Chapter 11

27 June 2017, 09:00 HDT; Exclusion Zone, Mount Kilauea

Sessara had rather rudely learned that all her strength and power and might were no match for the backassery of the United States Federal Government’s planet-sized ball of red tape.

She expected obedience and immediate capitulation to her demands, but some of her demands had to go up channels, where the gears of progress turned jerkily and unoiled, grinding away until an answer finally came back down to them.  It had taken that long for Sessara’s demand to see Davie to go up, get approved, and come back down, and so they were in the back of the tinted-window modified Ford Expedition SUV, modified to actually be an urban tank, and hidden from the reporters by a divider glass between the front and glass as she sat in the front seat with a driver.  That man was a Secret Service agent specially trained for driving the heavily armored behemoth, since its handling and weight required a man with training to operate without giving away the fact that it was built of tank armor and armored glass.


“I can’t wait to see the dwagons!” Davie gushed from his car seat, looking eagerly out his window at the reporters swarming the vehicle.  MPs finally got the crowd under control, pushing them back so the SUV could go through the gate leading up to the top.  Once they were through, Jenny lowered the divider partition, then looked back at him.


“Do you remember what I said?” she asked.


“Uh-huh.  Be careful cause I’ll be like one of my army men to them.  Don’t get under their feet.”


“Precisely, little man,” she nodded.  “You stay close to me or Daddy all the time, okay?”


“Okay.”


“I have to admit, this is really exciting,” Greg said.  “I think I’m the first civilian that gets to get this close to them.”


“Not counting Arlen, he’s technically not military, love,” Jenny chuckled.


“Well, he is government,” he pointed out.


“Remember what I told you,” she said.  “Fire dragons don’t take no for an answer, and they expect you to obey them.  You’re nothing but a butler to them, Greg.  An interesting butler, but still a butler.”


“That goes for you too, eh?  I could see you in a maid outfit,” he teased.


She flushed just a little bit, giving the Secret Service agent a furtive look.  But, the man’s face was like stone, which was either a relief or an intense curiosity if it was just training keeping his expression neutral.  MPs opened the inner gate, and Juarez and Hatch came up to meet the SUV as it pulled in.  Hatch opened the door for her, and Juarez opened Davie’s door.  “Hey papito,” he smiled, reaching in and ruffling his hair.  “How you doing?”


“I’m okay,” he replied, accepting Juarez’s help to get down as Greg got out, then his eyes widened as he saw the fire dragons on the far side of the fenced area.  None were near the TVs or tent, attending a meeting of sorts near the caldera as Sessara sat on the rim and addressed them.


“Aren’t they cool?” Juarez asked, dropping to a knee.  “But you gotta be careful, papito.  They might step on you by accident!”


“Mommy said stay close,” he nodded.


“You listen to your mama, half-size,” Hatch agreed as Greg came around the back.  Price advanced towards them, his .50 caliber sniper rifle slung over his back, always ready to be pulled down and used with his deadly accuracy.  Price had never missed any target either in practice or in the field, as far as she knew.  His father had been an army sniper himself, and he’d put a rifle in Price’s hands when he was six.


“Hey Davie,” Price greeted.  “They finally let you come in, eh?”


“I’m so excited!” Davie answered, almost jumping up and down.  “When can we go meet them, Mommy?”


“When they’re done with their meeting, little bear,” Greg replied.  “We can’t go over where they are.”


“Why not?”


“It’s too hot, papito,” Juarez replied.  “There’s lava over there, and it’s really, really hot.  If we tried to go over there, we’d get burned.”


“But it doesn’t hurt them,” he protested.


“They’re fire dragons, sweetie,” Jenny said patiently.  “A dragon can’t be hurt by its own element.  Fire dragons can’t get burned, water dragons can’t drown, sky dragons can’t be hurt by lightning, and earth dragons can’t be hurt by guns, because bullets are made of metal.”


“Don’t I know it,” Price grunted.


“I’d stay clear of Kell if I were you, Price,” Jenny grinned.  “He wants to do something very mean to you for all the times you’ve shot him.”


Price chuckled.  “Well, it was good practice drawing a bead on a moving target if nothing else,” he smiled.

Jenny and the Hunters showed Greg and Davie around, which wasn’t all that much.  The only things they’d built were the fence, which they couldn’t approach, the tent, and three projector screens showing different TV channels.  After that, they gathered over where the other Hunters were, who were debating what they’d read in the book on magic.

It was a book they’d all had to read.  Much to the shock of the fire dragons, and the Hunters themselves, Sessara had determined that every single Hunter had magical aptitude, to varying degrees.  Jenny had the most potential, according to the fire drake, and surprisingly to her, Price was the next most apt, all the way down to poor Wilson, whom Sessara had determined had qualities she called tertiary.  In dragon lore, she explained, a man like Wilson would only excel in a specialization of sorts based on his natural aptitudes, and have poor magical abilities outside his specialty.  Wilson would only be able to do one thing, but that one thing he would do well.  Maybe it would be a class of spells related to his natural strengths, maybe it would be enchantment, but whatever it was, he’d perform well in his specialty and poorly outside of it.


It made her curious.  The Hunters were the best they were at what they did, and now they’d found out that all of them had magical talent.  Arlen Kent too had magical talent.  Maybe, she speculated privately, those who excelled had qualities related to the fact that they had magical aptitude.  She had a feeling that President Walker and the First Lady would also have magical aptitude, if her theory panned out, for they were exceptional people, ambitious and capable.

They were arguing about the book, debating just how the life energy of the creatures on the world created magic, when they joined them. They broke off and greeted Davie warmly, Wilson and Michaels bouncing him around and making him laugh, shaking Greg’s hand and renewing some friendships he had among Jenny’s team.  Jenny was the only married person on the team, which was really strange, so Greg had been adopted as the “13th man” of sorts, and Davie was the team’s adopted son.  Everyone else was either single or divorced, which was Derringer’s, Hatch’s, and Wilson’s cases…but Wilson was married to the job more than he’d ever be married to a woman.  He was too addicted to the life of a soldier, and would be one til he died.


But in a way, it was nice to know that she wasn’t unique.  There were other human magicians in the world, and that meant that, hopefully, the government wouldn’t focus all their attention solely on her.  She had no doubt that all the Hunters would be right along with her when it came time to learn about magic…and in a way, she was glad.  The Hunters were her team, in a way her family, and she was overjoyed that they wouldn’t be split up by the demands of country and duty.


“Oh my,” Greg breathed as Sessara vaulted over the lava flow and started towards them, getting bigger and bigger.  “She’s much bigger than Kell, isn’t she?”


“Much bigger,” Jenny nodded.  Sessara stalked over to them and sat on her haunches, looking down at Greg and Davie with her glowing red eyes and an expectant expression.  “Greg, Davie, this is Sessara, the leader of the fire dragons here,” Jenny introduced.  “Sessara, lifemate Greg, hatchling Davie,” she said in draconic, motioning at them.  Sessara hunkered down and lowered her huge head so she was nearly eye to eye with Greg, her chin nearly on the ground, giving him a penetrating stare.  Greg cleared his throat and bowed a little, not sure what to do.  She focused her attention on an awestruck Davie, let him put his hands on her scaly upper lip, then he flinched and giggled when she snorted a blast of hot air over him.


“She’s hot,” Davie declared, putting his hands on her snout again.


“They all are, munchkin,” Petrovski told him.  “They can breathe fire, you know.”


“Really?”


“They surely can,” Jenny affirmed.


“Welcome,” Sessara said in improved English.  In the five days since starting to teach her draconic, Sessara had quadrupled her English vocabulary and had worked on her pronunciation.  “Come, youngling.  Come.  I show pretty, you see,” she said.  Jenny almost intervened when Sessara scooped her son up in her paw and turned around, then started off with him, and Greg all but had to be held back.

“What’s she doing!” Greg demanded.


“I don’t know, but she won’t hurt him, Greg,” she replied, her voice quavering as her maternal instinct battled with her reason.  Sessara carted Davie over to a gathering of other drakes, gently set him down, then sat down and pointed at the rocky ground.  Davie looked at whatever was there and made an “ooohhh!” sound, sitting down and staring at whatever it was with complete fascination.  The other drakes stared at it as well, a strange little circle with Davie in the middle.  Juarez started over there, but after about twenty paces, he staggered back.  “Ai!  Dios mio!” he swore.  “It’s way too hot!”


“They don’t want us to interfere,” Wilson grunted, his hand on the butt of his pistol.


“I think you’re right, but they won’t hurt him,” Jenny repeated, trying to bolster her own confidence about it.  “They won’t hurt him.”


“If they do, they’re dead,” Price declared, gripping the strap of his sniper rifle.


The strange little conference lasted nearly a half an hour, and then Sessara gently herded Davie back over to the tent, where they were gathered watching with intense and nervous stares.  Davie broke out into a run after Sessara urged him, and Greg knelt down and gave him a fierce hug when he reached them, patting him urgently to make sure he was alright.  “What did they show you, baby bear?” Greg asked.


“It was so pretty!” he gushed.  “They made pictures on the ground, and they were really neat!  They did magic, Daddy!  They showed me real magic!”


“Sessara,” Jenny said, almost threateningly, when she reached them.


“Very talented,” she replied unashamedly.  “Teach him, soon, soon.  Early good, early early early very good.  Lifemate Jenny’s,” she commanded, holding out her paw.

“Oh shit,” Greg swallowed, putting Davie down.


“They won’t hurt you,” Jenny assured him, putting her hands on his shoulders.  “Just remember that.”


He nodded, then Sessara curled her paw around him like herding a child as he stepped up to her, then brought him to the circle of red drakes.  He sat on the ground and looked up at Sessara nervously, but she just bent her head down and motioned at the ground.  Greg looked down, and he didn’t look anywhere else for long minutes.


“What did they show you, sweetie?” Jenny asked, picking him up.


“Shapes.  Stars and circles, squares and other things,” he replied.  “They were all different colors, and were really pretty.  Then we played a game with the shapes, putting them all inside a box, like a puzzle.”


“Curious,” Petrovski noted.  “They didn’t do that to us.”


“I know,” Wilson agreed with a nod.


“It’s a little different.  Sessara has her finger on Greg’s shoulder,” Jenny noted.  “She wasn’t touching Davie.”


“Maybe she’s trying to make him think magic while she’s touching him, maybe it helps her,” Vickers speculated.


“That actually makes sense.  I’m amazed you thought of it,” Hatch teased his primary partner.


“Watch it, buddy, I’m supposedly higher up on the magic ladder than you,” he retorted.


“Even dragons make mistakes,” he said lightly, which made Jenny laugh despite herself.


Kent arrived for his daily visit while Greg was still with the drakes, and he looked curiously at them as he joined the Hunters.  “What are they doing?”


“Sessara’s testing Greg,” Jenny replied.  “She said that Davie’s got potential.”


“Really?  That’s great to hear!” he smiled down at Davie.  “Congratulations!”


“What for?”


“For being you, papito,” Juarez grinned.


“Oh.  What’s so special about that?”


“It’s very special, sweetie,” Jenny smiled, then she kissed him on the cheek and put him back down.  “Tom, could you turn on one of the projector TVs for him?  He can watch a little TV while we get things organized.”


“Sure thing, mookie, I’m sure we can find Nickelodeon on there somewhere.”


“Channel two hundred nine,” Petrovski said absently.  “What?  I like Spongebob Squarepants, sue me.”


That made the others laugh, and things calmed down a whole lot.  Wilson took Davie over to one of the screens and stayed with him, babysitting as Jenny and Arlen got down to business, but Tom was very good at it.  He was actually very good with children, which was something of a surprise given he was a grizzled, veteran professional soldier.  “Any word on the press conference?”

“Tomorrow, two o’clock,” Arlen answered as he motioned at Michaels.  He chuckled and sat at the console and brought up the translation screen on the touchscreen.  “We need to let Sessara know.”


“Please tell me you’re giving it,” Jenny all but pleaded.


He laughed.  “Yes, I’m giving it, but you’ll be there,” he replied.  “They’ve seen you and me come in and out of here on a daily basis, Jenny, they know you’re involved.”


“Yeah.  That house out in the middle of nowhere is going to look really nice once the fire dragons are gone.”


“If only we could all go there,” he chuckled.  “But I’m a little too old to put all that devoted study in, I have another job that’s far more important.”  He looked to Price.  “Any problems since yesterday?”


“Nope,” he replied.


“Good.  I really don’t want to see another fight,” he grunted.


Yesterday afternoon, they got a very close-up view of how nasty fire dragons could be.  A fight erupted between two adult drakes, and none of the other drakes made any move to break it up.  They just watched from a distance as the two females tore into each other, not even bothering to use magic, a fight that lasted nearly ten minutes and resulted in a lot of blood and scales all over the ground.  The victor beat the loser senseless, and only then did Sessara intervene, pulling the winner off before she killed the loser.  The loser slinked off after waking up, and had spent all night well away from the others, laying by a slow-drifting lava flow to lick her wounds and recover.  And she’d have to do a lot of recovering.  She had several nasty bite wounds, torn wing membrane, and had only come about a foot from losing her left eye to a claw rake.  She had three jagged lacerations on her face from the other drake’s claws, her eye right between the two deeper ones, and would probably leave an ugly scar once it healed.  Jenny was very glad Davie hadn’t seen that, or it would have traumatized him.  Hell, it had almost traumatized the two duty officers.

It was a stark reminder of Kell’s warnings about the fire dragons and their savagery.


Arlen had tried to coax the wounded female out of the heat so they could give her medical attention, but she had refused to budge.


Jenny watched as several hatchlings ventured over to the TV, and Davie lost interest in the TV when the very young dragons, barely more than babies, inspected him curiously.  In relative ages, Davie was in their age bracket, Jenny supposed.  She watched carefully as the hatchlings sniffed at him, milled around him, but Davie showed little fear of them, and Wilson was giving the hatchling commanding stares.  The hatchlings had learned that the Hunters were not humans to trifle with, because the females had given them permission to whack the hatchlings if they did anything out of bounds….and several hatchlings had found out the hard way that Tom Wilson was a physically powerful man who could whack very hard.  Fire dragons respected strength above all things, and the fact that Wilson was strong enough to make a fire dragon hatchling yelp garnered him some respect among the females.  The hatchlings obeyed Tom just because he’d smack them if they didn’t, which was behavior to which they were acclimated, since that was how their parents also treated them.


But, that didn’t mean that Jenny didn’t grip the table with a white-knuckled grip as the those hatchlings crowded around her son.  A single errant lick of flame could scar Davie for life.

Eventually, the hatchlings all bounded off when an older one produced a hollow steel ball fashioned for them by a nearby foundry, and they chased each other around as they kicked and slapped the ball with their tails.


Greg came back with Sessara behind him, and he gave Jenny a kiss when he reached the tent.  “Talented,” she declared.


“Well, I won’t be the only one hitting the books, love,” Jenny grinned at him.


“I guess not,” he chuckled.


“That’s every single one of us,” Arlen mused, scratching his chin.  “Maybe Sessara should start seeing who doesn’t have potential instead of who does.”


“That’s a fair point,” Jenny agreed.


“Sessara, we must talk,” Arlen told her in draconic, motioning at the screen, and he put the bluetooth over his head.  “We have a time for the press conference,” he told her, which she read after sticking her head into the tent between Arlen and Jenny.  “Tomorrow afternoon.”

Remember what you can and cannot say, she typed.


“We have everything all arranged.  I’m going to download a text file to the computer that will outline what we’ll talk about.  I’d like to have your approval over the talking points.”


Naturally, she typed.  Show me this outline.

Arlen handed Michaels a flash drive, and he quickly accessed it and found the lone text file and opened it.  It flashed onto the screen, and with a few commands, Michaels translated the entire file into draconic, the characters swapping out almost instantly.  Sessara put her forepaws on either side of the touchscreen and read the file surprisingly quickly, then she nodded to him and started typing again.  I approve, she relayed.  Tomorrow afternoon?

“Yes, esteemed council member,” he nodded.  “Any news from the island?”


Nothing worth relaying.  Hirrag’s messages state that things are at an uneasy standoff.  The other dragons won’t come close to the volcano, and the fire dragons won’t leave it except to feed.  As things stand now, things are peaceful.  Tense, but peaceful.

“Have you made contact with Hinado?”


She shook her head as she typed.  Jussa tried to contact him for us, but as of yet, nothing.  We don’t know what happened to him.  I pray to Gaia he is well.  He has the respect of the fire dragons.

“We hope he’s alright too,” Jenny agreed.  Arlen put the bluetooth on the table, but Jenny picked it up.  “A question, Sessara?”


Speak.

“Exactly what different did you do with Davie and Greg than with us?”


Not much with your lifemate, she replied.  Assessing a hatchling requires a different approach, for the youngest are usually quite sensitive to magic.  Call it an acceptance of the possibilities that things are far more than they can experience, she typed.  The young mind, powerful in imagination, is far easier to assense than an older mind, set in its ways and locked in its perception of the world.

“That is a very interesting observation,” Arlen mused as he read her typing.  “So Davie was easier to judge than us?”


Much easier, she typed as Michaels typed that out for her.  Magic requires belief to enact, and the young mind is more willing to believe in the impossible than the old.

“That’s entirely true,” Jenny agreed as Greg nodded.  “Isn’t it odd that all of us have magical aptitude, Sessara?”

It is indeed highly curious, she agreed with a nod as she typed.  Our histories say that in olden time, when we dragons interacted with humans, perhaps a single human in one hundred had any kind of magical aptitude, and yet here stand 15 adept humans in one place at one time that is not a magical school or library.  Perhaps humans have developed a closer bond with Gaia in the thousand years since we withdrew from human contact, or perhaps it’s a simple convergence of luck that placed all of you here.  I would like to test that theory by assessing the various army guards that patrol the fence in a purely random fashion, and see if it is indeed much more commonplace for the modern human to be magically adept than the humans of old, or if it is indeed just a matter of serendipity that placed a large number of humans who are but a small part of your population together.

“I think we can arrange that, esteemed council member,” Arlen agreed, which Michaels typed for him.  “You choose which humans you wish to test, and we’ll put them at your disposal.”


It needs to be done without bias, so we can determine things rationally, she stressed.  I might by some unknown instinct pick men that have aptitude to test, which will corrupt the intent of the experiment.  Just gather the names of your men and pick some one-quarter of them by random draw, outside of my knowledge.  Simply arrange a schedule to send them to me for assessment.

“That’s almost scientific in its approach,” Jenny mused.  “A blind sample.”


I’m trained in magic, Jenny, and magic is a science, she replied with crisp movements of her clawed fingers.

“True, true,” she agreed.


“Alright, let me go get in touch with the President and get final authorization for the press conference,” Arlen declared.  “His press secretary can make the announcement.”


“Where are you holding it?”


“Right down there,” he pointed, towards the media center.  “May as well set the scene properly by holding it where the dragons are.”


Arlen hurried towards the gate, and it was opened by the MPs for him.  He got into a golf cart-style ATV driven by an aide, and was taken back down the volcano.   Sessara tapped Jenny on the rump with her tail to get her attention, then she started typing again.  Bring all your Hunters together here after lunch, and I’ll discuss magic with you.  I am by no means a qualified teacher, but at the moment, I’m the best you have.

“I’m sure we’ll do well with you teaching, esteemed council member.  After all, you’ll spank us if we don’t do our best,” she smiled.


Sessara grinned.  A thump from time to time keeps the attention where it should be, she declared, swishing her tail back and forth behind her ominously.

28 June 2017, 14:00 HDT; Media Relations Center, Mount Kilauea

Jenny really didn’t want to be here.


Dressed in her formal dress uniform, complete with her chrome 1911 Model .45 officer’s pistol and saber hanging at her belt and her silver oak leaves gleaming in the spotlights pointed at the podium, Jenny stood just behind Arlen Kent and with Deputy Undersecretary of State Ross on his other side as he stepped up to the forest of microphones attached to the wooden podium, the seal of the office of the Secretary of State affixed to the front.  Ross was Kent’s main aide and handled many of his affairs, including fencing with the media in Kent’s absence since they came to Hawaii, and as such she deserved a spot on the podium if only because she’d been doing the daily briefings where she basically told them “we’re not saying anything, next question I’m not going to answer.”  Kent shuffled the papers placed on the podium for him and looked out over nearly 100 reporters from networks all over the world, then cleared his throat as camera’s clicked and flashed in the background.  “Welcome to the Mount Kilauea Media Relations Center, ladies and gentlemen,” he began, “I’m Secretary of State Arlen Kent.  Deputy Undersecretary Mary Ross, Marine Lieutenant Colonel Jennifer Edwards,” he motioned to the two women behind him.

“As just about the entire world now knows, dragons do in fact exist,” he declared as cameras continued to click and clatter, flashes dazzled Jenny’s eyes.  How did Arlen stand those lights blinking?  “At current, we are hosting some fifty adult dragons and fifty-six of their young here at Mount Kilauea.  The reason we’re here, and they are here, is strictly their own affair.


“Nearly three months ago, the dragons reached out to the Federal government,” he began.  “They are a very reclusive and isolationist society of intelligent sentient beings who wish as little contact as possible with human kind.  However, they had certain needs and requirements that forced them to finally reach out to us.  The dragons are here to observe an ancient series of ceremonies that are of critical importance to them involving their children, that required them to be at an actively erupting volcano, and right now, Mount Kilauea is the only one in the world,” he declared.  “In the last three months, we’ve been in negotiations with the dragons to permit them both access to the volcano and strict privacy and isolation from human contact while here to observe these important ceremonies.  They will be here for some undetermined time that has to do with their social ceremonies, and once those are complete, they will return to their home, which is obviously a secret location.  The dragons have made it completely clear to us that their wish to involve themselves in human affairs begins and ends with their need to access the volcano,” he stated strongly.  “Once their ceremonies are complete, they will leave human territory, and have asked us to honor their desire to be left alone.

“While they are here, we’ve agreed to cater to some of their needs.  We’re supplying them with food and water, and in return for that, they have agreed to stay on the ground so as not to cause any widespread traffic accidents, and also agreed to relate to us some of their history and some of their social customs, which will be copied down and released to various colleges and universities across the world for study in its unedited, raw interview format.


“The dragons have authorized me to give you some basic information about them,” he said, flipping over a page and nodding to a tech offstage, who displayed a picture of Sessara that Hatch had taken that morning, “so as to be considerate neighbors.  Firstly, there isn’t just one race of dragons.  There are five, and while they look different from one another, they are all dragons.  Each of these splinter races of dragon have their own cultures, their own history, and their own societies.  All these species of dragons do live together in their homeland.  The species of dragons that have visited us here in Hawaii are called fire dragons,” he related, motioning at the picture of Sessara, which caused a frenzy of flashing bulbs.  “So, perhaps their interest in the volcano makes more sense,” he added in a slightly amused voice.  “The other races of dragons follow the classical Greek elemental structure.  There are fire, water, earth, and sky dragons, with a fifth race of dragons known as chromatics.  Dragons vary greatly in size based on race, but the adult fire dragons who are here range from anywhere between seven feet to twenty feet high at the shoulder and twenty-one to fifty-eight feet long, nose to tail,” he read from the page.  “Fire dragons are the largest of the five dragon species, with the other four species being, on the average, half the size as the fire dragons.  There are one hundred and six dragons visiting us, with fifty adult females escorting fifty-six juveniles and thirty-seven eggs.

“As to the multiple conspiracy theorists out there, let me make things clear.  The dragons are not here as enemies.  They have brought their eggs and children here, for Pete’s sake,” he snorted.  “I don’t know about you, but I for one would not bring my children along during a hostile invasion,” he declared.  “The dragons have been true to their word in their dealings with us and have been polite and respectful to the men guarding the volcano peak to assure their privacy, and in return, we have honored the agreement we made with them.

“Very well then, before I take questions, understand these simple rules.  Firstly, I’m not going to answer any question involving any rumors or conspiracy theories about other dragon sightings that have popped up all over the internet since the fire dragons arrived.  Secondly, I won’t answer any questions about where the dragons come from.  Thirdly, I’m not here to speculate.  Now, to prevent a circus, every reporter here will be permitted to ask one question and one question only,” he warned.  “There will be no follow-up questions.  We’ll pick reporters based on random draw, and I’ll give all of you a few minutes to gather your thoughts and consider the question you want to ask.”  He stepped back from the podium and motioned for Jenny and Ross to follow, and they stepped just to the side of it.  “Remember, Jenny, I might call on you to answer certain questions,” he said in a low voice as the reporters all talked in quiet tones, and cameras continued to flash and click. 

“I’m starting to hate you, Arlen,” she said in a low tone, which made him chuckle.


“Does Sessara still intend to crash the conference?” he asked.


“I think I talked her out of it,” she replied.  “But she’s a fire dragon, Arlen.  You know how they are.”


He smiled.  “Yes, I’ve learned that intimately over the last week,” he agreed.


After giving the reporters a little time, they returned to the podium and Kent cleared his throat.  “Alright, we’ll begin the question and answer session.  Captain Mike Savage will call out reporter name and affiliation, and that reporter will have the floor.  Remember, one question and one question only, so think very carefully what you ask and how you ask it.  Captain, you may begin,” he nodded towards the man behind a computer at the edge of the gathering.


“Randall Whittaker, BBC,” the man called loudly.


“Thank you, Mister Secretary,” the man said, an older man with gray hair and an austere face.  “I think the most obvious question to ask is just how the dragons managed to make contact with you, and how you communicated with them.”


“Some dragons speak English,” he replied.  “And how we’ve communicated with them is classified.  Next question.”


That set the tone.  Kent was either evasive or just stonewalled several questions from reporters who asked various combinations of questions trying to divine just how long the dragons had been in contact with humanity, how much the government knew about them, and where they came from.  It was nearly ten reporters in when one of them finally asked a different kind of question.  “Exactly why would they bring eggs to a volcano?” he asked.


Kent chuckled.  “The fire dragons have a legend that tells them that eggs incubated in a volcano produce exceptional dragons,” he answered.  “Since they were bringing their young here to observe their ceremonies, they decided to bring their eggs along as well, since they’d have a chance to do just that.”

“Exactly what kind of ceremonies are they observing?” the next reporter asked.


 “Without getting too involved, they’re here for right of passage ceremonies for their young,” he answered, using the prepared lie.  “They usually conduct these ceremonies in other locations, on volcanoes much less populated where they could arrive and leave without being noticed.  But, as I stated earlier, right now this is the only erupting volcano on the entire planet right now, and they couldn’t put these ceremonies off any longer.  Next question,” he prompted.

Eventually, a reporter asked about the other dragons.  “There’s been a picture circulated of a pair of dragons in this very location that look radically different than the picture you displayed,” the woman called.  “These looked like dragons painted in camouflage and with spiky tails.”


“We have no comment about that particular picture,” he replied.  “It delves into the area of ‘internet conspiracy theory’ questions I warned all of you about, Misses Winters.  Next question.”


Jenny got more and more hopeful that Kent wouldn’t make her talk, and as they worked through the last of the reporters, she could see the light at the end of the tunnel…which turned into a train.  She turned her head when she heard that unmistakable sound, the sound of leathery wings, and turned back towards the volcano just in time to see Sessara descend.  She caused an almost instant frenzy among the reporters as she flapped heavily and alighted just in front of the gate leading up to the peak, the sedately folded her wings and sat on her haunches, looking huge and massive and serious.  “Oh no,” Jenny breathed, hurrying off the podium as the reporters all surged towards the fire drake, every camera pointed at her, and Secretary of State was quite honestly forgotten.  The MPs rushed up to hold the reporters back, but while they were all in a tizzy over Sessara making a live appearance, they weren’t exactly enthusiastic enough to get very close to her.  Jenny scurried over to her foreleg and looked up at her, a bit reproachfully.  “Thought we had deal,” she accused in draconic.


She just flashed Jenny a naughty little fanged smile, then fanned her wings a couple of times, a bit ostentatiously, letting the humans gape at and admire her...and also fear her.


It took the MPs almost five minutes to get control of the situation, but that was mainly because, while the fire dragon was majestic, it was also clear she wasn’t going to do anything but sit there and look at them.  Reporters hurled questions at Sessara, who ignored all of them almost scornfully, concealing the fact that she didn’t speak English behind a seeming disregard for the questions she was being asked.  Kent eventually got focus back on him, but since he was now standing in front of Sessara, it provided a powerful image with her as his backdrop, towering over him, her head barely two feet over his head as she bent it down to regard the reporters.  “Alright, alright,” Kent called loudly as two aides hastily moved the podium over, yanking up a knot of secured wires as they brought it to him.  They set it down and Kent stepped behind it.  “This wasn’t entirely planned, but here we are, one of the fire dragons visiting us in person,” he motioned.


“I am Sessara, member of the council of dragons, our ruling government,” the fire drake boomed in fairly decent English, and that turned every camera right back to her.  “I declare that the words the Secretary have given you about us are true.  We are here to observe sacred ceremonies for our young, and when they are complete, we will return to our homeland.  We thank the President and the American people for their generosity and understanding in giving us both access to your volcano and the privacy to perform these ancient rites without interruption.  The blessing of Gaia be with you,” she declared, then she turned, leapt into the air, and a single flap of her wings catapulted her over the fence.  Every camera followed her as she returned to the top of the volcano, then disappeared from view as she landed.

“So, there’s your confirmation,” Kent chuckled lightly.  “Right from the dragon’s mouth, as it were.”


Jenny tuned out the rest of the conference, a little aggravated with Sessara.  She did not need to show up like that.  The less kind of direct contact the dragons had with the general populace, the better, as far as both Jenny and the government were concerned. Seeing the dragons walking around and what kind of potential access they had because they could fly would whip the nutbags and zealots into a fever pitch.  She didn’t need paranoid crazies out there taking a shot at any sound in the night, fearing it was a dragon landing in his yard…and they were out there.  Much to her relief, the general opinion of the revelation that dragons was more curiosity than fear, but there was that minority that were screaming bloody murder, mainly on the internet, but there were a couple of prominent pastors out there insisting that the dragons were the literal interpretation of the beast from the book of Revelations, that the appearance of the dragons was in fact one of the signs of the apocalypse.


Jenny rather amusedly recalled a debate between the son of Billy Graham and some scientist on a talk show a few days ago, when the scientist asked Graham why he cares, since he’s supposed to be raptured anyway.  Graham got his feet knocked out from under him with that one.

After Kent answered the last few questions, Jenny immediately hurried through the gate and to one of the Hum-Vs they kept for anyone who needed a fast ride up to the top, and parked it outside the fences and hurried through.  Sessara was by the tent, speaking with Wilson and Kantrell.


Sessara gave her an amused look as she stalked up, then quite deliberately kicked her on the forepaw.  She just tapped her, showing her frustration more than anything else, and it made Sessara laugh.  “Why do that?” Jenny demanded in draconic.

Sessara turned and put her head and forepaws under the tent, and Jenny read the reply.  Talking about us is one thing, but seeing one of us is another.

Jenny growled under her breath and stalked off, almost expecting that non-answer answer.  Actually, she had a feeling it was more like a fire dragon being a fire dragon.  Sessara did whatever she pleased, and Jenny had a sneaking suspicion that was just to prove to Jenny and Arlen that they couldn’t tell her what to do.  They asked her not to come, and she did it anyway, demonstrating that she was the one in charge here.


The shivering of the ground told her that Sessara was following, and she stumbled forward when Sessara bumped her snout against her shoulders.  She turned and almost glared at her, which just seemed to amuse the fire drake to no end.  Jenny crossed her arms and blew out her breath, but that just made Sessara hiss out a chortle.  “So huffy,” she teased in English.


“You did that on purpose!” she accused.


“Humans see true dragon,” she replied simply.  “Learn respect.”

“The idea was not to scare the people.”


“If I sit, speak scary, then humans fear no matter what.”


That seemed sensible enough. “Who taught you that speech?” she asked.  When Sessara looked at her blankly, she rephrased.  She must have gone past Sessara’s English vocabulary.  “English words to people.”


“Oh.  Price,” she replied lightly.  “I write, he translate.”

Jenny fumed a bit, promising herself to give Price another kick.


“Come.  Lessons,” Sessara ordered.  “Much teach you today.”


“You pull that stunt, then pretend it never happened?” Jenny protested.


“You so cute when think have choice,” she intoned dryly, herding Jenny along with her forepaw.


13 July 2017, 13:27 DMT; Sanctuary City

Since they were trapped underground and only had so many things to do, things had entered something of a routine for everyone.


For Kell, his routine was splitting his day between the department and his family.  His work day was filled with routine inspections, turns being the roving technician, turns sitting at the monitor boards to manage the network, performing the occasional wiring job for a new den, and spending some time with other departments to learn how they operated.  Most of that time he spent with Fredda and the power team, and Fredda often hijacked him from the department to help her with the thermal plant, mainly because of his size.  As one of the smallest earth drakes, he could squeeze into places others couldn’t, and he had advanced technical skills that let him do the work she needed, often with a little extra training.  After work, he often babysat the hatchlings as he studied advanced power generation techniques at Fredda’s insistence, helped around the burrow, and after they got things ironed out a little, he again got back on the internet and kept himself abreast of what was going on up top.


The family was just as busy.  Since Keth and Kanna already spoke English, they got out of those daily lessons and spent that time training.  Keth and Kanna had been teaching other drakes the family specialty, underwater digging, which was just basically teaching the different approach one used when underwater compared to normal.  The physical conditioning couldn’t be taught, it had to be earned.  When not teaching, Keth spent his days with the other farmers, endlessly making plans on how to reclaim the farms when they came back out, and Kanna was working with many other matrons and the building department on how to repair or replace the many ruined burrows.

They knew what was going on up on the island thanks to the water dragons.  Shii’s pod visited on a daily basis to bring them the daily news, and that news was that the island was all but deserted now.  The fire dragons wouldn’t leave the volcano except to eat and drink, and the sky dragons spent most of their time out hunting.  The chromatics spent most of their time in their libraries, so it left the island almost eerily empty and quiet.


Quiet…and ruined.  Two days ago, Kammi had gone out to remove the satellite dish, since most of the sky dragons were off the island anyway, and she took a camera with her…and the video horrible.  The farms were all destroyed, nothing but patches of weeds and sawgrass invading, but those invaders were actually helping hold the soil.  There were rain gulleys all over their farm, where bare soil was washed away by the daily rains the island experienced, and the sky dragons had dug out his burrow and destroyed everything inside it.  They’d tried to dig out the family burrow, but had only managed to open up the entry chamber before abandoning the effort.  She’d gone inside it and seen that most of what they left behind, miraculously, was more or less untouched.  Maybe they’d left it that way as a trap early on to try to catch Kell sneaking back into his family burrow to recover possessions.  Either way, at least the family would have a burrow to return to.

The same couldn’t be said for many other earth dragons.  Their family burrow was very old, and because of that, it was very deep and under a very thick layer of solid rock, which had been too much for delicate sky dragon claws to tear apart.  But many other burrows, like his, were shallow enough for the sky dragons to manage to get through the rock over them.  Any burrow shallow enough for the sky dragons to manage to dig out, they had dug out.  The factories were burned to the ground, the power plant dismantled beyond the foundation, the sky dragons had done their best to utterly eradicate anything and everything that the earth dragons had built over the years.  When they finally returned to the surface, they’d have to start over, almost from scratch.


It wasn’t a total loss.  Kammi had taken video of some parts of the farm, and there were some buds where the potato fields had been.  They were resprouting, the fires hadn’t destroyed the potatoes in the ground.


It had only taken a couple of weeks for the high rise to clear out.  Everyone had their own burrows now, and most of the excavation had been complete.  The city was more or less finished, just a couple of little projects to complete, and now the main cavern and the high rise were purely the domain of the official government structure.  The earth dragons had elected their own council made up of nine dragons, elected from the village council leaders of the villages, with Anthra and Geon leading it.  That council was but one of the departments within the high rise, which was now almost exclusively used for government functions, various department activities, and storing their most important equipment or supplies.  The only dragons living in the high rise were Anthra and Geon and their families, and over the weeks, the place had transformed from a series of sleeping rooms and storerooms to organized headquarters for earth dragon government, the various organizations that operated under it, and of course, the department.


The department was running again, though at reduced drakepower.  They took up almost the entire second floor of the high rise, and once again, drakes were sitting in front of computers monitoring human activity.  As the construction projects started to wind down and Fredda had upgraded the waterwheel power system, more power became available…and right now, they needed to keep an eye on things.  The fire dragons had revealed themselves to the human world, had taken over Kilauea, and the earth dragons had to keep a close eye on human public reaction.


And that reaction had been, on the whole, generally positive.  The fire dragons weren’t rampaging around, they weren’t breaking anything, they were just staying up on the volcano using some ridiculous story about important ceremonies for PR.  Most people believed that story, though, and the video of Sessara addressing the reporters during that press conference was still being replayed on a nearly hourly basis by most news networks.  Jenny and the President had done a pretty good job taking in the fire dragons and preventing a media firestorm, and so far, there were no reports from South America of sky dragons stealing livestock.  Those reports might start filtering in, odds were the sky dragons were concentrating their hunting in uninhabited or scarcely populated areas, but for now, humans had only seen the good side of the dragons.


But that didn’t stop the raging debate.  The discovery of a second sentient species on Earth challenged human religious, philosophical, and political viewpoints, some of them at the highest levels.  Religious zealots either decried the dragons as animals or decided they were demons from hell, since more than one religion stated flat out that man was the ruler of earth and had lordship and dominion over all other forms of life.  Sessara challenged that viewpoint on a very basic level, since she was so huge and mighty.  There were debates about the responsibilities of mankind now that they knew they weren’t the only living things on the planet that could talk, and that other species wasn’t all that happy with them.  From such things as pollution’s impact on a species that wanted it to stop and had the ability to say it, all the way to the basic question of whether or not a dragon might need a visa to enter a country, the dragons were turning all of human society on its ear…but in a good way, Kell believed.  It was making mankind think, and for the first time, consider how their actions were impacting someone other than themselves.

And then there were the hate groups.  They all knew they’d spring up, a mixture of religious nutbags and rabid paranoia buffs, and those disparate groups were banding together in opposition to the dragons.  They wanted the dragons gone from Hawaii, and wanted America to pass laws banning them from entering the country, even declare war on them as enemies of mankind.  Kell found that amusing, since the dragons weren’t going to be moving in on every street corner and insidiously taking over human society as many of them frothed on their websites.  It was those websites the dragons were monitoring most, as well as keeping track of the database of humans that visited them, searching for any sudden trips to Hawaii that they might decide to take.

Kell blew out his breath and checked the time.  In two hours, they were going to start the first tests on the thermal plant.  They’d been working like mad to get it going, and had gotten it built nearly 10 days ahead of schedule.  They’d already tested the steam system, and today they were giving the generators themselves their first tests.  They’d built two generators, one to run the city and the other dedicated to the factories, and it had taken every scrap of metal they could get, even to the point of collecting pots, jars, even toys, and the department had to give over quite a bit of their cables for their copper and aluminum.  If the tests were successful, they could have full power for the city by tomorrow afternoon, as Fredda conducted stress tests to make sure their power transmission systems were ready.

It surprised him to see Sella bound into the office, but then again, the dozen or so water drakes staying near the island could come and go as they pleased if they used the water tube, or what they’d started calling the back door.  It was too deep down for them to be seen entering the tube itself, though only the smaller drakes felt comfortable using it, due to its small size.  “Dear friend,” Kell greeted as she came over to him.  “What brings you by?”


“News, Kell, news,” she replied seriously.  “I need to speak with Anthra and Geon.”

“They’re up in their council chambers with the earth council,” he replied.  “Is it important enough to interrupt?”


“Yes,” she replied immediately.


“Alright then,” he said, turning at the control console and pressing an intercom button.  “Anthra.”


“Yes, Kell?” came the reply.


“Sella just arrived, and she says she has to see you and Geon immediately.”


“Send her up,” she replied.


“You know where it is, right?” he asked her.


“Yes, but walk with me, friend,” she told him.


“Alright.  Girk, take over for me for a few,” he called across the room.


“Sure thing, Kell,” he replied, moving to replace him behind the three computer monitors.  Two were monitoring network activity and power levels, and the third was on a website.


“Alright, what’s going on, dear friend?” he asked as they started up the ramps that would lead to the top floor of the high rise, where the council chambers were located.


“A second scion has failed,” she replied, which made Kell give her a startled look.  The earth dragons knew about the first failed scion only because the chromatics had reached out to the elders among the water dragons for their opinion on the matter, despite the water dragons being at odds with the chromatics.  It must have stung the chromatics’ collective egos to ask an opinion of another dragon race, but something as momentous as the failure of a scion had been enough of a reason.  Kell knew almost nothing about magic, but he did know that kind of high-order magic didn’t just fail.  And now, a second scion had failed, which changed the situation from a possible one-time aberration to a disturbing pattern.


“And they blame us?”


“How can they?  Only magic could possibly disrupt a permanent magical effect, and earth dragons can’t do that,” she told him simply.  “The failed scion was the eighth they created, so it seems that if it is a pattern, they’re failing in the reverse order they were created.  If this is indeed a pattern, then number seven is next.  The chromatics have all their best scholars on the aerie right now, studying number seven, looking for any kind of advance hint that it’s failing as well.”

“What do the water dragon sages think?”


“I don’t know, I was just told to bring the news,” she answered.  “But I do know that Jussa has called for a council of water dragon elders at Half Mountain.”  Kell knew that name, it was an undersea volcano that never managed to breach the ocean’s surface, and was a well-known landmark to all water dragons.  “This is a very serious thing, dear friend.  The failure of one scion is an isolated incident.  The failure of two means that something is wrong, something with magic itself,” she declared in a grim tone.  “Whatever it is, it’s enough to make scions fail, but not enough to affect dragon powers.  My magic is no different from before, and neither is anyone’s in the pod.”


“Huh.  I would say that’s very interesting, but magic doesn’t really concern us very much.”


“This does, dear friend.  What do you think hides the island from the humans?”


He almost said something, then clicked his maw shut.


“Exactly.  If this magical problem isn’t discovered and solved, then the ancient spells the firstcomers laid down on the island will fail, and the island will be visible to the humans.  That is a matter for everyone, even the earth dragons.”

“True, but there’s nothing we can do about it,” he snorted as they reached the top floor.


“That may be true, but it’s not something the earth dragons should just dismiss either.  If the humans find the island and invade, you are the most at risk.  You have no easy way to escape.”


“Well, true, but we’d kill most of them before they figured out that guns and RPGs don’t really do all that much to us but make us angry.  We’re either outright immune to or highly resistant against what makes those things kill.  It would take a direct hit from something like a five hundred pound bomb or anti-tank missile to kill an earth dragon.  Most other explosives can’t pack enough punch to overcome our resistance to great pressure.”


“You’ve said it yourself, dear friend.  Never underestimate the resourcefulness of the humans.  They’ll find a way.”


“I can’t argue with that,” he nodded as they reached the doors to the council chamber.


Kell left her to go in alone and went back to his post, considering her news.  With the failure of a second scion, maybe there was something going on, going on with magic itself.  Scions couldn’t just fail on their own, something had to make it happen…and the list of things that could pull that off was a very short one.  Magic of that kind of magnitude could only be disrupted or dispelled by a greater magical force, it was one of the basic laws of magic of which even an earth dragon like Kell was aware.  And it had taken the combined efforts of nearly the entire chromatic race, with assistance from the sky, fire, and water dragons, to create those scions.  What had more magical power than that?


But, as he told Sella, it wasn’t his concern.  Earth dragons didn’t do magic, and drakes like him had an active scorn for it.  Call it jealousy, call it a preference for technology, he really didn’t care.  Let the magic-using dragons worry about some problem with magic.

He was back at the board when Fredda started bringing up the generators, watching a remote readout of generator load that was on one of his monitors, and in active contact with the generator room.  “I’m reading two thousand,” he replied when Fredda asked him what he was getting.


“Same here.  Alright, Braggi, start switching over.  One grid at a time in the order I wrote out,” she warned.


“Grid one A,” Kell heard a distance voice, and he saw a dip in power output, which then stabilized.  “Grid one B.”  Another dip, another stabilization.


“How’s our pressure?” Fredda asked, which he overheard.


“Still nominal,” came a thin reply.


Systematically, they switched over all power to the thermal plant, leaving only one grid on the waterwheel generators and that only so the generator had a load, then they ran it for nearly twenty minutes before carefully switching power back to the waterwheel.  “Alright, stage one is a success,” Fredda called.  “Let’s do an inspection and do stage two.”


“I’ll send down the warning,” Kell said over the intercom.  “When do you want to do it?”


“Two hours,” she replied.


“Alright then.  I’ll make the announcement.”  He closed the intercom, then brought up the city-wide public address.  “Attention all citizens, attention all citizens.  The power team is performing a test on the power system at four fifteen.  Expect a momentary power outage during this time.  Repeat, expect a momentary power outage during the four fifteen power plant test, so ensure that any activity that requires electricity is prepared for a momentary loss of power.  That is all.”


Ferroth called on his private intercom line almost immediately.  “Fredda finish the first test?” he asked.


“Yeah, chief, it went perfect,” he replied.  “Didn’t you see the lights flicker?”


“I don’t have any lights on in here,” he replied.  Ferroth was in his burrow.  “Let me wander down to the thermal room.”


“It’s your feet she’s gonna step on,” Kell warned with a chuckle.


Sella stayed up in council chambers for quite a while, long enough for the main test to start.  Kell was again riding the board as Fredda got everything ready.  “Alright, let’s get this going,” she called over the intercom.  “We’ll run this as a full stress test, Kell.  Did the department ready its backups?”


“Yeah we have UPS on all the servers,” he answered.  “So we’re ready if this blows out the power grid.”


“It shouldn’t, but you know how engineering works.  What you work out on paper may not be the same number you get once you build it.”


“But it’s always close.”


“True, but sometimes close isn’t close enough,” she replied.  “Alright, Kell, warn everyone.  Five minutes.”


He again flipped over to PA.  “Attention all citizens, attention all citizens.  The power test will begin in five minutes.  Five minutes,” he warned.  “Prepare any work requiring electricity for a momentary power outage.  That is all.”


Sella, Anthra, and Geon padded into the main room as Kell turned off the PA and switched back over to Fredda.  “Alright, we’re ready on this end, Fredda,” he told her.


“We’re doing the final prep now,” she answered.

“Esteemed council members, what can we do for you?” Jirran asked.


“Just observing, Jirran,” Geon replied as Sella came up to sit beside him.


“How did they take the news?” he asked Sella.


“We didn’t take it well,” Anthra replied.  “It may not concern us as much as it does the chromatics, but it is a cause for concern.  If the spells that hide the island fail, we’ll be vulnerable.  And we’re the ones who can’t fly away, Kell.”


“No, but we do have Sanctuary City,” he noted.  “Not even the humans can get at us down here.”


“Yes, but they can occupy the island and prevent us from ever coming out.  And starving to death isn’t the way I want to leave this world,” Geon said dryly.


“You talk like we’d stay down here like passive mice,” Kell snorted.  “A few night raids would convince the humans to go somewhere else.  And besides, unlike the other dragons, they can’t fly away either.  At least not easily.  Tunnel up under their base, attack in the middle of the night, and they’ll be wondering why they ever came here in the first place.”

“You missed your calling, Kell, you should have been a general,” Anthra said lightly.


He snorted.  “I’ll leave that to the chief,” he replied as he checked the time.


Once they counted down the five minutes, they started.  The power was shut down so they could test bringing the power up from the thermal plant, but it didn’t affect the office much because only the lights weren’t on UPS systems.  Their lights whined back into operation just seconds later, since the high rise was the first grid they brought back up, and Kell watched the indicators as the thermal plant generator took more and more load as grids were re-energized.  Once they had all the grids up, Kell constantly reported his indicators to Fredda to ensure they matched what they were getting there at the plant, which were stable and within projected parameters.  Fredda ran the generator for nearly an hour, then shunted over to the second generator, the one that would be handling the factories, which caused only a brief flicker of lights as the swap was executed, and they ran that generator for nearly an hour as well.  “Alright, give everyone a two minute warning, Kell, and we’ll pull the generators offline and check them over.  If they pass inspection, we’ll bring them up permanently tomorrow morning.”


“Got it,” he replied, then he hit the PA and warned everyone of an impending shutdown and restart.


“I must say, we should reward Fredda and the power drakes,” Geon said appreciatively.  “It seems they got it all working ten days ahead of schedule.  We can focus on the factories now.”


“Not without some raw materials,” Kell cautioned.  “Fredda stripped us to the bare walls to build the thermal plant.  We may need you to go scavenging for us, dear friend.”


“We’ve already located a few dozen wrecks,” she replied.  “The water dragons leaving the island caused a bit of exploration, and the various pods are reporting in to Jussa and Essan.  Since you asked us to search for salvage, they’ve been reporting back any shipwrecks they find.  You might want to talk to Jenny about one of them, dear friend.  They found the Appomattox.”

Kell would have whistled, if he could.  The Appomattox was a U.S. Navy submarine, one of their Seawolf class boats, that sank three years ago.  The reason why it went down was still a mystery.  The sub simply left Pearl for a three month patrol mission and vanished.  They never even found any disaster buoys, which should have automatically deployed if the sub went below what was considered its crush depth.  Those systems weren’t electrical, they were induced by the pressure itself, so they should have worked.  The loss of the Appomattox had led to a nearly year-long port restriction on the other Seawolf subs to try to figure out if it was a design flaw or some kind of freak accident, but when no issues were found, the subs were put back in service, and as far as Kell knew, they hadn’t had any other problems.

“Wow, where did they find it?”


“About five hundred kilometers west,” she answered.  “Down on the Dead Plain.”


“Was it leaking radiation?” Geon asked.


“From what Jussa said, they said it’s laying on the bottom, more or less intact,” she replied.  “That says to me it flooded before it sank, else it would have been crushed.  They won’t approach it without permission.  It does have a nuclear reactor in it.”


“Too bad we can’t get an earth dragon down there to remove the core,” Anthra mused.  Earth dragons couldn’t be harmed by anything of the earth, and that included radiation emitted by radioactive materials like Uranium.  Their hides stopped even high intensity radioactive bombardment.  Kell himself had handled spent nuclear fuel rods, and while he did have to decontaminate to clean off any radioactive residue, the radiation itself could do him no harm.


Earth dragons were very tough.

“It’s far too deep, esteemed council member,” Sella shook her head.  “We’d have to raise it first, and the only earth dragon we’d be willing to take down there would be Kell.  No other earth drake has his underwater experience.”


“He is our mud dragon,” Anthra smiled at him.


“It pays to have a unique skill,” Kell said dryly as the lights winked out, then came back up as they returned to the backup generator.  “How goes it, Fredda?”


“We’re starting our inspection right now.  And one of you had better come get the chief before I nail him to the wall,” she said shortly, which made Kell laugh


“Tell him we need to talk to him, Fredda,” Geon called.  “And it’s not just to get him out from under your paws.  Tell him to report to the council chambers as soon as he can.”


“You hear that, Fredda?”


“Thank Gaia I did,” she replied, which made Kell laugh again.  “I’ll send him back right now.”


Geon and Anthra wandered back up to the council chambers, leaving Sella in the office.  She told Jirran and Girk what had happened as Kell monitored, which made them whisper to each other as Fredda got back to him.  “The initial inspections are all good, Kell,” she replied.  “I’m gonna stretch my tail a bit and assume that the physical inspections and high-level diagnostics will come back clean as well.  Tell Geon and Anthra that unless something happens to change it, tomorrow morning at two we switch over for good, that’s a nice off-peak time to perform the switchover.  We’ll have full power.”


“I think the whole city will celebrate that,” Kell chuckled.  “No more turning off one device to turn on another.”


“Nope.  Generator one can handle everything not the factory all turned on at once,” she said proudly.  “And generator two can handle all the power needs of all three factories.”


“Not bad for being built of scraps,” Sella noted.


“Give an earth dragon a box of scraps and you’d be amazed what she can make of it,” Fredda chuckled.  “Alright, time to crack open the generator case and take a look, Kell.  I’ll call back with any news.”


“I’m off in half an hour, so you’ll have to flirt with someone else, Fredda.”


She laughed.  “Yeah, right.  Send it up to the council.”


“That you flirt with the board monitors?  I’m not sure they need to know that.”


“I do know where you live, whelp.”


“And now she’s asking to come to call, too,” he noted to Sella.  “I never realized you felt that way about me, Fredda.”

“Kell, I put your family burrow on its own power grid just for these kinds of emergencies,” she warned, which made Kell laugh.


“I can just hotwire the burrow back into the grid.  You taught me how yourself,” he teased.


“Game on, whelp,” she warned in a deadpan voice, which made Sella crack up.


Trekka relieved him on monitor duty, and it freed him to go home.  The burrow was completely finished, and unlike many other burrows, they had full power, and had had full power for a while.  Fredda hadn’t been joking when she said that Kell’s burrow was on its own power grid, because it was, giving them access to power when other burrows didn’t.  His parents were out working, and the hatchlings were at English lessons, leaving only Kammi in the burrow.  She was laying on her side in the living chamber, half-asleep and watching TV they’d managed to get going in preparation of having full power.  The TV was being piped in over their fiber optic hardline, which the water dragons had moved for them, bringing it around and up the water tube, and the room where they’d originally broken into the tube was now the main uplink switchout room, linking the fiber optic cable running to Hawaii back into their computer system.  They hadn’t told Jenny they had full communications back yet, mainly because they’d only had the cable connected for three days and were still ironing out the last of the bugs that tended to pop up with a project like that.  It had taken all five field agents four days to build that master switch and data traffic management system, pulling the original managing servers out of the department office and relocating them to the hardline, and it was those computers that now handled internet traffic to and from Hawaii as well as served as the primary firewall and first line of defense against hacking and sniffing. The satellite dish had been pulled from the surface by Kammi two days ago to prevent it from being found, and would be their primary backup in case the hardline failed.  But none of them wanted to leave it out there…because of her.

There was a chromatic out there, they’d learned, who was searching the tunnels and the villages.  Just a single chromatic, one of their youngest adults, someone small enough to get into nearly any tunnel but trained enough with magic to somehow deal with the cave-ins that were all over the tunnels, and she was very smart, very thorough.  She’d discovered the subway tunnel that connected all the villages together, so that meant that she was very perceptive, very clever.  Jussa had warned them about her last week, after she’d done a very slow search of the coastline north of Dawnmist, searching for…they didn’t know what.  But her snooping around had caused them to pull the satellite dish, since it had a hard line that ran right back into the city, and they didn’t want her to find it.  They’d even had Kammi go out and sever the data and power lines that they’d ran into the cavern from outside, removing them from the farm all the way to a hundred meters up the lava tube, completely removing them and the incriminating trail that the chromatic might follow if she somehow stumbled over those buried lines.


Kell was almost amused by the thought of what might happen if she actually found Sanctuary City.  Chromatics couldn’t swim, and even if they could, what were they going to do?  Invade?  That was almost a joke.  Even if the chromatics knew exactly where they were, there wasn’t all that much they could actually do about it.  Not even the chromatics were insane enough to try to take on earth dragons underground.  Gaia’s Embrace was their natural habitat, and they’d be almost impossible to beat in the tunnels, even with all the chromatics’ so-called powerful magic.  This was their home turf, and they had home field advantage in that little game, if it ever came to that.

Yet, Anthra and Geon had ordered steps be taken.  The only way a chromatic might get in was through the main lava tube, and they didn’t use that very much anymore, so they’d ordered a “cave-in” be placed there, placed in the water right at the edge, which would further deter any chromatic attempts to get past it since the chromatic on the other side would be underwater herself.  Actually, it was just a pile of rocks that gave the appearance that the lava tube had collapsed, and the earth dragons could take it down in about an hour in case the water dragons needed to bring something big into the city…or in about five minutes if they were in a hurry and didn’t care about being neat about it.  A water dragon on the other side could take it down inside ten minutes using water magic, which was another reason why they put it there.


“Hey,” Kammi yawned, then rolled over on her back, flopping her wings on the floor and stretching her feet towards the ceiling, her horns on the floor tilting her head up towards him.  “What time is it?”


“Around five,” he replied, sitting down beside her.  “You sleep all day?”


“Almost,” she answered.  “You should work on your PA skills.  You sounded like a bored flight attendant giving the safety briefing.”


He chuckled.  “I didn’t take this job for public speaking.  You work tomorrow?”


“Yeah.  Board duty, dayshift.”


“I’m pulling a rotation with Jukra to give sire a day off.  Digging training down in the tank.”  He told her about what Sella said, which made her frown a bit as she looked up at him.  “That’s two scions gone, and Anthra’s worried that the spells hiding the island may fail if this turns out to be some kind of sustained problem.  The water dragons are getting a little worried too,” he told her.  “Sella said nothing’s wrong with magic that she can feel, but there’s something going on.”


“Sella’s not an elder,” Kammi mused.  “Not that it really affects us, anyway, but it might be something worth looking into.  If the scions are failing in backwards order, then that means that the spells hiding the island will go last.  That gives them some time to figure it out.”


“How do you know that?”


“Elementary, my dear Watson,” she grinned up at him.  “The spells hiding the island are the same kind of high-level magic as the scions, and they were laid down centuries ago.  If only the newest magic is failing, then that means that all nine scions will go first, then the hiding spells will go.   So they have some time to figure things out before it becomes a crisis.”


“And you know that much about magic.”


“Nope.  But I do know how to count,” she retorted cheekily.


“Excuse me if I don’t put all my radishes in your basket,” he drawled.


“Your loss,” she told him.  “Speaking of radishes, did Sella sneak us any more food?”


He shook his head.  “It’s rations and rocks for us tonight,” he told her.


“If only I could get some ketchup for my basalt,” she grunted, which made him laugh for some reason at the absurdity of it.  “We should go fishing ourselves.”


“With that rockpile up, we can’t get out like we could before,” he told her.


“Pft, it’s easy to get past,” she grinned.  “Just move a few stones at the top and slip through.  It does sometimes pay to be small, Kell,” she winked.  “I tried it last night, I was able to get out easy.”


“Why in Gaia’s love were you going out?”


“To see if I could make it out to the air on my own,” she replied.  “And I can,” she said proudly.  “And I’ve been practicing swimming in the tube on my off hours to get my endurance up.  So, you and Matron and Patron aren’t the only ones that can get out of here unaided now, friend.  I can do it too,” she declared.


“Well, that’s good, I suppose, but why all the work on it?”


“Because I don’t like the idea of being trapped in here, and being reliant on the water dragons to get me out,” she replied seriously.  “But now I don’t have to worry about that.  I got out into the cove last night without any help, and got back with breath to spare.  And yes, I was careful,” she said before he could say anything.  “I didn’t surface anywhere but in Shii’s den, in the air cave.  The air in there’s getting a little stale, but it was breathable.  And I swam all the way back in underwater.”


“Well, that was forward thinking,” he nodded.


“So, we should go fishing some night,” she prompted.  “I want to learn how, and I know Sella and the pod taught you.”


“Not the way they do it, but I can fish for myself,” he chuckled.  “The mud dragon way is a lot more work.”


“It should be safe enough, with most of the sky dragons gone,” she added.  “The ones here can’t see at night.”


“And we can’t see the fish,” he added.  “Thermo doesn’t work underwater, Kammi.”


“Well, go and ruin all my good ideas,” she accused, swiping a clawed forepaw in his general direction.  “What about a day trip to the west?  The sky dragons don’t go that way.”


“The chromatics have been,” he replied.  “They’ve been fishing for themselves.”


“Chromatics doing manual labor?  It’s a miracle!” she announced to the ceiling, which made him chuckle.


“Hunger can drive a dragon to extremes, you know,” he said lightly.


“So can paranoia,” she added.  “We field agents have relied on our own skills so long, I found the idea of being dependent on water dragons to get out of here to be almost intolerable,” she admitted.  “Besides, I can’t very well fit in with this family if I can’t swim like a mud dragon,” she grinned.


“Oh sure, speak like you’ll still be on the farm once we rebuild the department.”


“I’ve seen the farms, Kell.  There won’t be any department for maybe years after we go back up,” she said soberly.  “Patron will need all the help he can get to put everything right.  I’ll be on your farm for at least three years after we get back up top, because Patron will need me.  And I’ll be there for him,” she declared.  “Gaia’s eyes, my own sire might call me back.  He may have owned the factory, but we did have a little farm not far from it, and it can’t be in much better shape that your farm.  If he does, though, I’ll tell him no,” she announced.  “Patron will need me far more than sire will.  Our farm is little more than a garden, way easy for sire and mother and my brother to put right without me.  Patron’s farm is one of the major food producers, and he’ll need a dozen drakes to put it right again.”

Her statement surprised him.  A drake’s first loyalty was to family, and for Kammi to turn against her own family in favor of Keth…that wasn’t normal.  Her reasoning was logical, in a sort of sense if a drake looked at the big picture, but logic usually had little to do with family loyalties.  In Kell’s mind, the family always came first.  For Kammi to prefer his family to hers said that her loyalty was conflicted, divided, between his family and her own.

He looked down at her curiously, and she just looked back up at him steadily, almost proudly.  She looked a trifle silly laying on her back on the floor, a position many dragons found uncomfortable because of their wings and horns, but Kammi was a very limber little drake and looked perfectly comfortable with her head craned from her horns and her wings pushing her shoulders up off the floor.


They both blinked when Kanna’s voice reached them.  “What are you two doing, young ones?” she asked as she came into the living chamber.


“Just discussing the latest bit of news to reach us down here, Matron,” Kammi answered, scraping her horns a little as she turned her head to the side.  “Another scion failed this morning.”


“That’s not good news at all,” she fretted, coming over to them.  “You look silly like that, Kammi.”
She laughed.  “Sometimes dignity must bow to comfort,” she replied lightly, moving her legs like she was dog-paddling, then settling back to rest.  “The chromatics are all in a tizzy over it.”


“As they should be,” Kanna nodded.  “Such things simply do not happen, my young ones.  And for it to happen twice, that is a very bad omen indeed.”


“Can you think of what might cause it, Matron?”


She shook her head.  “I know even less about magic than you do as field agents,” she answered.  “But I do know this.  Somehow, the chromatics will blame us for it, since it happened after we left.  You know that anything bad that happens from now until we return must somehow be our fault, even if there’s no possible way we could be responsible.  I’d bet my favorite scale brush that they’ll find some way to place the blame at our feet, accuse us of somehow destroying the scions, even though they know we can’t possibly do such a thing.”


“That’s Gaia’s truth,” Kell grunted.  “We’re the perfect scapegoats.”


“I won’t take that bet,” Kammi agreed.


The PA in their burrow crackled.  “Kammi,” Ferroth’s voice called over the speaker.


She cursed as she hit the button on the TV remote that activated the intercom.  “What, chief?” she shouted.


“We need you in the office, hour maximum,” he answered.  “You can knock off work an hour early tomorrow.”


“Alright, I’ll be right there,” she answered, squirming around and regaining her feet.  “Tivo the Padres game for me, okay?”


“Just watch it at work like the rest of us do,” Kell chuckled.


Kammi hurried out of the burrow, leaving Kell to lay down in front of the TV himself and relax a little after a long day staring at monitors.  But Kanna hadn’t moved, and he could tell she had something on her mind.  “What is it, mother?”


“You need to decide what you’re going to do about Kammi,” she replied.


He sat back up.  “Do about?  What do you mean?”


“Son, you can be so dense sometimes,” she said with a gentle smile, sitting down beside him.  “She’s getting a little impatient waiting for you to come to call.”


He blinked.  Come to call?  Formally ask Kammi for permission to court?  “Seriously?  Me and Kammi?”


“It’s not quite so surprising to anyone who watches you two,” she replied, “not even to you.  Is it?”


He was about to say something, but he looked away from her pointedly.


“I thought so,” she replied, almost smugly.  “I know you better than you think I do, young one.  And Kammi is a wonderful female, intelligent and charming.  And what’s best of all, Sella adores her,” she added.

“Sella—“


“Don’t even say it,” she warned.  “What you and Sella share is very special, Kell, but don’t let it interfere with the rest of your life.  Sella can never be a lifemate to you.  You know it, and she knows it.  She will definitely be an intimate part of your life, the best of friends and very much a part of our family, always welcome at our table, but it can never go any further.  Don’t let your love for Sella as a friend close your eyes to someone like Kammi.  You had better do something about it, before some other male swoops in and steals her from you.  Kammi is a treasure, Kell, and you will find no better.  Don’t let her slip through your claws.”


“I…I’ll think about it.”


“Don’t think very long, Kell.  Jukra’s son asked me today if Kammi had an intended.  You may be dragging your feet, but other males aren’t.  And females like Kammi don’t come around very often, my son,” she said, patting him on the shoulder.  “Think about it.  And make sure you tivo her baseball game,” she added lightly as she started for the kitchen.

Well, that left him scattered.  Court Kammi?  He’d have thought the idea ridiculous…maybe a month ago.  But he couldn’t deny that there was something there, when he looked at her, when he was around her.  Kammi was irritating sometimes, but she was very smart, she did the same work he did, and she was almost childlike in her playfulness and her irreverent attitude.  A day around Kammi was rarely boring, and here lately, he’d been noticing it when she wasn’t around.  She’d been growing on him…but maybe, just maybe…it was more than that.


It certainly seemed that way for Kammi.  She’d been learning the ways of his family, learning to dig underwater, building up her swimming skills, expanding her ability to hold her breath, and now she tells him that her loyalty was to Keth and Kanna over her own sire.  Kammi was most definitely moving in to his family…was she doing it in preparation to court Kell?  Earth dragon society placed the onus solely on the male to make the initial advances, to formally come to call and declare his intentions to the female and her family.  It wasn’t an engagement, it was more like an official request to date.  During that time, what dragons called courtship, the two would see if they were right for each other, a process that could take years, and ended without a formal lifemating about 75% of the time.  Some dragons would search for fifty or sixty years before finding a compatible lifemate, not all dragons were as lucky as his parents to find each other quickly.  A female would only court one male at a time, at least officially, so if Kell wanted to court her, he had better make sure he asked her first.  Males could technically court more than one female at a time, but if the females found out…look out.  And it was a small island to try something like that.

He flopped down, his chin under his paws, and he started to think very seriously about Kammi as more than just a friend, burrow-mate, and someone he could bite when he was feeling snippy.


And the curious thing was, all his thoughts were all already organized in his mind, almost as if he’d already thought this through several times without even knowing it.


14 July 2017, 15:12 DMT; Sanctuary City

He almost felt silly for being nervous.

He paced around the burrow anxiously, checking the time almost every three minutes, waiting for Kammi to come back.  She’d just got off work, getting an hour free time for her work the day before, and he’d spent all morning and afternoon pondering this decision.  He hadn’t told Kanna yet of his decision, since he’d been training drakes in underwater excavation most of the day, so much so that his scales still felt a touch waterlogged.  It was silly to be nervous.  Kammi was his friend, and if Kanna wasn’t wrong, then she’d had this on her mind herself.  She wouldn’t laugh in his face…Gaia, he hoped she wouldn’t.  It might make living in the burrow just a trifle awkward.

He sat down then stood up quickly when he heard her come in, calling out in the common room as was custom, and she gave him a curious look when she came into the living chamber.  “What’s got you so knotted up?” she asked without a greeting.


“Not much,” he replied, snorting a little.  “I wanted to ask you a question.”


“Well?” she asked padding past him.


“Well, I—that is, I was thinking,” he stammered, which made her stop and look at him, almost amused.  “We’ve been friends a long time, Kammi, and we do get along—“


“Why Kell, are you coming to call?” she asked with an almost wicked little smile.


“Well, well so what if I am?” he asked, a bit pugnaciously, a little annoyed at her attitude.  “You don’t think we shouldn’t at least court a little and see?  What’s wrong with that?”


“Nothing,” she replied, then she turned and slammed into him so suddenly that it knocked the breath out of him.  She bulled him to the floor and got him on his back, holding him down by his wingjoints.  “But you’re gonna say it, Kell,” she grinned down at him.  “Say it!”


“I’m coming to call,” he declared, feeling real stupid saying it stuck under her like a hatchling that lost at wrestling and was being forced to wing under.  He was bigger than she was, after all…but then again, she was probably the only adult drake on the island that was smaller than him.

“I accept your offer,” she grinned down at him.  “So, how about we go out right now?  We’re both off.”

“As soon as you get off me,” he countered.


She laughed, but didn’t move a bit.  “But I like seeing you where you’re supposed to be, under my tail,” she grinned impishly.


“Oh, it’s so on now.”

Very few formal courtships began quite the way theirs did, the two of them scrapping around the room like hatchlings, Kell almost spiking the TV in their rough-housing, but then again, if it wasn’t Kell and Kammi, it would have probably gotten off on the wrong foot if it had started any other way.

27 July 2017, 02:46 DMT; The Library of Atlantis

The fourth of her senior class yawned, showing off all her sharp teeth, but there was nobody about to admire them.


The days were getting longer and longer for her.  What had started off as the eagerness of discovery had spiraled into a long, exhausting search deep underground, checking tunnel by tunnel after walking the entire subway ring, searching the only way she could for the secret, and that was systematically.  Her days underground were long and tiring, leaving her little time for her own studies, and she was starting to feel the pressure.  Her assignment to this task kept her out of formal classes and seminars, and she was in danger of losing her designation as fourth of her class, threatening to slip to fifth, or maybe even sixth.  The humiliation of losing her higher designation for a lower one would take her years to live down, so it left her with little option but to study when she would usually be sleeping.  She was not losing her place as fourth of her class, not even in light of earning the thanks of the Council of Seven for completing her task.

Before her sat Gems and Crystals and their Uses in Spells and Enchantments, written some 1,207 years ago, yet it was still the definitive work on the subject.  Within, buried between boring charts of gems and magical applications were little tidbits of hidden knowledge, almost as if the writer was rewarding the diligent with little tips here and there, such as to use an uncut topaz passed through the mouth of a goat when using it for spells that put humans to sleep, or diamond ground into dust and mixed with powdered iron was more effective than a whole gem when used for healing.


Her respect for the earth dragons was quickly getting poisoned.  She couldn’t find their tunnel.  She’d searched all but one village, the subway tunnels, and even the entry tunnels leading into and out of those villages from farms, but nothing.  She’d been spending upwards of sixteen hours a day walking their tunnels, to the point where she could easily navigate every village but Dawnmist without fail, bypassing the dummy tunnels and unerringly traversing the many side passages that led to the villages, but their secret remained out of her reach, extending the time she was taken from her studies, and threatening to jeopardize the smooth progression of her life thus far.  If she didn’t find that tunnel soon and be allowed to return to class, there was no telling how it would damage her future.

She blinked and shook her head, then turned the page, glancing at the clock.  Chromatics prided themselves on the ability to unerringly tell time, a sign of a trained mind, but she’d been staying awake so long, day after day, her usual mental discipline had been failing here and there in matters of little importance.  She couldn’t depend on her own internal clock, and thankfully, all libraries had one clock in them as a matter of tradition, for the youngest chromatics who often lost track of time as they read.  She really had to go to sleep soon, and this time in her den instead of falling asleep at the reading table and being woken up by the librarians that arrived with the dawn.  She looked down at saw that it was a section devoted to earth dragons.  Not a chart, a section.  Nearly an entire chapter.  What would an observation of earth dragons be doing in a book concerning gems and their uses in magic?


Reading on, she realized that it had a lot to do with it.  The book did indeed describe primary focus crystals, the very rare aberrant crystal tail spikes that earth dragons grew, and how each of the six known colors of those spikes influenced different kinds of magic.  Just using a primary focus as a fetish enhanced the magic, and were required for the most powerful permanent magicks and enchantments.  The book wrote about the circumstances by which earth dragons grew these crystals.  For one, the book wrote that it required an earth dragon to loose all seventeen of his spikes at once to even bring about the proper conditions to cause a primary focus to grow, and even then it was exceptionally rare…even more rare because earth dragons were trained from a young age not to use all their spikes at once, further reducing the opportunities of it happening.  Black ones were grown from an earth dragon that loosed the spike it replaced out of murderous rage, and the original spike had to kill to cause a black spike to grow as its replacement.  Orange ones grew from a dragon who loosed the original out of fear.  Pink ones grew from a dragon that loosed the original out of love.  And so on and so on, until it got to the clear ones, the purest, which were grown by a dragon by different circumstances.  Clear tail spikes were grown by a dragon who first loosed the original spike out of duty, but a duty against which the dragon’s morals rebelled, and then found moral absolution within herself before the spikes regrew.

Under those circumstances, she could see why they were so rare.


Her interest in the subject trailed off again as her weariness took over, making the letters on the page shimmer to her eyes, and then she was struggling to stay awake, at least until she happened across a little jotted note to the side of an illustration of a tail spike, written by a paw not the author, which was actually illegal; one did not write in official library books.  But the content of the scribble overruled her librarian’s wrath.  It was written to the side of a passage:  Primary focus crystals channel magic best, but require longer anchoring times compared to other focusing agents when used as a permanent focus.  The note underlined that passage, and to the side, it read P.F. crystals linked to living donor—donor death unanchors P.F. but can reanchor.  Use P.F.s for permanent high-order spells from dead donors whenever possible to prevent re-anchoring process.

Anchoring time, the time it took a permanent spell to “settle,” to become firmly anchored into the very fabric of reality itself.  Until a spell fully anchored, it was vulnerable to dispelling magicks, but after it anchored, it could only be disrupted by a raw act of magical force, like a battering ram against a castle gate, and the force of the attack had to be stronger than the spell to destroy it.  Those kinds of attacks never failed to destroy the focus crystal.


So…did that mean that two earth dragons, the dragons that had given up those primary focus crystals, had died?  Had their deaths unanchored the scions, and made them vulnerable to being dispelled?

But…the sage had said that maybe only one dragon in an entire generation might only grow one primary focus.  What were the odds that there had been two, and both earth dragons died in such a short time window?


Were…were the earth dragons starving to death deep under the ground?  Were they dying off that rapidly?


Doubtful.  Highly, highly doubtful.  The earth dragons had retreated with a great deal of food, they wouldn’t be starving to death after only a month.


So, two earth dragons had died…how?  Accidents, perhaps?


No, no, she doubted that, too.  They’d prepared for this.  They’d had that hiding place ready before they got there, so there was very little chance that two earth dragons died in separate accidents that close together, not those two particular earth dragons.

So, what had happened?


She yawned again, got up to get a drink of water from a fountain near the entry more to move around a little than anything else, then returned and sat on her haunches before the six books open and arrayed before her, the book on crystals being in the center.  The book on the left was about the basics of stoneshaping, something of which she’d become curious since starting her task down in the earth dragon tunnels.  The book was still on the introductory chapter, and her eyes passed over the stern warning that stoneshaping was only something to attempt in direct physical contact with the stone, due to stone’s powerful resistance to the flow of magic—


Powerful resistance.


She blinked.  If those crystals were linked to the living dragon that grew them, then wouldn’t that link be disrupted by placing enough unyielding, magic-resistant stone between the dragon and the crystal?


That…that made sense.  There were warnings all through magic to never separate a power focus from the spell it powered in such a way that it placed solid stone between them, and that was something which she could prove to herself right there on the spot.  She could cast a spell of light, anchor it to a simple gem, then leave the gem in the library and take the light ball outside.  As soon as the door closed and the stone completely isolated the gem from the spell effect, the spell effect would slowly begin to fade out, slowly starved to death of magic—

Starved to death!  Like…like a spell evaporating!


That was it!  That was the answer!  The earth dragon that gave the spike was isolated from it by the hundreds of drams of solid volcanic rock between the dragon and the crystal, and had been separated from each other for a month!  That unanchored the scion, and then the scion starved itself to death of magic!


But…the focus was inside the scion.  How could it starve itself to death when its power source was right there?


No…it wasn’t the answer.  It was a good explanation why the scions were capable of being disrupted, but it didn’t explain how the scions had been disrupted.  If her theory was correct, then if the other scions didn’t have a living donor, then they shouldn’t become unanchored.

Her weariness shunted off by her curiosity, she picked out more books about stoneshaping, as well as some more basic tomes that dealt with stone itself and how it affected magical flow.  There were quite a few geomantic studies about the subject, as magicians researched ways to bypass stone’s resistance to magic, and she started taking notes in her own book, researching her theory that separating an earth dragon from his donated tail spike could unanchor a permanent spell.  The more she read, the more she was certain that her theory had potential, jotting down pages of notes in her study book, linking different lithomagical rules and theories together to support her hypothesis.

She got so involved that she barely noticed the time, and when two librarians filed in sleepily, she glanced at the clock and realized she’d been there all night.  There were fifteen books opened and laid out before her, and she’d half-written a formal essay on the matter, in standard theory format, postulating a theory which other magicians might prove or disprove with experimentation.  To her surprise, one of the sages also came in, the very female that had recommended the book to her.  She hurried up to her and did the best she could to make herself noticed without being rude, but thankfully, the sage seemed not in so much of a hurry that she would ignore her.  “Ah, I remember you, young one.  Did you read that book?”


“It’s the very book that leaves me in quite a quandary, most wise,” she said, motioning at her table.  “Might I ask a single moment to get your opinion on a theory?”


“I always have time to advance the learning of the young,” she said with a pitted smile.


The sage joined her at the table, and with a breath to compose herself, she explained both her theory and the reasoning behind it.  The sage sat on her haunches and listened intently, and when she gave her summation, stating her suspicion that separating an earth dragon from the focus he or she donated could cause a loss of anchoring, she nodded with a slight smile.  “Very good, young one.  Very, very good.   That theory has never been tested, but magical law and theory combined with current conditions do strongly support your hypothesis.”


She very nearly beamed in the face of the sage.


“What is your designation?”


“I am fourth of the senior class, most wise.”


“Then you do yourself proud,” she declared.  “Might I borrow your research book?  I’d like to present your idea before the sages.”


“You honor me beyond measure, most wise,” she stammered, almost knocking her chin on the table trying to lower her head.


“Make sure to put your designation on the cover,” she grinned.  “I always give credit where it’s due.”

She did so, writing with elegance despite her excitement and exhaustion, proving that her calligraphy was unparalleled among her peers.  “My theory might explain how the scion destabilized, but not why,” she continued.


“And have you given any thought to that?” the sage asked, giving her a sly smile.


“Only a little, most wise, but the problem is most baffling,” she answered.  “When I saw the scion disrupt, it was…was like it died out due to being choked off, almost like it was strangled of magic,” she explained.  “At first I thought that perhaps it had something to do with separating the donor from the crystal, but there was no mention of the death of a donor disrupting the spell that his donated crystal was focusing.  It only mentions that the spell becomes unanchored and must then re-anchor, with no ill effects.  But this was an ill effect.  Maybe no spell of the magnitude of a scion was ever unanchored before, and the power and complexity of the spell itself caused its own demise?”


“You have an open mind, young one, fluid and willing to connect separate pieces of information together.  Even when a lack of all pertinent facts about the cause compel you to draw an incomplete conclusion, you propose a convincing argument,” she praised with a sly smile.   “I think you should be re-evaluated in your class, young one.  Fourth of the senior class seems below you.”


She could have walked across the ceiling in that moment, but then reality came crashing down on her when the council chromatic entered the library, took one look at her, and then stomped over.  “Why are you not performing your task, student?” he asked.


“She’s been engaging me in some wonderful bit of debate,” the sage said in defense of her.  “I’m going to read your work, fourth of the senior class, and it will be debated among the sages themselves,” she proclaimed loud enough for the librarians to hear.  “But, it sounds like you have other work to do, so clean up your work space and get to it.  I’ll make sure your journal is returned to you by tomorrow at the latest.”


“At once, most wise,” she said, bowing her head over and over.


Her work, debated by the sages?  It was almost like a dream come true!  Her classmates would be violently jealous when they heard about this at academy today!  She hurriedly closed her books and returned them to their assigned places—she was allowed to do that as her position of a librarian, even if this wasn’t her assigned library, and then hurried from the library to return to her den to gather her materials.  She’d be exhausted all day, but it had been completely worth it.


27 July 2017, 06:48 DMT, The Library of Atlantis

The council chromatic watched the student leave, a little curious about what someone that young could have talked about to get the curiosity of a sage.  He waited barely a second before the student closed the door behind her before turning to the sage, his expression inquisitive.  “Debate, most wise?”


“Mark well that one, esteemed council member,” the sage declared in a loud voice.  “She will be among us one day.”


“What matter did she bring before you?”


“Insight,” she replied, lowering her voice and tapping the book on the table.  “Given incomplete information, she drew conclusions and postulated a theory that come very close to the truth.  She should be re-evaluated once this task you have given her is complete.  She should be first of the senior class.”


“What did she theorize?”


“She correctly theorized that there is a link between earth dragons and their tail spikes,” she answered, picking up the book.  “But without all the information, her theory as to why the scions destabilized is incorrect.  Theoretically sound and worthy of investigation at a future time, but incorrect.  I think, given all the pertinent information, she would find the truth.”

That made the council chromatic glance back to the door.  “And what answer do the sages have for us concerning that topic, most wise?”


“Not one you will want to hear, esteemed council member,” she relayed in a dark voice.  “The next scion will destabilize in eleven days, fourteen hours,” she replied.


“The sages calculated it down to a timeline?”


“Down to the second,” she replied evenly.


“Then…what is the cause?”

“We don’t know yet.  All we do know is that magic is draining out of the world like water from a hole in the bottom of a pot,” she replied.  “The effect is predictable enough to calculate, and it’s not consistent.  It’s accelerating.  Some sages believe that it’s some unknown astronomical convergence draining magic away from the world, something so rare that it’s never been charted.  Others theorize that it’s Gaia’s punishment for the breaking of the covenant.”


“Ridiculous.”


“Is it?” the female asked simply, giving him a steady look.  “The scions will fail in reverse order they were created, one, by one.  After they are gone, then the magicks cloaking the island from human eyes will fail.  By that point, every dragon will feel what is going on, it will have accelerated to the point where even the most simple spells will require more and more effort to cast.  If this is some astronomical event, some rare convergence or alignment, there’s nothing we can do but wait for it to pass.  But if this is Gaia’s wrath, then there is something we can do,” she said, giving the council chromatic an unwavering stare.

“Ridiculous,” he said again.  “This is not Gaia’s wrath.”

“And how exactly do you know?”


“Because the very idea is utterly ludicrous.  I’m positive that this is some rare convergence of events.  Gaia would never rebuke us for putting filthy grounders in the place they belong.  She herself dictated in the writings that we are the masters of the grounders, to rule over as we will.”


“Well, it’s so good that our leader is so confident putting everyone’s lives at risk because he is positive about something,” she said darkly.  “Perhaps it’s time I suggested to you a book to ponder.”


“And what would you have me read, most wise?”


“Henlo’s Fables.”


“A hatchling’s book?  We use that to teach our young to read!”


“That doesn’t make it any less thought-provoking,” she answered, reaching out with a paw.  A book floated down from high on the shelves, and she took hold of it and presented it to him.  “Perhaps you remember the story of the First Village?”


He snorted derisively.  Of course he knew that story.  Every dragon was read that story as a hatchling, learned to read by reading it and the other stories in the book.  It was a book of simple grammar and rhymes, an excellent primer for a neophyte reader to grasp draconic writing.


It was an old story about the creation of the dragons, how all dragons had once been the same, but time and interests had caused them to leave their first village, their cradle.  The dragons who left the village changed, became the four races of greater dragon, while those who remained behind to tend the village, to keep it ready for the return of the others became the earth dragons.  In reward for their courage and bravery to explore the unknown, to change and adapt to the world around them, the greater dragons were rewarded with magic, while those too cowardly to leave the village were denied Gaia’s gift.  But in the story, Gaia chided the dragons who returned against their scorn for the dragons who stayed behind and were denied Gaia’s blessing.  The sage caused the book to open to a certain page, a picture of the four races of greater dragon clustered around a single earth dragon, then she thrust it in his face:

Those who ventured owe a boon;

To those that hoped they’d come home soon.

Remember what they gave to thee;

To give to them is to receive. 

Tend with care the ones who stayed;

Threefold shall you be repaid.

But heed well this, the greatest rule;

To harm the tenders is the fool.
Thrice back in kind shall you repay;

The hurt you cause to those who stay.

Dragon one, and dragon all;

To forget invites the fall.


“This?  This…fairy tale?” the council chromatic snorted, shoving the floating book out of his eyesight.


“This book teaches morals, young one,” she told him, closing the book and folding it in her paws.  “And I think that that is a lesson you desperately need.  This story warns us of the downfall that awaits us when we let arrogance blind us to basic kindness and decency.  They may be the lesser of us, young one, but Gaia warns us specifically we are to guide them with kindness, not with fang and claw.  What kindness do you have for the earth dragons, esteemed council member?  Or are they nothing but filthy grounders?” she asked pointedly, almost hawkishly.  “Hatred is the human way, not the dragon way.  A lesson that cost Ivaiya her life,” she said in a cool voice, that hit the council chromatic like a hammer. 

He glared at her, then turned and stalked out of the library in a shuffle of all four feet.


The wizened old sage snorted a little and put the book back in its place.  Perhaps they had erred putting that one in his position as the council chromatic.  She was of a mind to bring the point up for debate at the next meeting of the Sage’s Circle…which would meet next year.

But, in her old mind, that was as good as next week.
