Chapter 14

18 August 2017, 14:37 DMT; Sanctuary City

Now everyone knew that something was going on, and it wasn’t just going on above ground.


It had started with Kell, but it hadn’t been isolated to him.  In the two days since they’d heard about the last scion failing, six more of his spikes had fallen out on their own.  It wasn’t uncommon for earth dragons to lose spikes, but usually ones that were old.  The crystals themselves weren’t alive, but the very living flesh that anchored them got…well, tired after a while, and the spike fell out when those flesh moorings needed to renew themselves.  After a year or so, a socket expelled its spike to grow a new one.


Kell only had ten spikes in his tail now, and two of those seven empty sockets were growing clear spikes.  The other five sockets had yet to bud, but Kell had no reason to think that he’d grow normal red spikes, not when his tail seemed to be, well, replacing all the red spikes with clear ones.

And he wasn’t the only one.  Dragons all over the city were losing their spikes, but the majority of them that were losing their spikes the fastest were dragons close to Kell’s age, around sixty or so, the young adults.  Kell, Kammi, the other field agents, the apprentice dragons around the city, they were all losing their spikes at accelerated rates, and clear ones were taking their places.  And while it seemed to focus on dragons Kell’s age, Keth had lost a spike the night before, and now a glittering clear crystal had appeared in the socket, and Kav and Konn’s new spikes were growing in clear, which made Kitta insanely jealous…so that was a bit of revenge for the boys against their sister for her budding her new spike so much earlier than they did.


As the dragons above talked about magic, the only thing anyone could talk about under the volcano was this rash of spike alterations.  The elders among the earth dragons were speculating that it was the fact that they were underground that was causing it, that a different environment was inciting this change in dragon tail spikes.  Others speculated that it was their diet.  Earth dragons were supplementing their usual diet of predominately grains and vegetables with rock, and that intake of pure rock, while not giving them any sustenance, could be affecting their biology.


That was what Kell thought was happening, because of the curious anomalies surrounding basic earth drake biology lately.  For one, the mass of what they were eating was not matching either what they were expelling as waste nor a gain in weight among the earth drakes.  That stone was just…vanishing when they ate it.  It certainly wasn’t coming out the other end, volume figures from the sewer and treatment systems proved that, and Kell weighed almost exactly what he did before he came down.  So, if he was eating kilograms of stone that wasn’t staying in his body, yet he didn’t weigh more now than before, then where was that stone going?  Was he somehow metabolizing the stone, and that metabolizing was altering his tail spikes?


But still, even if he was somehow metabolizing the stone, then where was the mass going?  Mass didn’t just disappear.  If he ate it, and he didn’t expel it, then it had to still be inside him…yet he only weighed 5.6 kilograms more now than he had before all this started, and that was normal weight gain because he was still growing a little.  He’d taken in far more than 5.6 kilograms of stone, but he couldn’t account for that stone anywhere.


And he proved it in an experiment.  He weighed himself over the course of 20 hours, weighed what he ate, and even weighed what he excreted as waste, and there was a definite mass imbalance.  According to his calculations, 5.82 kilograms of food or stone he’d eaten over that time period just disappeared.


Kell wasn’t the only drake that was doing experiments like that, trying to figure it out.  It wasn’t anything critical, but for the majority of dragons who weren’t all that worried about what was going on up on the surface, it was something immediate, something tangible, and something mysterious.


But Kell didn’t really have the time to focus on the mystery of it, because unlike most dragons, he did have a vested interest in what was going on up there.  If the math was right, then the spells that cloaked the island would fail tomorrow at a little past 5:07pm local time…just a little more than 24 hours.  The dragons up there were now splitting their time between trying to find out what was wrong with magic itself, and planning the defense of the island against what they knew was coming.

Kell couldn’t disagree with them.  If the humans knew where the island was, they would come.  Anyone that thought they might get something out of it would come, and he wouldn’t even put it past the Americans to host the fire dragons, smile and be their friends, then turn around and send a task force down here with the excuse of just being nearby in case they were needed…but the simple fact of the matter was, they’d try to annex the island.  Kell liked Jenny, even liked President Walker, but no matter how much he liked and admired humans, he was fully aware of their baser nature.  It was why the dragons separated themselves from the humans in the first place.  The other dragons had to be ready in case the humans tried to conquer the island.


That had been part of a five hour debate that morning.  Anthra and Geon spent most of their time in the department anymore, and they, Ferroth, Kintel, and Kell had debated whether or not they should pledge their support if it came down to a fight.  After all, most human weaponry was completely useless against an earth dragon, and they did want to have an island to return to after the other dragons gave in to their demands.  But, on the other paw, the other dragons would see them breaking their self-imposed exile as capitulation, and the other dragons had brought it upon themselves, if the theory that the draining of magic was Gaia’s vengeance was true.  The debate gave Kell something to do as he monitored the board, since things more or less ran smoothly now.  The factories coming on line later that month would give him more to do, but that had slowed down because the water dragons were too busy now to scavenge steel for them, and they needed that steel to build their assembly lines.  Kammi was out doing a repair, since it was her day to be the roving technician, and the other field agents were working in the tunnel.


They were building defenses down there.  They’d already constructed a huge steel-bound door of stone and mounted it in the tunnel, sealing it off, but they were also installing some weapons to use against any invading dragon.  The water dragons used the deep tube to get in and out now, mainly because it didn’t require a four mile walk up the lava tube like the main tunnel did.  The water tube came up right in the city itself.  The huge door they’d built closed off the tunnel 300 meters from the main cavern, and they were installing barricades and hedgehogs to slow down any dragon trying to get in, as well as hanging hooks off the ceiling of the tube to foul up the wings of any dragon small enough to try to fly in the tunnel…like that young chromatic.  In the open space in front of the tunnel they had built two 20 millimeter cannon bunkers, guns they built right there in the city using paw-crafted parts built from old Korean war-era design blueprints, cannons that had no electronics in them.  Those guns would kill any dragon not an earth dragon that tried to get in, and being hit by a 20 millimeter cannon round would give an earth dragon one hell of a nasty bruise.  Kell doubted that any attacking dragon would survive the 300 meter run up that tunnel while dodging both obstacles and cannon rounds, not with two cannons firing on them in that enclosed space.   That tunnel was more of a kill zone than a tunnel when they used its confining dimensions as a weapon against their enemies.

The fun part had been scraping up the cordite and explosives to use in the cannon shell rounds.

Building the guns was hatchling play.  Any number of factory workers and builders had the skill to shape the pieces out of stock metal, and do it with the same precision as if they’d been machined.  The only tricky part had been the barrel, since earth dragon paws were too big and not long enough to manually bore and rifle the barrels.  For that, they’d had to fall back on tools.

Their debate about what they should do had taken up much of the morning, gave them something to talk about more than anything else, but now they were waiting for a report from the surface.  Geon had his tail wrapped around in front of him, and he was running his paw over his flattened spikes, stroking them like a human might pet an animal…which included an empty socket.  Everyone was almost expecting the spike that grew in that socket to be clear, like every other earth dragon’s had been in the last week or so.  Anthra was laying down with her head up, her tail swishing behind her nervously, and Kintel was in the other room, looking over a website that one of their monitors had flagged.  The monitors were busier than ever now that the humans knew about dragonkind.

“Chief, if it comes down to fighting, what can we do from here?” Anthra asked.


“Plenty,” he replied.  “We have our hardline back, Anthra.  Kell can hack a system anywhere in the world from where he’s sitting, and most national military networks aren’t that well defended.  We may not be up there fighting them off, but we can play hell with them from right here.”


“I already have about fifty back doors laced through the Chinese network,” Kell said absently as he watched four drakes from a remote camera.


“And what does that do for you?”


“I could pretty much well paralyze their entire communication systems,” he replied.  “Send fake orders, remotely break their equipment by commanding it to do things like deploy while still in boxes, disable weapon systems, turn the lights off an on in the Chinese President’s office, even make every TV in China show nothing but Blacklist reruns dubbed in Portuguese.  I think even the Americans have forgotten that while the other dragons may have magic, we have computers.  And we can use them.”


“So, if they send ships down here?”


“Those ships have uplinks, and I can attack them through those uplinks,” he nodded, looking back at her.  “But that’s actually Jirran’s area of expertise.  Nobody breaks things like Jirran.”


“That’s Gaia’s truth,” Ferroth chuckled.


“And you can do this against any nation that could send ships here?”


“More or less,” Kell answered.  “American military crypto is a bit more formidable and they don’t run their ships with their uplinks always on to prevent exactly what we’re talking about doing, but we’ve gotten our clawtips in their systems.  The Japanese are the hardest ones to crack, but they wouldn’t be that much of a threat.  The Chinese have a big navy, but we’ve got complete penetration into their systems.  I can shut them down with just a few commands from right here.  Keeping them shut down is the trick, though.  The Chinese are good at fixing the holes once our attacks expose them.  After the initial attack, it’ll be a game of chase to keep up the pressure.”


“Well, we can send that information up with Ralla when he gets here.  They tell us who’s approaching, we do what we can from where we are.”

And almost as if that summoned him, Kell got a message from the entry room via intercom.  “Ralla just arrived, he’s on his way up,” Fendel, one of the department drakes, relayed.


“Alright, thanks,” Kell answered.


Ralla got up to the department after a few minutes, and he was almost mugged by Geon and Anthra.  “It’s crazy up there,” he finally relayed.  “The cloaking spells will fail tomorrow, and they’re in a frenzy to try to solve the problem before that happens…but there is little hope.  They are no closer to a solution now than they were days ago.  Everyone expects the spells to fail.  While the elders and sages work on the problem, the council has been making plans for dealing with the island being visible.  All of them are positive that the humans will come.  I happen to agree with that,” he grunted.  “The humans won’t be able to resist.   They’ll speak on their TV about how much they want to be our friends, but there are no TV cameras down here.” 


“We’ve been talking about that,” Geon said.  “We refuse to come back to the surface, Ralla, but we can put a paw in and help with the defense of the island, if it comes to it.  The chief assures us that we can attack them using computers.”


“Easily,” Ferroth snorted.  “We can tie their computer networks in a knot if we have to.”


“All we need is information,” Anthra continued.  “The water dragons tell us who is approaching, the department goes after that nation through their computers.”


“We can do that,” Ralla smiled.  “And Jussa will be very glad to hear that.  He’s drawing up plans to disable any ships that come within one hundred fifty kilometers of the island.”  Like Sella, Ralla had enough exposure to the department to know to use metric measurements, which were department standard.  Unlike most dragons, though, he knew what those measurements meant.

“Disable how?”


“Their ships can’t go anywhere if they have no propellers,” Ralla answered.  “We’ll attack their propellers then drag the ships out of our defended waters.  They can get repairs or get towed from there.”

“That’s pretty clever,” Anthra chuckled.  “They do no harm to the men, but it does more or less cripple their ships.”


“We don’t have to kill their men to stop them,” Ralla nodded.  “Jussa did want me to ask one more thing.  When the spells fail, the main way they’ll find the island is with satellite imagery.  Is there something you can do about that?”

Anthra and Geon looked at Ferroth, who looked to Kell, who rapped his claws on the desk.  “Maybe,” he grunted.  “It’s going to depend on the system.  The civilian imaging satellites, yeah, easily.  I can hack the Google imagers in my sleep.  But when you start moving into the government systems, you’re talking about three different systems and each with its own layers.  The milsats, yeah, we could hack those, but it’ll be tricky.  The NSA system…most likely, but doing it without getting caught will be the trick.  They have the most formidable defenses.  But the problem is, the top tier, the CIA ISET system, that would be impossible to hack, because they designed them to be unhackable to prevent anyone from taking them over.”


“You once told me that nothing is unhackable, whelp,” Ferroth said.


“You can’t hack something you can’t communicate with,” he replied.  “The ISETs aren’t manually controlled.  They don’t tell them where to go.  They’re locked in set orbits and they only accept commands based on camera direction and resolution when using their high-sensitivity cameras.  There’s absolutely no way to control the other three wide angle cameras, and you can’t hack the satellite itself because the comm system that handles the camera commands isn’t physically connected to the rest of the satellite.  The only conceivable way I could hack those would be to make them point their three high-resolution cameras away from the island when they pass, but there’s nothing I can do about the three wide-range observation cameras, and those will pick up the island.”

“Can you kill the satellites from the one way you can get in?” Ferroth asked.


Kell was quiet a long moment.  “I don’t think so,” he replied.  “I could break the high-res cameras by jacking them or force a reboot of the high-res system with a crash, but there’s no way I can think of to stop those satellites from seeing the island, and no way to stop them from transmitting those images.  Those birds were designed to prevent hacking, chief.  A hacker can’t get access to the main system because it’s completely automated and doesn’t accept external commands, and without that access, you just can’t stop the birds from transmitting their images.  The best I could do would be to prevent them from getting higher resolution images of the island.”


“Can you scramble or jam the transmissions?”


“Not when the transmitter’s in orbit,” he shook his head.  “It would require us to jam every receiver on the planet.  The only way we could do it would be to have another satellite system transmit on the same frequency with more power, and that satellite system would have to have instantaneous global coverage.  There are thirty-one ISET satellites, and they have more or less global coverage at all times.”

“All the satellites transmit on the same frequency?” Anthra asked.


“Yes, and each bird transmits everything all the other birds collect,” he answered.  “Each ISET transmits its own images, but it also transmits the images belonging to the satellite in front of it and behind it in the system.  The birds send their data to two other birds in case their ground-pointing array gets damaged, and those birds send to the next one in the chain, and so on and so on.  The transmitter pares out any redundant data when the bird gets back its own transmission from the one behind it, the data going all the way through the ring, then it transmits all that data in a block.  It does that every fifteen seconds.  The systems aren’t real-time imagery like the new Google Watcher system, they’re just a series of pictures taken at set intervals that the CIA calculated to provide maximum visibility.”


“And all thirty-one satellites transmitting at the same frequency doesn’t cause problems?” Geon asked.


“No, it’s very easy to set that up,” Ferroth answered for Kell.  “It’s just a matter of filtering out the phased signal.”


“Just so,” Kell nodded.  “The receiver receives a series of signals in different phases but on the same frequency, chooses the strongest one, and rejects the rest.  It’s a commonplace system used mostly by cell phone networks, since different towers are receiving the same signal from a cell phone in use.”


“Can you attack the receivers then?” Ralla asked.


“Not those receivers I can’t,” Kell replied.  “They’re cold.”


“Cold?”


“They’re not connected to the internet in any way,” he answered.  “The CIA is justifiably paranoid, Ralla.  They don’t put their most critical systems or data on computers connected to the internet, to prevent hacking.  The ISET system isn’t on the internet, it’s on an independent intranet that has no connectivity to the internet whatsoever.  The only way in to mess with the ISET system would be a field agent breaking into a CIA ISET facility and attacking it on site.  And the CIA wasn’t the only one we had to do that with from time to time.”

“So, we could fool everyone but the CIA,” Anthra surmised.  “And that would mean that anyone would know where we are eventually anyway.”

“Eventually,” Kell nodded.  “The other nations would just watch where the American naval task force is going when they sail them down here, and that would be that.”


“Well, we could be soft about it, or be hard,” Ferroth grunted.  “If it comes down to it, Anthra, the department could put the entire world on its back.  We have our claws into most every computer network on the planet, and we could either take them over or crash them from right here.  We could demand to be left alone and use the threat of bringing the entire global computer network’s nose and wings to the floor as our bargaining chip.”


“We should save the threats for when we have no choice but to use them,” Anthra answered.  “They don’t see us as threatening, chief, and while that has disadvantages, it also does have a few advantages.”
“If they don’t see us as a threat, they won’t think twice about landing an invasion force on this island,” Kell said bluntly.  “Much as I admire what the humans have built, they still only respond to naked force when it comes to stopping them from doing something.  If we want to be left alone, we may have to prove to them that invading the island is far too costly.”


“Well, if we can isolate it down to one nation, maybe we could bargain with the Americans,” Geon noted.


“That would still require me to basically attack both national and international satellite systems, Geon, and that’s an act of war in many countries,” Kell reminded him.  “I’d have to disable satellites and put entire civilian companies out of business, attack military satellites from about ten different nations, and the spy satellites from six different nations.  That’s a whole lot of attacking, and we’re bound to piss just about all of them off like you’ve never seen before.  You asked me if I could do it, and yes, I can do it.  But if I do it, you’re gonna piss of a whole lot of people.  To hide the island from satellites, we’d have to basically hack the entire satellite system, and that would cause an uproar of apocalyptic proportions.”

“If you use brute force,” Geon noted.  “You once inserted a program that makes internet server swiches and traffic managers overlook the island’s connection unless they’re actively transmitting data to or from the island, turning the island into a ghost in the system.  Is there some way you could insert some virus into the satellite system that would make them replace an image of the island with an image of empty ocean when they look down on us?”


Kell almost said something, then clicked his maw shut and put his paws on the table.  “That…that might be possible,” he said.  “I couldn’t get all of them, but I could do that to the civilian and lesser protected various government systems.  The only ones I wouldn’t be able to get are the Americans and the British.  It would take more than just me to do it.”


“I’ll call in the others,” Ferroth said immediately.  “Kintel, get in here!” Ferroth boomed.


“It’ll take just about every good coder we have to design something like that.  There would be so many variables, making one virus work across multiple OS platforms, making the image look believable…and we don’t have much time.  It’d have to be ready before the cloaking spells fail.”


“Then I think you should get to work,” Anthra said lightly.


“I’ll report that to Jussa, he can pass it on to the others,” Ralla said.


Ferroth almost pushed Kell off the board and hit the city-wide intercom.  “All department personnel report to the office immediately!” he called.  “Unless what you’re doing will explode and collapse the entire city if you don’t finish, just leave it!  Jukra, Fredda, we need you here too.  Why do I not hear running feet coming up the ramp, drakes?  Immediately means right now!”


“Well, that’s gonna cause a stir,” Anthra chuckled.


“I’ll get out of your way and report to Jussa,” Ralla said dryly.


“While you’re out there, have Sella come in,” Ferroth told him, moving away from the board.  “She’s a department member, after all, and we’re going to need her.”


“What can she do?”


“What the other drakes are doing now, so it frees them up to work on this,” he answered.  “Sella can do about anything in the office except write code, and we’ll need every set of paws we can get that knows what they’re doing.  That’s why I’m calling in Jukra and Fredda, we’re about to steal some of their drakes to fill in while we work on this.”


“Oh, alright.  I’ll tell her as soon as I get out there.”


“We should move out of the way too, it’s about to get very crowded in here,” Anthra noted.  “And I take up a little more space than your workers,” she added with a chuckle.


“We’ll keep you up to speed on our progress, but if we’re gonna do this, it has to be done now,” Ferroth said.  “We don’t have much time.”  He looked at Kell.  “Get off the board, you goofy whelp, and go clear out the terminal room so you can get started.”


Kintel hurried in.  “What’s up, chief?”


“We have about twenty hours to write a virus to infect the satellite imaging system to hide the island when the cloak fails,” Ferroth told him.  “Get with Kell and organize it.”


“Got it.  C’mon, Kell,” he said, and the two of them hurried out of the inner office.


“We’ll narrow it down to the Americans,” Anthra noted as she stood up.  “Ralla, tell Jussa we’ll be discussing how to manage that.  They’ll know where we are, we can’t stop that, so we’ll have to negotiate a little.”


“This virus won’t hide us forever, it just buys us time,” Geon noted, to which Ferroth nodded.  “Hopefully enough time to get the cloaking spells back in effect.”


“I’ll tell him,” Ralla nodded.  “I think that might go well, since they’re hosting the fire dragons right now, and they’ve been very kind to us on top of that.”


“We’ll see, young one,” Anthra frowned.  “How they act when they think they have much more to gain by treating us differently will reveal who they truly are.”


19 August, 2017, 17:24 DMT; Council Aerie

It was almost a wave of palpable fear sweeping across the aerie.

The cloaking spells were gone.  The air over the island shimmered as the ancient sky dragon magic failed, causing a rain of crystals from the sky, the anchors and focuses of those spells losing their magic and falling to the island like a rainbow-glinting rain.  The spells had been held together with 17 focus crystals, crystals which would have shattered had the sky dragons not been ready to catch them.  They could re-use the crystals to create the new spells, at least once they corrected the problem with magic.


But it meant that the island was no visible to the humans, and now it was vulnerable.


Jussa shook his head as Hinado landed back on the aerie holding one of the crystals in his paws, an earth dragon’s tail spike.  Sometimes Jussa felt wrong for keeping that secret from his earth dragon friends, that their tail spikes were so critical to some of the most powerful magic, but it was one thing that all dragons agreed had to remain.  Much as he admired Anthra and Geon, he understood earth dragons enough to know that they could be almost bull-headedly stubborn, and since they were so resentful at how they were treated, they may very well refuse to give over their spikes to be used in spells, even if the spells were being used for their benefit.  Earth dragons were well known to be so contrary that they would hurt themselves just to hurt others, willing to do harm to their own cause just to spite another.  Jussa, like the water dragons before him on the council, knew that to protect the earth dragons from themselves, that secret had to be kept.

Their self-imposed exile from the island was a perfect example of that mentality.  They were willing to spread misery across the island and starve themselves in the process, just to get their way.  Jussa happened to agree with what they were doing, that these particular circumstances allowed for it, but it showed the earth dragon mentality.  An earth dragon would cut off his own tail if it somehow caused injury to those he felt were doing him wrong.  Sometimes, working around that very large burr in basic earth dragon personality was a challenge, sometimes it was a chore, but it had to be done.  The earth dragons were Gaia’s children just like the other dragons, and the water dragons had sworn to help the other dragons when they couldn’t help themselves, which placed the earth dragons almost permanently under the watchful care of the water dragons.


They were stubborn, defiant, angry children, but they were still children in need of nurturing and protection.


Hinado clutched tightly onto the crystal in his paw, reared up on his back feet as best he could, his long body almost curled over them to give him balance.  “And I was hoping that they were wrong,” he sighed.  “They were off by nearly twenty minutes.”

“And that fact is worth investigation,” the council chromatic said soberly.  “Some variable had to be introduced to cause the time delay.  If we can find it, it might tell us what’s wrong.”


“The big question is, what now,” Sessara said darkly, shivering her wings.


“Now, we implement our protection plans,” the council chromatic replied.  “Sky dragon patrols out to two hundred draman, water dragon pods in position to intercept any ship within our territorial waters.  Remember, Jussa, no injuries.  Just disable their…whatever you called them.  Minimal risk to both sides.  We don’t want an escalation caused by a great loss of life if we sink a ship.”


“It’s a very easy thing to do, esteemed council member,” he said calmly.


:”The same thing with the sky dragons, Hinado,” he added.  “Do what you can to make the planes turn around without killing the humans making them work.  If you have to bring the planes down, try not to kill the humans.”


“Even easier to do,” Hinado answered.  “I’ve put our best sky dragons out that can use magic to convince the humans to turn their planes around by confusing their senses.”


“Excellent,” the council chromatic nodded.  “And what of…them?” he asked Jussa.


Jussa had to chuckle.  He couldn’t even say earth dragon.  “I don’t have the most recent status report, but if things are on schedule, the earth dragons have released their computer program to confuse the satellites.  They can’t blind all of them, but they can get most of them.  It will just leave us with the Americans knowing where we are, and that might be enough to hide us until we can get the cloaking spells back up.”


“Speaking of that, Hinado, have the elders researched the process?”


“We have, and we can replace them once magic is stable again,” he answered.  “It will take about ten days to accomplish, but it can be done.”


“Sessara, I would ask you to return to the dragons in the human lands,” the council chromatic said.  “If we must negotiate, I’d like you there to arrange things.”


“But, you may need me here,” she protested.


“Your input is valuable, but right now we have to worry about more than just magic.  We have to be in position to protect the island, and you can serve in that role much better than you can here.”


“Because I’m a fire dragon?” she flared.


“Because you have a personal rapport with the humans at the site where the hatchlings are, humans you said have very high rank in their government,” he countered.  “You might get them to give you information.  If the humans are planning to come to the island, you might hear about it before we see them coming.  We need you there for your eyes and ears much more than we need you here.”


Sessara gave the council chromatic a long look, then finally nodded.  “I’ll see what I can do, but I’ll need to take Gressa with me.  She’s the most fluent in English.  She can even read it, where I haven’t learned that yet.  She might read something they leave out.”


“Then do so,” the council chromatic declared.


“I’ll visit daily, Sessara,” Hinado told her.  “I want to take more of a measure of the human magicians.”


“Are they truly worth the effort?” the council chromatic asked.


“Five or six of them, yes,” he replied.  “Jenny especially.  With proper training, she’ll be a powerful magician.  Worthy of personal training from the chromatics.”


“Never again,” the council chromatic snapped.  “If you want her to learn magic, Hinado, you teach her.  The chromatics will never share that knowledge with the humans again.”


“Then I’ll teach her,” he said simply.  “I happen to believe that if the humans learn magic, they’ll be more amenable to us.  We’ll have common ground to use to broaden negotiations.”

“We believed that once, and see what it got us,” the council chromatic almost sneered.  “It got us this island after the humans betrayed us on every level possible.”


“That was a thousand years ago.”


“And yet we still live on this island,” he retorted.  “Remember why we still stay apart from the humans, Hinado.”  He turned to Jussa.  “Perhaps you could use your influence with them to get them out of their hole, Jussa?  This is far more important than their petty demands.”


“Their demands are far from petty, and to abandon their position will put them in a far worse position once this crisis is over,” he replied bluntly.  “I have no doubt that the chromatics have all kinds of punishments all prepared and waiting for them.  They’re doing what they can from where they are.  And to be honest, they’re more effective there, since I believe that you destroyed their department building and talked Ivaiya into destroying the power plant,” he said dryly, which made the chromatic scowl.  “The earth dragons know human technology, and they’re in a position to use that knowledge for our benefit…which was the entire reason we created the department in the first place.  Or have you forgotten?”


“We need them up here, supporting us while we work on this crisis!”


“Doing what?  There are no more farms.  You destroyed them all,” he replied bluntly.  “All they could do is rebuild, which would prevent them from helping in the ways that they can.  For now, chromatic, just leave them be.  We need them where they are until we get the cloaking magic back over the island.”


“I’d have to agree with Jussa,” Hirrag nodded.  “If the earth dragons can use their gadgets to confuse the humans, then let them do it.  After all, if the humans come, they have no escape.  They’re doing what they can for their own self-interest far more than helping us.  They can’t fly away, and after everything that happened, I’d venture a guess to say that we’d just leave them here and abandon them to their fate.”

“We wouldn’t, but there’s not much we can do,” Essan added.  “The only ones that could evacuate the earth dragons off the island without any of them dying would be the sky dragons, and right now, no earth dragon would come into the line of sight of a sky dragon.  They wouldn’t trust any of them, not after what they did.”


“They brought that on themselves,” one of the sky dragons elders snapped.  “They killed our most revered elder!”


“Really?  One earth dragon kills one sky dragon, the sky dragon that destroyed their power plant I might add, and they bring the entire destruction of every farm and village on themselves?  Really?  Did earth dragons that had nothing to do with it bring it on themselves when your sky dragons burned their farms, killed their animals, even dug out their burrows and destroyed everything inside?” Essan snapped right back.  “You have a lot to answer for, elder.  Your behavior was absolutely inexcusable.  Ivaiya deserved punishment for her crimes, and for one, I think she got what she deserved.”


The sky dragon elder glared unholy death at Essan, but said nothing.


“Cease this inane bickering!” the council chromatic almost screamed.  “It does us no good to fight among ourselves in this time of crisis!  There will be time to sort everything else out once we’ve repaired the damage and recast the cloaking magic to protect the island!”

“It might be moot if they already know where we are,” Hirrag noted.


“There are other things we can do, spells to repel their planes and ships so they can’t land,” Hinado answered.  “But even if they know exactly where the island is, it still benefits us if they can’t see it.  After all, how can they land here if they can’t find the beach?  They might ram their landing boat right into a cliff.  A helicopter may land in the water because they can’t see the ground, even if they’re directly over the island.”


“A fair point,” Hirrag nodded.  “I didn’t know the magic worked exactly that way.”


“The human has to be standing on the ground to cancel the effect,” Hinado explained.  “If they’re not, they only see empty ocean, even if they’re hovering just a tail’s length above the ground.  But once a human cancels the effect, it can never work on them again.  The human we brought here, she can see the island, even if we restore the cloaking magic.  She won’t be able to see it on a picture, but if she’s in a plane looking down or on a boat offshore, she’ll see it.”


“Then she might be a liability,” the council chromatic said.


“Jenny?  No,” Sessara said in defense.  “She’s trustworthy.  Even if the humans demanded she help them find the island, she wouldn’t do it.”


“Are you willing to risk every life on the island over your feeling, Sessara?”


“Where Jenny is concerned, yes,” she replied flatly.  “If there’s one human I trust, it’s her.  You don’t know her, chromatic.  Every dragon over on Hawaii respects her greatly.  We even let her mind the hatchlings.”

The council chromatic wisely let that drop.  “Sessara, find Gressa and start for Hawaii when you can.  Fly at night if you feel it’s safe.  I need you there as soon as you can safely get there.”


“It’s safe enough,” she answered.  “There’s nothing out there for us to run into, and the top of the volcano is well lit.”  She looked at Jussa.  “Can you get word down to the earth dragons to warn Jenny we’re coming?”


“Easily.  There aren’t any ships nearby, so don’t worry about being picked up by radar until you’re close to Hawaii.”


“So you know how to get in to their hole?” the council chromatic asked.


“Not anymore,” he replied dryly.  “They blocked off the tunnel.  There’s a second way in, but only a pawful of water drakes know where it is.  From what I understand, it’s almost on the bottom of the ocean,” he drawled.  “So far down that it would kill any chromatic that used magic to try.  So, I wouldn’t suggest trying to find your way in, cousin.  You’d be in for a very rude shock if you do.”


 The council chromatic gave him a dark look, but said nothing.


Ralla landed on the aerie and immediately hurried over to Jussa and Essan.  “What word, young one?” Essan asked.


“The earth dragons report success,” he replied.  “They have blinded the vast majority of satellites to the island.  When they look at the images from the satellites, they’ll see only empty ocean, the computer virus causes the rendering software that governs how computers translate the images the satellites transmit to pixel out the island and replace it with water.  There are some satellites that can see the island, but they’re all owned by the Americans.  That narrows things down greatly.  But the results aren’t perfect.  The virus will pixel out every island in the region based on the satellite’s global position, which will betray their meddling to humans who are paying attention and notice that the small uninhabited islands around ours disappear off the images.  It was the best they could come up with on such short notice, and even now they’re working on an updated virus that will hide only our island.  With luck, they can update their virus before anyone notices.”


“I don’t understand half of that explanation, young one, but I did hear that it was a success,” Jussa chuckled.  “How long until one of the satellites that can see passes over the island?”


“Two hours,” he replied.  “By tomorrow morning, the Americans will know the island’s location.”


“Then we should wait and see how they react.”


“And I’d better get to Hawaii as fast as I can,” Sessara noted, then she turned and raced off the edge, spread her wings, and flapped up and out of sight around the curve of the volcano’s slope.

“Report back to the earth dragons that they have done well, and to continue their other preparations to attack the humans by computer if they threaten the island.”


“I’ll take it back to them,” Ralla nodded, then he turned and bounded off the edge, disappearing.
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Yawning, Jenny watched as Sessara and Gressa flapped their wings heavily in preparation to land, and if she wasn’t so tired, she’d be jumping for joy that Sessara was back.

Frazza was…difficult.  That was actually rather kind.  The honest truth was, Frazza was an overbearing, insufferably demanding, sadistic bitch.  She was the largest dragon there, the biggest wyrm, and she threw her weight around both figuratively and literally.  She was much more physical with the other dragons than Sessara, using raw force to make them do what she wanted, and she was of a habit to smack anyone around her for no apparent reason, as if to simply remind them that she was there, she was bigger than them, and she’d do a hell of a lot more if they dared defy her in any way.  Even something as simple as a roll of the eyes could land a fire dragon over by the lava flows, recovering from injuries.  She tolerated absolutely no real or perceived challenge to her authority, and got into at least one fight every day just to demonstrate to the others that she was the top dog.  Sessara didn’t hurt the other dragons just to remind them of her authority, but Frazza did, and she relished it.  She liked to hurt the other dragons, and that demonstrated the worst aspects of fire dragon behavior to Jenny and the Hunters, showing them the other end of the spectrum from Sessara, who when compared to Frazza was a very mild-natured and agreeable fire dragon. Sessara was probably the most affable fire dragon on the volcano, but Frazza was the most hated.  Nobody liked Frazza, not even Sessara, but she didn’t care.  Frazza didn’t want friendship from others, she wanted only fear, and the respect she believed that that fear induced.


Dealing with that on a daily basis had given both Jenny and Arlen headaches, stomach aches…everything-aches.  Jenny had the feeling that Frazza probably would have killed a couple of the other drakes, and a few of the Hunters, if not for the stern warning that if everyone wasn’t alive and whole when she returned, Sessara would kill Frazza.  And Sessara was the only dragon that Frazza feared.


Jenny almost had to restrain herself from running up and hugging Sessara when she landed, walking up to her with Arlen beside her, but she did almost hug the huge finger Sessara put on her shoulder.  “God, am I glad you’re back,” Jenny said explosively, looping her arm around Sessara’s paw.


“Did Frazza cause you any trouble?”


“Me, no.  Everyone else, god yes,” she sighed.  “Now, why are you flying back in the dark?”


“I’m needed here,” she replied simply.  “I’ll explain things after I eat.  You have food around?”


“We’re starving,” Gressa nodded.  “There’s not much to eat back on the island.”


“We haven’t had a proper meal since we left,” Sessara grunted.

“Major, have them bring in some food,” Arlen called to the officer standing by the tent, one of the contact officers for the dragons.  “Actually, just have them bring in the full breakfast.  It won’t hurt it to sit here until the dragons wake up.”


“I’ll call it down, Mister Secretary,” the man said, then picked up the hot phone.

“How was it on the island?” Jenny asked.


“Tense,” Gressa replied as Sessara sat on her haunches and started staring at the vehicle gate, where the flatbeds would bring in the food.  “We can feel the drain on magic now, and most of our magical devices and permanent spells have failed.  The elders and sages still have no explanation.”

“Shouldn’t you be there?” Jenny asked, looking up at Sessara.


“They felt I would serve better here,” she replied.  “I’ll explain after I eat.”


Other dragons were stirred awake when the flatbeds rolled in, and they hurried over at the prospect of an early breakfast.  They greeted Sessara and Gressa when they realized they were back, and Jenny and Arlen followed them over to the trucks.  Jenny climbed up onto the cab of one of the flatbeds and sat on the back to stay out from underfoot as Sessara tore into a large crate of watermelons, eating them rind and all.  Jenny hoped that Sessara would explain, but from how fast she was eating, she had to truly be famished…and that was a pretty big indicator to her that the earth dragon strategy was working.  If food was that scarce, that even a council member wasn’t eating well, then the chromatic and sky dragons remaining on the island had to be on the brink of starvation.


After Sessara and Gressa ate far more than they usually do, Jenny and Arlen walked with them back towards the tent.  “The council chromatic sent us back to be the first point of negotiation,” Gressa said, translating for Sessara when what she wanted to say went beyond her English skills.


“It’s already tomorrow, so the word should reach you soon,” Sessara added.


“What word?”


“The magic hiding the island has failed,” Gressa told her, giving her a sober look.  “The earth dragons have used their computers to hide that fact from most of the humans, but they said they can’t hide it from the Americans.”


“The sat…sata…the high birds that look down,” Sessara groped.  “The earth dragons did things to them so they can’t see the island, but they couldn’t do it to all of them.”


“The earth dragons attacked the satellite network?” Arlen gasped.


“They used an illness,” Gressa said.


“They used a virus,” Jenny said, thinking furiously.  “Actually, a worm if we want to be technical, but…shit.  That would be seriously hard to do.”


“It isn’t perfect, what they did,” Gressa relayed as they reached the tent.  “The water dragons that talk to them brought word that they’re working on a different virus to do a better job.”


“Arlen, if the earth dragons are moving like that, things must be more serious than we thought,” Jenny said.  “I need to see what they did.”


“From what Ralla said, they used their virus to make the satellites only see water instead of the island…some word Ralla used.  Rendering?  The virus works against the computers that receive the pictures from the satellites, Ralla said.  The only thing it does is make the machines that create the pictures paint over the island with the color of water to hide it.”


Jenny almost said something, then she laughed.  “Brilliant!” she said brightly.  “Satellites are incredibly hard to hack, but if they attacked the site receivers…that’s brilliant!”


“That might be going a bit too far,” Arlen fretted.  “That’s an act of war to most countries.”


“They have to catch the earth dragons first, Arlen, and trust me, that is not easy,” Jenny said.  “They’re more or less the reason the government created the Hunters, and you saw how effective we were against them,” she frowned.  “But why tell us this, Sessara?”


“Because the American sat-uh-lites can’t be fooled,” she replied.  “Your people should already have seen the island by now.”

“We haven’t heard anything yet,” Arlen noted.  “But then again, they know it’s not even dawn here.  I’d better call my office in Washington and see what’s going on.”


“They sent me here to make certain that you leave the island alone,” Sessara told them bluntly.  “We don’t want your ships close to the island.”


“I’m certain we can work that out, Sessara,” Arlen told her with a nod.  “We won’t send ships if you don’t want them there, but I’m fairly certain that the Navy will prepare a task force for deployment in case you ask for us,” he said.  “Just because only we can see the island doesn’t mean it’s going to stay like that.  If you ask for our help discouraging others from approaching the island, we’d be happy to arrange it.”


“The water dragons will protect the island,” Gressa warned.  “One thing we were told to tell you is to keep all ships one hundred of your miles away from our island.  The water dragons will cripple any ship that comes any closer.”


“Like I said, my dear friend, we can work that out,” Arlen told her smoothly.  “These kinds of talks are the only reason I’m still here, you know.  Let me talk to the President and see where he stands on things, then we can sit down and discuss the matter formally.”


Jenny sat at the computer and brought up a couple of remote programs on the Hunters’ private cloud server, then checked several real-time satellite images from commercial satellite imaging companies.  Their servers were up, their websites operating normally, so the earth dragons hadn’t attacked the sites…so they must have penetrated security and planted their worm behind the firewalls.  Holy shit…if they’d hacked every company, even some government systems, military…just how deep into the internet did the earth dragons have their hands?  To plant a worm like that over so many different networks, so many different platforms with varying levels of internet security, to get it into military systems…shit.  Just…shit.


She knew the earth dragons were good, but this, this was fucking nuts.


So, which satellites America controlled could they not get at?  CIA?  NSA?  Possibly Air Force?  Or maybe all three?  If their worm attacked the site computers that received the images and rendered them into picture files, then they didn’t have to go after the satellites themselves.  So, which American agency had security so formidable that the earth dragons couldn’t crack it?


CIA.  It had to be the CIA.  Like the Hunters, they used cold protocols.  The Hunters didn’t put anything critical on a computer that had internet access, and the CIA had entire intranets that were isolated from the internet.  The NSA had a few, but not as many as the CIA…though the Hunters had been advocating for moving to intranets, and the Hunters were a division of the NSA, not the CIA.  The CIA’s satellite system had to be on an intranet, and because of that, the earth dragons couldn’t hack it unless they were on site…and the earth dragons couldn’t do that anymore with all the scions gone.


One thing was for sure, though.  If the earth dragons could plant a worm that affected various companies and networks across the entire internet, then they were every bit as dangerous as Jenny had warned.  If they could do that, then there was no telling what else they could do.


Magic, shmagic.  Right now, the earth dragons were by far the greatest threat to humanity the dragons represented, if only because they seemed capable of feats of hacking that even Jenny would find implausible.  What would happen if the earth dragons decided to shut down the power grids of every major city all over the world?  Those power companies were all connected to the internet, and that meant they could do it.  If they had that kind of penetration into internet-connected computer networks, then literally, nothing connected to the internet was safe from them.  And that made them fucking scary.


“Jenny?” Sessara called.


“Sorry, I was checking to see what the earth dragons were up to,” she said, looking up from the monitor.


“You look worried,” Arlen said.


“I am worried,” she replied.  “If the earth dragons could hack every single satellite data receiver site, Arlen, think about it.  What other global system could they hack and take over?”


Arlen frowned.


“Exactly.  I warned the President that they were good, but shit,” she breathed.  “We’d better make sure we don’t get on their bad sides.”  At least until she could think up some way to stop them, she added silently.  As much as she liked the dragons, and especially Kell and the earth dragons, she had to think about the basic protection of the United States.  If the earth dragons turned on them, then the Hunters had to be ready to stop them.

“What they did was that big?” Gressa asked.


“Oh yes,” Jenny grunted.  “It’s not something I’d think even Anonymous or the Chinese could pull off.”


“Who is anonymous?”


“Sorry, it’s a group of computer hackers,” she replied.  “I’ll have to talk to Yancy about it,” she said, putting it aside.  “So, you two are back for good?”


“Until we return to the island for good, yes,” Sessara answered.  “Have you been practicing your draconic in my absence?”


Jenny laughed.  “And get smacked if I didn’t?” she replied.


“Arlen, we need to speak to the President about these matters,” Sessara said, turning to him.


“I’ll call it up and arrange a conference,” he replied.


It took Arlen about two hours to get everything set up, time Jenny spent with the other eggheads on the team, discussing just what the earth dragons had done, how they did it, and what it meant.  Michaels had some friends at a satellite company, and they let him in to search for the hack job without Michaels telling them exactly what he was looking for, and it took him almost an hour to find it.  “Holy shit, this is the most brilliant worm I’ve ever seen,” he said as they brought up the code.  “It’s designed to attach to the rendering software and recolor all pixels not blue or white as blue in a GPS grid block that includes where we think the island is.  That would paint the island blue without altering any clouds over it, which would give away the alteration.”

“How did they get it in?”


“That’s the brilliant part.  They didn’t have to hack anything, because they sent the worm out to every major internet traffic hub and had them insert the worm in data packets in route to the target systems. They piggybacked the worm right into the IP-two protocols, something I’ve never seen before.  Since the worm was in the encapsulation frame itself rather than the data, it let the worm bypass the initial defenses.  The worm was fragmented into the encapsulation, then it was reassembled by the victim system itself when the encapsulation was stripped out, which triggered the first stage of the worm’s program.  Once the victim server reassembled the worm from the packets, bam, it was in and behind the firewalls.”


“That’s impossible!” Petrovski protested.  “Encapsulation frames can’t be altered like that without the computer throwing them out as corrupted!”

“I thought so too until about three minutes ago,” Michaels grunted.  “This is the most brilliant bit of hacking I’ve ever seen.  They found a hole in the IP-two protocol itself, and designed an exploit to take advantage of it.  Using this trick, they could get a worm or virus almost anywhere, into any machine that’s IP-two compatible.  And that’s almost every box that’s not running something old, from before the IP-two protocols were designed and started to be implemented into OS’s.”

“Can we patch it?” Derringer asked.


“Not without patching every single server, hub, and switch on the internet,” he replied.  “But I can come up with something that’ll make NSA firewalls recognize this trick and block it.”


“Well, we just learned something new,” Jenny grunted.  “The earth dragons just showed us a fundamental flaw with the IP-two protocols.”


“It can be patched,” Michaels repeated.  “But it’s damn smart.”


“We already knew they were smart,” Petrovski said, scratching her shapely chin.  “Now that we know what it’s doing, can we get around it?”

“You mean get an unaltered image?” Michaels asked, and she nodded.  “I think so.  Let me find a satellite about to pass over the area and see where it sends its data.  The worm doesn’t affect the data coming in, just how the software processes it.”


“Which is pretty clever,” Derringer nodded.  “Much easier than trying to hack every satellite in orbit.”


“Sessara said this was something they came up with on short notice,” Jenny said as Michaels typed at the computer.


Ten minutes later, Michaels had an image up on the tabletop monitor.  It was an island, and even seeing it from above like that, Jenny recognized it from its topography.  “That’s it,” she said.  “That’s their island.”


“Which satellite got that image?” Derringer asked.


“One of the google satellites,” he answered.  “They have so freakin’ many of ‘em up there, it’s never more than twenty minutes before one passes over someplace.”  Michaels zoomed it in, and kept zooming, and to Jenny’s surprise, individual dragons became discernable on what she knew was Council Aerie.  They were barely little dots on the image, but since dragons were so big, they were showing up the same way small houses showed up on the images.


“Council Aerie,” Jenny told them.  “Sky dragon, chromatic, fire dragon, chromatic, sky dragon, water dragon,” she said, tapping the tiny figures on the inset touch-screen monitor that formed the tabletop.


“Alright, so, we can see the island now,” Petrovski noted.  “You think they’re looking at a similar image over at CIA headquarters?”


“No doubt,” Jenny agreed.  “My god,” she breathed as they zoomed back out, and she could see the farms…or what used to be farms.  She moved the image over and saw that the department building had been destroyed, nothing but rubble, and moving more showed her dug out burrows, rutted farmland that was growing over with grass and weeds, a field of splintered bones where the earth dragons had herded their livestock, and the shattered remnants of the factories on the north side of the island.  It was every bit as bad as Sessara said it was.  “They destroyed everything of the earth dragons’,” she said, finding the cove.  “This was Keth’s farm.  It’s ruined.  Totally ruined,” she said wistfully.  “He’ll be devastated when he sees this for himself.  His farm was everything to him.”


“It does look bad,” Derringer grunted.  “But they should be able to fix things when all this is over.”


“That doesn’t mean that they won’t be righteously pissed off,” Petrovski noted.  “But, we better think about how we’re going to stop them if they go crazy.”

“There’s only one real way to do it,” Michaels said, looking up at them.  “I doubt we’d be able to keep them out, but we can slow them way the fuck down if we can find where they’ve spliced into the fiber optics and cut their cable.  If we restrict them to using hacked satcom uplinks, it’ll severely hamper what they can do.”


“That’s like finding a needle in a field of haystacks,” Derringer protested.  “They probably spliced in underwater.”


“And they have control of most of the Hawaiian internet servers,” Jenny said absently.  “Kell let that slip when I was on the island.  It’s how they hide where all the extra traffic is coming from, and they have to have control of those servers so they can access the internet but still be invisible on the system, the proverbial ghost in the machine.”


“So we root through all the switches and boxes that route traffic here on the island and try to find how they messed with them,” Petrovski said.  “And since we’re here, at least it won’t be all that hard.”


“They might be using a major traffic source on the island as a gateway,” Michaels proposed.  “A couple of Hawaiian ISPs might just be fronts for earth dragon internet traffic.”


“That’s a viable option, we should check that out too,” Jenny nodded.  “We need Yancy over here.”


“Yeah, we should call him and get him here, we need him for this.”


“That’ll keep him from replacing all of us,” Michaels laughed.  “They have him building a new Hunter team.”


They discussed the options for curtailing earth dragon hacking, but they also got Yancy on the next plane to Hawaii.  After that, Jenny dismissed the others so Arlen could conference in President Walker.  Sessara and Gressa explained things to him, and they relayed the stern warning they were told to bring from the island.  “Any ship that comes inside that line will be crippled and any airplane will be turned back, honored President,” Sessara told him in stern English.  “With the island vulnerable, the water dragons and sky dragons will protect it.”


“We’ll honor your territorial claim, Sessara,” Walker assured her.  “But I will have a task force ready for deployment and operating in the waters south of Hawaii.  They’ll stay out of your territory, but be close by in case they’re needed.  Is that acceptable?”


“I’ll have to pass it on to the council and let them decide,” she said after Gressa translated for her.  Walker went beyond Sessara’s four-year-old equivalent English skills.  “You have been very good friends to us, honored President, but in this matter, we trust no humans.”

“I understand completely,” he replied.

“We would also ask you to keep this to yourself,” Gressa added.  “The only ones that can see the island are you Americans.  The rest of the humans can’t see it.”


“Why is that?”


“The earth dragons,” she answered.  “They’re using their computer devices to hide the island from other satellites, but they can’t hide it from yours.  Don’t ask me why, my understanding of human technology begins and ends with turning on and off a TV.”


Walker looked a bit surprised they’d admit that, but Jenny wasn’t.  Fire dragons didn’t lie as a matter of course.  They considered it dishonorable when dealing with one worthy of respect, and they respected President Walker.  Fire dragons were bad diplomats, but in honesty, they were the only diplomats the dragons really had at the moment.  They were the only dragons they had outside the earth dragons that knew any English at all.

“They’re doing it, Mister President,” Jenny said when Walker looked at her.  “It’s a pretty brilliant bit of computer hacking they pulled off.  They’re hiding the island using a computer worm affecting the vast majority of the computers that receive satellite video imaging data and translate it into video images.  Their worm causes the video rendering software to paint the island over and make it look like ocean.”

“But not ours.”


“Not all of ours,” she corrected.  “I’m just guessing, but I’d say that the CIA spy satellites are immune from the earth dragon hack.  I’m surprised the CIA hasn’t run to you with pictures of the island yet.”


“I do have a four o’clock with the director,” he noted, looking down.  “How did they do it?”


“Like I said, it’s pretty damn clever.  We’ll send you a detailed report, sir.”


“I’m looking forward to reading it.  Uh, Sessara, you do understand that what the earth dragons are doing would be considered an act of war by some countries?”


“Perhaps, but do those countries know it was the earth dragons that did it?” she replied simply.


Walker laughed.  “A fair point,” he nodded.  “And I think we can overlook that little fact for the moment.”  He glanced offscreen a moment.  “It’s about time for me to ask a favor of you, Sessara.  With your permission, I’d like to come to Hawaii and visit you in person.  It would be part a state visit, and part media opportunity.  The human media is almost up in arms over the severe restrictions we’ve put on them over contact with you.  We’d like to arrange an open meeting between you and me, with the media there, including allowing a couple of media teams the opportunity to visit the exclusion zone and see what’s up there.”


Gressa translated that, and Sessara considered it for a moment.  “I have no objection,” she replied.  “But they’ll be disappointed.”

“No, they won’t be,” he laughed.  “The chance to see dragons doing what dragons do will make them very happy.”


“We watch TV and argue about football.”


Walker grinned.  “And they’ll be quite interested in that fact.  Might you allow me to bring my wife?  She’s very interested in the dragons.”


“She is welcome if you wish it,” Sessara nodded.  “I think we might have to invent a couple of fake ceremonies to make your media happy, and explain what we’re doing here.”


“You’re a savvy politician, Sessara,” Walker smiled.  “Since it’s about the young dragons there, just organize some kinds of formal competitions.  Races, wrestling, whatever, and say that they’re part of what you’re doing.”


“The hatchlings would probably enjoy something like that,” she nodded after Gressa translated for her.


“I’ll get things moving here.  We’re aiming on visiting in about five days.  I’ve been wanting to do this, so we already have an itinerary drawn up.  We just needed your permission.”


“Itener…what?” Gressa asked, looking at Jenny.


“They have everything all planned out,” she elaborated.  “And now that they have your permission, it’s just a matter of setting it in motion.  An itinerary is a plan, a planned series of events, like a schedule.”


“Oh.  Alright,” she said, then translated that.  “I learned a new word today,” Gressa chuckled.

“You learn about a thousand new words every day,” Jenny accused lightly.


“The advance teams of the Secret Service will be on a plane inside two hours, Colonel,” Walker told her.  “Be sure to warn General Steele as soon as you can, you’ll get it to him before the official orders reach him.”


“I’ll pass it along, Mister President.  You realize the service will want some extravagant precautions?”


“Oh yes, they’re terrified of the idea of me being face to face with a dragon,” he chuckled.  “But the dragons have shown trust in us, and I’d be a poor President if I didn’t show some trust in them.”


“Why would they be afraid?” Gressa asked.


“Because it’ll be the first time the President will be meeting with someone that can kill him before his bodyguards can move to stop it,” she answered honestly.  “One bite, one blast of fire, and it’s over too fast for them to protect him.”


“We would never do such a thing!” Sessara said, a bit indignantly.


“We know that, but humans who don’t know you very well don’t,” Jenny told her.


“At least you show courage to come see us in person,” Sessara told him.  “Fire dragons respect courage.”
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It was the dead of night, but it was really her only chance.

First of her class looked up at the clock to make sure her internal sense of time was correct, then buckled the flap of her shoulder bag.  It had taken a while to get to this point, because of the crisis.  The council library had been in use around the clock for the last couple of weeks, but now, finally, she’d heard that the sages were taking a break, getting some rest.  She’d heard it from one of the sages herself, whom she had sought out under the pretense of asking her questions related to crystal focuses, but in reality she’d been fishing for just this kind of information.


She’d learned quite a bit from that conversation.  She knew, for example, that the magical protections over the Library of Eternity had failed, like just about every other spell that had been placed since they arrived on the island.  Even the driftlights illuminating the library had failed, forcing them to use their own magical lights.  The sages were all taking the night off after several very long days, exhausted to the point where they needed sleep, so the sage’s library would be empty.  There might be chromatics over in the council chamber and its attached private library, but there would be none in the main library. 


It would be her first chance to search for that book.


She’d done some of her own research in that time.  The only dragon or human that had ever really gone out of her way to study the earth dragons was Athena, so she’d been reading some of Athena’s other works.  She’d documented more than just earth dragons in her life, had been quite a proficient magician who had forwarded quite a few magical theories in her day, and had also brought the city that bore her name in the modern time into prominence in Greece.  Reading about Athena made it very easy to see where the myth of Athena originated, for she was vastly intelligent and had formidable magical powers. Over the years, history yielded to legend, and legend to myth, turning Athena into one of the Greek gods of their pantheon.


She wasn’t the only real figure to make it into mythology.  Hermes, Aphrodite, Poseiden, Heracles, Achilles, Perseus, Tantalus, Sisiphus, Prometheus, they had all been real people.  Most had been magicians of the pre-classical Greek era, and their fame had turned into myth over the centuries, as the Greeks entered their classical age.


It took a lot of reading and research to compile what Athena knew about the earth dragons, because it was scattered through her other works.  And her view of them was much like what else she’d read, that the earth dragons were gentle, shy, reclusive, highly intelligent, and complete pacifists.  She was one of the few humans that had an actual relationship with the earth dragons, so her observations had a great deal of weight.  She wrote in one of her historical journals of her time ruling the city that would become Athens about when the village she knew moved at the request of the other dragons, since Athena knew where it was, humoring the magical dragons who were so worried that Athena would turn on the earth dragons and lead an army against them that they persistently badgered the earth dragons into moving their entire village.

The amusing part was that the earth dragons gave Athena directions to their new village after they moved.


This behavior intrigued her.  The earth dragons were quite tolerant of the protectiveness of the other dragons, but didn’t take them all that seriously.  It was almost like a chromatic mother enduring the hatchling hanging from her wingjoint, humoring the infant and tolerating his actions without doing anything about it.  The earth dragons were almost…patronizing to the other dragons.


Again, showing her just who was actually in charge back then.  The magical dragons liked to think that they were, but the earth dragons were the ones that actually was, because the other dragons wouldn’t dare tell an earth dragon what he could or couldn’t do.


That was the extent of what she’d managed to gather for herself over the days of waiting for her opportunity, and it was now upon her.  She left her library and spread her wings in the relative darkness, then jumped out into the open air.  She’d flown this route dozens of times in practice for this, the unlighted, stealth flight to the Library of Eternity, navigating by her internal sense of time and what few landmarks she could see in the moonless night.  She knew how fast she was going and at what angle she was, and that told her when to increase her altitude, when to turn, when to descend.  She’d practiced it so many times that she landed almost exactly where she meant to land on the platform holding the library and council chambers, just a few steps away from the entrance the sages used.  As she expected, there were no guards standing outside the door.  If there were any guards, they’d be inside. 

The library was dark and deserted.  The starlight coming in through the windows just barely illuminated the interior as she crept inside, moving carefully and quietly in case they had guards inside the library, and once she was certain that there wasn’t a sky dragon or young chromatic napping in some corner, she created a very dim light for herself, just enough to not bump into things. Odd, she expected someone to be here, a napping dragon set to guard the library.  There was definitely someone over in the council chambers, however, she could hear their faint voices through the wall separating the library from the council chamber.  There was a door between them, and she knew she needed to avoid that door with her light.


Now that she was here, she got as close to the center of the library as she could determine, then extinguished her light and prepared herself.   With magic drained so much, it made any spell more difficult to cast, but at least this was a spell she’d had so much practice using that she’d be able to put a great deal behind it, even with the drain.  The title hidden on the scroll was all she needed to use her spell of Seeking to find the book, since that title would give her something exact to use in searching for it.  She centered her mind on that title, on finding the one book in the library with that name, then she put all her effort into channeling the magic through her body to shape the spell and make it reality.


She just prayed that the chromatics in the council chamber were so intent on their debate that they didn’t sense her spellcasting.  There was a stone wall between them, but the feathery antenna on a chromatic’s forehead were quite sensitive to such things.

Her spell triggered, and she opened her eyes and turned in the direction the book lay…which was through the door and into the council side of the building.


She should have expected that.


She blew out her breath and crept up to the door, listening intently.  From what little she remembered of this place, that door didn’t open directly into the council chambers, it instead opened into an anteroom off the council chamber.  She pushed it open as slowly as she could, wincing a bit as the door squeaked on its hinges, but the sound didn’t alter the conversation going on in the next room, conversation that became loud enough to be audible as she crept into a simple room with no furniture, just shelves on the walls holding books.


“—some kind of nexus,” one chromatic was saying as she crept into the anteroom.


“Possibly, but we’d be able to determine that,” another replied, a voice she recognized as one of the females on the Council of Seven.  “The drain has no focal point, it’s like a blanket thrown across the entire astral plane that’s suppressing magic uniformly.”

That was a term she rarely heard.  It was theorized that magic moved through a slightly different phase of existence that theorists deemed the astral plane, a single piece of the full reality, like one side of a coin.  It was why magic wasn’t visible unless channeled into a spell, they speculated, channeled through the dragon’s body from the astral plane to the material plane.  The theory had yet to be proven, and it had both supporters and critics.  The council female sounded like a supporter of that theory.


Luck was with her in that they had the door to the council chambers closed.  She peeked out of the anteroom and found herself in a hallway holding the offices of the council members and their private library, and her seeking spell was locked on the book, telling her that it was down the hallway away from the council chambers.  She crept down the hallway as quietly as she could, walking with care so her claws didn’t click on the stone, even holding her tail up and centered so her plumage didn’t swish against anything.  She knew she had to look quite silly, high-stepping along with her tail held up and straight behind her, her wings folded tightly against her upper flanks and lower back, but dragons weren’t exactly built for stealth.  Her spell of seeking sent her all the way down the hallway and to a door that warned her that the personal office of the council chromatic lay beyond…but without magical alarms or protections, there was nothing keeping her out.


She did pause, though.  If they caught her in the council chromatic’s private office, there would be hell to pay.  But, her curiosity drove her to ignore good sense, and she pushed the door open slowly and carefully.  Beyond was a large room holding shelves on the walls, three separate reading tables, and a large, ornate table that served as a desk.  Magical instruments that were now powerless set on those tables, on the desk, which might have alarmed the council chromatic to her intrusion, or kept her from entering, but like all other magical devices, they were now dormant.


She moved in and looked right where the book was.  It was on one of the shelves, very high up on one of the shelves, almost to the ceiling.  She used her floating magic very carefully, keeping it tightly controlled, pulling the book down and into her paws.  It was a very old book, bound in black leather and with carved script on the front cover that didn’t match the title she’d been given.  But her spell had singled this book out, and when she opened the cover, she found the title she expected on the inside page.  They’d rebound the book under a false name.


The problem was the hole it left behind.  She knew the council chromatic would notice that hole in his stacks, chromatics were very sensitive to changes in their personal domains.  She’d notice a single thing out of place in her den, and she was certain that the council chromatic would notice that missing book with the most fleeting glance.  Fretting a bit, she pondered the problem, then reached the only solution she could think up on short notice.  Setting the book on the floor, she used her clawtip to very carefully cut the book out of its leather binding, then she took that empty black leather outer cover and put it back in the hole, being very careful to place it exactly as she’d seen it.  Luckily for her, the books to either side of it weren’t leaning against it, so when she replaced it, it fit in the hole perfectly.  She put the now unbound book in her shoulder satchel, then turned and hurried out as quietly as she could, her heart in her throat and feeling both anxiety over being caught and elation at having found what she was after.

Answers.


She used a bit of magic she knew that wiped out the lingering traces of her presence in the room, an anti-tracking spell, then carefully used it as she backed up the hallway, eradicating any trace of her presence, and so high-strung that the council chromatics would sense her use of magic that she might hear them charging into the hallway at any second that she might jump out of her skin at any loud noise.  She swept her tracks clear all the way back into the sage’s library, then once she closed the door, was a bit more confident about using it once the stone wall was directly between her and the council members.  She removed the evidence of her presence in the library all the way to the landing, floated up off the stone ledge, then finished her work, then turned and flapped her wings, heading back to her own library, both excited and terrified at the same time.  Did they see her fly away?  Had they noticed her when she was in the library and said nothing, just seeing what she was going to do?  Would there be a contingent of angry elders waiting for her at her library?


She worked herself into a fever pitch flying back, so much so she almost crashed into the volcano when she lost her bearings, but she managed to get back to the Library of Camelot without killing herself.  She shut the door and bounded in like an excited kitten, then pulled her shoulder satchel off and very carefully pulled the unbound book out of it.  The book’s page bindings were intact, holding it together, but without its outer cover, the whole thing might fall apart if she was too rough with it.  She charged downstairs to where every library kept its supplies, found a blank book about the same size as the book she’d stolen, then ripped out the pages and carried the outer cover back upstairs.  She placed the book in the cover carefully, placed new binding page flaps on each side, and to her elation, she found that it fit perfectly.


Thank Gaia for standardized book sizing!


It took a lot of effort channeling the spell to attach the new binding flaps and repair the book, to bind the book into the new outer cover, a spell every librarian knew so they could maintain their books, but it also concealed her theft in a nameless brown leather cover, a book she could easily hide by putting it in one of the earth dragon villages, someplace that only she could easily go.  All that stone between it and any chromatic searching for it with magic would hide the book from seeking spells.

And that was exactly what she was going to do with it.


She collected up some food and water into a second shoulder satchel, put the repaired book back in the first one, then buckled both on and evacuated her library before someone came looking for her.  She soared down to the ground and almost plowed into the grass by misjudging her altitude, but she’d come down right where she wanted to be, within ten steps of one of the entrances to Blackstone Village.  She created her light the instant she had her nose in the tunnel, then raced down the passages unerringly, rushing to get into the village and deep under the ground, just in case they were looking for her.  She’d read the book down there and leave it, leave it where no chromatic could find it, then, after reading it, decide if she wanted to give it to Essan or not.  If she decided to give it to him, she’d tell him where it was so as not to have any more contact with it.  Essan was small enough to navigate the tunnels, he could come down here himself and get it…or send Sella for it.  She had no doubt that Sella knew the tunnels as well as she did, since the earth dragons allowed her to go among them freely.


Running into the room with the sculptures, she used floating magic to lay stones over the entry, further putting stone between her and anyone seeking her or the book, then pulled it out of her satchel with trembling fingers, set it on the floor, and sat on her haunches over it.


It was time to find out the truth.


The first chapter of the book, surprisingly, was nothing but the myths of creation of the dragons, but it included the myths of all five races, each with its own specific point of view where it believed that it was the original species, and all other species deviated from it.  She read all five of them, curious to see what the other races believed, and once she read them all, she turned the page and felt a shiver run through her.

They are all wrong.


Well…that wasn’t entirely unexpected.  Myths were rarely entirely correct, and while some myths were based in fact, most actually weren’t.


The origins of the species draconis are actually twofold, the book read.  Dragons did not evolve from a single race, though it is theorized that the two originating races of dragons did in fact evolve from a single parent race.  However, this is a theory as yet unproven, and while it deserves mention, as such it has no basis in this factual history.

The original races of dragons were, to use the classical Latin designations, the draconis astra, or the chromatics as they are known today, and the draconis terra, the earth dragons. The chromatics lived above ground, and the earth dragons below, though a chromatic colony was never far from an earth dragon warren.  The other races of dragons, sky, fire, and water, descended from the chromatic dragons, while the earth dragons have changed only slightly since the earliest draconic fossils and ancient warrens unearthed by historians and archaeologists.  The earth dragon of today looks much as the earth dragon of a million years ago appeared, where the chromatics and their splinter races have changed considerably, have evolved over time.

That was definitely interesting.  So, in a way, the chromatic view of the origins of the dragon species was correct.  The chromatics believed that they were the first dragon race and that all other dragons evolved from them, specializing in certain forms of magic, which altered them into what they were…except for the earth dragons.  The chromatics believed that the earth dragons evolved from the weakest of the magical dragons, unable to find proper mates, which degenerated them to the point where they could no longer use magic.  And from there, they evolved into the modern earth dragon.  But, according to the book, the earth dragons had always been a separate species…which did make a kind of sense.  If all the other races of dragons were magical except the earth dragons, that disparate origin was a very logical explanation for it.


She read on as the book got into the science of how the other species of dragons evolved, then it went back to the original relationships between the chromatics and earth dragons, got to one of the main points she’d been pondering since she got involved in all this.  Chromatic colonies  remained close to the earth dragons in prehistoric times, according to historical studies, the book related.  This is because as the source, dragons of that era depended on the earth dragons for their ability to fly.  Magic had yet to permeate the world to the degree where dragon magic worked on a global scale.

Source?  Source of what?  And why wouldn’t magic work everywhere, only in chromatic colonies? And how in Gaia were the chromatics dependent on the earth dragons for flight?  Earth dragons couldn’t fly.  Could they fly back then, and somehow lost the ability?


She read on about this strange relationship between the chromatics and the earth dragons, how the chromatics fed and protected the earth dragons, and got nothing in return.  The earth dragons, shy and timid, were afraid to come out of their warrens, and the chromatics literally supported them, hunted all their food, protected them from danger.  It was more like a parasitic relationship to her, not symbiotic.  The earth dragons were like leeches.


She read on with more interest when the book mentioned change.  Eventually, evidence suggests, the chromatics managed to entice the earth dragons into abandoning a completely subterranean lifestyle.  The earth dragons established shallow dens and warrens closer to the surface and ventured out for limited amounts of time, where they discovered an affinity for agriculture.  Once earth dragons began to farm, to spend extended amounts of time above ground, magic began to permeate the land and spread beyond the limited areas in which the chromatics clustered, for earth dragons are in fact the source of all magic.


She gasped and stood up over the book, staring at it like it suddenly came alive and tried to bite her. Earth dragons were the source of all magic?  That was…impossible!  They couldn’t even do magic, not back then, not now!


But the book explained it to her, in a way that no other book had.  The two dragon races existed in a state of symbiotic harmony.  The earth dragons were the familiar, the source of magic, the chosen of Gaia, where the chromatics were the users of the magic they radiated.  In this symbiotic relationship, the chromatics supported, nurtured, and protected the earth dragons in return for being granted the magic that allowed them to fly and perform ever-expanding magical feats as they explored the boundaries and limits of magical power.  The earth dragons were the living focus of magic, the outlet of the energy generated by all life, and once they abandoned their underground existence, their magical auras were no longer absorbed by the stone and began to permeate the air and plants and water of above.  But, as the earth dragons learned the arts of agriculture and could support and feed themselves, and their magic expanded through the land,  it freed the chromatics to expand their ranges, explore, spread out.  This led to the eventual evolution of the sky, fire, and water dragons, as chromatic colonies were established and adapted to local conditions, until such time that they evolved into completely separate races, as magic adapted them to disparate environments.  Dragons that came to dwell on the high mountain peaks became the sky dragons.  Dragons that came to dwell in the depths of the great desert became fire dragons.  And dragons that took up fishing as a means of sustenance, living by the sea,  became the water dragons..

By Gaia’s grace…that made sense.  Given what was going on right now, that made sense!  If the book was to be believed, magic was fading because the source of magic, the earth dragons, were so deep underground that the magic they radiated was being absorbed by the stone around them rather than enriching the world above.  The earth dragons were truly of the earth, for Gaia was the living soul of the earth, of life, and it was said that through Gaia, all magic flowed.  If the book was right, then magic flowed into the world from Gaia, but through the earth dragons.  They were living magical energy sources…the ultimate familiar!


But…why had she never sensed it?  She was sensitive to the currents of magic, like most chromatics were, but she never sensed any kind of magical emanation coming from the earth dragons.

The book even explained the seeming contradictions of the fact that earth dragons couldn’t use magic.  Many sages discount this historical fact based on earth dragon peculiarities, such as their nonmagical natures, the book read.  But simple magical law proves these theories correct.  Since earth dragons are magic, it renders them incapable of using magic.  The magic within prevents the proper channeling of magical energies to cast spells, since they have absolutely no control over the magic they radiate.  The magic within overwhelms any conscious attempt to use magical spells or abilities.  Their bodies have adapted to demonstrate quasi-magical capabilities unique to their kind, a trait common through dragonkind, such as the fact that they grow inorganic crystals from their tails and the nature of their breath weapons, which like water dragons, they must fuel outside the boundaries of magic.

Breath weapons?   Earth dragons don’t have breath weapons.  But she could agree, the tail spikes could indeed be a function of magic…or as the book called it, bio-thaumatology, biological processes born of and fueled by magical energy, something all dragons had.  All dragon breath weapons fell under that category, a biological process fueled by magical energy.  It would take magic to cause a living thing to grow crystals like that out of their bodies, crystals that were highly prized in magical uses.  Since they were a creation of magic, it made them eminently suitable for use in magic.  If earth dragons couldn’t use magic because the magic within interfered with any attempt to channel it properly, then it seemed feasible that they developed organs capable of using their internal magical energy on a biological scale.  It also explained the earth dragons’ immunity to their own element, which was a quasi-magical aspect.  Earth dragons couldn’t be harmed by stone…though the sheer weight of a massive rockfall could kill one, and had in the past.  It also explained the old legend in Athena’s books about earth dragon blood and its ability to render anyone doused in it utterly immune to mortal weapons…which were made of wood, stone, or metal, which were all of the earth.

But again, it fit.  If the book was right, the earth dragons couldn’t use magic themselves because it was interfered with by the very magic they radiated.  No magician could cast more than one spell at a time, because the magic channeled to perform both functions interfered with each other and canceled out.  Following that theory, earth dragons couldn’t channel magic because their internal magic canceled out active attempts to channel it.  So, instead of relying on magic for protection, they had evolved their tail spikes, which were pretty formidable weaponry in their own right. 

She turned the page, and found a drawing of the original races, the original chromatics and earth dragons, and they did look much different.  The chromatics of the past were much larger than the earth dragons and were fully feathered, almost looking like birds with long tails, where the earth dragons looked almost exactly as they did today.  The drawings were done in full color, showing a chromatic with rainbow-like plumage, all the colors of the spectrum in bands, where the earth dragon looked quite like the modern earth dragon, except for the tail spikes and horns.  In the drawing, the tail spikes were clear crystal, like the coveted power focuses, and their horns were glittering crystal, like shimmering diamond, the drawing even catching the prismatic refractions off of them.

She read on, as the book delved into the ancient history, the first instances of recorded dragon history some 17,000 or so years ago, how the dragons spread across Europe and northern Africa, coexisting somewhat warily with prehistoric man, and the book answered another of her questions.  As the population of the earth dragons grew, the power of the magic each individual earth dragon radiated decreased.  Some sages theorize this curious effect is a matter of zero sum; that the amount of magic radiated as a whole is a constant, so the more earth dragons there are, the less each dragon has to generate to fulfill that overall quota.  The proflogation of the earth dragons also spread their influence across most of the known world, and hastened the global saturation threshold of magic that allowed all magic to be used anywhere, even when far away from the earth dragons that supplied it.  And that too made sense.  If each earth dragon was only radiating a little magic, it wouldn’t be that easy to sense, not with the general permeation of background magic in the air itself.  And it was why this drain on magic was totally unknown to other dragons, since never before had all of the earth dragons gone underground the way they had here.

So, theoretically, as long as there was only one earth dragon alive, then magic would function, that one dragon radiating all the magical energy in that constant the book described.  Curious.

She skimmed over some of the details of the dragons interacting with humans more and more as the humans came out of the Stone Age, eventually leading up to the discovery that humans could use magic, and the renaissance of advancement that incited in humankind, when the dragons started to teach them how to use that power.


She decided to jump ahead, to see where everything went wrong, and thank Gaia, the book included the events of Camelot in the very last chapter.  It gave a pretty detailed description of how it started, how Arthur had saved an earth dragon village from raiders armed with weapons made of unearthly metal, which could do earth dragons harm.  The raiders wanted the earth dragons for their blood and the invulnerability it imparted onto anyone who bathed in it.  In gratitude, the earth dragons formed an alliance with Arthur and built Camelot for him, had forged the sword Excalibur, and gave him a scabbard made of earth dragon bone, which protected him from mortal weaponry.  But it didn’t protect him from poison, and it was by poison that he was murdered at the order of his half sister, the wicked magician Morrigan Le Fae.  The earth dragons were furious at the death of Arthur, and they descended upon Camelot, killed Morrigan and her lackeys, killed the betrayer Lancelot, who took the throne after slaying Arthur’s oldest son and heir, then took Camelot apart right down to its foundations and carried off the stones.  The book had a map, and after cross-referencing Camelot to more modern maps, she saw that the city of Leeds had been built where Camelot had once stood.

It all went wrong after that, she read.  The chromatics were angry with the earth dragons for destroying Camelot, for the trouble it caused between the dragons and the Catholic Church, who condemned the destruction of Camelot on the strongest possible terms.  The chromatics traced most of the ensuing problems with the Church back to that incident, including their eventual banishment from human lands and being declared enemies of humanity.  That act had caused great anguish and outrage among the chromatics, who had been deeply intertwined with humanity.  The betrayal of the humans had wounded the chromatics, wounded them deeply….


And that was it.  That was the end of the book.


She closed it and put her paw under her chin, rapping her claws on the stone, pondering what she read.  If it was indeed true, it explained everything that was going on.  With the earth dragons underground, the magic they radiated that replenished the existing magic in the world was cut off, and it was draining away that permeation of magical energy the book described.  When that was gone, then magic would only work within direct proximity of an earth dragon.  The book’s theories about magic did fit the current conditions, and it would be very easy to prove one way or the other.


But the other part, it didn’t answer all of her questions.  If the destruction of Camelot had started the rift between the earth dragons and chromatics…well, what were the details?  Exactly how did it come to the way things were now?  And how could it be so severe that the chromatics would even go so far as to deny the shocking truth at the beginning of the book, that earth dragons were the actual source of all magic, and as such, the chromatics and all other dragons were utterly dependent on them?

And how did the earth dragons forget such a critical fact?

Utterly dependent on them…that was almost a dark joke.  These last few weeks had showed her that even without magic, the chromatics had been utterly dependent on the earth dragons, at least in the frame of reference of depending on them for their lifestyle.


She glanced up and realized that it was light outside, past dawn…well, if the book was right, it would be easy to prove.  And it also explained the time discrepancy when the cloaking magic failed.


Sella.  Sella had been around earth dragons, and had been on the aerie, in close proximity to the main crystal focus that maintained the cloaking spells.  She had…recharged the magical matrix just with her presence, because she had been in close proximity to earth dragons, bathed in their magical aura.  That residual magical charge surrounding her had slightly extended the duration of the cloaking magic, if only for a matter of minutes.

She got up and put the book on the table at the far end of the room, then padded along the confining tunnels of Blackstone, lost in thought.  She couldn’t see how things got to where they were now, with nobody knowing the truth and the chromatics thinking so lowly of the earth dragons, when the stark truth was, the chromatics were dependent upon the earth dragons for everything that made a chromatic a chromatic.  If the sky dragons knew the truth, they’d have never attacked the earth dragons when one of them killed Ivaiya…but perhaps…perhaps that was what caused the change in attitudes.  Maybe the earth dragons grew drunk with their power over the other dragons, became utterly insufferable, incited deep resentments that showed today.  The unilateral action they undertook razing Camelot showed a change in behavior in the earth dragons, for the gentle pacifists she’d read about in Athena’s books would have been appalled at what the British earth dragons had done.  Athena’s earth dragons wouldn’t even kill animals to eat them, but the Camelot earth dragons had attacked one of the greatest cities at that time, killed hundreds of knights, slaughtered the children of Lancelot and Morrigan Le Fae, then evicted the entire population of Camelot without mercy, no doubt sending many of the humans to their deaths by exposure or starvation.  Those were not the acts of the earth dragons from Athena’s writings.


Well, one thing was for certain.  The modern earth dragons were more like the earth dragons of Camelot than the earth dragons of ancient Greece.


She pondered exactly what to do.  She had an idea of how to prove the book’s veracity, but the question would be, could she prove it to others.  The simplest way to prove it would be to go down to the earth dragons and seeing if her magic returned to normal, but to do that, she was going to need help.  She couldn’t get down there on her own, she’d drown or suffocate long before she got the rocks blocking the tunnel out of the way and reached air.  But if she discovered the book was right and that earth dragons were indeed the reason why magic was failing, how could she prove it?


Essan.  Essan had wanted that book, he probably suspected what the book told her.  The water dragons were primitive by chromatic standards, but they did have a long history and had been isolated from the other dragons, which might have preserved the legends of the earth dragons in their histories.  If she could prove it to Essan, a council member, he could convince the others.  But before she went to him, she had to know.  She had to prove it, if only to herself, to know that the earth dragons were in reality the heart of all draconic society, that the sky dragons had caused the disaster that had befallen the island…and behind them, her own kind.

There were still questions to answer, but the big one seemed solved.  Despite that, she wanted to know, she wanted to know what had happened in the past, what had caused the changes in the earth dragons, what had turned them from gentle pacifists to ruthless killers.


And she intended to find out, but that would have to wait.  For now, she had to find out if she was indeed right, and if she was, to get that information to Essan, then let him spread that revelation to the council.  They’d never believed it if she told them.


She didn’t think it would be wise to go to Council Aerie.  Essan had gotten word to her in secret, so she would keep that secret in turn by returning the information to him through their go-between, Sella.  And that meant that she had to find Sella, for more than one reason.  But first, she needed an experiment to prove her hypothesis, so she returned to her library and picked up a tiny crystal from a basket that she’d had to go around and collect, the dormant crystal focus of a driftlight, the hovering magical lights that illuminated the interiors of chromatic libraries and dens.  Once she had it, she flew down to the coast and out over the water, flying so slowly she had to rely on floating magic to keep from falling in, her antenna flicking as she used magic to locate her quarry, a water dragon…any water dragon.  She eventually found one, and to get its attention since it was fairly deep, she lowered down and slapped her tail on the rippling surface of the water.  Water dragons could hear extreme distances in water, and the sound of her tail slaps would reach the water dragon even that deep.  She kept at it incessantly until she felt in her antenna the water dragon ascend, then rose up and got enough distance to let the dragon surface under her.  “What?” the wyrm demanded.  “We’re not going to fish for you!”

“I don’t need you to fish for me, honored wyrm,” she said respectfully.  “I would beg to ask a favor of you.”


“What?”


“I need to speak with a water drake named Sella,” she answered.  “But I don’t know where she is.  I know that water dragons can send messages great distances within the water.  If you would be so kind, honored wyrm, would you send the call out that I wish to speak to her?’


“And who are you?”


“Tell her, I’m the chromatic that has seen what only she has seen,” she replied cryptically.  “Please pardon the secrecy, but she’ll know who I am.”


The young adult male wyrm gave her a look.  “Very well, where will you meet her?”


“At her den,” she replied.  “Or at least on the bluff overlooking it.”


“Alright.  I can’t guarantee she’s going to come meet you, but I can send the message.”


“Thank you, honored wyrm,” she said, dipping her head, her antenna bobbing over her eyes.


The wyrm sank back under the water without another word, and she turned and flew back to the island, to the cove, and landed on the little bluff just off the cove that overlooked the water.  A half-dug out burrow was behind her, a few pieces of destroyed equipment scattered around it, the ground rutted a little due to flowing water over scorched ground, but since then the rapidly growing sawgrass that ringed the island had taken root, and was now holding what soil was left.  As she waited, she worked out exactly what she wanted to say, how to ask for what she wanted without sounding either crazy or demanding.


But she didn’t have to wait long.  A sleek shape slipped into the cove, then a water drake burst from the water in a glittering spray.  It was Sella, landing easily on the rocky ledge just beside her, then she shook her wings to dislodge the water and folded them.  “You wished to see me?” she asked.


She nodded.  “Your friend asked me for a favor.  I have done it for him,” she answered.


“And where is what he asked you to find?”


“In the place where Gaia smiles down upon us,” she replied simply.


Sella nodded, her glowing green eyes unblinking. Only Sella would understand what that meant.  “Then I’ll see to it finds its way to him,” she said.

“I have something else to ask,” she said before Sella could turn and dive into the water.  “I have…a very strange thing to ask you, Sella.  But understand, I am dead serious about this.”


“Go ahead.”


“I need to speak to the earth dragons, face to face,” she said, staring steadily at her.  “I know you can speak to them.  Tell them that I am in no way a representative of the chromatics or the council.  This, I do on my own, for my own reasons, and it is absolutely critical to me to do this.  I’ll go wherever they demand I go, and I’ll do anything they demand I do.”


Sella gave her a long, assessing look.  “And why do you want to see them so badly?”


“Because I believe that the key to solving this crisis of magic hinges on the earth dragons,” she replied.  “I wish only to speak to an earth dragon, face to face, to see if my theory is true.  But before we even do that, Sella, you can do something for me, something very important, that will validate the hypothesis of my theory and make a meeting with the earth dragons imperative to me to prove or disprove it utterly.”


“What?”


She opened her paw and offered the tiny crystal.  “Do you know what this is?”


“It feels like a driftlight,” she replied.


“That’s exactly what it is.  Please, if you would, take it.”


Sella stepped up and opened her paw, and the chromatic dropped it into the palm of her padded paw.  Almost immediately, the driftlight flickered, sputtered a dim yellow light, then ignited into a soft white radiance, like sunlight, and hovered up and over Sella’s paw.


Sella gave the driftlight a startled look, but the first of her class just gave a dark smile filled with both relief and dread.  “The book was right,” first of her class said in a bare whisper.  “I need to speak with the earth dragons, Sella,” she said with an intensely seriously expression.  “Please.  Speak to them.  I’ll accede to any demand or condition they set concerning the meeting.  I’ll wait right here while you go negotiate the terms.  And remember, tell them that I will do anything they demand, and that I do this for myself, not for my kin, not for the council.”

Sella gave her another long, speculative look, then she nodded.  “You shouldn’t wait out in the open.  There’s an air chamber in my pod’s old den.  The air may be a little stale, but you can wait there out of sight.”


“Then lead on, honored water drake,” she said immediately.  “I will do anything you ask, so long as you do me this one favor.”


“If I didn’t believe you with all my heart, I wouldn’t be doing this now,” she replied, turning back towards the water.  “Can you swim?”


“I can float,” she replied.


“Then take a deep breath and follow me,” she replied, then she dove off the bluff and into the water.
