them, a man with long, shocking white hair and a scraggly beard, looking dirty and unkempt, like a homeless vagabond.  The homeless man pushed his way between the scientist and the reporter and looked right into the camera.  “Lord Auran, beware!” the man screamed at the camera in Latin.  “The government hunts you and will kill you if they find you!  The Elder Dragon must be protected!  Do not come out again!”

The scientist started struggling with the dirty old man, but the old man fought back with surprising strength, holding his own as the scientist tried to subdue him and push him out.  The reporter, on the other hand, looked curious.  “What dragon?” she asked even as the old man and the scientist pushed at each other.  The scientist looked at her in shock; this reporter understood enough Latin to puzzle out what the old man had said.  So did the scientist, for that matter.

“The Elder Dragon!” the old man shouted, continuing to speak Latin.  “He doesn’t know the danger he is in!”


“You mean that the creature in the video and pictures is a dragon?” the woman asked in consternation.


The old man ignored her.  “Loyal protectors of Auran, I beseech you, keep the Elder Dragon hidden!  There is a foul conspiracy in place to murder him!”


“Who is that old geezer?” Ann asked.


Auran, however, looked very carefully at the dirty old man.  “By Gaia’s grace,” he said, in some disgust.  “Cymric Hugh!”


“I thought he was in Arcadia!” Gren barked.


“How can you ever tell with that old troublemaker?” Auran sighed wearily.  “When I get my talons on him—“ he growled, but he trailed off to pay attention to the television device again.


“The military is coming, Lord Auran, and they bring weapons that can do you harm!” Cymric continued to rant while fighting against the efforts of the scientist to push him away, continuing to scream in Latin.  “Do not trust the government, Elder Dragon!  They are your enemy!  Speak only to the people, not to the government!  Unhand me, miscreant!” he barked at the scientist in English as the man got a solid grip on his filthy clothes and started dragging him away from the camera.

“We apologize for that outburst,” the attractive reporter said as the scientist wrestled the old man off camera.  “For those of you who weren’t forced to take Latin in high school,” she smiled, “the man was accusing the government of a conspiracy to kill a dragon.”  She then laughed.  “Anyway, how much do you think this creature would weigh, Doctor?”

“What is that old fool doing?” Gren said angrily.


“I think he’s trying to warn us to protect Auran,” Martin declared.  “Even if he looked like a crackpot, I think we need to at least investigate his claim.  Wait a little while, nose around, see what’s going on.  After all, we haven’t had any luck getting in touch with anyone in the government…maybe they know we’re trying but they’re ignoring us because they want to kill Auran.  There’s not much for us to do for the next couple of days anyway, what would it hurt?”

“It hurt, alright,” Auran grunted, settling down into a resting position.  “Now the humans will believe there is something fearful about the situation, that a crazy man would scream in Latin at the camera.  The idea of this was to introduce the idea of dragons to the people in a non-threatening manner, and Cymric goes and declares that the government fears me enough to want to kill me on the television device.  That old fool,” he said in disgust.


“There is one good that came of it, though,” Gren said, leaning back and scratching his nose.  “That old dodder called you by name, old friend.  And there are enough people out there that know enough Latin to pick it out.  That might make them start searching for you on the internet, looking up that name.  And that will take them to our website, where we can give our side of the story without anyone twisting things.”


“True.  And you are right, Martin.  Cymric might have done a stupid thing, but he has obviously been out and about in this modern world, and he very well may know what we do not.  Gren, find him.  Cymric is here.  Track him down and bring him to me.  But take precautions.  He is a foolish old man, but he is Cymric Hugh.  Do not underestimate him.”


“I’ll do it myself,” he promised.  “I can handle that old dodder.”


Gren was right about there being enough Latin speakers out there to generate traffic on the website device.  Martin showed him that hundreds of visitors had come to the page since that morning, and the news still raged about him…as well as what he feared.  More news reports of Cymric’s outburst entered the news stories, including English translations of his rant provided for those who spoke no Latin.  The English translation provided wasn’t exact, but then again, exact translations between Latin and English weren’t entirely easy to do.  The English translation did, however, send some of the people who made the news stories to the government to ask questions, and they were met with amused denials.  But the local television station showed images of a convoy of military vehicles moving into Chattanooga, filled with heavily armed soldiers and towing what looked like huge guns on wheels, weapons that Martin identified as anti-aircraft batteries.  Those news people noted that the government was bringing formidable firepower to Chattanooga even as their officials denied the old man’s wild accusations.


That raised Auran’s hackles, and made him accept Cymric’s warning at face value.  Until the pack could investigate the matter thoroughly, he would not go out or expose himself to undue danger.

The news people also took note of the website.  It appeared on national news, a picture of the site but the address hidden, but they reported it not as the truth.  They accused the owner of the site of creating it in the wake of the outburst, even hinted that the old man’s outburst was nothing but a publicity stunt to cause people to investigate the site.


If Cymric had done one good thing, though, it was identify Auran by name, which was an alarm bell for anyone who knew real history.  The Eldritch all over the world would hear of this story, hear of a crazy old man invoking the name Auran the same day reports of a gigantic creature was spotted in America, and they would deduce the truth Auran wanted spread.  The Elder Dragon was awake, and that meant that the gates of Arcadia would soon open once again. Unfortunately, it also warned Auran’s old enemies that he was again active, and the idea that the Catholic Church, nursing a five hundred year old grudge, might seek him out to kill him wasn’t an outlandish one.  And in this modern world where a single man armed with an anti-tank weapon could conceivably kill even a dragon as large as Auran, that was not an idle threat.


It took Gren nearly two days to track the old wizard down, but it seemed that Cymric was a step ahead.  Gren managed to find out that the old wizard had fled Chattanooga not long after appearing on the television device, and had done so with men hot on his tail, probably from the government.  Either way, Gren couldn’t track him that far since Auran forbade him from leaving Chattanooga, and Gren wouldn’t allow any of his pack to hunt down a wizard as experienced and dangerous as the unhinged Cymric Hugh.  And he was indeed dangerous.  Given to manic episodes and mental instability, Cymric Hugh was as dangerous as he was powerful, though since he wasn’t in Arcadia it meant that his powers were a shadow of their former glory.  But that shadow was still more than enough to preclude any of the pack except Gren from chasing him down.  He was too dangerous, for he might attack the werewolf sent to fetch him, and Auran wouldn’t risk one of the pack over his annoyance at Cymric.

The old wizard’s warning seemed a valid one, though.  Over the three days after Auran had hit the news, the government had absolutely flooded the city of Chattanooga and the entire area.  Helicopters and planes flew over the city constantly, and men who seemed to think they had every right to do whatever they pleased as well as military men were crawling all over the entire region, as well as thousands of scientists.  Gren had been forced to evict more and more men from the grounds of Rook Manor as they climbed the fence to search, and one enterprising group had merrily brought along a device Martin had recognized was a ground penetrating radar, searching for hidden caves.  But in this regard, it seemed that those searching for him might know he was a dragon, but they didn’t know what he could do.  They were searching for cave entrances large enough for the creature they’d seen to fit through, unaware that dragons could pass through stone without disturbing it in any way.


The city was all but shut down by the invasion.  Honest citizens could barely drive from one place to another in their automotive vehicle devices because of all the military equipment moving about on the roads.  A child could not play in his yard without seeing armed men prowl by his home, searching for something.  Men searched everywhere, even in the sewers of the city, and they were not caring of the fact that they were invading private property and breaking the law while conducting their searches.  The men had tried to do the same to Rook Manor, but Gren was ready for them not with armed men, but with an order from the barristry of this land, its courts, warning the men away from Rook Manor.  Gren was an old and wily werewolf, and he had been prepared for what he knew was coming.  And since the pack was very wealthy, they had the money to exert their will in ways the common citizen did not.

But Cymric’s warning was still in the minds of the reporter people as well as Auran.  They seemed to sense that perhaps the insane old man was actually speaking truth, for the amount of force the government brought into Chattanooga was far, far beyond what seemed logical or rational for what was still being called a large flying creature.  The idea of bringing in teams to search for the creature was a logical one, but setting up what the pack told him were missile batteries, which launched self-propelled projectiles that exploded with tremendous force on impact, like a cross between a rifle bullet and a bomb, on the hillsides of the valley in which Chattanooga rested, on the other paw, was a bit beyond ken to the reporter people.  It was clear that the government knew more than they were saying, and that incited the reporters to start digging for the truth.  They started asking hard questions of the government people who had come to Tennessee, had started asking hard questions in the city of Washington, where the government of this land had its capitol, and were searching for why the government was so afraid of what could possibly be just some undiscovered gigantic species of bat, for all they knew.

And that was what Auran was waiting to see.


It was time to truly go public.


Martin helped him with the video camera device, setting it up and making sure that nothing that would appear within the video could allow anyone to trace it back to Rook Manor.  But once it was ready, all Auran had to do was look at the tiny little thing and make his announcement.  “I am Auran, the Elder Dragon,” he began, speaking in Latin because it was the language in which he was most comfortable.  He was still learning the nuances of English, and the news reporters had proved that they could deal with Latin.  “I have waited until now to introduce myself to the world because I did not think that it would be believed if I introduced myself before this, and that I would be placing myself in danger by revealing myself to you.  I did not want to frighten you, my human friends.  That is why I have moved slowly and carefully up to this point, learning about modern human society, then allowing evidence of myself to be introduced to the world in a manner that made you curious, not afraid.  I had made repeated attempts to contact members of the government of America, but my efforts were unsuccessful, and so I allowed myself to be spotted to attract the attention I felt was necessary for you, the common man, to see this account and at least consider that it is truthful, that it is not some elaborate hoax.  You have seen the images of me in your media, and now you know that it is possible for a creature like myself to be.  And so, I ask you now to accept what you see as the truth.

“As you can see,” he said, standing up and fluttering his wings, “I am the creature your news captured in video and pictures,” he said using the English words, as there were no Latin words for such modern concepts.  “And I am indeed a dragon.  Yes, dragons are very real,” he said to the camera with a grave nod.  “The reason you have never seen a dragon before is because dragons hibernate for very long periods of time.  The dragons have been asleep since the late sixteenth century and early seventeenth century as modern time is counted, some four hundred years, and we are exceedingly good at hiding ourselves while we hibernate.  This is why you have never stumbled across a sleeping dragon.  The dragons have been asleep for so long that you have forgotten us, and even the memory of us has faded into myth and legend.

“I have made this recording to introduce myself to the world, and to make certain announcements and assurances.  Firstly, understand that I am not the only dragon.  I am the oldest and largest of my kind, and for reasons I cannot easily explain, I am always the first to awaken from hibernation.  I am what you might consider to be the vanguard of those to come, and it is my duty as the Elder Dragon to prepare the world into which I awaken for the coming of the dragons, to explain certain things to the humans so there are no misunderstandings.  And the first thing I must announce, and stress most vociferously, is that the dragons do not wish conflict with the humans.  We are a peaceful and orderly species who abhor violence.  A dragon is not what your myths and legends depict, a savage, bloodthirsty beast that kills needlessly and ravages the countryside.  Yes, we are carnivores, but the only danger we pose to the humans is that we might mistake a domesticated herd of livestock for a wild herd and eat some of them.  We do not eat people, nor destroy their houses, nor ravage their farms, nor destroy their villages.  We strive to be peaceful and accepted neighbors, and will endeavor to bring that desire to fruition.

“Also understand that the awakening of the dragons is a signal to the world that what you understand about the world will soon begin to change.  As your scientific men have astutely reasoned, a creature like myself should not even exist by the reckoning of modern science.  I am coated in metal scales, and should be so heavy that I would be killed by the weight of them, crushing my lungs to the point where I could not even breathe.  The simple and pointed explanation is that though myth is wrong in its depiction of us, it is right in that we are magical creatures.  Magic is real, peoples of Earth.  It is very real.  That I stand here addressing you is all the proof you should require.  And the dragons are beginning to awaken because the power of magic is flowing back into the world.

“It is this matter that I am most urgently in need to discuss with those who hold positions of power in the world, those that have the power to make decisions,” he announced.  “Certain truths must be known to you, too complex to be discussed in this manner.  The people must understand what is coming and what changes it will enact upon the land, so they might harmoniously accept these alterations and move on with their lives as if nothing has changed.  And it can be that seamless, for the return of magic to the world will be a subtle and gentle process should the humans allow it to be so.  As it is my duty to awaken first and announce the coming of the dragons, it is also my most sacred duty to inform the people of Earth, who have been without magic for many years, about the return of magic into the world, how it may change things, and help you adjust to this change with a minimum of interruption to your daily routine.  The world will continue on as it has been with the return of magic.  The only trouble it may cause are the troubles that humanity brings upon itself because of  it.

“That is my duty to you and to the dragons, to help you understand what is coming and help you prepare for it.  I will be at your service, people of the world, but understand that neither I, nor any other dragon, ever takes sides in human concerns unless those human concerns directly threatens the dragons, and then we act only in the interests of self defense.  We do not side with nations against other nations.  We do not engage in war or combat at the behest of any government, power, or organization.  We will be peaceful and sociable neighbors, but we will not help you gain power over your fellow man.  In the matters of human society, we are neutral.  I announce this now and for the benefit of certain nations and organizations that might consider trying to sway or force a dragon into helping them make war or gain power over others.  We will not help you, even should it cost us our lives.”

He looked grimly into the camera’s lens.  “Because of the concern for my own safety in light of certain accusations made against the government of America and their intentions towards me, I will remain hidden until such time that my welfare is guaranteed.  I will endeavor to learn modern English to a degree that I feel comfortable speaking of complicated matters in that language, and I will continue to monitor the humans’ news outlets and make myself available for conference to those who might seek to discuss these matters using modern technological devices such as telephones or internet.  For those serious about reaching me, simply make such messages known to the modern media.  If it appears in the media, I will see it, and I will endeavor to make contact with you in a manner that does not jeopardize my own safety.

“I pray that my appearance does not overly concern you, the peoples of the world, and I hope that this is the beginning of an era of mutual understanding and peace.  May Mother Gaia embrace you.”


Martin looked up from the camera and grinned.  “I think that was pretty much well perfect,” he announced.


“Good. I found that oddly disconcerting,” he complained.  “To speak to a tiny box with a glass eye and know that the whole world might see it.  I’m glad I don’t have to do it again any time soon.”


“I never pegged you for stagefright, Elder,” the werewolf teased.  “I thought you were too big to be afraid of anything.  Or too heavy.”

“Oh, go on with you before I step on you,” he threatened in reply, which made the handsome young werewolf laugh, grab the camera, and scurry away in mock fear.

Auran settled himself back onto the floor of the cavern, on the welcoming stone, and used bloodsong to manipulate the computer device so as to wake it up and take him to the web page of the CNN news entity.  Martin was going to post that video both to the website he had created and also send a copy of it to every major news organization in the world, from the CNN organization to the Chinese News Agency to Al Jazeera to NHK to the BBC.  Until such time that the video became known, he was content to study how the news organizations were reporting the revelation of his existence.


Humans proved again and again that they were both very predictable and dangerously unpredictable, often at the same time.


Auran’s introductory video reached the news organizations later that same day, and it seemed to utterly paralyze the entirety of human rationality.  At first, it was met with scornful derision, considered to be a trick, a hoax, like the website device had been seen as forgery.  But as experts studied the video—moving pictures captured in a way to make them repeatably viewed, such a clever invention!—they realized that it was all too real, that or it was an effort that would have taken an entire motion picture studio a year in order to manufacture.

But that was something that the most dogged decriers of the evidence proclaimed.  They branded it an elaborate hoax perpetrated by some wealthy and eccentric mastermind, because they absolutely could not accept that there was something beyond the explanation of logical science.


The other extreme was even more disconcerting.  One religious figure, a Catholic priest, was captured on video stating that Auran was, in fact, the Beast to which the book of Revelations referred.  But instead of it being a metaphor for the antichrist, the priest frenetically proclaimed on the secretly recorded video device that Auran was literally the Beast, the great evil, Satan’s mortal agent in the world sent to begin the apocalypse and threaten to plunge the world into the sinister clutches of Lucifer.


That did not surprise him.  The history between Auran and the Church was long and antagonistic.  The Church had killed thousands of dragons and tried to destroy the Eldritch, and in return Auran had destroyed the Knights Templar, shattered the Church’s ability to directly field armies, and directly threatened to melt the Basilica and raze Rome to the ground.  His ultimatum tore oaths from the Pope himself which he could not break, oaths which theoretically still bound the Catholic church because of the way in which he was forced to give them.  After that humiliation, the Church resorted to dastardly methods, and such began the Inquisition.  They worked to perpetrate in secret what they had been oathbound to cease in public, skirting the demands of the oath imposed upon them any way they could.

On less theological fronts, however, the video had the desired result.  It was aired on the news networks and studied in a frenzy, and suddenly, if you could speak Latin, you were an angel sent from on high to enlighten the masses.  It was the Latin that seemed to convince many of them that it was genuine.  One scientist appearing on one program summed it up nicely;  “if you accept the announcement as genuine, it does fit.  Latin was considered what you might call a universal language at that time, used by the Church, and the Church had sway over most of Europe.  A man wasn’t considered educated unless he spoke Latin.  For this, uh, dragon to make this address in Latin is only logical.  If he really was asleep for four hundred years, he wouldn’t understand most modern versions of the languages that existed then.  The English from the sixteenth century is much different from modern English.  Latin would be a logical means of making contact for it, because it has changed little since the days of the Roman Empire.”


The other side of the speculation was on just how Auran had access to modern technology, and was used as a fencing foil for the nay-sayers.  Two men were debating on another channel not long after Auran watched the first, and one of them used that as his main thrust of debate.  “It’s a hoax because if this thing really was asleep for four hundred years, then how did it just happen to record a video and release it over the internet?” he demanded smugly to his rival.


“Simple, Mister Barnes.  It has help.”


“Help?” he snorted.


“Help.  Put yourself in the dragon’s shoes and think about it a minute.  You’re about to go to sleep for centuries, and you’re going to be completely vulnerable while you’re sleeping.  Wouldn’t you want to have some people around you to hide you and protect you while you’re sleeping, and be there to get you up to speed on modern history when you wake up?  I’ll bet that this dragon has hired a family that’s watched over it for generations, gave them enough gold to have the money they’d need to do their jobs, and when it woke up, there they were to start educating it about how things have changed since it went to sleep.”


“A smart one,” Martin noted from the ledge.


“Indeed,” Auran agreed with a nod, then they both fell silent.

“Hired?  With what?”


“Well, if you’re covered with gold scales, I guess you could just pull out a couple,” the man said cheekily.  “Gold has been a universal currency for most of recorded history, Mister Barnes.  I doubt it’d have much trouble paying someone to do the job.”


And that was why the government agents were so interested in Rook Manor.  They too probably understood that Auran wasn’t alone, and they were right in considering that a rich family with roots that go back to the very founding of Chattanooga, like the venerable Rook family, might be concealing a very big secret.  However, they didn’t have enough proof to simply invade the manor house…after all, a cave opening big enough to allow a dragon Auran’s size would be slightly visible, and the rock face against which Rook Manor was built was just visible enough from the air to demonstrate that there was no hidden cave mouth behind the mansion.  Because the government didn’t understand that Auran didn’t need an opening from which to exit his lair, they didn’t have enough evidence to come after Rook Manor in earnest.  They might suspect the Rooks were in collusion with Auran, but they would not believe that Auran was being hidden on the manor’s grounds.

But, after three days of allowing the world to chew on Auran’s announcement, other activities bore fruit.  Gren’s pack made clandestine contact with the werewolves who served Shimmer the same way the Whitemane pack served Auran, and it hadn’t been easy.  Where Gren had integrated the pack into modern society, Shimmer’s pack had instead completely isolated themselves from it.  They certainly kept abreast of modern events and knew what was going on, but they kept Shimmer safe by keeping her inaccessible to modern technology and modern transportation.  Shimmer’s lair didn’t have electric lights installed or anything of the sort; her pack lived in crude huts on the slopes of the mountain which had no roads leading to it, pretending to be simple villagers eking out a meagre existence from fields all but gouged from the mountainside.  Shimmer’s pack hid in plain sight by becoming quite ordinary, even pitiable, which concealed the truth of them and kept Shimmer’s lair hidden and inviolate.  Gren had sent a member of the pack to Europe to personally visit Shimmer’s lair after all attempts to make contact with them from a distance failed, and the envoy had managed to do the job.  Auran’s orders were conveyed to Shimmer’s pack, and the message they returned with William was that they would keep Shimmer in her lair and out of sight until Auran could communicate his wishes to her.


In addition to that, both the American and the European Eldritch knew the truth, and several magical messages were conveyed to Desiree, Gren’s mate and the pack’s resident Eldritch.  They were reporting in, as it were, assuring Auran that they understood that he was awake, and that the gates would open soon.  Adam’s network of the American Eldritch, and Adam’s sister’s efforts with the Eldritch of Europe, filtered down Auran’s command to the Eldritch, and that was do nothing that reveals yourself.  He warned them to quietly and carefully prepare for the opening of the gates, but do nothing that would frighten the humans or make them suspicious.  For now, the only fantastic thing he wanted the humans to see was himself.

For three days, human media went crazy over Auran, but it wasn’t them with whom Auran was concerned.  It was the reaction of the American government primarily which concerned him, and to an immediately lesser degree, the other governments.  America was the primary worry because that was where he was at the moment, and they posed both the greatest threat and also the most lucrative possibilities for smoothing the way for everything else.  This America was probably the most powerful nation on Earth, and their voice carried weight.  So, what they thought and what they did was very important.


And there were mixed signals.  On the news programs, the government officials, aged officials in expensive suits walking the marbled halls of their capitol, talked about the revelation of the dragon either as a hoax or as a matter of curiosity.  Those that believed Auran was real sounded hopeful, and they sought peaceful consultation to learn what the dragon had to say.  But the other side of things was what was being seen but not said, and only within the region of southern Tennessee.  The American’s army had all but taken over the place.  Uniformed soldiers were everywhere, and more and more military weaponry were being convoyed in and set up, making it look as if the city were about to be attacked at any moment.  As it was, from what Gren’s pack had managed to ferret out, Auran could not so much as appear anywhere within the greater Chattanooga area without being attacked by surface or aerial weapons within thirty seconds of being spotted.  Unmanned planes flown by men far away called drones circled the city like hungry eagles, and one could not look up without seeing at least two helicopters.  One of those was military, one was a civilian news helicopter searching the ground below with a camera, searching for Auran.


If Leonardo could only see how humanity had adapted one of his earliest ideas to achieve flight.  He would be proud.


The reaction of the public person, the average man, was hopeful, at least.  Auran’s attempt to introduce himself in a non-threatening manner seemed to have worked.  True that there were some that thought he was some kind of monster, or was evil, but of those that believed that Auran was real, the majority were of a mind that he was sincere in his desire to speak to the public about something that was important, and should be given that chance.  The news organizations, ever to have an angle, had even conducted polls on the matter.  And Martin’s idea to use the internet device also seemed to have born fruit, for now Auran’s website was being visited a great deal.  It was there that Auran posted some very general information about what he had revealed in his taped introduction, providing a very brief summary of coming events in a written essay titled Magic and Man, What is Coming, What You Should Know.  The essay very generally explained about the coming of the opening of the gates of Arcadia, and how magic would return to the world.  The essay also mentioned the return of the mythical beasts, like unicorns, and the opportunity for Arcadians to travel to Earth, and for humans to visit Arcadia.  The gates opened both ways, after all. Auran included in the essay a brief description of Arcadia, describing it as what many humans would see as some kind of fairy-tale kingdom of fantastic creatures all ruled by Queen Xyllis, the Elf Queen.  But the main thrust of the essay was in how the return of magic would impact the human civilization.  Auran tried to soften the blow in the essay, writing in positive terms about how magic could make life more convenient for man, but the smarter humans would see that that same potential for good would also bring a potential for criminal use of magic.  Magic was a tool, with no conscious, and it could be used to help or harm with equal facility.


Exactly why he had warned the Eldritch to remain hidden. 

The situation was not improving, and Auran was beginning to ponder if he had miscalculated in his plan, but there was little room to maneuver here.  There was so little time, and there were so many humans to warn.  The circumstances demanded almost shockingly direct action, as a dragon would measure such things, and the council would certainly chide him for acting so rashly when they gathered for their first meeting.  But they would do so respectfully, for he was the Elder Dragon, after all.  Auran wasn’t one for overt formality or fawning, but he did demand at least some modicum of respect.  Gren was often irreverent, but he knew just who was in command around here.  When Auran gave orders, they were obeyed.  It was the time between those orders often filled with gentle ribbing and good-natured shenanigans.  Gren liked to keep Auran grounded, and for that Auran was grateful.

After two more days of watching the news channels, studying the public reaction to Auran, there was finally an official response.  It was delivered by the leader of the American government, whose title was President, to which Gren equated as something of a king who held the position for set periods of time and could be replaced by another by the will of the people.  “First off, to settle the debate about the current situation, extensive analysis of the Auran video has proved it to be authentic,” the dark-skinned man began.  “The Elder Dragon Auran is real, he exists, and it is to him that this message is directed.  Elder,” the man said with a nod at the camera.  That he knew to address Auran in that manner told him that this man knew far more than normal men about dragons and draconic society.  Perhaps that in itself was a subtle, silent display that they were taking him seriously.  “We appreciate your announcement, and your invitation.  We would like to meet with you to discuss the situation you have announced is coming, to be held in a public venue.  As such, we invite you to meet with Secretary of State Clinton at the Millennium Park in Atlanta, Georgia, in three days’ time.  I give you my personal pledge and guarantee as the President of the United  States that you will not be attacked, harmed, harassed, or impeded in any way either as you travel to and from the meeting or at the meeting itself.  And since there is little doubt that your approach and departure will be televised internationally, I’d be a fool to make this pledge now and allow you to be attacked later.  If you accept this offer, please make it known to us so we may begin preparing Atlanta for your arrival.”


Gren pondered the address as the President mouthed diplomatic platitudes, but Auran’s mind was already at work.  Holding the conference close to Chattanooga but still a goodly distance away was a clever maneuver, separating Auran from his base of power and giving the Americans time to search for his lair and inspect it while he was gone.  Holding it outside Chattanooga was also a public display of control, forcing Auran to march to the human drumbeat.  Publicly announcing the time and place of the meeting seemed foolish on its face, but it was actually wise.  By announcing to the world just where and when it would happen, it ensured that the public would witness any treachery should Auran come under attack.  Yes, it put Auran at risk of an old enemy, like the Church, taking a shot at him, but it also put the reputation of America on the line.  To save their own reputation, they would be forced to protect Auran from any threat, even from themselves, else be branded a liar and a backstabber by the rest of the world.

But that certainly didn’t mean that Auran was going to play the game by the rules they had proposed.


“What do you think, old friend?” Auran asked.


“It’s a trap,” he declared immediately.  “But it’s also an opportunity.  They’ll make their attempt on you en route, and they’re pulling you out of Chattanooga to separate you from your lair so they can try to find it without you interfering.  If you can get to the park safely and get back here safely, then we win.  Then we’ll have the public eye, and you can talk to their official.  They’ll take a shot at you in the air where they can attack you without the world seeing it, but they won’t dare lay a hand on you with the world watching.”


“Indeed,” Auran murmured.  “Would you kindly dispatch your trackers to Atlanta?  Let them inspect the park and make the call.”


“They’re on their way as soon as I get upstairs,” he promised.


“Indeed.  How far is Atlanta from here?”  When Gren told him, he rapped his talons on a stony knob on the ledge in thought.  “Hmm.  I believe this is a situation that involves a touch of magic, my friend.”


“What did you have in mind?”


“Nothing I can’t manage, old friend.  I’m capable of it, but I need information from the trackers to know if it is feasible.”

“They’ll be there in a few hours.  Let me go get them going.”


“Indeed.”


Four hours of contemplation later, Auran got his report.  The trackers had arrived at the park and studied it, and they reported on the features about which Auran was most curious.  Their report assured him that his idea was workable, and so Martin helped him record his response.  “I am most gracious to the President for his response,” Auran began, looking into the camera.  “I graciously accept this chance to confer with your diplomat.  I require only that a Latin translator be made available for the proceedings.  I will endeavor to use English as much as will allow, but some things will require Latin to be conveyed meaningfully.


“I will be available to your Secretary of State at the park in three days’ time, at noon,” he announced.  “Please have a suitable place made for her so she may be comfortable during the discussions, and have this place raised to some medium height so I may regard her without craning my neck or give her the sensation that I loom over her, which I am told is a situation which many humans find disconcerting.  As is custom and tradition among my kind, I will bring a gift for my honorable counterpart, and also a gift for the one for whom she speaks.  As in this American government, an official speaks for all people, I humbly request that my gift be donated to the Smithsonian Museum so that all people may share in it.


“As a final request, I ask that a suitable area around the conference place be kept clear, so that I might arrive and depart without harming anything or anyone.


“I thank America for taking my need seriously, and look forward to conferring with your official.  Until that time, may Gaia embrace you.”


Martin sent that video off to the news organizations, and Auran left Gren in command as he used bloodsong in a way that stretched even his magical blood, then started on his way to Atlanta.


And they never saw him coming.


Atlanta was under siege.

It was swarmed over by government officials, law enforcement, the press, and visitors come to see the spectacle, to see if the dragon was really real live and in person.  Overnight, Atlanta’s population seemed to have doubled as Hartsfield International was swarmed with people getting off airplanes, and convoys of vehicles rolled in along the interstates.  Military, police, and Secret Service were sharing the road with long lines of news vans and buses, bumper to bumper with both the citizens of the Atlanta metroplex and visitors driving in to see the event for themselves.  Hotel space vanished almost instantly after the official government invitation was made, and hotel space as far south as Florida disappeared hours later when the dragon released a taped response accepting the invitation.


It was insanity.  The police were forced to institute traffic controls and curfews to prevent complete gridlock of the road system, suddenly choked with an endless stream of outside vehicles, and the city was packed like a sardine can with people on top of the usual bustle of the residents.


The security moved quickly.  They sealed off the entirety of Millennium Park that evening, as the invitation was accepted, and while the military and police prevented anyone from entering, the government worked hastily to build a scaffolding of sorts near the fountain that would hold a long table that would seat the Secretary of State and some number of her assistants for the meeting, their stand about twenty feet off the ground.  Scaffolds and stands for the press and their cameras were also being erected nearby, giving several angles to record the proceedings.  The government took control of the skies over Atlanta to ban civilian aircraft, under the auspices of making it safe for the dragon to fly, but in actuality it was to help hide the sniper nests being set up on any tall building that had overview of the park, nests being equipped with armament more suitable for shooting down a jet than anything else.

The day before the meeting was to take place, the park was ready.  Security kept tight control over it, keeping everyone out, even as they searched through the sudden throng for anyone with criminal intent, such as a possible attempt to kill the dragon should it appear.  Information led to raids, and raids did turn up some high-powered weapons brought in by xenophobes and religious zealots who believed the dragon was some kind of demonic agent.  But there were a hell of a lot of people coming into Atlanta, and it was such short notice that the security agencies feared that they wouldn’t find them all.  But they held all the high ground, and they had enough men to saturate the areas deemed public access to prevent anyone from bringing in anything that might be able to kill something with an armored skin and big enough to flatten a school bus.  Because a little handgun wouldn’t even pierce the monster’s armored scales, it made things a bit easier for security to find dangerous weapons.  After all, it wasn’t exactly like a man could hide a fifty caliber rifle in his pants.


An army of law enforcement took control of Atlanta the night before, allowing only the military, the press, and the government to move about.  The press was still preparing for the summit, and the American government wasn’t the only one in Atlanta.  Nearly every government sent diplomats to Atlanta to listen to the conference, so many that the engineers had to erect tents with video feeds so they could witness the conference in real time.

The day of the conference, all eyes were turned northwest, towards Chattanooga.  Everyone agreed that the dragon had its home somewhere near that valley city, because that was where it was first sighted and the geologists studying the rocks of the cave behind the dragon in the video determined that the rock was native to the Appalachian region.  Nearly every notable news personality was live on sight, as pundits endlessly theorized about the content of the impending summit.  Some networks had countdown clocks running, and cameras pointed at the sky along the aerial path that was the shortest route between Chattanooga and Atlanta, as the military had grounded all camera helicopters from the region, all but shutting down all civilian air traffic over three states.


And there was no dragon.


The press was getting concerned as the hour entered 11:00.  Some debated that the dragon had backed out, that it couldn’t reach Atlanta in time to make the noon meeting.  Others theorized that it had taken a different route to evade public scrutiny or to be unpredictable.  But the closer to noon it became, the more and more of them declared that the dragon was not going to appear.  The poor Secretary of State sat at the table set on the scaffolding like a kid thrown into a costume for a school play without being given her lines, helpless to do anything but sit there and put on a good face while the entire world watched her get stood up by her appointment.


As the countdown clocks hit zero, all the talking heads on the TV stations declared that the dragon wasn’t coming, and loud voices suddenly called that it had to be an elaborate hoax.


Then the ground started to quiver.


The security men prowling the perimeter of the area roped off for the dragon’s arrival noticed it first.  The ground beneath them was shivering, just barely but enough to be felt through their shoes.  One man knelt down and put his hand on the grassy ground, and declared that there was definitely something going on.  They called it in and started moving away from the perimeter fence, behind which were the spectators who were all breathlessly quiet as the noon hour struck, searching the skies for the dragon.

But the dragon didn’t come from the sky.


A security guard saw it first, a slight swelling of the grass in the middle of the field about a hundred yards from the horseshoe of scaffolds that would serve as the conference point.  That swell turned into a bulge, and then the quivering under their feet became pronounced.  There was a sudden thrust of the land under their feet, noticed by anyone standing on the ground but not so severe that it made anyone lose balance, and then swell of grass suddenly split open, thrust into the air, and showered dirt down into the grass below as a golden thing rose up from the earth!  It went higher and higher, and more and more earth was uplifted and sundered by it, until the earth seemed like it was giving birth to a golden monstrosity.


Slowly, ponderously, Auran pulled himself out of the ground, tearing the sod of the grassy field asunder in his efforts.  Dragons could pass through stone, but organic matter and loose soil that contained it were impermeable to them.  Those his body forcibly moved as he emerged from the stone, earth, and clay beneath, which required a bit of contortion to avoid all the cables and pipes the humans had buried in the earth.  Several humans screamed as he emerged from the very ground itself, ruining the grass of the field and turning it into a dirt-filled scar, but the majority of them looked on with mute shock.  Either from his ostentatious arrival or from his sheer size, it was anyone’s guess.  He pulled himself completely from the earth, then shook like a wet mammal to dislodge the dirt from his scales, sending small specks of earth flying in every direction.  His eyes surveyed the area and took in everything, including those things not visible to human eyes.  His eyes were raptor’s eyes, capable of picking out individual hairs in the fur coat of a rabbit from a thousand cubits above.  Those hawk’s eyes took in the armed men on the roofs of the nearby buildings, analyzed and identified the possible threats from the men there to keep the crowds back and from those in the crowds themselves, then surveyed the meeting area some short walk ahead of him.  The diplomats were there, as promised, as were flanking batteries of cameras arrayed on scaffolds to each side of that main construction.

Shivering his wings to shake loose the soil that compacted under his joints, he folded them and started forward slowly, walking gingerly to avoid trembling the earth, yet still leaving deep depressions in the ground from his weight.  His arrival had been both for his protection from attack while traveling to Atlanta and also to warn the government that just because he could fly, that didn’t mean that he couldn’t escape from some plot that sought to trap him on the ground.  He had proved that he could escape into the earth itself should he be threatened.


He advanced up to what he felt was an appropriate distance where he seemed to be in communication with the diplomats, yet not so close that they might feel threatened by him.  He nodded only once, then he settled down into a resting position.  “Gladly do I greet the representative of the President of America, who speaks for all people in this land,” he said in stately English.  “As Elder Dragon and voice of my people, I convey good will and hope for amicable relations.”


The aged woman stood up, and all her sycophants followed suit.  She then bowed.  “As representative of the United States of America, we welcome the Elder Dragon to Atlanta and to this conference,” she said in a voice that tried very hard not to quiver.  But she was terrified of him, and he could both see it and smell it.  But she functioned despite that terror, and for that his opinion of her rose steadily.


“Please, be peaceful.  No, that is not the words.  Please be calmly,” he said in measured tones.  “Tranquilum.  Please take ease.”  The woman and her compatriots sat down, to which Auran nodded.  “As is custom and tradition among the dragons, it is that I bring gifts both to you and to they for whom you speak.  For you,” he said, then he bent down and dislodged a single scale from his little finger, then clawed it from the ground and offered it slowly and carefully towards the scaffold.  “A dragon’s scale, a memento of our meeting.”  The scale, balanced on his taloned finger, reached into the open-faced platform and up to the table, demonstrating the massive size difference between him and humans.  Auran’s talon was nearly half as long as the woman was tall, yet the scale was balanced carefully atop his finger.  The woman said much of her courage to stand again, reach over with trembling hands, and pull the scale from his finger.  It sank immediately to the table with a heavy thunk, for that small plate-sized scale probably weighed as much as piece of hardened steel of the same dimensions.  He slowly and carefully withdrew his paw, and then settled back to the earth.  “For the people for whom you speak, I bring a gift from the earth itself,” he continued, spitting out a small object from his mouth…or small for him.  Talons pinched the object carefully and again reached towards the woman.

Caught between two talons was a rough uncut diamond the size of the woman’s head.


She struggled with the gift as well, setting it on the table by the scale, and then she sat back down.  “We thank you for your generous gifts, Elder Dragon,” she declared, shuffling papers on the table.  “I have here a prepared statement from the President, and by your leave I would like to recite it.  It’s in Latin, and though I don’t speak the language, I’ve been tutored as to the pronunciation.  I beg your indulgence if I mis-speak,” she said, taking up the paper and clearing her throat.  “Welcome to this conference, revered Elder Dragon,” she began, speaking haltingly in Latin, and doing a commendable job by pronouncing the words correctly.  “It is the my hope that we can work together to act on what information you bring to maintain peace and goodwill between the United States and the dragons you have declared will soon awaken.  May we reach beyond boundaries in culture, outlook, and even size to find common ground that will lead us to peaceful coexistence.  On behalf of the people of the United States, we welcome you to  Atlanta, and pray that these negotiations bear fruit.”


“Your words are pleasing to me, and we accept the welcome of your President with glad heart,” he answered in English.  “We dragons are creatures of rightful order and calm, and there is nothing more detestable to us than discord and violence.  Even as we have grown large by your standards, so too have we grown to see the futility of conflict, and eternally do we strive for harmony and peace.  We welcome your offer to discuss affairs, and honor and admire you for your courage to face such an unusual and uncertain situation with an open hand rather than with an open maw.


“But, in the interest of brevity and because certain constraints of time exist of which you may not be aware, I fear that we must skip the planned pleasantries and plunge directly to the heart of the matter,” he said gravely.  “And so, with your permission, might I more fully explain things to you?”


She glanced at the papers arrayed before her, then pushed them aside.  “Yes, please.  Firstly, exactly what is magic, and how is it going to change the world?”


“Magic, to use a crude metaphor, is simply a form of energy that transcends the natural laws of the world.  It can be controlled to produce effects which are against rational science.  For example, magic could be used to repair a broken dish, or conjure forth water where none exists to irrigate farmland, or shape a piece of metal without the need to heat it.  The applications of magic are as boundless as the imagination.  The way that it will change the world is fairly obvious, madam.  With magic again in the world, there will be certain people who have a natural, natural…I must use Latin.  You have a translator available?”


The woman nodded to the man sitting at her direct right.


Auran spoke in Latin, and the man quietly murmured in the woman’s ear as he did so.  “There will be certain people in the world with a natural affinity for magic that can use this new power.  How magic changes the world will in large part be based on how these people use magic.”  He returned to English.  “Magic is a natural force, madam, and as such it has no conscious.  No will.  It is simply a tool.  How it is used, or misused, is solely up to the hand that wields it.”


“So the problems we might encounter would be newly fledged magicians running amok with their new powers?”


Auran nodded solemnly.  “Magic does not manifest without will.  There will be no magic but where a conscious mind will cause it to be.  There will also be instances of humans sighting mythical creatures, but those will be of lesser concern.  The vast majority of those beings are very shy and fearful of humans.”

Auran had prepared for this, so he recited the English speech that Gren and the pack had helped him construct.  It fully explained magic and the coming of Arcadia.  “To understand magic, one must understand the cycle that governs it, and the dragons.  You see, magic emanates from a the world of Arcadia, which is a separate place from the mortal world, but also connected to it by unbreakable bonds.  Those bonds cause it to drift away, and then return, randomly.  When Arcadia returns, what we refer to as the opening of the gates of Arcadia, magic is free to flow into the mortal world.  After a period of time, forces unfathomable to man, elf, or dragon causes Arcadia to drift away from the mortal world.  The gates close, and magic as a force slowly wanes from Earth as what magic that flowed into it dissipates, or is used by those remaining on Earth capable of wielding it.  Magic does not exist naturally in the mortal world but for one exception, and when the gates close, the source of magic in the mortal world is sealed away and wanes steadily, until it is as it is now, where magic is no more.  It is this cycle that also governs the dragons.  As Arcadia nears, it stirs us from our hibernation, causes us to become active.  We will remain active until it again drifts away, and then we will sleep once again.  As the time nears for the gates to open, more and more dragons will awaken.  When they do open, humankind will not take notice of the event, because there are so few people left on Earth capable of using magic that it would matter.”

“Wait, you mean there are people already here that can use magic?” the woman interrupted.


Auran nodded.  “They are called the Eldritch,” he announced.  “Magicians, though that is a pitiful term, for there is no magic left in the world until the gates open once again.  These people have the knowledge of magic, but no way to use it, because there is no longer any magic in the world.  The knowledge is passed down through their families, for the ability to use magic is often passed from parent to child through families.  Those who remain with knowledge of the magical world have only what was passed to them by their ancestors.  But there are a very, very rare few who actually lived during the last cycle, such as the crazy old man whom your cameras captured calling my name.  He is such a magician who will regain his magical powers when the gates open.  The reverse are those who are from Eldritch bloodlines, but have no knowledge of their bloodline.  When the gates open again, those with the ancient bloodlines will regain the ability to use magic, though they will have no training in its use.  And that is the greatest danger humankind will face, these magicians with magical bloodlines regaining powers lost to them over the centuries.  I am certain they will be just as nervous and unsettled about their newfound abilities as those around will be,” he said with a rueful tone.

“Where will these gates open?”


“It is a metaphor.  There is no physical gate, no defined location.”


“Just how many dragons will there be?”


“That is a number I cannot in good faith relay, for matters of protecting my kin,” he answered honestly.  “But our numbers will not concern the humans.  There will not be dragons filling the sky, and I am the largest by far of my kind.  Most dragons are far smaller than I, for they are still very young.  A human that sees a dragon would consider himself a lucky human.  Or unlucky, given his sympathies,” he chuckled.  “It is what the dragons will do that must be explained.  You see, we are by nature a curious and inquisitive species.  We sleep far more than we are awake, so we seek to use what time we have active to better ourselves.  When a dragon awakens, he will seek to learn how the world has changed since he went into Torpor, went into hibernation.  So what the humans must prepare for concerning us dragons is for us to make a nuisance of ourselves as we seek to learn from you the many things you have discovered while we slept.  The centers of learning among the humans should be especially prepared for this.  They will be all but besieged by inquisitive dragons seeking knowledge.”


“That’s all?”


Auran nodded.  “That is all.  A dragon considers knowledge the most important thing in the world, and will strive during his waking hours to seek it out.  Humans must be prepared for this, for dragons will most certainly wish to interact with the human world.  After all, this is where we will learn, and so this is where we will come.  But humans should understand two very important principles by which all dragons live.


“The first principle is that dragons are pacifists by nature.  We loathe conflict, and it is against draconic law to do harm in any situation but one where the dragon’s own life hangs in the balance.  Included in that is the fact that dragons do not take sides in human affairs.  We will not ally to one nation or kingdom or power and aid it in wars or struggles against another.  We remain neutral in all things, even as we desire that the humans treat us similarly.  You see, a dragon does not see lines on a map when he is flying high over the land, and it is our hope that the nations of the world will allow the dragons to move freely among the nations as they seek knowledge.


“The second principle by which we live is that we become better dragons through the gaining of knowledge and wisdom, and dragons will devote most of their waking lives to this end.  As I said, the dragons will be seeking out human centers of learning and requesting the chance to learn from them, and to a dragon, any knowledge is knowledge worth learning.  You may find a dragon seeking knowledge at the highest center of human learning, and another just down the street learning the complexities of the lifestyles of an inner city gang.  You may find a dragon almost anywhere, if he thinks he may learn from it, and I ask that you show us a little patience when it comes to this, especially right at first.  Dragons just awakening are full of energy and at times rash enthusiasm, and often get themselves into trouble because of it.


“Also mind most carefully that most dragons will not be able to communicate with modern man until he learns how the languages have changed.  Dragons will by custom speak Latin when communicating with humans.  Until they learn the modern versions of languages they learned the last time they were awake, there will be a language gap.  For example, the English I learned in the fifteen hundreds is far different from the English of today.  That is why I must revert to Latin with any concept I have not prepared to discuss in English before this moment.”

The woman and her aides looked at him for a long moment, some of them scribbling furiously on note pads or typing on computer devices.  “Alright,” she said.  “Just how can the United States help?”


“That is a subject for later discussions, to be held by more than just a single nation,” he smiled.  “This is, after all, naught but a public demonstration that I will come to call when your President barks my name, to put on the appearance that things are under control.  I must also return to my lair, for I have little doubt that as I speak here, your people are tearing the entire region surrounding Chattanooga apart in search of my lair, in hopes to capture me upon my return beyond the public eye, so that the word of the leader of this land seems to be honorable whilst skullduggery is plotted in secret.”


The woman actually managed to look a trifle sheepish.


He switched to Latin, to ensure his point was made properly.  “I deigned come to show the people of America, and the world, that I am a peaceful and agreeable dragon and wish to cause no fear or discomfort among my human neighbors.  But, I also wished to demonstrate to those that might see me and my kin as potential weapons to use against another that we are not going to be as easy to capture as they might believe, and to warn you that to continue to seek out my lair may very wall place you in a quandary should you actually find it.  I would consider such an act after I have been promised peace to be treachery, and would be forced to respond to that treachery with a firm paw.  Dragons do not respond in a kindly manner to treachery.  Should you doubt my words, simply make contact with the Catholic Church and ask them what dragons do when we are betrayed.  We dragons will be kind and helpful to those in need of us, for offering aid to those in need is the duty of any sentient being, but we also reserve the right to protect ourselves from those who would do us harm.  I have relayed that information which is needful at this time to convey the seriousness of the situation, I have explained the basics of magic and the possible dangers that come with it, and have explained what the dragons will do when they awaken.  I will more fully disclose my mind to humankind in a more inclusive environment, one not controlled utterly by a single government, and one in which I may be questioned by more than a single representative.  I would most graciously accept an invitation to confer with the United Nations.  But to extend the talon of peace to but one government only comes close to violating the strictures of draconic law that enforce our strict neutrality in human affairs, which I am duty bound to observe.  I have attended this meeting as show of goodwill and peace, to allay fears.  But future discussions must include all, not only one.  I would be happy to discuss matters with you again, madam, when you are part of the greater whole, and not the sole representative.”

He returned to English.  “By customs of draconic law, I have presented my gifts and satisfied the tenets of this conference.  And so, I bid you fond farewell and the hope that we will meet anon, Madam Secretary, in a more inclusive setting where I may discuss these serious matters in more detail.  Until then, may Gaia embrace you and keep you safe.”


 Auran took a few steps backwards, backing out of the surrounding gauntlet of scaffolding, and then turned around.  As he did so, the pads on the ground felt telltale vibrations, and his ears and eyes made out the sudden action around him.  He took notice that many of the flying devices were coming much closer, close enough for the sound of their spinning blades to be apparent, even as something that was very heavy moved towards him, shaking the ground beneath.  They hadn’t expected him to end the conference so quickly, so whatever plans they had were being hastily initiated.  He ambled back towards the hole he had created in the sod when he appeared, and he noticed that the uniformed humans were quickly and hurriedly pushing the civilians back, far back, and there was sudden fearful shouting and a general commotion to his left.  Then came the loud pops that Gren had described as gunfire.

Treacherous!  They intended to attack him!


Not that he hadn’t planned for this eventuality, but the idea that the leader of this land had lied to him did not sit well with him, not one small bit.  To so brazenly attack him in full view of the camera devices of the press, that was just unmitigated nerve, and would brand this nation as liars who could not be trusted to uphold their word.  Perhaps they believed that they were so large and powerful that they had no need to be trusted among the smaller nations, but many a mighty oxen or wildebeest had been felled by enough members of a pack of wild dogs.


He wasted no time, doing as Gren suggested.  He closed his transparent inner eyelid and raked the ground with his clawed paw, forming a gouge, and then he pushed his nose into that gouge.  Then, to the amazement of everyone, his body quickly entered the ground, pulling the grass in with him rather than pushing it out, looking like an animal climbing into a hole.  He felt an odd stinging sensation on his tail as he pushed into the clay beneath the topsoil and moved freely, then descended into the bedrock dozens of cubits beneath.

He would consider a proper response to this act of treachery when he got home, which would take only hours.  He had lurked beneath the ground for three days in the park to keep an ear on the humans and study their preparations, and emerge only If he felt it would be safe to do so.  The truth was, he could move through rock only slightly slower than he could fly, and so he dove deep beneath the city, down to its foundation of rock, and propelled himself using his wings and tail, flying and swimming through the rock simultaneously.  He had seen nothing that told him that they would betray him, but the possibility was there in how they set up their forces to surround the park.

If it was in fact treachery.  He considered it a moment as he pointed his nose home, and realized that even the most general consideration of the facts did not point to a betrayal.  If they were going to attack him, they would have done it differently were they serious about it, and brought their machines to bear before he had a chance to react or respond.  The possibility that the attack was not sanctioned by the government, that it was a group that had a grudge against him or feared him enough to attack him, seemed more logical.

Either way, he would sort it out when he returned to his lair.


Gren was waiting for him when he emerged from the floor of his cavern, climbing out of the rock like a human child might extricate himself from a pool of water.  Most of the pack was in the cavern, and all of them looked grim.  He wasted no time on pleasantries, looking right to his loyal servant and good friend.  “What happened?” he demanded.  He looked back to his tail, and saw that near the tip, the scales had been shattered, and luminous blood began to seep from the wound now that he was out of the rock., from both sides of a wound caused by something going completely through it.  As Gren answered, the choral effect of bloodsong rose from his scales, and the magic he summoned was focused on that injury, beginning to heal it at a magically accelerated rate.


“They’re still sorting it out, Elder.  The humans, I mean,” he answered as Martin started working at Auran’s computer device.  “The short of it was that a group of humans managed to get past their security and they shot at you with handheld guns.  They had to very very powerful to go through your scales,” he said with a frown, looking at the healing wound.


“I felt it,” Auran growled.


“Probably fifty caliber pistols,” Martin piped in.  “They’re fairly rare because they’re so hard to use, but the humans do make them.  It would take something like a fifty cal loaded with armor piercing rounds to penetrate your scales, Elder.  But the bigger damage is that they caught the shooting on video.  Now the humans know their weapons can hurt you, Auran.  That’s not good.”


“Martin, show the Elder,” Gren prompted.


“Bringing it up now.  Here, Elder, watch this.”


Auran brought his head down almost among his pack and watched the television device.  A recording of him turning and starting to walk away appeared, and then it showed him working his way into the ground when shouting and confusion was audible on the recording.  Then came the visible attack on him.  His scales shattered near the tip of his tail, sending glittering fragments of gold scattering into the air, along with a line of luminous reddish-purple blood as the projectile went completely through his tail and exited the other side.  The bleeding tail then pulled into the ground, leaving chaos among the humans.  The soldiers and police swarmed all over six humans who had grouped together, driving them to the ground as the civilians from which they came were pushed back.  The diplomat and her entourage were whisked to safety as the military took control.  “Look here, Elder, one of them has a symbol,” Martin said, pointing.  He caused the recording to stop when one of the attackers was pulled from the ground, and then zoomed in on his jacket.  There, on the lapel, was a pin of a shield with a sword etched into it.


That symbol made Auran’s eyes narrow dangerously.


“The Knights Templar,” he growled, his fury starting to rise.  “The Church has broken their sacred oath.”


“After four hundred years, perhaps they don’t believe that the oath is real,” Gren noted.


“When the gates open, they will find out,” Auran grated.  “The Basilica of Saint Peter will be forfeit.  It will pass into Arcadia, as was the terms of punishment set forth by the oath.  But I will not wait that long.  I have been betrayed.”

“I think you should hold onto that a moment, Elder,” Gren said.  “What would it look like to the humans for the dragon that talks about peace and coexistence suddenly attacks the Basilica?”


“I will not retaliate openly, old friend.  But I also will not let this pass uncontested.  I will simply explain to the world just what that was about, that the Catholic Church is renewing the crusade against the dragons that began with the last Awakening.  I will tell the world the full truth about what happened last time.  Let them be the ones to face the accusing eye of the world, and let them fear what will come when the gates open.  Now, no matter what they do, the Basilica is lost to them.  It belongs to Xyllis now, and joyously will she take possession of it.  She ever did favor that building.  She might even make it her new palace.”  He sat down sedately, his ire cooling.  “Martin, set up your camera device.  I have a message I wish to convey to the world.”


Martin grinned like a mischievous child.  “At once, Elder.”
