Chapter 10

17 June 2017, 09:33 DMT; The Library of Rome

This was all so…messy.


The very young female chromatic pushed several books up from the table into the bookshelf, a bookshelf that ran from floor to ceiling some 20 dram over her head, using one of her natural magical talents, floating magic.  She was better at it than most chromatics, so one of her menial tasks was to be the librarian.  But, it was work that at least wasn’t so boring, for when there were no books to fetch or return for her elders, she had plenty of time to read herself.  The six books all floated over her head as she rested on her haunches and the base of her tail, making gentle motions with her forepaws to guide the books back to their assigned places.  Dozens more books awaited her attention to be replaced, and already three of the elder chromatics were giving her an impatient look.


It was one of the few forms of power such a young chromatic could possess, she supposed.  Library rules were that only the librarians were permitted to remove books from the shelves, to maintain their filing system and keep track of the tomes, and right now, she was only one of six librarians on duty.  She dawdled maybe a second too long to fuss with the books as they returned to their places, then she returned to all fours and turned to face the three elders.  “What may I do for you, elders?” she asked in a suitably submissive tone.


“I need any tomes we have on advanced stoneshaping,” the largest and oldest of them declared.

“We have five books that meet those criteria, honored elder,” she said, looking up.  “Umm, only two are in the shelves.  The other three must be in use.  I will retrieve them for you.”


“Who has the other three?”


“I honestly couldn’t tell you, honored elder,” she said.  “There are five other librarians, and as you can see, things are hectic at the moment,” she said, motioning across the vast library with her feathery antenna.  There were chromatics at almost every reading table, all with noses buried in books, and the other librarians were rushing around to answer any answer light, magical balls of light the elders used to summon a librarian.  She again reared up on her haunches and beckoned to the books, channeling the energy of Gaia through her body, and the two black-bound tomes scooted out of the high west shelf and floated down to her.  “Advanced Earth Magic:  Shaping the Unshapable,” she read the cover.  “Lithomagical Theory of the Geomantic Arts,” she recited as she read the other.


The elder took over from her floating spell, taking command of the books, and they trailed after him as he hurried over to the nearest empty table space.  The other two followed the first rather than ask for their own tomes, which gave her a moment to tend to the return box, reading the cover of the top book and its location code, then turning and floating it all the way across the library, maybe showing off a little bit.  Few chromatics could make floating spells extend to the distance she could.  She deftly slid the book in its place, then paused to take a book from an elder that was leaving, bowing her head to him as he passed.


Of course things were hectic.  She was still a student, in her last year of academy and barely worth notice by her elders were she not the librarian, but working in the library gave her more of a viewpoint on things than most other chromatics her age.  Simply put, the chromatics were in big trouble.  It didn’t take a grand elder and hundreds of years of experience to see that.  Even the youngest hatchlings knew what happened, that the water and fire dragons had betrayed the covenant and had withdrawn from the island…but the fire dragons had came back, and now they were all over on the volcano, stalking around without taking to the air, making a scene and often roaring at any dragon that got too close.  They were defending the volcano, one of her classmates had postulated at breakfast.  It was basic fire dragon psychology to defend what was theirs, to fight for territory, and even throwing their tails in the faces of everything the island stood for didn’t prevent them from succumbing to their base natures.  They had tried to roast the chromatic that tried to speak to them when they came back two days ago, making it clear that any dragon that set foot on their volcano did so at his or her own risk.

But what put them at so much risk was the fact that all the food producers had either retreated underground or fled the island.  They’d been put on strict rationing since the earth dragons had been attacked by the sky dragons and retreated deep underground, and without earth dragon farms or water dragon fishing, there would be no rapid replenishment of what little stocks they had.  The sky dragons were mostly gone from the island, hunting over on the continent of South America, eating their fill and then bringing back as much as they could carry for the chromatics as they worked on the other problems, but even the chromatics were resorting to basic self-preserving tasks.  She herself had taken a paw at fishing the night before, and found it to be oddly challenging.  Not that she had any problems getting the fish, the trick was finding the fish.  She was so adept at floating magic that she had no problems pulling the fish right out of the water with magic, but most fish were too afraid to come close to their island.  Even their tiny brains had comprehended over the centuries that the dragons on the island would eat them if they got too close.  She’d been forced to fly out some distance and fish by moonlight, and it had been both a little frustrating and oddly…fun.  And, she had come home with a full belly, the reward for her efforts.  There would be no empty belly for her this day, since she had enough fish back in her den to last her until well into tomorrow.


And in typical chromatic secrecy, she wasn’t about to tell anyone of her private stores.

She finished resetting the books in the box and stepped out onto the landing for a moment to take a break.  The library was one of the largest of the nine magical libraries, and it was something of an honor to work there.  She’d started in the Library of Constantinople, the smallest, but had been promoted up through the ranks as she displayed some competence at the job.  This library, the Library of Rome, was situated high on the eastern slope of the mountain, with Council Aerie visible some distance to the south, but looking down brought an entirely different, and very grim view.  Where before there had been neatly tended farms, rows and rows of green all tended by earth dragons, there was now only soot-choked mud.  The sky dragons had burned all the farms in retribution for the earth dragons killing their council member, and now the earth dragons were too afraid to come out of their underground villages.  There were some rumors floating around academy that the earth dragons were trying to blackmail the other dragons with outrageous demands before they came back out, but lowly chromatics like her and her classmates, who had yet to even earn a name, were rarely if ever told what was going on.  They had to rely on rumor, and rumor was often wrong.


It was the one flaw in their society, she pondered as she sat on her haunches and looked down at the mud-choked devastation, fields slowly eroding away as the afternoon rains steadily dumped water on soil no longer held in place by vegetation.  The secrecy.  It was so pervasive that the elders even kept secrets from chromatics like her, the younglings, who were told what to do but never told why they were doing it.  It was left to them to puzzle out the truth of things, and while that could be in itself a lesson in persistence and problem solving, it often simply left the younglings with a sense of isolation.  But, wyrms like her, well, they often learned more than their elders expected, if they were patient enough to watch, listen, and remember.


For example, she remembered the menial task they’d placed on her some days ago, to go around and inventory all available foodstocks being stored on earth dragon farms.  It had seemed a silly thing to do to her at the time, since the earth dragons were very organized and didn’t need them coming around and bothering them in their work, but she’d learned quite a bit about her less gifted cousins when she was forced to go among them and talk to them, something very, very few chromatic younglings ever did.  Chromatics as a rule avoided the earth dragons whenever possible, ignored them until they needed something from them.  But she’d found that the earth dragons were organized, meticulous, and actually rather polite.  She’d made several contacts that day, and as a result, she’d gotten an earth wyrm to come help her enlarge her den just before the sky dragons attacked the earth dragons, literally the night before it happened.  Spells that tried to alter stone were among the most difficult spells a chromatic could master, since stone was highly resistant to magical forces, and the volcanic stone of the island was even more so than other forms of rock.

What she’d learned from that assignment was that what she’d been told about the earth dragons did not match what she’d seen.  From the time she was a hatchling, her parents had told her that earth dragons weren’t worthy of respect, because the energy of Gaia was denied to them.  They couldn’t do magic and they couldn’t fly, and because of that, they were only good to serve the real dragons as beasts of burden.  She was taught to stay away from the earth dragons, because they were stupid, highly aggressive, and notional, and the only reason they had even survived as long as they had was because the chromatics were there to govern them.   The earth dragons certainly didn’t do anything to alter that viewpoint.  They were always very short with anyone that ventured down onto their farms, and it seemed that almost every other month, there were incidents where earth dragons attacked fire dragons that wandered too close to the ground.  The earth dragons seemed as territorial and as short-tempered as the fire dragons to her, constantly bickering with any dragon that lived above them on the slopes, constantly rejecting chromatic offers to help them manage their farms for greater efficiency.

And then, almost overnight, everything changed…it changed the day she’d seen that strange metal bird high in the sky.  That unknown, alien thing had ignited a firestorm of worry and debate all over the island, and she supposed to protect the real dragons from possible harm, they’d allowed the earth dragons to leave the island to find out what the steel birds were.  After all, if the earth dragons died out there in the human world, it wasn’t all that great of a loss.  The earth dragons returned with almost outlandish tales of amazing feats of human ingenuity, human-built mechanical devices that could fly, immense ships prowling the sea, and humans altering their natural surroundings in astounding ways to better serve them.  The earth dragons continued to go out, the department was built, and they started to learn these human ways, learn them and bring them back to the island so the dragons too could partake in this new knowledge and the comforts it could provide.


That, she supposed, was the very first time she’d questioned the teachings of her parents.  How could stupid dragons learn such exacting science?  The sciences of the humans were nearly as complex as magic, and the earth dragons had quickly adapted to it.  It seemed that almost overnight, the earth dragons were experimenting with electricity, were bringing back nonmagical means to refine metals, studying human farming techniques to increase the farm yields, and were having the water dragons scavenge steel for them from the ocean floor to use in their construction efforts.

And that was the first time she understood that the secrecy of her kin had harmed their society.


They had to know.  They had to know what the humans had done.  After all, the sky dragons left the island all the time, and they had to have seen the human cities, they had to have taken notice when the humans all fought each other in that great war that raged across the Pacific not long before the airplanes started to appear.  The sky dragons had seen it, but the chromatics had silenced them, kept the island ignorant of the technological advances of the humans, kept them unaware of how the world beyond the island was changing.  Why?  Why keep it a secret?  It made little sense to her.

But, one thing she learned very early in life was that chromatics that openly questioned were chromatics that were worked half to death, until they learned to keep their postulations to themselves.  In chromatic society, age was everything.  She wouldn’t even be so much as acknowledged by chromatic society until she finished academy and chose her realm of magical study and continued her magical education as an adherent.  And it would be nearly a hundred years before her voice had any weight at all in chromatic council circles.  For a wyrm her age to have an opinion about anything was just inviting harsh punishment, so like most young chromatics, she kept her mouth shut and devoted herself to her studies, getting what tiny rebellion in she could in her tasks in the library, which was the only place a dragon like her could have any kind of power.


She returned to the library and began to gather books left behind on tables, reading title and location codes and arranging them so she could return them to the shelves in groups, her mind more on what was going on out there, and why it made so many chromatics come to the library.  The myriad problems facing the chromatics required research, study, discussion, from gathering food to bringing the fire dragons back into the fold to forcing the earth dragons back up to the surface so they could get the punishments out of the way and they could try to save their farms before the rains sent all their dirt into the sea.  Some chromatics were trying to parlay with the fire dragons, some were organizing fishing expeditions, and some were working on the earth dragon problem.

Sometimes, she pondered, maybe it was better to do than to think.  Chromatics often discussed a problem to the point where it would have been easier to fix it had they acted quickly, which was what she privately suspected had happened with the earth dragons.  The elder chromatics must have seen a problem, but instead of acting quickly to fix it, they talked about it, and talked about it, and talked about it, and they let it get out of control before any kind of action was decided upon.  The chromatics sometimes didn’t understand that the lesser intelligent dragons, the earth and fire dragons, often acted quickly and rashly, and because of that, problems had a way of quickly spiraling out of control were they not corrected quickly.


But quickly was not a word that most chromatics favored.


It had to be a quirk of lifespan, she supposed.  Chromatics lived, on average, four times longer than any other dragon, so their view of things took a much longer eye.  For a creature that would live to be six hundred years old, spending two or three weeks discussing a problem didn’t seem all that much time.  But to an earth dragon, who might only live a hundred and fifty years, that was too much of their short lives to waste with debate.  And to the short-lived fire dragons, whose rough lifestyles often led to early deaths, even a week was too long to waste when the clock was ticking and ever second mattered.


Maybe if the lesser dragons lived longer, they wouldn’t be so troublesome.


The library turned even more quiet than it usually did, and as she claimed another book from the table, she saw why.  The council chromatic had come to their library with two adjuncts, true elders of the race, and those three were on the Council of Seven, the ruling body of the chromatics.  To her surprise, the three marched right up to her table, and she bowed her head low to them when they faced her.  “What book may I retrieve for you, my Lord?” she asked humbly.


“You are the one designated fourth of the senior class?” the council chromatic asked.


“I am, my Lord,” she replied, looking up at him with her scillinting eyes.  That was all she had, a designation.  When she finished her magical education and proved herself by contributing in some manner to the overall study of magic, be it with a new spell formula, theory to research, or dissertation analyzing magical knowledge for other chromatics to ponder, she would earn a name, and it would be spoken to her only once in her entire life.


That name would then become both her source of pride and a means of control.  A name was a powerful thing in magic, and those who knew how it worked could use a name against its owner.  Chromatics kept their names the most secret of all secrets…but the Council of Seven knew the names of all chromatics.  After all, it was those chromatics that divined the aura and extracted the chromatic’s true name.  After receiving a true name, a chromatic was allowed to choose a daily name, and be addressed by that name by others who had similarly earned the honor of a name.  But she, who was nameless, was not allowed to speak even these names.

“Come with us,” he ordered.  She blinked and fell into step well behind the council chromatic’s two adjuncts, wondering just what she had done to cause the Council of Seven themselves to come to her.  She kept her curiosity to herself as they vaulted into the air from the library entrance, and she spread her wings and followed them, followed them to Council Aerie.  The Council of Seven were all there, gathered inside the ring of podiums, sitting in a loose circle with openings for the three who had left.  There was a sky dragon there as well, one of their older wyrms, much larger than the chromatics and sitting just behind them, his long neck looming over the gap between two elders so he could join the conversation without craning his neck.

“Good, she is here,” one of the elders called, a chromatic she knew.  He often taught classes of advanced magical theory in academy.  “Fourth of the senior class, we have a special task for you.”


“I humbly serve the Council of Seven,” she replied, lowering her head.  “What is the nature of this task?”


“As you know, the earth dragons have retreated underground,” her occasional instructor answered.  “It turns out, student, that they have gone far deeper than just the villages.  Far deeper.  We suspect that they have built a centralized underground city of sorts, most likely underneath the southern volcano, and that they have hidden the entrances to this city within the warren maze of tunnels they’ve dug around their villages.  Your task, student, is to find where the earth dragons are hiding.  Once you are successful, you will return to this council.”

“Me, honored elder?” she asked in confusion.  “But I’m just a student.  I haven’t finished my schooling!”


“You have certain natural aptitudes that more than qualify you for this task, youngling,” the council chromatic said, a bit harshly.  “And the fact that you are the size of an earth dragon will allow you to travel through their tunnels.”


“Please forgive my brashness, honored council, but would a master chromatic magician far more powerful than I using a sky dragon’s change amulet be much more effective?”


“Perhaps one would, but this is a task better suited for a dragon we currently aren’t relying upon to solve other, more important problems, student,” the council chromatic answered, giving her a hard look.  “The academy assures us that you have sufficient magical training to accomplish your task, so we give this task to you.”


“I will begin immediately, honored council,” she bowed.  “Might I be given all pertinent information?  Maps?”


“We have no maps of the earth dragon villages,” her instructor replied.  “They never seemed important enough to study, since they were always so…chaotic.  The grounders just seemed to dig for the sake of digging.”


“They were digging to confuse any dragons small enough to enter their tunnels,” another of them snorted.  “And they collapsed almost every tunnel in every village to further confound anyone entering their warrens now.  To keep us out so they could make all their preparations.  Expect the tunnels leading to their hiding place to be well hidden, and possibly trapped, student.  Exercise caution as you search.  As you make your way through their tunnels, you will map them as best you are able.  Include all information you can on these maps.  Tunnel heights, estimated depths, the locations of cave-ins and any anomalies.”


“I will do my best, honored council member,” she said with yet another bow of her head.  Preparations?  What preparations had the earth dragons made, that they would hide the entrances to this deeper series of villages, too deep for magic to find, and to both hide the entrances and trap them to keep others out?  Perhaps…perhaps the rumors of them making outrageous demands before they came back out were true, then?  One thing was for certain, and that was the earth dragons did not want to be found.  It meant very little since the sky dragons were both too large to enter their tunnels and no sky dragon would willingly enter those tunnels anyway, to be cut off from the open sky.  In those small, confining tunnels, a sky dragon would be virtually helpless, and it was where the earth dragons were at their most dangerous, since they could see in those lightless realms, and their tail spikes could be brought to bear in a way that minimized danger to themselves.

No, the earth dragons had not gone so deep underground to hide from the sky dragons…they had done it to hide from the chromatics.  And now the Council of Seven was sending her down into their tunnels to find their hidden village.


And now she recalled that many of the earth dragon farms she’d visited had all had their stores in villages rather than on their farms.  Every farmer told her that they were clearing room in their storehouses for the coming crops, since they would be much larger than normal due to the increase in the tithes.  All that food taken down into the villages, just before the earth dragons retreat into some deep, secret village so far down that magic couldn’t locate it…..


Curious...very, very curious.

“What do you consider, student?” her teacher asked her.  “I can almost hear your mind working.”


She had no real desire to share her ponderings, but another thing all chromatics learned from an early age was that you did not lie to an elder.  They always knew if you did, and the punishments were harsh.  And she had been asked a direct question.


“If the earth dragons prepared this deep village, and withdrew much of their farm food holdings into their other villages just before all this happened…then it was all planned,” she replied.  “They intended to go underground, and stay there for some time.  It is almost as if the earth dragons knew what was coming, or perhaps what was coming was also part of their plan.  But it makes little sense to me,” she fretted.  “Why would they do such a thing?  Why would they foment discord among the dragons and then retreat deep underground and leave us to wrangle among ourselves?  It brings them no gain, no benefit.  Quite the contrary, it puts them in a much more tenuous position, for now most of the island is very angry with them.  There must be something else going on, something deeper, something they considered so dangerous that they were willing to face the wrath of the council for their deception.”


“They’re earth dragons, simple grounders, they’re not capable of such foresight,” another council member snorted.


“Quite the contrary, honored council member, the earth dragons are actually quite intelligent,” she blurted.  “Far more intelligent than they seemed.  Far more intelligent than they wanted us to think they were.  I saw it in them as I inventoried their farms.  They are educated in matters that concern only them.  To us, they are simpletons, but in their own realm, dealing with their own matters, they are just as educated and intelligent as we are.  And their farms were run with the same precision as the library in which I work.  They are lesser than we, but it is by magic that we are more than them, not by intelligence.”

“You will keep such ridiculous opinions strictly to yourself, student,” the council chromatic snapped.


“She certainly does seem to have the intellect to perform this task,” one of the other members said with a drawl.


“Intelligence has never been her problem.  Wisdom and restraint have been,” her teacher said, giving her a slightly unfriendly look.  “She has always been impetuous.”


“The folly of youth, honored brother, a flaw we all shared at one time.  It is easily fixed with the wisdom of age,” the first chuckled.


The rebuke stung her a little, but she didn’t let it show, just kept her head low.  “May I be dismissed so I might begin my task?” she asked.

“Go, and be careful,” the council chromatic ordered.


She turned and vaulted out into the empty air off the side of the aerie, her mind already at work.  To find the tunnels, she could either blunder about their village warrens like a lost hatchling, carefully mapping every tunnel, seeking to find their hidden entrance through either exhaustive searching or blind luck, or she could think like an earth dragon.  The latter would be far easier and would take much less time.


So, instead of descending to the lowlands and the closest earth dragon village to the aerie, Dawnmist, she instead landed on Scion Aerie, close to the ruined shell of the department building, sat on her haunches, and looked down over the ruined farmlands and simply considered.  If she were an earth dragon, part of a group that had decided to retreat deep underground, what would she do?


Firstly, and obviously, if she and her kind had gone to so much trouble to make the villages too convoluted and confusing to easily navigate, she wouldn’t be silly enough to put the entrance of their secret village anywhere in one of the existing ones.  After all, the chromatics would send in dragons to the villages to search them, just as they had ordered her to venture into their tunnels to find their secrets, and all those confusing tunnels and passages would draw an explorer like the wood bees were drawn to the mist lilies, thinking that only in such a place would there be something hidden that they didn’t want to be found.  And though they were excellent tunnelers, able to build a stone wall and place the stones so tightly together that the seams between them were all but invisible, they—she​—would know that the chromatics would rely on magic to find that tunnel.  They couldn’t hide the tunnel from magic, because they had no magic themselves.


But the water dragons did.  She turned her gaze to the ocean, which was empty now, all the water dragons gone.  But the water dragons had been here while the earth dragons were doing their planning, and the earth dragons had had a long…relationship with the water dragons.  The water dragons considered them to be as little pets, charming, loyal, and in need of their nurturing and protection.  And they jealously guarded their possession of earth dragon loyalty against the other dragons.  The earth dragons were their pets, and they would not give them up.  Long had the water dragons protected the earth dragons in matters of council.  If she were an earth dragon and she wanted to build a hidden village and hide it from the chromatics, she would ask the water dragons for help.

But, the water dragons would know that not even their defensive magic would stop a determined chromatic that suspected water dragon meddling and was armed with the proper counterspells.  No.  The water dragons would tell her—the earth dragons that it wouldn’t be safe to rely on magic.  No, they would tell them, rely on your own skills.  Use your tunneling skills to hide the entrance to your hidden village.  Use the knowledge that you know the chromatics will search for your village using their magic against them.

Be clever.


Yes, they would be clever.  They would be very clever.  They would be so clever that they would confound the chromatic explorers that braved their tunnels, had a way to clear their cave-ins and gain access to the villages, a chromatic like her, who could using her natural skill with floating magic to clear out a cave-in quickly, and was small enough to enter even their narrowest, most twisting passages.


So, where would the entrance be?


For nearly four hours, she sat on the aerie and just stared down at the ruined farms and the sea, her plumaged tail swishing on the stone behind her, pondering…pondering…pondering.  She was there for so long that she’d been noticed, and her occasional teacher landed beside her on the aerie and looked down at her with some irritation.  “Have you not begun your task, student?” he asked.


“I am working on it as we speak, honored council member,” she said in an absent voice, looking down at the waterline.


“It certainly seems strange that you would be mapping tunnels and searching for the hidden village of the earth dragons sitting up here,” he noted dryly.


“I will never find their secret by blundering around in their tunnels like a lost hatchling, honored elder,” she replied in a distant, absent voice.  “That is far too obvious.  The earth dragons are very clever, my revered teacher.  Far too clever to place the entrance to their hidden village in a place so obvious.  I am considering where I would hide the entrance to my hidden village were I an earth dragon.  It is there that I will find it.”

The elder snorted out a laugh.  “Really, student?  You think they are that smart?”


“They were smart enough to hide from us, my teacher,” she said simply.  “That means they are smart.”


“That…is a fair point,” he acceded, sitting beside her.  “Where have you considered?”


“Several places,” she replied.  “I will not find the way in inside any of the villages.  The tunnels and passages and twists and turns are there only to draw us to them, make us look where we think it must be.  That is the last place you put something you want to hide.  No,” she said, mainly to herself, thinking it through aloud.  “It will be someplace…some place we would never even think to look.  I don’t think it will even be part of any village.”


“Then how did they all retreat to that hidden village if it’s not connected to any of the others?  We never saw any of them come out, student.  They retreated to their individual villages, so it means that there must be some way into their hidden village from the others.”


“It will not be in the villages,” she repeated, her eyes sliding over the little cove to the southeast, where the remains of a farm abutted a little sliver of green from kelp growing in the sheltered cove.  That had been the farm of the earth dragon that had killed Ivaiya, she recalled from the rumors.  “But if the earth dragons could all move without us seeing them, then their tunnels under the island must be far more extensive than we believed.  They must have joined all the villages together by tunnel.”

“That’s something already concluded, student,” he told her.  “It’s the only way they could have moved without our knowledge.  But again, that means that the entrance must be where we think it must be, because of simple logic.  Maybe it’s not in a village as you suspect, but then it means it must be in one of those tunnels that joins the villages together.  If you can find those tunnels, you will find that entrance.”


“That…has possibilities, but it’s not clever enough,” she mused absently, her eyes carefully studying the shoreline.  “If they expect to stay underground for an extended period of time, then they will have hidden their entrance in a place we would never think to look…and we would think to look in those tunnels.  It will be somewhere…unexpected.  Somewhere…impossible,” she reasoned.  “Somewhere we would never think to look because we would never believe it could possibly be there.  That is where it will be.”


“I think you’re over-analyzing the problem, student,” he chided, but he did it gently.  “I’ll grant you that the earth dragons are fairly clever, in their own way, but I assure you, you’re going to find that tunnel somewhere down in their villages, or in the tunnels joining them,” he pressed.  “Yes, it will be very cleverly hidden.  Yes, it may be extremely hard to access even after you find it, but it will be there.  There’s nowhere else it can be.”


“And that is precisely why that is where it will not be,” she replied evenly.  “But, you are correct in that I also have the task to map the tunnels, my honored teacher, so I can further consider the matter as I perform that task.   Perhaps as I walk their tunnels, I might more fully understand what they were trying to do, and that will help me find their hidden village.”

The elder chromatic looked down at the youngling…barely more than a juvenile.  “Then I’ll tell you what’s going on, student, so you more fully understand the situation,” he told her.  “The earth dragons did in fact intentionally go underground, and intend to stay there, possibly for years.”


“For what purpose?”


“Because they resisted our attempts to restore proper dragon society,” he replied bluntly.  “Their technology was starting to adversely affect the other dragons, the fire dragons particularly.  The dragons were taking less and less interest in our noble traditions of magic and were more and more enamored of the human technology.  Fire dragons were even missing classes in magic to watch their television,” he said darkly.  “It had become a serious threat, student, and something had to be done.  We tried to get them to scale back their technological pursuits, but they refused, so we had to take more direct steps.  Somehow, they learned of our plans to put significant restrictions on their activities where technology was concerned, and so they retreated deep underground.  They left us a message stating that they refuse to come out until we agree not to try to hinder their technological pursuits any longer.”


She looked up at him, a little surprised, and also a little curious.  “So some of the rumors were true, honored teacher,” she surmised.  “It also makes more sense now that the water dragons would leave us.  They will not tolerate any interference with their earth dragon pets.  But it doesn’t explain why the fire dragons would reject the council.”


“That gets somewhat complicated,” he replied.  “The short of it was that the council chromatic used less than honorable tactics to bring things about.”


“The sky dragons did destroy the power plant,” she reasoned.


“They did,” he said with a nod.  “And because the fire dragons weren’t consulted in a matter that technically affects all dragons, they believe that the covenant was broken, and they withdrew from the council.  They’ll see reason eventually.”  He looked down at her again.  “That information does not leave this aerie, young one.”


“I understand, my teacher.  I will not speak of it.”


“I’m glad you understand.  I would at least look like I was working on your task if I were you, student.  You can further ponder the cleverness of the earth dragons as you map the tunnels.  And perhaps you might find something,” he urged.

“It’s always possible, my teacher, that I might be over-analyzing things, but I think that I am not,” she replied, never taking her eyes off the land below.  “The answer will be cleverly hidden, in a place they believe I will never look.  I know it.”


“As long as you find it, then everything will work out,” he told her.  “I’d suggest using—“


He stopped suddenly, and that made her glance at him. His eyes were wide, almost wild, and he stood up and whirled around so fast his tail almost knocked her off the aerie. She staggered, almost pitched over the side, one of her forepaws sliding over the edge, and she had to scramble back to keep from falling off.  She gave him a slightly indignant look, but when she looked in the direction she was, her jaw dropped.


One of the nine scions…it was, was, evaporating.


There was no other way to explain it.  The usual steady blue swirl had turned jagged, discordant, and wisps of blue magical energy was peeling away from the swirling magical disc like smoke from a candle.  More and more of that blue magical energy evaporated away from the disc, and then it shuddered in a way that even she felt, and she was still only a student of magic, not as sensitive or attuned to it as her teacher was.  That was what he felt, caused him to almost knock her off as he turned to see what the magical disturbance was.  The disc shuddered again, wobbled, and then magical rotation stopped, and the rest of the magic drained away like fog before the sun.

A long clear crystal that had been hidden within the magic dropped with a chime to the floor.  She recognized it as an earth dragon’s tail spike…what had it been doing inside the scion?  Had it somehow caused the scion to disrupt?  And why wasn’t it red?

“My teacher?  What happened?”


“I…I don’t know!” he said quickly, almost fearfully.  “The scions are permanent magic, nothing can disrupt them!  It should not have failed!  Student, summon the other members of the Council of Seven immediately!” he barked.


“At once, honored council member,” she replied, then turned, spread her wings, and vaulted into the air.  She flew the short distance to the Council Aerie, and saw that five of them were still there, along with the sky dragon, but the council chromatic was missing.  She landed and ran up to them.  “I bear an urgent message for the council!” she cried, but she saw that all of them were looking in the same direction, to the north, and all of them looked very disconcerted.  “Honored council members!” she shouted.


One of them blinked and looked at her.  “What do you do here, student?  We gave you a task!”


“You are to be summoned immediately to Scion Aerie by an honored council member,” she told them.  “It is a matter most dire!  One of the scions has failed!”


“What?” he gasped, staring at her.


“We were there, honored council member!” she replied quickly.  “It destabilized and evaporated before our eyes!  There was an earth dragon’s tail spike within it, honored council member!  Did the earth dragons somehow destroy it?”


“The tail spike is the focus,” he replied shortly.  “Was it intact?  Did it shatter?”


“No, honored council member,” she replied, a little surprised.  They used an earth dragon’s tail spike as the focus of the scion?  How….bizarre!  No wonder the scion failed!  “It simply dropped to the floor.  Unless the honored council member disturbed it, it should still be there.”


“Then attend,” he said as he and the other members rushed for the edge of the aerie.  The sky dragon followed them as they all flew the short distance down to Scion Aerie, and her teacher was still there, as was the clear crystal, something just about any dragon with any experience at all with earth dragons could easily identify by its shape, though the clear color of it would throw many dragons off.  “The student said you saw it happen?” one of them addressed her teacher.


“We were right here.  The magical matrix of the scion destabilized, and then it failed,” he replied.  “The focus is intact, so it wasn’t any kind of deliberate attack.  It just…just failed.  What could do such a thing?”


“I don’t know,” the oldest of the council members replied, looking at the sky dragon.  “Which scion is this, Genalla?”


“It’s the last one we created,” the sky dragon replied.  “Scion Nine.”


“Could any sky dragon magic possibly make it fail?”


“None I know of,” he shook his head.  “These scions are some of the most powerful magic you chromatics can enact, and not even a group of sky dragons working together could hope to dispel it.”


“Student, you will take the tail spike immediately to the council chambers, so we might have our most learned sages study it.  Perhaps some unknown flaw in the focus itself is the reason it failed.  Let’s start with that.  While there, have them send at least three sages back here to further investigate the aerie.  After that, you will return to the task upon which we have set you, and you will not speak of this, to anyone.  Is that understood?”


“Perfectly, honored council member,” she said with a hasty nod.  She scurried forward and picked up the tail spike, noticed how hot it was in her paw.  “It’s hot,” she blurted.


“Hot, you say?” one of them asked.


“Yes, honored council member.  It’s very hot.”


“Interesting.  Make note of that to the sages when you give it to them.  It may be useful to them.”


“Yes, honored council member,” she said as she turned and bounded to the edge of the aerie, then spread her wings and ascended, heading for the chambers of the Council of Seven, both worried and confused.  How could a scion just fail?  The council thought it impossible, and yet it had happened.  She’d read a little about them, and the magic required to create one, it was staggering.  It could only be done with many familiars and fetishes, even radicals, and even then only at peak magical times.  It took the greater part of a year to make the preparations to create a scion, and after it was done, the chromatics involved had to rest for months to regain their strength.  And one of the fundamental rules of magic was that a spell could only be undone by a magic greater than the magic that created the spell…but what was more powerful than a scion?  Nothing should have been able to dispel it.  Nothing!


And yet, it had been dispelled.


She reached the council chambers, which was actually the most complete library of magical lore on the island, and had a staff of chromatics known as the Sages, the most learned magicians among them all, far too important to practice politics.  The sages devoted their entire lives to magical study.  The sages seemed to be in some kind of a commotion, poring over a huge map of some kind laid out on the floor, and she had to be a bit of a pest to get the attention of one of them.  “What?” an almost debilitated old chromatic female demanded harshly, her antenna withered, her teeth pitted.  “We’re busy here!”


“A thousand apologies, most wise, but something has happened.”


She explained to the sage as the others were bent over the map, arguing among themselves.  She glanced down at it, and saw that it wasn’t a map, it was an astronomical chart with all kinds of jotted notes on it.  “Just evaporated, you say?” she asked.


“Yes, most wise,” she replied with a nod, looking back at her.  “Before our very eyes!  They bade me bring this to you, so you might study it and see if it was some flaw with the focus that caused the scion to fail.  They told me to make sure I told you that it was hot when I picked it up.”


“Hot, eh?  Not a surprise,” she said, taking it in a slightly shaking paw.


“They also bade me ask you to send three sages to Scion Aerie to further study the area.”


“We’re a little busy, but I think we can manage it,” she grunted.


“Might I ask a question, most wise?”


“Certainly.”

“Why use an earth dragon’s tail spike as the focus?  And why is this one not red?  Did the scion change its color?”


“Because when it comes to crystals, earth dragon tail spikes are perfect,” she replied simply, peering at the blood red crystal intently.  “Perfect lattice structure, every time, and that perfection lets them channel immense magical energies.  Tail spikes are always used as the focus of the most powerful magicks, student, and some require the rarest of the tail spikes, what the earth dragons call shankers.  This is a shanker, but we call it a primary focus,” she stated, holding the spike out.  “Most shankers are different colors, and each color has a specific use for different kinds of magicks, but these clear ones are the rarest of all, a crystal of utter perfection and unmatched purity.  A single earth dragon out of an entire generation may grow one of these.  Earth dragons consider growing a shanker to be bad luck, so they get rid of them, which lets us come along and collect them without telling them just how valuable they are,” she cackled lightly.  “The earth dragons may not have magic, but that doesn’t mean a thing when it comes to these,” she said, hefting it.  “A crystal doesn’t have to be magic to channel magic.  You should study more if you had to ask a question like that.”


Her antenna drooped, and she looked at the floor.  “I will study most diligently, most wise,” she said in apology.

“Good female.  I suggest you read Gems and Crystals and their Uses in Spells and Enchantments.  Library of Atlantis, north wall, fifth shelf, third from the right.  It’ll explain everything you need to know about which crystals to use with which magic.  It’s the definitive work on the subject.  Off with you now.”


“I will read it as soon as possible, most wise, and thank you for your advice,” she said humbly.  She bowed her way out of the chamber, her mind spinning with everything she’d learned in just the last half hour or so.  A scion had failed, and she had learned that earth dragon tail spikes had perfect crystal structures that made them useful in magic…which almost seemed a paradox.  A dragon that couldn’t use magic grew a crystal from its body that was considered the most powerful crystal foci for spells and enchantments?

But, as the sage said, a crystal didn’t have to be magic to channel magic.  The vast majority of crystals used in magic were in fact non-magical.  Something as simple as a pinch of salt could channel magic.  So, if a pinch of salt could channel magic, why not a tail spike?

But there was also something to worry over here.  The sages had all been upset, worried when she arrived, had been studying that astronomical chart and arguing among themselves.  For what reason?  And could it have something to do with the failure of the scion?  Perhaps they’d felt it fail too, and were even then discussing the possible reasons why it failed when she arrived.


She wouldn’t be surprised it that was so.  After all, the sages were the most learned users of magic alive.


She turned towards her den to fetch a roll of marking parchment to start her task.  She would map the tunnels, but she knew that she wouldn’t find the entrance to the hidden village of the earth dragons among them.  That, she was certain, would be in the last place she would ever think to look.


So she needed to think like an earth dragon to figure out just where that might be.


18 June 2017, 14:12 HDT; Exclusion Zone, Mount Kilauea

They were worse that fucking toddlers.


Jenny blew out her breath as she inched her car through a pack of reporters near the media center.  The reporters had been getting more and more desperate as the days had passed, three since the dragons had arrived, trying to get anything they could out of a remarkably disciplined and tight-mouthed military stone wall.  Half the world was in a frenzy over the appearance of the dragons, be it wild curiosity and excitement to some religious nuts screaming that it was a sign of the apocalypse.  The number of reporters at the gates of the exclusion zone had quadrupled every day, to the point where they’d had to clamp down on the number of reporters that could even come up to the media center, establish checkpoints at the base of the mountain.  A strict no-fly zone had been placed over Kilauea, which had infuriated a number of commercial chopper pilots that depended on sky tourism for their weekly paychecks, and the entire volcano had been cordoned off because reporters had been trying to literally climb the slopes, and two had been hospitalized for burns after trying to climb the lava flows the volcano had laid down last year, which were still hot.


It had been the news story since the fire dragons arrived.  People all over the island had filmed their arrival, 106 dragons of various sizes, from the massive wyrms to tiny hatchlings, and some even had footage of Sella and Ralla flying out to meet them.  And there was some cell phone footage of Kell and Kammi at the initial staging area, taken by a soldier and released anonymously over the internet…and when they found out which soldier that was, his ass was toast.  Derringer was currently tracking down just where that footage came from, and whichever basement-dwelling nerd had been sent that video and then posted it online was going to get a very unfriendly visit from the Hunters.

Outside of that security breach, things had gone somewhat smoothly.  The soldiers up at the exclusion zone were professional and they were quiet, keeping constant vigil against overzealous reporters that somehow managed to evade all the foot patrols and drone surveillance.  The fire dragons had been at least moderately well-behaved, no issues or incidents, but they were a fucking pain in the ass.  Kell had pegged fire dragon behavior dead center that day she went to the island and they talked, but he’d left out some of the more irritating parts of their personalities, like their brashness, their stubbornness, or their expectation that their every whim and wish would be catered to immediately.  They didn’t see the humans as their hosts, they saw them as their servants, and they expected complete and total obedience.


She blinked against multiple flashes as cameras pointed into her driver’s side window, as the MPs pushed the horde out of the way so she could get through the gate.  The government had promised a press conference, but hadn’t set a date or time yet.  For one, they had to talk to Sessara before they did that, and for another, they were fielding a surprisingly vehement series of demands from other government for access to the dragons.  The older nations predominately in the middle and far east were the most vocal about it; India, Thailand, Japan, China, Iraq, and Iran, but the Chinese especially were being amazingly anal about it, all but accusing the United States of holding the fire dragons prisoner.  Those nations all had long and rich mythologies and histories, and many of them both remembered the dragons and hadn’t under Catholic control, which prevented the purge that removed them from western European history.

That development had been a surprise to her.  Sure, she could see other nations being curious about the dragons, but the other governments wanted to talk to them, wanted to see what they knew, and they wanted to make deals with them…just the way America did.  But America had a leg up because it they were the ones that managed to get first contact, and they were the only ones that could even talk to the dragons.  And they were guarding that advantage jealously.


She managed to get through the gate and headed up to the exclusion zone.  Sessara was almost infuriatingly annoying in that she absolutely refused to deal with anyone except her and Kent.  She dealt with the duty officers at the translation computer only to ask for them to put up certain websites, get movies, ask for specific kinds of food, or to summon Jenny or Arlen.  But for anything else, even something as silly as asking for a second TV projector to be set up, she would demand Jenny or Arlen to come handle it.


Well, they needed to discuss the press conference anyway.


The Hunters were in heaven, because outside of the two duty officers, Jenny, and Kent, they were the only ones allowed inside the exclusion zone.  The Hunters’ eggheads were the technical team handling the computers and other equipment, and the military men were the ones handling internal security, should someone manage to somehow breach all other security and get inside the fence.  They were finally able to meet the dragons face to face, and Sessara had taken a curious liking to Price, perhaps sensing the inherent danger about the man.  He was their sniper, a killer of men, and his confidence and aura of strength and power impressed her.  She’d be bitterly disappointed when she found out Price was afraid of Jenny and her heavy right foot.


She stopped her car and saw that Arlen was up here as well, getting out and tugging a bit at her class A’s; she’d never thought that they were very comfortable.  The guards at the entry gate saluted and opened the gate as she stepped in, and she saw that Arlen was at the tent with Wilson, Petrovski, Michaels, and Derringer were clustered around the computer, leaning over the big touchscreen and debating something.  Most of the fire dragons were way over by the caldera, but about two dozen or so were sitting by the projectors, watching TV, most of them younglings.  “Hey, mookie,” Wilson said with a smile, patting her shoulder.

“That’s Colonel Mookie to you, Sergeant,” she winked up at him, which made him laugh.


“Don’t pull that rank shit on me, mookie.  In the field, you’re the one following my orders,” he teased with a smile.


“But this isn’t the field, Tom,” she grinned.  “Arlen, did you call me in?”


“Sort of,” he replied as they looked down.  She did as well, and saw that the computer was in the act of rebooting, with Petrovski sitting behind it as the two duty officers, both Majors watched quietly.


The shivering of the ground was usually the first warning a fire dragon was incoming; they were so heavy that their steps rumbled the ground like a tank.  She sometimes found it amazing that Sessara, who was 14 feet high at the shoulder and about 38 feet long from nose to tail, weighed like three or four tons, but could move like a fucking cat when she wanted to.  Sessara was the single largest drake of any dragon species, as large as or larger than many earth wyrms and adult chromatics.  And she was the drake of the fire dragon race…the largest wyrm at the volcano was about 19 feet at the shoulder and was nearly 60 feet long, an absolute monster…and she wasn’t even the largest fire wyrm!  She looked back and saw that it was indeed Sessara approaching, ambling along in a trot of sorts.  She reached the edge of the tent and batted Jenny with her snout, making her lurch forward a little.  “We talk,” she said in English.


That had freaked everyone out.  Fire dragons were supposedly the dumbest of the dragons, but every fire dragon in the exclusion zone was learning English at a scary rate.  The Hunters were teaching it to them.  In three days, Sessara had built a vocabulary of about four hundred words, and she understood very basic English grammar.  She had the language skills of an eighteen month old, but she’d picked up those skills in just three days.


“Patient,” she said in draconic.  “Waiting,” she tried again, pointing at the computer.


She snorted, sending a searing hot blast of air down Jenny’s back, then Jenny squeaked when Sessara clamped her teeth carefully but precisely on the back of her uniform, picked her up, then turned and took a few steps towards the TVs before putting her down.  She staggered forward a little when Sessara batted her on the back again with her snout, and she grumbled a little and started walking towards the nearer projector.  One of the youngest hatchlings, only coming up to Jenny’s chest, ran past her without fear, causing Sessara to bark authoritatively at the youngster, admonishing it in some manner.  Six fire dragons were watching ESPN at that projector, a scroll of draconic writing rolling from right to left across the bottom; draconic read from right to left rather than left to right, like Arabic or Hebrew.  But, curiously enough, it could also be read from left to right.  A marker on the writing dictated which way it was to be read, and that marker had caused their translation program a little heartburn.  Kell’s translation program had been set up to scroll draconic from right to left, so they didn’t mess with that, but the keyboard program he’d coded into their computer displayed draconic writing from left to right.  There had to be a reason why Kell made that distinction, made it different, but the reasoning for it was beyond her.  A modular writing system like that was unlike anything any of the Hunters had ever encountered with the lone exception of Japanese; the Japanese had two reading systems in that they could do it the ancient way, top to bottom and right to left, but had adopted a modern horizontal reading format like English, from left to right, but those had specific uses.  She’d been to Japan twice, and had seen that they used their vertical writing format in newspapers and street signs and such, but used horizontal for most everything else.  But even that wasn’t like this, where a marker told one which way to read the writing.

Sessara nudged her to the group of dragons, pushing her almost in the middle of them, then she sat down and looked at Jenny expectantly.  “Umm…” Jenny sounded, looking up at the fierce fire drake uncertainly.  What bee had gotten under her bonnet?

“You dragon speak,” she said in English.  “Speak bad.  Look.  Listen.”  She puffed out a small gout of flame, which seemed to freeze in midair, then pull out and twist, braiding into ropes of small shimmering flame; she was using fire dragon magic, controlling the flames.  “Krraa’zzhe.  Hello,” she said in English, forming draconic letters from pure fire in the air between them.


She gasped.  Sessara was going to teach her draconic!  Krraa’zzhe was one of the words in the primer Sella had given her!


Suddenly not irritated she’d been called up, she immediately sat on the rocky ground and went for her shoulder bag, yanking out a memo pad and a pen.  They could use the software to learn, but how better to learn than from a native speaker?


For six hours, she learned draconic.  She learned 84 different words that had not been on the primer, Sessara using the fire like a pen to draw fire shapes in the air, forcing Jenny to puzzle out exactly what the new words were supposed to mean.  The other five drakes there also taught her, and they were all a little short with her, almost like a pushy college professor, expecting perfect recall on demand.  They only stopped when the soldiers brought in a trio of flatbeds filled with food, enough to feed nearly a thousand people, but was only good for one meal for fire dragons; Kell hadn’t been joking when he’d said that fire dragons eat like pigs. The soldiers had learned to just park the trucks and leave quickly, because the fire dragons competed over the food like a pack of starving coyotes, displaying the basic fire dragon mindset of the strong taking what they wanted at the expense of the weak.  A couple of scraps over a particularly coveted box of food, like the box of Italian sausage that had been in the shipment yesterday afternoon, never failed to materialize during meal times, but Arlen always made sure that there was food left over by the time they were done, which the fire dragons snacked on from time to time until the next meal.  He didn’t want a single fire dragon to go hungry, to prevent anything rash from happening.  To her surprise, Sessara bulled Jenny in front of her on her way to the flatbeds, and she got nervous when one of the larger fire drakes gave a savage growl and snapped at another female.  All the adults here were females, all of them except for Sessara and the two largest drakes and largest wyrm the mothers of the younglings or eggs.  Females wouldn’t let males not the fathers of the younglings anywhere near them, she’d learned over those three days, because males had a habit of killing baby dragons they didn’t father.  So the host that guarded the younglings and eggs were exclusively female.  “Bad idea,” she said in draconic as she was pushed along in front of the fire drake.  “Bad idea!” she said more forcefully when she was almost struck by a swishing tail, which would have probably broken her ribs.  “Really bad idea!” she protested, jumping under Sessara’s head and putting her back against her foreleg.

“Good, good,” Sessara chuckled hissingly, lacing her clawed fingers around Jenny’s torso and picking her up, much as Hinado had done.  She set Jenny lightly on the end of the last flatbed.  “Eat,” she ordered.


“Umm,” Jenny said, then she sighed and looked at the nearest box, filled with loaves of bread from a nearby bakery, probably their day-olds.  Fire dragons would eat almost anything, and they didn’t particularly care if it was stale or on the verge of going bad.  In fact, they seemed to like spoiling milk, which never failed to make Jenny gag  little when she saw them drinking it.  In one way, that did make them a little easier to feed, since Arlen could collect up near-spoilage from markets and restaurants around the island on top of the very expensive amounts of meat and vegetables they brought up three times a day.  She sat on the edge of the flatbed and tore open the day-old loaf of unsliced bread, getting at the not-stale interior, and gnawing on it as Sessara staked her claim among the flatbeds and bullied her way to what she wanted to eat.


She wondered why Sessara was being so…nice.  This wasn’t the usual fire dragon behavior she’d seen in the last few days.


After the rather odd meal, Jenny did lure Sessara over to the translation computer and put the bluetooth over her ear.  “We need to talk,” she said, which caused draconic script to blink on the touchscreen.  “We told you that we intend to tell the humans something about you.  We need to know what you want us to say, and what not to say.”


It took her a while to type out the reply, mainly since the eggheads had yet to successfully set up the software to translate spoken draconic into English.  But Derringer and Petrovski had been dealing with that, and hoped to have something soon.  You do not tell them where we come from, she typed.  You do not tell them what we can do.  Never reveal your strengths and weaknesses, even to your friend.  Your friend today may be your enemy tomorrow.

“That’s actually pretty good advice,” she said, a bit ruefully.  “So, we can give them the basics about the five races, but don’t get specific?”


Yes.  That’s acceptable.

“We originally told them that we made a treaty with you to allow you to migrate to this volcano for a short time to perform whatever it is you wanted to do here, then you’d go back home.  We’re sticking with that, with your permission.”


It’s as good an explanation as any, she typed, giving her a slight smile.  Now, I must talk to you.  I’m sure you’re curious why we’re teaching you draconic.

“I think I have a good guess.  You know I can do magic.”


She looked impressed as she typed.  That is EXACTLY why we’re teaching you, she typed.  How  did YOU know?

“I happened to run into Hinado a couple of weeks ago, when we took the ships down to try to find the island,” she answered, being careful.  “He saw me on one of the ships and demanded to know what we were doing.  He told me then, then he ordered us to turn our ships around and leave,” she chuckled.

You have contact with Hinado?  Good.  He is a very smart drake, and we feel we can trust him, she typed.  Because you’re a magician, Jenny, it makes you, in a way, one of us.  You are a part of OUR world, as much as you a part of the human world.  The other dragons know this about you. Do not fear them.

“I don’t fear them like that,” she said.  “I just worry about getting stepped on or tail-slapped.”


Sessara chuckled as she typed.  That could be a worry, she agreed.  But the other dragons are impressed by your courage.  Yours and the other humans within the fence.  Your hunting friends?

“It’s a title.  Our group is called the Hunters,” she explained.  “We’re an arm of the government that hunts down a specific kind of criminal in our society.  It requires specialized skills, so they created a group with those skills to do the job.  It was what I did before I got involved with the dragons.”


Yes, we could tell they were instruments of justice, strong in the human way and brave, and that gives them respect among my kind.  They do much to put a good paw forward among the fire dragons where humans are concerned.

“They’ll be delighted to know that the fire dragons give them some honor,” she replied.  Arlen wandered over with Wilson and Price, and she nodded to them.  “Arlen.”


“Jenny.  We just had a minor security breach.  A reporter almost made it to the outer fence,” he told her.  “They’re taking him to the hospital.  The fool came up the lava flow.  Sessara,” he greeted with a little bow.


Arlen, she typed.  Jenny told us about your press conference.  She knows where we stand.

“Very good, that’s something we needed to discuss with you, esteemed council member,” she said as Jenny rapidly typed it for translation.  “I’ll schedule it as soon as we get clearance from the President.”


Do so with our blessing.

“Thank you.  Is there anything you need?”


More toys for the younglings.  They are getting bored.

“I’ll arrange it immediately.”


Of course, dragons had different ideas about toys than humans.  The younglings had had great fun systematically tearing apart a Hum-V that had been left inside the fence, and they played with the parts for a full day before they lost most of them in the lava.  They liked things they could be rough with, things that were tough and durable, and things that were fireproof. Odds were, Kent could just bring a few wrecks in from a local junkyard and let them have at it.


“I’m going to go back home, Sessara,” she said, the fire drake looking at the monitor.  “I’ll study the words you taught me today, and I’d like to see my son at least once today,” she chuckled.


I will see this offspring of yours, she typed.  Bring him tomorrow, him and your lifemate.

“Well, I guess I could, but everyone will have to be careful.  Davie is very precious to me, and I don’t want him hurt by accident,” she fretted.  “I may have to put a leash on him to keep him out from underfoot.”


Do what must be done, but I want to see him.  I want to see if you passed your talent down to your son.

That had never occurred to her.  “I…yes, I can bring him,” she nodded.  “And if I did?”


Then it is good.

“Have you seen anyone else that might have that particular talent, esteemed council member?” Kent asked quickly.


She looked at him, then typed.  I’m not as adept in the magical arts as Hinado.  It takes me time to ascertain, and I have to touch.  As of yet, I’ve found no one else.  But, if you want me to find out, well, she trailed off, then she turned and wrapped her taloned fingers around Kent’s waist, then reared up on her hind legs, holding him about ten feet off the ground, looking down at him with amusement.  She was playing with him.  She peered into his eyes for a long moment as he squirmed a bit, but then her eyes narrowed.  “Arlen,” she said.  “Magic…maybe,” she said in English.  “Feel…maybe.”


“Really?” he asked with surprised eyes.


“Maybe,” she said again in her accented English, then she put him down.  He stood by her belly, since she was in that propped-up position dragons used to employ their hands, sitting on her heels and the base of her tail, a move that showed off her light red scales on her underbelly.  “Time…maybe.”


“I think she means she’ll have to study you for a while, Arlen,” Jenny said.  “But maybe.”


“Well, I didn’t exactly mean me, but it would be a good thing to know,” he chuckled.  “I think I’m a bit too old for such a big change in my life.”  Sessara reached down and patted him on the head with a single finger, almost like he was a dog or cat, and he laughed and got out from under her so she could drop back down to all fours.


But, that did remind her that interacting with the fire dragons had had some surprises.  They were far more civilized than she expected, but only in certain ways.  In others, they were every bit what Kell had described that day she’d gone to the island.  But, they weren’t as dumb as Kell thought they were.  Sessara was downright intelligent.  Impulsive, yes, belligerent, yes, arrogant, God yes, but not dumb.

She sighed and chuckled to herself as she stood up.  God help her, the fire dragons were growing on her.


22 June 2017, 09:10 DMT; Greenside Village

It was as boring and monotonous as she feared it would be.

The young female chromatic absently cleared yet another cave-in in a small, twisting tunnel just off Greenside Village, using her floating magic to pull the stones of the cave-in aside and set them along the edges of the tunnel and clearing it, something she’d done so many times over the last four days that she’d developed quite an eye for cave-ins, and had worked out the most efficient way to clear the rubble and allow her to pass.  She marked the location on her map, the 15th parchment she’d used so far as she carefully mapped out the tunnels and chambers of three different earth dragon villages before this one, barely paying the stones floating around her any mind as she checked her progress.  This cave-in blocked off the entry to the main village chamber of Greenside, their common gallery, something of the entry room to an earth dragon village, she’d come to learn.  The other village chambers would be reached from this one, serving as the main chokepoint protecting the rest of the village from invasion.


Earth dragon architecture had a very practical layout, she’d come to learn.  Earth dragons were big on practicality, function over style, usefulness over aesthetics, but their architecture did have a simple elegance about it, and she’d started to appreciate it as she studied their villages.  Chambers were excavated by claw, without magic, and they were amazingly exact in their dimensions.  Walls were perfectly straight, floors were perfectly level, every surface was smooth, and vaulting and buttressing had flowing, gradual curves and lines.  This was all done by paw, without guide, showing her that the earth dragons had remarkably geometric minds, able to see angles, curves, shapes, and translate that mental image into the stone they excavated.  Earth dragons were instinctual builders, like bees or ants, and it showed in their excavations.

The more she studied their tunnels, the more impressed with the earth dragons she became.  Their tunnels had a myriad of twisting, narrow passages, a veritable maze of dead ends and innumerable side passages that would both confuse and terrify any invading dragon, getting them lost in tight, confining spaces so stifling that many dragons wouldn’t even be able to turn around in them.  She herself was very petite as chromatics measured things, and she had issues in some of those tunnels.  Earth wyrms, they’d completely fill those tunnels, may not even be able to pass.  It was a good thing she wasn’t claustrophobic, or she’d have driven herself mad with terror by now.

The more she explored, the less she feared her surroundings.  The tunnels were pitch black, silent, dank, a little stifling, but there was a curious sense of, well, security down here.  Down here, they were safe.  Down here, they were protected.  Down here, nothing could reach them.  And now that she was down here, she shared in that sense of protected isolation.  It was what it meant to be in Gaia’s Embrace, she reasoned, and it had a remarkably soothing effect.


She stepped into the empty common gallery, taking note that there were a few things left behind.  A basket here, a tool there, forgotten in the evacuation, all clues to the disappearance of the earth dragons.  They had been prepared for this, well prepared.  The other three villages had no evidence of panic or chaos.  Nothing overturned, nothing important left behind, some rooms and tunnels showing deep scratches on the floor, hinting that the earth dragons had carried very heavy things through them.  They had evacuated to their hidden place calmly and systematically, with only little things being dropped, missed, forgotten, or deliberately left behind, and none of them were placed in a way that hinted at panic or hurry.  She picked up an empty basket the earth dragons commonly used, they called them yoke baskets, which they attached to poles they slung over their shoulders.  They were commonly used on farms to carry supplies or carry harvested food.  The basket was old, some of its weaving frayed near the top edge, suggesting to her by its condition and its placement by the wall that it had been deliberately left behind.  She made a note of it on her map, using her clawtip and a bit of magic to burn lines in the thick parchment rather than use ink, and old chromatic trick among the first spells learned by chromatic younglings.  She marked the location of the basket, then jotted intentionally abandoned beside it.  Many such notes dotted her maps, marking everything, even loose stones on the floor that had no easily discernable origin.

She moved through the gallery and to the lone tunnel that would lead deeper into the village, and naturally, it was blocked by a collapse.  That was something she’d seen in every village so far.  Every single tunnel blocked, even tunnels that went nowhere, to further confuse and delay anyone searching for them, making them clear every single tunnel to be sure of things.  She took note of the tumbled rockfall and attacked it with her floating magic, systematically dismantling it without causing further cave-ins or rockfalls, clearing the way so she could get through.  The process usually took her about ten minutes to complete, and since she was so talented with floating magic, it didn’t tire her very much at all.  After clearing her way, she inspected the gaping hole from where the rocks had tumbled, making sure that it would collapse on her due to weakness as she went under it, then continued on her way, brightening her magical ball of light over her head to see down the passage…and as she expected, it was caved in at the far end as well.  That was a commonality she’d found in all the villages.  Every passage caved in at both ends, even some chambers caved in, so heavily that not even she could clear them enough to see what was on the other side, mainly because some of the jagged boulders were too large to get out of the chambers and into the passageways.


Getting past that cave in, she stopped to rest a little while in the chamber, which looked like some kind of inner common room.  She nibbled at some fish from her private stores, carried in her shoulder satchel, took a drink of water from a pulled glass canteen, then sat on her haunches in the middle of the room and pondered its use.  Like all other chambers, all its furniture and decorations had been removed, leaving the room’s function up to her speculation.  This room had three passages exiting it, one on each wall, and naturally, all three were blocked by collapses.


It was probably best she was down here, for things were almost in a panic up above ground.  The failure of the scion had caused a firestorm of worry among the chromatics, but what she remembered was the worry among the sages, and that chart they were studying.  It had taken her a couple of days to place it, but she finally did; it was a tides chart.  Such charts were often used by master magicians to chart the ebb and flow of magic according to astronomical influences, often in preparation of using major magic.  They had been studying that tides chart and arguing among themselves when she entered, and they had been afraid.


There was no doubt in her mind that their fear had something to do with the failure of the scion.  For a scion to just fail like that after years of operation, it defied most of the rules and laws of magic and spellcasting which she’d been taught.  Something had to disrupt the scion, or some unknown celestial or thaumaturgic event had destabilized it…but only that scion.  Why hadn’t it affected the other eight?

That was the conundrum.  That was what nobody could explain.  And that was what scared most of the chromatics that studied the phenomenon.


She was not accomplished in magic as the chromatics measured things, but she knew enough to understand that something serious was happening.


Whatever it was, it hadn’t affected her floating magic, her own personal talent, however.  She had little trouble clearing the collapse in the right chamber and moving into the chamber, which went a short distance, then ended in an entire chamber that had been collapsed.


But this one was different.  They had tried to collapse the entire chamber, but only the back half had come down.  The ceiling above her had a multitude of cracks in it, but it hadn’t collapsed, and the mound of debris that filled the back half of the chamber didn’t reach the ceiling.


It was an error by the earth dragons, she realized, the first she’d encountered.  They had intended a full collapse of this chamber, but only half of it had come down…why didn’t they finish the job?

Because…they didn’t know it failed.


Yes, that made sense to her.  They didn’t know the front half of the chamber had collapsed because there was something in the back, another passage.  Something they didn’t want the chromatics to find, or at least find easily.


It was her first break since starting this task, so she bent to it.  She carefully, painstakingly cleared the collapse in the back of the chamber for several hours, moving it stone by stone and doing it gingerly so as not to cause the weakened ceiling above to come down on her head, meticulously spreading the debris through the room so she could get at the passage on the far side.


But there was no passage.  There was no way out of the room.


She sat down and considered.  She could have been wrong, that they’d only intended a partial collapse, but…no.  No, that didn’t fit with earth dragon mentality that she’d come to understand in the four days of studying their hidden world.  Earth dragon’s didn’t do anything halfway.  Had they known this chamber only partially collapsed, they would have come back and fixed it.  So, they didn’t know that the chamber didn’t completely collapse.


That meant that there had to be another way out of this chamber, and it had been in the collapse zone.


Maybe her teacher was right.  Maybe the way into their secret village was here, in this room, cleverly hidden by their skill at stonemasonry and covered over by a collapsed chamber.  And perhaps the other collapsed chambers she’d encountered in other villages also held hidden entrances.


She was very proud of the fact that she knew 45 individual spells, and one of them would be useful to her here.  She channeled the magic through her body to manifest in the room, which caused the walls, floor, and ceiling of the chamber to glow with a soft radiance.  The stone resisted her magic, forced her to put much more of her own energy into the spell to affect it, but the stone eventually yielded to her will and her magic and gave up its secrets.  The light faded from the walls, and ceiling.


And on the floor, it faded everywhere but in a large square near the far wall.


That was it.  She padded over to it and found a cracked section of stone that had been covering a vertical shaft, the collapse breaking it.  That spell was called a spell of Seeking, which allowed an initiate in magic to cause that which she sought to glow with magical light.  It was very useful for finding a specific object on a table holding dozens of cluttered things, or a particular book on a shelf of tomes, letting the caster find that for which she was looking, as long as the caster knew exactly what she wanted to find.


And she had been looking for a door.

She carefully moved the two broken pieces of stone aside, then looked down into the shaft.  It was deep enough for her to have to use floating magic on herself to get down, gingerly putting her paws on the smooth tunnel floor and feeling that they angled down the passage, descending to a T intersection.


“Hello, hello, what have we here,” she breathed quietly to herself, hearing her words echo off the walls despite her whisper, looking to and fro down the tunnel.  This was underneath the village, and the tunnel went beyond her light, hinting that it was long and relatively straight.


Her teacher might have been right.  This was a hidden tunnel under Greenside, and while one direction of the tunnel ascended, the other side descended.


But, her elation at finding one of the secrets of the earth dragons turned into something of a disappointment.  After two hours, she puzzled out that the tunnel was nothing but a common tunnel that connected the villages together, and walking it showed her that it was nothing but a giant circle.  She had found side tunnels, and each one led to a vertical shaft whose trapdoors were blocked from the other side…blocked by collapses.


By sunset, she’d worked it all out.  This was how the earth dragons moved without them seeing.  This circular tunnel connected every village, burrowing up into them from underneath, and they’d buried those entrances under collapsed chambers that would take considerable effort to clear. The vast tunnel could possibly be hiding the way down into the earth dragon’s secret village…somewhere.  Leagues of tunnel to inspect painstakingly, hunting for the proverbial lone black grain of sand on a beach of white sand.


She returned to the council just as the sun slipped below the waves, handing over the many maps she’d made, and telling them of her discovery.  “It is not the entrance to their secret village, but it is how they moved everything without us seeing,” she reported.  “It is a vast circular tunnel that connects all the earth dragon villages together.”


“Then that’s where we’ll find the way into their hidden village,” the council chromatic declared.  “Focus your efforts there, on that tunnel, student.  Somewhere in there, they’ve hidden the way in.  There’s no other way they could do it.”


She held her tongue, but nodded in understanding.  That was narrow thinking, she pondered as she left the council chambers.  She’d thought that the way in would be in a place she would never think to look…and to look in that connecting tunnel would be the first place they told her to look once they discovered it.


Earth dragons were far too clever to do something that obvious.


No.  The way in was not in that tunnel.  She had no proof of it, but she knew it.  She was certain of it.  For them to put the tunnel in there was too obvious, and the one thing she had learned of the earth dragons over the last four days was that they were far from obvious.  They were subtle, cunning, clever, and they wouldn’t be so stupid as to put the way into their secret village in a place the chromatics would tear apart searching.


 She was tired.  She’d think about it more in the morning.


27 June 2017, 06:57 DMT; Scion Aerie

She’d met the sunrise one the aerie, with the eight remaining scions swirling behind her, but her eyes were down on the ruined farms.

It was down there…somewhere.  She could feel it in her feathery antenna.  The answer was there, if she was clever enough to look for it in the place that she would never think to look.  She blinked her scillinting white eyes and felt the wind pull at the plumage on her tail, her antenna, the sensitive instruments testing the air, sensing currents of magic.


So, where would it be?  Where would she put it if she didn’t want it to be found?


Where nobody could reach it.


She spread her wings and pushed into the air, letting the morning thermals work with her floating magic to keep her soaring at altitude, looking down over the ruined, abandoned lowlands.  She lazily drifted over Dawnmist, and a motion caught her eye.  She focused on it, and saw a shadowy shape in the water, a fleeting glimpse, the shape vanishing into the blue of the sea.


A water dragon?  But they all left the island.  Maybe it was one of the ones that lived in the cove, sneaking back into its den during the night?  The could certainly manage it.  They could move about in the night without being seen, and their protective magic would hide them from magical detection—


That was it!


She dove sharply, turning towards that cove.  Water dragons!  They were friends to the earth dragons!  What if they put the entrance to the earth dragon’s secret village underwater?  Nobody would ever think to look for earth dragons in the water!  Earth dragons had dug tunnels all over the island, what if one of them opened up underwater, and allowed them to just swim to their secret village’s entrance?

She landed on the edge of one of the ruined farms, a dug-out burrow on the top of a small knoll, the remains of the burrow’s contents destroyed and scattered over the moist, slightly muddy ground, still damp from last night’s passing shower.  The sky dragons had dug it out and destroyed it, probably searching for earth dragons to kill.  She padded along the rocky shelf abutting the water, looking down into it, using what she was seeing as an example that might prove her theory.  The shelf overhung the wall in several places, hiding the rocky wall from view from the top…and that condition had to exist in multiple places around the island.  And an earth dragon could easily dig a tunnel that would only open to the water, but would keep the water out.


Yes, yes, that would work!  That was how they did it!  Somewhere along the coast, she knew she would find a tunnel that opened into the water, and that tunnel would be close to another underwater tunnel that would lead to their hidden village.  She drifted out into the air close to the water and looked down the rocky shelf, but saw no tunnels.  She did see an opening further down, but holding her breath and diving in showed that it was only the den of the water dragons, and a fairly extensive one at that.


An excavated den.  Yes, she could see it on the walls, she could identify it in a heartbeat after spending five days studying it.  This was earth dragon work!


It proved that the earth dragons could indeed dig underwater.  An earth dragon had dug out this den, after all.

And no chromatic anywhere would ever believe that the earth dragons had dug out their secret village from the water.  The water dragons had obviously helped them do it, using their water magic to allow them to do their digging without fear of drowning.


She surfaced and climbed out onto a short beach of white sand, pondering as the water dripped from her.  The key was going to be finding a hidden tunnel down in the maze of tunnels that opened into the water, which most other dragons would discount as yet another trick, yet another misdirection, but she wouldn’t.  That tunnel was how they did it.  Somewhere close to that tunnel, she would find another one, one that only opened to the water, and at the end of that tunnel, she would find the earth dragons.


The last place she would ever think to look for earth dragons was in the ocean…and that was exactly where she was going to find them.


She turned and spread her wings, then launched into the sky, heading for her den to get her mapping tools.  She had a lot of work to do.  Her teacher was right in that there was a hidden tunnel down there, somewhere, and she had to find it.  But where her teacher would have followed it to find that it ended in the ocean, she understood that that was how they evacuated the earth dragons.  The water dragons helped them evacuate, probably helped them build their hidden village.

The hidden village of the earth dragons was not connected to their other villages, a simple fact that would have confounded the chromatics for months, maybe years, unable to accept the idea.  It proved to her just how clever the earth dragons were, how cunning, how intelligent.  They had built a massive system of tunnels that served no other purpose but to literally make the chromatics run around in circles.


But they’d been forced to dig a tunnel leading to the water, to get the earth dragons out without being seen, and that was their one weakness.  If she could find that tunnel, then she would find the earth dragons.  She’d have to, since there was so much coastline around the island that trying to search for the tunnel underwater would take far longer than trying to find the tunnel that would lead her to where it would be.


Earth dragons…they were far smarter than her elders ever believed.
