Chapter 7

6 June 2017, 23:32 DMT; Sanctuary City

Things were crazy.

Kell sat on his haunches by the lava tube entrance, zip-tying a wire bundle in a junction access box that Kammi and Jirran had installed earlier, which held both network cabling and power lines.  Anthra had set a deadline of three days to get everything into the cavern and all the other earth dragons evacuated, all of which could really only be done at night.  Ever since it got dark, the water dragons had been ferrying a continuous chain of supplies into the tube for them, as well as carting out waste rock that resulted from the excavation deeper down.  Just about all the water dragons were milling about the cove and the waters beyond it, some using magic to hide what they were doing from chromatic scrying, drakes carrying the supplies up, wyrms carting the waste rock out to dump.  Only drakes were in the tunnel, however, since the tunnel wasn’t large enough to let two wyrms or a drake and a wyrm easily pass each other.  The drakes swam in with the supplies, handed them off for bins of waste rock, then they handed those off to the wyrms and other drakes to dump out in the ocean.


But, not all the waste rock was being dumped.  The number crunchers had already set up a rationing system, and everyone, from Anthra down, was going to be supplementing their daily diet of calories with rock.  Earth dragons could eat earth, rock, stone, even metal, but it did little for them once they reached adulthood; like every earth drake alive, Kell’s bones were built from the basalt rock of the island, eaten when he was a hatchling.  But, what it could do was fill the belly and stretch their supplies even further, allow them to subsist on something just over starvation rations without feeling like they were being starved.


He felt, in a way, personally responsible for most of this.  It had been Anthra’s plan, but he was the one that had killed Ivaiya, and now most of the earth dragons were looking almost terrified.  Though no earth dragons had been killed, there had been several close calls and a couple of injuries.  The earth dragons had never seen the sky dragons act like that before, and it was a total shock to many of them.  For that matter, the average earth dragon had never in his entire life even spoken to a sky dragon.  The sky dragons stayed high up on the volcanoes, and the only ones that ventured down to the lowlands were ones on official business from the council or the occasional rare sky dragon “slumming it,” or looking for trouble.  The vast majority of the time, it was the fire dragons lurking around the lowlands looking for an earth dragon to bully, but once in a great while a sky dragon decided to get in on the fun…which lasted all of up until the spikes started flying.  Then, it wasn’t quite so fun anymore.  Usually, the only interaction that came between the earth and sky dragons was when earth dragons dodged the excrement the sky dragons expelled while flying.  And now, the sky dragons were acting like fire dragons, on a complete rampage all over the island, rioting over the death of Ivaiya and the fact that she’d been killed by an earth drake.

He hadn’t seen it, but the water drake that came down the tunnel told him about it.  Every farm on the island was on fire.  Every single one.  The ranches were littered with dead livestock, which would probably be eaten before they rotted.  The factories were in ruins, the power plant destroyed, and that was where most of the injuries occurred.  The earth drakes had carted off every piece of equipment they could manage before the sky dragons turned from the farms to the factories, and the last ones to leave were hit by lightning.  Earth dragon hides were fairly resistant to sky dragon breath weapons, but it would still cause injury.  Everything the earth dragons had built over the last fifty years was gone.


Just as the chromatics planned.


Not satisfied with obliterating everything the earth dragons had ever built, the sky dragons had invaded earth dragon burrows and destroyed everything they could find within, and now, according to the water drakes, the sky dragons were circling high over the island, still screaming in outrage, hunting for any earth dragon that dared peek its head out of a hole.  The fire dragons had tried to stop them at first, the water drake told him, but after a few hours, they simply landed and allowed the sky dragons to rampage…right about the time the sky dragons turned from the farms to the factories.  Of course, when it came time to do the chromatics’ dirty work for them, the chromatics told the fire dragons to stop, and that let the chromatics get what they wanted without taking any direct blame.  They probably hadn’t planned it the way the earth dragons had, but when the opportunity presented itself, they took it.


But now, the chromatics were starting to poke around the ruins of the farms, the water drake had told him.  Kell had the feeling that they were starting to piece things together, that the earth dragons had taken all their food deep underground before the riot, and that meant that the earth dragons could, in their view, hold out down in their villages for quite a while.  That gave them the opportunity to pass all their planned laws putting the earth dragons into a status of serfdom or slavery without resistance from the absent earth dragon council members, having to only deal with the objections of the water dragons, but it also probably concerned at least a few chromatics.  Having a new slave race didn’t do much good if they couldn’t coax the slaves out of their deep villages to do any farming for them.


Then again, Dralt should have left that ultimatum on Scion Aerie by now, so they knew that the earth dragons had no intention of coming out until the sky dragons were both put back in their place and the ones that attacked Kell’s farm were arrested.  That was something they’d never do, so it would allow them to stall, to stand off until all the earth dragons were safely underground.  They’d laugh at the ultimatum, and would laugh at the retreat of the earth dragons even deeper underground…until the earth dragon team tunneling up into their stores did their job.


That group had orders to tunnel up into the series of storage silos and chambers as fast as possible, before the chromatics started taking stock of them, and either steal the food or destroy it.  Ferroth had built vapor bombs for that task, using up some of their diesel fuel and fertilizer stockpiles, but the results would be worth it.  If they couldn’t steal it, they’d burn it to deny the others the food they had labored so hard to grow.


There were no two ways about it; the dragons were now at war with each other.  But it would be a cold war, a Mexican standoff, as the humans would say.  The earth dragons would be at a disadvantage since they’d be trapped in their cavern, but in reality, they’d be in a far better position.  The chromatics could allow the other dragons to leave the island to hunt, but that would put them at direct odds with the humans the first time a sky dragon attacked a ranch’s livestock, or a fire dragon ripped down the wall of a grocery store to get at the food inside.  The earth dragons had a trump card to play, and that was their clandestine contacts with the human world.  They could ask for food rather than steal it, and so long as the water dragons helped them get it into the cavern, they were in a position of complete safety.

And contact was something that he was pondering.  Once they got the power back on, all he needed was a satcom dish and he was in business.  There were several at the department, all destroyed, but if he could get one of the little portable dishes out somewhere and conceal it, use the cables they’d already laid leading out as the cabling for the dish, he could set up something that would get them back in contact with the human world.


But, a satcom dish was the one thing they didn’t have right now.  He hadn’t thought to get one of his out of the burrow when they hastily packed what they could, there were far more important things to get, and nobody else had thought to bring one to the cavern either…after all, that deep underground, a satcom dish wasn’t exactly high on the priorities list, not compared to things like food.  That was easy to fix, at least once his message got outside and Sella got word that he wanted to see her.  She would know what he wanted, what it looked like, and she could go get one from the humans.  The kind of dish he wanted was standard issue for Navy SEAL teams and other mobile infantry units.

But, the power had to come back on first.  Right now, they wouldn’t spare the electricity to set up a satcom, not when every minute of emergency generator power had to be devoted to the construction effort.  They were already building a new geothermal plant deeper down, Fredda was already building a new, smaller generator using parts carted off from the power plant and raw materials they’d already brought down, and they had the piping and raw materials needed to build a geothermal generator.  They were even drilling down towards that lava feeder, getting close enough for its heat to boil the water for use in the generator.  Once they got one generator online, they could start worrying about other things, but that would be at least a month in the future.  Building an industrial generator from scratch using piecemeal scrap wasn’t for the weak, and Fredda was about the only one with the expertise to pull it off.


There were a few little things to worry over, too.  For one, for some strange reason, Kell’s spikes had not grown back.  Usually after launching all 17 spikes, a drake would have at least grown back four or five by now, but nothing.  The sockets on the top of his tail were empty, not even a bud.  The spikes were actually made from an earth dragon’s blood, cyrstallized from the minerals floating in it, which was why they were the color they were.  But so far, nothing.  He wasn’t all that worried about it with everything else going on right now, but it was something that wasn’t right, something not right about his own body, and it kept nagging at him any time he had a moment to think about anything other than his work.


For another, everyone kept calling him esteemed council member.  He’d made it abundantly clear to everyone that his record-short tenure of two whole days on the council was over, and they could kindly stop calling him that or he’d have a reason to use his spikes once they grew back.  Killing Ivaiya was his official resignation from the council, and even if that wasn’t enough, he’d be ejected from the council by the others the first time it met.  Kammi, that little punk, was doing it on purpose just to rile him, and since she was calling him that, so was everyone else.  He was of a mind to drag her off into some unused side tunnel and thrash her.  He didn’t need his spikes to put that little jerk in her place.


He finished tying up the cables and replaced the cover plate of the junction box, using his claws in a very delicate operation that turned the spring-loaded clasps that held the plate in place.  They had most of the cabling in place, and Jirran was up with a few of the department drakes installing the servers.  They had no power for them yet, but when they did get the power going again, they’d have everything in place and ready to get their computer network running.  He had to admit, Kammi and Jirran had really busted their tails getting everything ready, laying all the cable for the main cavern and even running cable to the completed chambers deeper down, digging out cavities for switches and wireless transceiver nodes, expanding the planned network down into the new chambers often even as they were being excavated.


Sella appeared in the tunnel, staying out of the way of the hastily moving drakes, using a small magical ball of light over her head to be able to see, but not so bright that it interfered with the heat vision of the earth drakes around her.  Her bioluminscent glow wouldn’t work out of the water, like her sonar, and that little bit of magic was something so basic that the vast majority of dragons could cast it.  She smiled at him and bounded up when she saw him, his body coming out of the gloom from her perspective, nuzzling him fondly.  “Dear friend, you wanted to see me?”


“I always want to see you, friend, but I had a reason this time,” he chuckled.


She laughed.  “I should hope that you’d want to see me,” she teased.


“I want you to make a special run out to the human ships for me,” he told her.  “There’s a very specific piece of equipment I want you to bring back.  It’s an absolute guarantee that they’ll have it.”

“Surely, what do you need?”


“One of those tiny portable satcom dishes,” he told her.  “None of us thought to bring a dish down, things were too crazy, and we’re going to need at least one to re-establish contact with the humans once we get the power going.”


“I can get one for you,” she nodded.  “Where are you going to set it up?”


“That…we’ll need your help with,” he said.  “You know of a place out of the water that the sky dragons won’t see it?”


“Right now that would be easy,” she sighed.  “Things are a mess up there, friend.  The fires are still burning, and have spread to the Darkwood.”


“No!”


“Some water dragons tried to put the fires out when the sky dragons set them, but the chromatics forbade it,” she told him.  “They said that all the earth dragons had to suffer the consequences of your actions.  Needless to say, that put the water dragons at immediate odds with them.  Tomorrow’s council meeting is promising to be positively explosive.  Jussa and Essan are infuriated.”

“Losing an entire rotation’s crops, they have reason to be even if they didn’t know what’s going on,” Kell grunted, sitting on his haunches.  “But that plays into the chromatics’ plans.  I just hope that Jussa and Essan don’t do anything so rash it interferes with this operation.  They have to keep their outrage at a set level.  If they give the chromatics reason to start coming after the water dragons, the fact that most of them are congregating in the cove might make them start looking hard at what’s going on, and that’ll ruin everything.”


“I’m sure they’ll be careful,” she assured him.  “There’s a contingent of water drakes readying to put out the fires in the Darkwood despite the chromatics, I was going to join them.  But, given what you need of me is more important, I’ll be heading for the open water.”


“Be careful,” he warned.


“Of course I’ll be careful, dear friend,” she replied, nuzzling him again.  “I’ll bring back what you need by morning.  Then I will sleep all day,” she said with a yawn.


“Poor baby, having to do so much work,” he teased.


“This is all your fault, friend,” she teased lightly, poking his shoulder with a claw.  “Now, let me get started.  I’ll see you when I get back.”


“Be careful,” he repeated.


“Always,” she replied, turning and heading back down the tunnel.


He returned to the network control center on the second floor of the cavern’s constructed flooring, where the department was going to set back up.  Jirran was sitting in front of the server rack, sliding blade servers into it one by one, as Kammi handed them to him.  “Isn’t it silly that we’re installing computers we can’t turn on?” he noted as he came in.


Kammi laughed.  “I was thinking the same thing myself, esteemed council member.”


“Call me that one more time, Kammi, and I won’t be the only one without any spikes.”


She laughed and flashed him a fanged grin.  “You should talk to a healer about that, Kell.  I’ve never heard of it taking so long for them to grow back before.”


He glanced at his tail absently.  “When I have time,” he said.  “Did you guys start the cabling out to the generator room?”


“Not yet, we figured that’d be a three drake job,” Jirran replied as he locked another server blade in place.  “Did you talk to Sella?”


“She’s on her way out now to get us a dish,” he answered.


“Now we just need power,” Kammi grunted.


“I have something of an idea about that,” Jirran said as he closed the server case.  “Until they get the geothermal up, I was thinking of a gravity fed waterwheel style generator.”


“Really?  And are you going to stand there and pour the buckets over it?” Kell asked lightly.


“Don’t have to,” he replied.  “They opened into a deeper lava tube yesterday morning that has water running through it.  It solves our water problem, for one, and it also opens to a flooded lava tube that opens to the sea, which gives us two ways in and out.  They were debating moving things through that tube, but it’s about eight kilometers north of the cove and nearly six hundred meters under the surface.  A couple of drakes almost drowned when they opened into it,” Jirran grunted.  “It had been sealed off, and when they broke in, it gave the air in there an escape path.  The water roared up to equalize with sea level, flooding the chamber they were excavating.  Lucky for us the chamber they dug is above sea level, so the water drained back out.”

“Where’s the water coming from?”


“The surface, I imagine, and it’s a torrent.  It must be an underground stream that eroded into that lava tube and diverted to drain into it, and over time, the air suspended in the water built up in the tube, pushing the seawater down.  I guess when the pressure got too much, it backed up into the underground stream like air bubbles in a water cooler.  The water solves the water shortage issue, but since it’s flowing downhill, we might be able to come up with a waterwheel-style generator to hold us over.”


“Hmm…that has possibilities.  Let’s go take a look before we tackle the cabling.”


“Sure, we’re done here anyway,” he nodded.


The water did have some promising applications.  They’d broken into the ceiling of the tube while excavating out a storage chamber, which was a good thing or all that water would be flooding the tunnel, and the tube through which it flowed was very steep, nearly a 50 degree angle.  It flowed in a steady, brisk current, almost like a water slide, and it had more than enough speed to turn a water wheel.  The tunnel leading to it smelled of saltwater, the water geysering out when the air suddenly had a new way to go, and he could see the ocean only about 8 meters below where they’d broken into the tube.  “Damn,” Kell grunted.  “We need to talk to the builders about this, sound out this tube and break into it higher up, give us more room.  We could hook up a couple of water wheels, build a transmission gearbox to get the generator to turn at sixty hertz, and of course, there’s all that water that they can collect from down here, so it doesn’t interfere with the water wheels,” he mused.  “We need to get Geon to look at this, he’s the one in charge.”


“But I thought you were, esteemed council member,” Kammi taunted.


She made a wonderful squeal when he turned and thwapped her with his tail hard enough to knock her into the hole, and she was small enough to fall in without getting hung up.  He heard her hit the water below, cursing and shouting, which made Jirran almost roll over on his back laughing.  “Kell!  You’re a dead drake when I get out of here!” she threatened from the bottom.  He looked in and saw that the current was too fast for her to easily climb out, so she pushed out of the water and drove her claws into the side, then into the ceiling, glaring at him as she started climbing up the steep tunnel upside-down, clawing her way towards the opening.

“You should run before she gets out of there,” Jirran told him with a grin.


“Oh, I have to give her a sporting chance to catch me,” he replied cheekily, but he did start backing up as she got her head up to the entrance.  He turned tail and bolted when she wriggled out of the hole, and tore off after him, cursing loudly the entire time.


The game ended abruptly when he literally plowed into Geon, knocking both of them to the carved-out tunnel floor.  Kell laughed when Geon gave him a cool look, even as Kammi left deep scratches in the floor from her claws as she came around the corner.  “Just the drake we were looking for,” Kell told him lightly.  “We need you to see something—whuff!” he wheezed when Kammi plowed into him, knocking him off Geon and making them tumble across the floor.


“That wasn’t funny!” she snapped, but gasped when Kell bit her on the wingjoint.


The two of them wrestled in the passageway for a moment as Geon looked on, both confused and amused, at least until Kammi managed to get Kell on his back, holding him down, panting as she glared down at him with her tail cocked over her head like a scorpion’s; that seemed to be a little trick she’d picked up, for most drakes didn’t have that kind of flexibility in their tails.


“Alright, younglings, enough,” Geon said with light amusement.  “Now what’s so important that the two of you are fighting over it?”


Kell laughed and pushed his forepaws up against Kammi’s chest.  “Jirran had a pretty good idea, we need you to go over it.”


“And it explains why you two are scrapping like angry clutchmates?”


“Some things you just do for fun, Geon,” Kammi grinned at him, which made him laugh anew.


Geon had seen the lava tube, but he looked intrigued as Jirran explained his idea.  “We could dig out a couple of chambers higher up without interfering with the tube, then pierce it and set up some old-fashioned waterwheels,” he explained.  “That’d turn a generator, and we could get some power down here while Fredda builds the thermal plant.  It wouldn’t be much, barely a third of the wattage we’d need, but it’ll do for emergency power.”


“I think that’s a very good idea, Jirran,” he nodded, looking up the tube.  “Where does this tube lead?”


“Nobody climbed up it, I don’t think.”


“Someone should,” he mused, then he turned and looked pointedly at Kell.


He laughed.  “Me?  Why me?”


“Because you’re one of the smallest drakes, and if anything, we all know you can swim,” he said evenly.  “So if you get swept down into the water, we know you won’t drown getting out.”


“Alright alright,” Kell grunted.  “I think we’re the only ones that would fit in the hole anyway.”


“I know I wouldn’t,” Geon chuckled as Kell advanced to the hole, then wriggled through and drove his claws into the top of the tube, much as Kammi had done, to prevent anything from interfering with the smooth flow of the water down the tube.  Him gouging out holes in the bottom might cause the water to start to froth.  The tube was about eight meters wide across the center, which was more than large enough for him, but not wide enough for him to spread his wings…which meant that down in the water, he wouldn’t be able to swim down the tube very fast at all.  So there would be no escaping through this tunnel for him, he’d drown long before he even found the end, he suspected.

Kell climbed up nearly four hundred meters, by his reckoning, following a gentle curve in the tube, and as near as he could tell, he was either even with or slightly above the dome chamber, but a good hundred meters to the side.  The tube should have led him back to the dome chamber, since it was the caldera holding the magma from which the tube had been made, but it instead seemed to be angling to go above the dome chamber…perhaps there was a secondary magma chamber over the dome chamber at one time, one that made the lava tube.  Most tubes like the active one under the dome chamber were made at the border of two different ages of rock, the lava melting along the border between them, and a pause to study the rock showed him that this one was no different.  Back when the volcano was still building, rising out of the water, this tube was a lava flow down the side of the steep-sloped volcano that got covered over by subsequent eruptions, but the lava kept flowing long enough to establish the tube and harden the walls to prevent its collapse over the millenia.


He eventually found the end of the tube, and was amazed by what he saw.  The tube opened into a small ovoid chamber that had a stream pouring into it from a waterfall in the ceiling, a small pond in the floor, and the edge of the pond drained into the lava tube.  As near as he could tell, the water drained down from the small lake that was in the extinct crater at the top of the volcano, then it poured out of that hole in the ceiling, pooled in the natural depression in the middle of the chamber, then drained into the tube to prevent the entire chamber from filling with water.  The water pouring from the ceiling almost exactly mirrored the rate the water poured into the tube, which was only logical to him given this was a closed system.  The air was still and a bit stale, smelling of sulfur, telling him that the chamber was airtight, that the water pouring from above had no air voids.

But it wasn’t the pond or the waterfall that amazed him.  On the far side of the chamber, there was writing scratched into the wall, some of it very old, almost eroded away.  Banna found this cave, the top line read, it’s mine so go away.  Under that was more writing scratched into the wall, and more, each line a water dragon who had found the cave and added his or her name to the list, as well as the year it was found.  Banna never listed the year he found the cave, but the earliest given year, barely legible due to erosion and the fact that it wasn’t scratched that deep into the wall, was 936 years ago.  The last name on the list almost made him laugh;  Surral found this cave, 17,382.  That was 84 years ago, by the draconic calendar.  Of course Surral would find this cave, Surral explored everything everywhere, making the long, and for him, dangerous climb up against the steep current.

Getting up had been far easier than getting down.  The water drakes had probably just slid down, and had all kinds of fun doing it, but Kell wasn’t willing to try that.  He ended up backing down the tube much more slowly than he climbed up it, taking nearly half an hour to get back to the breach the tunnelers had made into the tube.  The others were still there, and they looked a bit relieved when he climbed down into view.  “What’s up there?” Geon shouted up the tube.

“A small cave.  Water dragons have been up there, they scratched their names in the walls,” he called back.  “Surral is one of them.”


“Actually, that works for us,” Geon said as Kell got back to the hole.  “If they know about it, then now they know there’s more than one way in here.  We’ll have to ask Surral where the entrance is.  But right now, let’s have Jukra sound out the tube and find a good place to breach it so we can siphon water and set up those water wheels.”


“He could probably siphon it from right here,” Kell mused, looking out at them from inside the tube.  “They already made the hole.”


“It’s a bit too close to the water,” Geon said, looking down past Kell’s head.  “There’s no telling how far the water comes up during high tide.  We may get seawater in our drinking water.”


“It shouldn’t be hard for them to set that up, just tunnel in up under the tube, breach it, let the water drain down into a holding tank and pipe it out from there,” Kell mused as he wriggled out of the hole.  “Any overflow just goes right back down the tube.”

“That’d work, but we’ll let Jukra do the planning, it’s not our area of expertise,” Geon noted.


After coming back out, they ran the cabling down to the generator room, and then he detoured over to visit his family.  They’d already been assigned a living space in the newly excavated areas, an apartment of sorts of four chambers with a greeting chamber, and it had at least a few of the amenities.  There was no refrigerator or running water, at least yet, but they’d managed to get some earth somehow to form some beds, and Kanna had moved the possessions they’d saved from the burrow into the apartment.  She was still fussing with it when Kell came into the apartment, moving an empty basket at least five times before deciding to leave it near the wall.  That, he could tell, was a very visible sign of how upset she was.  Kanna was not the kind to be indecisive about anything.  She didn’t respond immediately when he nuzzled her, then she closed her eyes and sighed.  “Care to talk about it, mother?” he asked, sitting down.

“If only there was anything to talk about, young one,” she sighed again, sitting beside him.  “Shii came in to see us.  She told us about the farm.  All that work lifemate put into the tracts, planting our first crop of wheat…gone.  Everything is gone.”


“I know, but it’s not just ours.  They destroyed all the farms, mother,” he told her grimly.  “But it’s going to be alright.  We can replant once we starve them into submission.  We can make the farm better than ever before, it’ll just take a little work, that’s all.”


“I know we can, but it won’t ever feel the same,” she said soberly, leaning her shoulder against him.  Since she was bigger than he was, it almost knocked him over.  “It’s almost like…we’ve lost something, my young one.  Maybe our innocence, I don’t know what.  But when we come back out, even after we win, it won’t feel the same.  It will be a hollow victory…if you can even call it a victory.  There will be no winner in this.”

“I know how you feel,” he agreed.  “It may take centuries for the earth dragons to speak to the sky dragons again, or the chromatics.  I’ve been wondering if, after this, we should just leave the island.  Go somewhere else, start over.”


“No, this is our island, young one.  If anyone leaves, it will be the others.  After all, they can fly.”


“I guess that’s the main problem,” he chuckled ruefully.  “Maybe if we could fly, we wouldn’t be in this mess.”


“Don’t wish for what will never be, young one,” she chided him wanly.  “Now, I know you have work to do, so you’d best be back to it.”

“You’re far more important than mere work, mother,” he told her.  “I know things look bad now, but think of what we’re fighting for, and think of who we are, mother.  We’re earth dragons.  They can burn our farms, destroy our factories, look down their snouts at us all they want, but it will never change the fact that the fault lies in them, not in us.  Despite having everything we don’t, they can only look down at us and envy the simple joy we possess, try to make us as miserable as they are.  And when this is over, when they beg us to come out, we will go right back to our farm, and we will make it better than ever before.  We may still be on the ground, but our heads will be held higher than theirs, because we stuck to our ideals and proved to them just who the better dragon is.”


“Young one, I never wanted to be better than the other dragons.  I just wanted to be equal,” she said simply, patting his forepaw.

“Well, after this, we will be,” he answered.  “After we prove to them that magic isn’t the only form of power in the world.”

Keth ambled in, carrying a yoke basket filled with pumpkins, with the hatchlings romping around his legs.  “You should be out working, young one,” Keth chided him gently.  “They need all of us right now.”


“What are you doing out there, sire?”


“Carting rock,” he replied.  “I only came home to bring our first allotment.  They need you, lifemate.”


“Alright,” she said, standing up.


“What are you going to do, mother?”


“Carry waste rock, same as the others,” she replied, then she glanced at his tail.  “You should see a healer about your tail, young one.  You should have at least budded a couple of spikes by now.”


He brought his tail around and looked at it.  “Yeah, I know.  When I have time, I will, but it’s not that important right now,” he replied.  “And you’re right, I’d better get back to work.”


7 June 2017, 06:29 DMT; Sanctuary City

It had been a long time since he’d stayed up so long with so much activity, and like almost everyone else in the cavern, he was dead tired.  But, it had been worth it, because the last load of supplies were being brought in.


The cavern was crowded now.  Most of the earth dragons were now in the cavern, doubling as carriers, carrying the supplies with them as the water drakes brought them to the tube.  There were dragons, boxes, baskets, and crates everywhere, as the dragons waited to be assigned living quarters and they tried to figure out where to store everything.

That in itself had been quite clever.  Instead of Shii and Surral teaching the other water dragons their little trick, they decided to instead drain the lava tube of water all the way to the entrance.  It had taken the combined efforts of four elder drakes and wyrms to maintain for hours at a time, but it made things much faster and easier.  The water drakes only had to carry the earth dragon to the entrance of the tube, only about 60 meters, and then they could simply walk from there, carrying the last of the foodstocks or supplies, equipment, or materials they’d need down in the cavern.  It had taken some wrestling to get some of the heavy equipment down into the tube, navigating it through the subway, but once they got it in the lava tube, it was just a long hike carrying a couple dozen tons of equipment…uphill the entire way.

The secondary entrance was now in use as well.  The entrance to that was 600 meters deep, running parallel to the mountain slope for about 450 meters then leveling out some until it reached the mountainside, so anything the water dragons brought up to them during the daylight came that way.  The tube, according to Ralla, widened as it leveled out deeper down, and it was useful for things the water dragons could easily carry.  Only drakes brought things up that way, and some of them had to climb out into the room, turn around, then go back in, since it was a very tight fit for the larger drakes.  They weren’t wriggling through, but when a 35 foot long drake has to turn around in a 25 or so foot wide tunnel…well, that could be a problem.  To avoid any scraped crests or sprained wings or tails, they were just climbing up and out of the enlarged hole, then diving back down.  They even had a system in place so only one drake was in the tube at a time, placing a marker at the tube entrance that warned any drake with a load of supplies that there was another drake in the tube. 

Jukra was already hard at work on both Jirran’s idea and the water supply.  The idea to just build a big tank under the tube the break into the bottom of it was exactly what Jukra was going to do, and he’d already sounded it out and started tunneling towards his proposed excavation area.  They were also tunneling higher up to build the waterwheel generator, an idea Fredda had not only endorsed, but nearly licked Jirran on the face over thinking up when they told her about it.  They were going to build two waterwheel chambers, one for the generator and one for an old-fashioned water-driven grain mill.  They were cutting millstones out of basalt, and it would let the humans send them raw grain on top of flour, since the grain could handle being submerged where the water would ruin the flour.


Kell had spent the entire night running around like someone hammered a nail through his tail, and he hadn’t been the only one.  There was so much that needed to be done, and often Kell was doing his own work and three other jobs at the same time.  Earth dragons came up the lava tube in a constant stream, carrying both everything they owned and whatever extra they could carry, so many of them were exhausted by the time they reached the main cavern, carting sometimes three times their own weight uphill for around five miles.  But even that was little respite, for as soon as they had a living assignment, they carted off their things, came back out, and did whatever they could to help.  In an earth dragon family, if one drake still had work to do, then nobody was finished working, and that same sense of community and support existed in the cavern among all the earth dragons.  So long as only one earth dragon still had work to do, then everyone was going to be helping until it was done.  Sometimes that was a blessing, but when it came to technical jobs, sometimes too many paws interfered more than it helped.


At least they weren’t alone long.  More members of the department arrived, and as they did, they were put to work.  Cable got laid out to new chambers faster, power lines were laid out, and things got organized when Kintel arrived and started taking control of things.  Things got even more orderly when Ferroth ambled in, looking around in amazement with his front legs bowed a little from the weight of four large steel boxes hung in front of his wings, then he marched straight for the ramp to the second floor of the interior building where he knew the department was setting up, and once he was there, it was almost like old times.  His barking voice echoed through the chamber as he set up workstations, organized cable running details, assigned drakes to Fredda and the power drakes to help lay power lines, and basically just did what the chief did, take charge and get things moving.  There was a cheer through the cavern when Anthra arrived, pulling a piece of heavy machinery all by herself, a huge thing that probably weighed five times she did.  But Anthra was more than just the elder wyrm, she was also a very physically powerful dragon, and she had little trouble dragging the thing in, dragging it on a sled behind her by chains wrapped around her wingjoints.  The factory drakes came and took possession of it and wrestled it down a wide passgaeway leading deeper down as she came up the ramp, and the first thing she did was check in with Ferroth and Geon, who were together in the new department offices.

As the last drakes marched up the tunnel and into the cavern, he looked down the tube and felt the air displacement.  The water drakes had flooded the tunnel again, pushing all that air back up the tube, a brisk, cool wind that smelled of the sea.  He was taking a turn as the check-in drake, checking gear and supplies against a list of everything they had, then checking it off when they arrived.  It was an easy job that basically just let him rest a little and still do something, and as soon as he felt more energetic, he’d pass the duty off to someone else that could use a break.  As Kell inspected the four boxes the two drakes had been carrying, he checked off the last six items on the list, and realized that he was done.  That was everything they were brining from the surface, at least today.  There was more coming tomorrow along with the last of the earth dragons, as well as possibly the invasion team carrying in food they stole from the council stores.  From what he’d overheard, those drakes would be in position to carry out the operation tonight.


And tomorrow night, the food aid from the humans would start to arrive.  Tomorrow would be the rendezvous, and the water dragons were ready for it.  They’d been tracking the human ships, and from what Kell had heard, the freighters should be at the rendezvous point this morning, in just a couple of hours.  They’d made pretty good time, but that also meant that they’d have to sit out there and be possible targets for the sky dragons.  He just hoped they took precautions, though Kell rather doubted that even a furious sky dragon would attack a task force of some two dozen or so ships.  The carrier was out there on top of a bunch of warships, all protecting the freighters in a classic convoy formation, according to Surral.


Kell yawned and pointed the two young drakes, a mated pair, to the assignment station where they could check in and get some quarters, then he clamped the checklist in his teeth and headed for the department.  It had become the unofficial control center for the move, where Geon and Anthra spent most of their time last night as things were brought in, and the department drakes were keeping track of all the logistics with old fashioned papers and checklists rather than than computers.  He went up the ramp, skittered out of the way as Fredda all but ran over him, heading for the industrial tunnel leading down to her operation, then padded into the main office.  Geon and Anthra were sitting on their haunches, listening as Ferroth went over some notes on a clipboard, the chief reared up and sitting on the base of his tail so he could use his forepaws.  Kell gave over the clipboard to Ferroth when he reached them.  “That’s everything moved in, chief,” he reported.  “Everything on the list is accounted for.”


“Good work, whelp,” Ferroth replied as Kell yawned again and sat down.  “How are we on living space?”


“It’s getting tight, chief,” Kintel replied, referring to a sheet.  “We don’t have enough burrows dug out for everyone, and we’re already out of space here on the high-rise.  About a hundred twenty dragons are going to be camping out on the floor of the main cavern for a while.”

“Well, that won’t be too long,” Anthra said.  “And they can help dig out their own burrows.  Food?”


“We’ve got a distribution system already in place,” Kintel replied.  “Everyone’s going to have to supplement the food with rocks and stones, but nobody’s gong to starve.”


“And the water, is that working?”


“Jukra says he can get that tank dug out by tonight,” Kintel replied.  “We have more than enough water since they broke into that tube.  We’re storing water in the barrels we brought already, putting it away in case soemthing happens and that tube runs dry.”


“Didn’t we bring that desalinization equipment?”


“Sure, but it takes a lot of power, far more than an emergency generator can put out,” Ferroth replied.  “Once Fredda gets the power going, we can switch to desalinization if that water source runs dry.  We were looking at strict water rationing until they found that water tube.  It was a gift from Gaia, that’s for sure.”


“I noticed that almost all this stone is impermeable,” Anthra said.


“Which is why this cavern isn’t flooded with fresh water seeping down from the surface,” Kintel noted.  “And probably why it’s even here at all.  If water could get down in here, it would erode out the walls, make it unstable, then the whole thing would have collapsed long ago.”

“Most likely,” Geon agreed.  “How many dragons are left on the surface?”


“Ninety-one,” Kintel replied, referring to a sheet.  “Mainly factory workers still breaking down some equipment to fit it through the smaller tunnels and the invasion team.”


“Did you get them those bombs?” he asked Ferroth.


The chief nodded.  “They have them and know how to use them,” he replied.  “They’ll steal what they can, then burn the rest.  Those bombs are designed to saturate an area with high-intensity flame, they’ll do the job.  As long as the teams remember to collapse the tunnels behind them after they arm them, they’ll be alright.”


Ralla bounded into the room.  “Anthra, Geon,” he called.  “I have a message from the surface.  It’s important.”


“What is it, young friend?” Geon asked.


“The council chromatic seeks a parlay with you, Anthra,” he replied, looking up at her.  “Immediately.”


“Well, he can go chew on his tail,” Anthra replied bluntly.  “How did you get the message?”


“A juvenile chromatic entered the tunnels of Blackstone and delivered the message,” he replied.  “They relayed it to us, and I brought it.”


“Then take this message back to them, so they can deliver it to the chromatics.  They have our terms.  Until they are met, he can go to hell.”


Ralla grinned.  “They don’t know what that is, but I’m sure he’ll understand that it’s a no.”


“He’ll figure it out,” she sniffed, which made Kell chuckle.  Ralla turned and hurried back out, and Kell yawned again.  “Are you alright, young one?”


“Just tired, esteemed council member,” he replied.  “I’ve been awake for…I have no idea how long.”


“The supplies are in, and you’ve done more than your share.  You should go rest.”


“But there’s so much more to do,” he protested.


“And others will do it.  That’s an order, young one.  As I recall, you resigned from the council, so you can’t backtalk me anymore.”


He laughed.  “I knew there was a drawback to that.”


“Yes, certain young drakes who think they know everything don’t know everything anymore,” she teased lightly.  “Go get some sleep.”


“I’m not going to say no,” he admitted.


Wanting to sleep was one thing, but finding a quiet place out of the way of everyone else, well, that wasn’t quite so easy.  He had an assigned burrow of his own, not living with his parents, but it was a single room within the high-rise, and with everything going on, it was just too loud for him to rest.  He found his parents’ burrow similarly noisy and chaotic as his family settled in after a long night, and milling around in an exhausted haze provided no opportune nooks or unused side chambers where he could curl up and get some uninterrupted rest.


He wasn’t quite sure how he ended up there, but when he finally rose up enough out of his exhaustion to take stock of things, he found himself in the small cave at the top of the water tube, where the air was a bit stale and smelled of sulfur, but there was no noise but the falling water.  He didn’t remember climbing the water tube, which would have drained what little energy he had left.  He drank from the feeder pool for the tube, finding the water to be rich with minerals, very tasty to an earth dragon, then he curled up beside it and let the steady rush of the water falling into the pond lull him to sleep.

It was dark.  He was sitting in a dry, perfectly spherical cave, a bubble of void surrounded by solid rock, with no visible entry tunnels.  The air within was hot, sulfurous, smelling of molten rock, and the heat in the air made it hard to make out the details of the cave’s spherical walls.


How did he get in here?  There was no way in that he could see, not even a hole at the very top.  The air was stale, but there was oxygen in it, he didn’t feel like he was suffering suffocation.  It was almost like a prison deep in the earth, a place from which the only option for escape was to dig.


“You have come home,” a voice drifted through the sphere, a dragon’s voice, deep and powerful, almost shaking the walls.  “Why?”

He looked up, looked all around, but could see no other dragon.  By the voice, it had to be a big one, maybe a fire wyrm, but the voice was warm, rich, gentle.


“Who’s there?”


“You have come home.  Why?”

It was a dream, he realized.  He’d been exhausted, remembered curling up and going to sleep, and now he was dreaming.  But, despite knowing that, he also found that he couldn’t wake up.


“You have come home.  Why?” the voice asked again, more expecantly this time.  It wanted an answer.


“I don’t understand.”


“You have returned to the embrace.  Why?”

The embrace.  Gaia’s embrace, some earth dragons called their dens, referring to them being underground.  The voice, it was referring to the dragons in the cavern.  He became suddenly wary, aware that this might be magic of some kind.  A chromatic might be behind that voice, trying to figure out what was going on.

“You fear me.”

“You’re a chromatic, trying to trick me.”


“I am chromatic,” the voice affirmed.  “As am I earth, fire, sky, and water.  Why would you fear a chromatic, youngling? Are you not dragon, as they are?”

He snorted.  “They certainly don’t think so.”


“Explain.”

He thumped his tail on the floor in irritation.  “If you’re a chromatic, then you already know.  It’s not going to work, fluffy.  This grounder isn’t falling for it.”


There was a shimmering in the air, almost as if something were moving, but he couldn’t see it.  A sky dragon, perhaps, using some new spell to cloak its heat from him?  “You have lost your spikes, youngling.  What has happened?”

“What do you mean, what happened?  Everyone knows what happened.  Ivaiya tried to kill me, and I spiked her!”


“You killed another dragon?” the voice asked.


“Out of self defense!” he retorted indignantly.


“Why would this Ivaiya attack you?  You are dragon, as he was.”

He snorted again.  “She,” he corrected, then curled his tail around and looked at the empty sockets on the flattened top.  “Some dragons think we earth dragons are far less dragon than they are,” he growled.


“Ridiculous.”

“I’ve never heard a chromatic say that,” he said darkly.  “Now I know this is some kind of spell.”

“Humor me,” the voice said, dryly.


“Alright,” he said, figuring that the more he stalled, the better chance he had the spell would end and he’d wake up without passing along any information.  “The chromatics hate us, think we’re not real dragons, because we have no magic.”


“Ridiculous.  Earth dragons have magic, young earth drake.  They have the most powerful magic of all.”

“Really,” he said with so much sarcasm that it almost dripped from his maw.


“Not all magic is what can be cast in a spell, or what can be seen with the eyes,” the voice intoned, taking a gentler tone.  “A lesson the chromatics should understand more than any other dragon.”

“Well, it’s a lesson that only the water dragons seem to take to heart. They’re the only ones that don’t hate us.”


“Then, in time, they are the only ones who will not touch their noses to your feet, begging for your favor,” the voice noted lightly.  “If they are truly your friends, keep them warmly in your heart, young earth drake.  They will need your love with you returned to the embrace.  And so, you will answer me now, young one.  Why do you return to the embrace?”

“To escape the other dragons and their plans to enslave us,” he blurted.


There was a light, almost tittering laughter.  “Clever, the earth dragons were always very clever.  You have put the unyielding stone between you and them.  In time, they will remember what it seems they have forgotten.  In time.”

“Remember what?”


“Why you believe the earth dragons have no magic,” the voice replied lightly.  “But this is not seemly.  An earth dragon should not be without his spikes, yet yours refuse to grow back.”

He blinked.  How did the chromatics know that?

“There is guilt within you, young one.  You have done something that lays heavy on your heart, and because of that, your spikes will not grow.  You feel unworthy of them.”

He was about to protest, but then he sighed and lowered his head.  “It’s all my fault,” he said quietly.  “I was the one the humans exposed.  I’m the one that triggered everything.  I’m the one that had to kill Ivaiya.  I know it wasn’t my responsibility, but I’m right in the middle of it all, and I can’t help but feel responsible for it.  The farms are all burned, the factories are gone, our lives are all in chaos, the earth dragons are in hiding…and I just can’t help but feel that it’s my fault.”


“Is it your fault?”

“I…I don’t know.  No.  Yes.  It’s all so confusing,” he blurted.  “The humans expose me, reveal the dragons to the humans, and the chromatics begin a plot to destroy the department, dismantle everything we’ve built over the years,” he said, blurting it out, almost as if he needed absolution from someone.  “Then I had to kill Ivaiya, even though I was the one that provoked her on purpose, because I had to.  And when she was laying there with my spikes in her back, all I could do was look at her and feel glad she was dead,” he said, looking down.   “She hated us earth dragons so much that she helped the chromatics bring down everything we’ve built, but when I killed her and felt nothing for it, I became no better than her.  I’ve always hated the others because they hate us…and that’s wrong,” he said in a low voice.  “But I can’t help it.  I shouldn’t hate them just because they hate me, I should listen to my sire and mother, but…I just can’t,” he whispered.  “It wasn’t wrong to kill her, but it was wrong to feel nothing over it.”

“Then you have grown this day,” the voice declared.  “And, I believe, you have proved worthy of  your spikes.  Rest your weary conscious, young one.  To meet hate with hate is a fruitless endeavor, as it only feeds the fires that burn between you and sows in your heart a discord that has held the humans in its furied grasp for thousands of years.  This, you have learned this day.  But neither must you nuzzle those that despise you.  Meet not hate with hate, but neither must you meet hate with love.  You are not demanded to give to those who refuse to give back.


“Matters are unseemly,” the voice declared, and the shimmering seemed to move again.  “The chromatics have forgotten, or perhaps they refuse to remember.  But it is of no moment.  Some time separate from them within the embrace will open their eyes to the reality of their situation, as it will for you.  You are welcomed back within the embrace, earth dragon,” the voice intoned formally.  “You are welcomed home.  As you have provided, so now may you be provided for, as it should be.  So have you served, so now you will be served.  Remain within the embrace, my young drake.  Remain within the embrace, and all will become clear.  Remain, young one.  Remain.

“Remain….”

Kell’s eyes snapped open, and he gasped as his head jerked up.  He was too far out of the cavern, too close to the surface, that had to be it.  The chromatics had found him, had used magic on him while he slept, tried to get information out of him.  He scrambled to his feet and turned towards the hole, but as he did so, he suddenly stopped.  Gaping, he brought his tail around to where he could see it.


His spikes were regrowing.  All seventeen sockets had a bud, and one of them was nearly a quarter of its usual size.

How long had he been asleep?  Days?  It should have taken almost a day to get that much growth!  The others must think he was either lost or dead, and his family would be frantic!  He swung his back legs and tail down into the tube, then he started back down it, going far faster than was safe, almost depserate to get back down to find out how long he’d been asleep, assure his family and friends that he hadn’t gotten killed or drowned or ran off…after all, he was one of only three dragons that could get out of the cavern alive without help.  It was entirely possible in the eyes of the others that he swam out, for some unfathomable reason.  He slipped and was carried nearly a hundred meters down the tube before his claws stopped him against the fast current, and he had to struggle against that constant, strong surge of water against his shoulders and chest as he got out of the flow, returned to his precarious hanging grip on the ceiling of the tube.

He reached the hole, climbed down past it, then climbed through the wider opening, widened for the water drakes, then ran down the passageway.  He had no clock, no watch, and though usually an earth dragon had a good internal sense of time, it was clear that he’d had magic used against him, so there was no way he could depend on his internal clock.  He could have been asleep for months up in that cave, held in a magical slumber as the chromatics tried to pry information out of him, then just kept him asleep to keep him out of their feathers.  But he slowed down, then stopped when he reached the main tunnel and saw drakes carrying supplies, including food, packing everything away.  He hadn’t been asleep for days.  Hours maybe, but not days.  He headed straight for the department, running up the ramp and into the office, and saw Ferroth and Kammi poring over a large diagram that represented the network cabling.  “Whelp, Anthra told you to get some sleep,” Ferroth told him.

“How long was I gone?” he asked quickly.


“Not even an hour,” he replied, glancing at him.  “You must really be tired if you have no idea.”


Not even an hour?  That was impossible!  His spikes had regrown.  They couldn’t have grown that much in an hour!


He brought his tail around to look at them, just be sure he’d really seen them, that it wasn’t some kind of delusion, but he froze when his tail came around and the tip came into view.


The center spike of his tail, the middle spike in the row of seven, was the most grown of them all, just past a quarter of its usual length, and it was not red.  It was clear, like pure quartz, like a diamond, shimmering in the light that they were using to go over the diagram.


“Damn, Kell, when your spikes decided to grow back, they didn’t mess around,” Kammi laughed when she looked at him.  Kell touched that clear spike with a claw and could feel the pressure in his tail, and a few taps ensured him that it was just as diamond-hard as the rest of the spikes.  It was just clear instead of red.

“You grew back a shanker,” Ferroth noted.  “Happens from time to time.”


“A what?”


“That odd-out spike.  A shanker.”


“I’ve never seen it before.”


“Me either,” Kammi added.


“You’ve never thrown all seventeen spikes at once before either, have you?” Ferroth asked.


“Uh, not that I can recall,” Kell replied.  “Sire told us never to do that unless our lives depended on it.”

“That’s why.  Sometimes, not often but sometimes, when you grow back all your spikes at once after loosing all of them at once, one or two of them come in off-color.  Orange, pink, purple, clear, sometimes even black,” he explained.  “I once grew a black shanker, and it took it almost a month to go away.  I’d loose it as soon as it was grown enough to release, but it kept growing back in black over and over,” he chuckled.  “Finally, I got a normal spike in to replace it, the shanker just fell out on its own and a normal spike grew in.  Just give it time, and you’ll get a normal spike in to replace that shanker, whelp.  Until then, enjoy your individuality,” he said with a slight smile.

“And just why did you have to throw all your spikes, chief?” Kammi asked lightly, giving him a look.


“None of your business, whelp,” he replied, which made her laugh.  “Didn’t you not have any spikes when you left?” he asked Kell.


“That’s what got me so upset,” he said.  “I had a dream that I think was magic, and when I woke up, this.  I thought I’d been asleep for a whole day.”


“Magic?  What do you mean?”


Kell sat down and told Ferroth everything he could remember from the dream.  “I think it was a fluffy,” he surmised.  “I was up in that cave where the water comes from because it was out of the way, and I think I was too close to the surface, close enough for them to use magic on me.  I think a fluffy was trying to find out where we were, but I didn’t tell him anything.  But the weird thing is, the fluffy in the dream told me I’d get my spikes back, and when I woke up,” he trailed off, holding the tip of his tail up.


“Well, don’t worry about it, that kind of magic requires the caster to be very close.  Even up in that water cave, you were still a good half mile away from any fluffy, and that’s way too far.  That kind of magic requires a fluffy to be very close to you, like in the same burrow.  So, it was just a weird dream, whelp.  Scratch it up to how tired you were, sometimes you get some really strange dreams when you’re exhausted.  A little odd that they’d grow that fast, but then again, how long did it take for them to start growing in the first place?  Maybe they just caught up, and since you were worrying over it, naturally you’d dream about it.”


“Maybe,” Kell grunted.


“Go back to sleep, whelp,” Ferroth ordered.  “You’ll feel better after you rest.”


“Yeah, you old geezers need your sleep so you can keep us with us younger drakes,” Kammi taunted.

“Yeah, yeah, I see who’s going to be the target for this shanker once it grows enough to release,” he said, which made her laugh.


Again, Kell left the department, threading through the busy chaos of drakes moving things, looking around, working, but his mind wasn’t on them.  All he could think of was the dream, how real it felt, how alert he’d been within it.  If it wasn’t a fluffy…then what was it?  Just a truly bizarre and vivid dream brought about by his exhaustion, and perhaps his disquiet over everything that had happened?  He couldn’t deny that he did feel a little better…not quite as guilty.  Almost as if the figment in the dream had granted him the absolution he craved, or perhaps, through the dream, he had granted some measure of absolution to himself.  This mess was still more or less his fault, but at least he understood that it wasn’t entirely his fault.  Instead of going back up to the cave, he instead went to his parents’ burrow and borrowed their sleeping mound.  He was sure they wouldn’t mind, and besides, the smell of the earth relaxed him, calmed his chaotic thoughts, brought a curious peace to him.  He wondered idly just how they’d gotten the earth in, earth smelling of growth and fertility, but then his exhaustion again overwhelmed him, and he fell asleep.

But this time, there were no dreams.


7 June 2017, 15:02 HDT; 1,134 nautical miles south-southwest of Pearl Harbor

“All stop!” the cry came across the bridge of the freighter.

Jenny pulled her binoculars up from where they were hanging by the strap around her neck and immediately started scanning the sky as best she could from the bridge window.  They’d arrived at the designated coordinates earlier than planned, but that was just because things had gone so smoothly for them.  they had no problems at all loading up the emergency supplies in the three freighters, taking three so if any one ship was sunk, they’d have some food aid to deliver, all three ships from the American Merchant Marine fleet of freighters.  All three were small container carriers that also had grain holds, dual-purpose vessels, with the grain holds in the bow section and the container hold amidships, with deck space closer to the bridge also used for carrying cargo containers.  The ship she was on was only four years old, and was highly modern and actually not all that bad.  Her quarters were small, but then again, everyone’s quarters were small on a cargo ship, but they had a nice kitchen and dining room for the 23 crew members, an exercise room, and a TV room with satellite TV piped in from a dish on the bridge tower.  They also had internet, which she used to keep in touch with her husband and son via Skype, so it was almost just being in a floating motel.  Secretary Kent was on the aircraft carrier, which is where she would have been had Kell not specifically told her to be on one of the freighters.  She had a crypto shortrange radio for talking to Kent, one of the gadgets of the Navy SEALs, so she stayed in constant contact with them.

So did the freighter captain.  His name was Brian Dawkins, and he was almost shockingly young, only 35, but he knew his business when it came to running his ship, and his crew was professional and competent.  He was also somewhat rakishly handsome, and rumor on the ship was that he had girlfriends in every port of call on the west coast and most of the Asian ports they visited.  He was intensely curious about their mission, but when she flatly told the captain to back off, he’d not asked another question.


Dawkins regarded the destroyer that pulled up to the port and stopped, which was only about two hundred yards, almost uncomfortably close when it came to ships at sea.  “Alright, so, here we are with nine hundred and sixty tons of food, about three thousand tons more in two other ships, holding position in the middle of one of the most desolate tracts of ocean in the South Pacific,” he mused.  “You realize the closest land is about a thousand miles away?”

“We’re not delivering this cargo to land, Captain,” she replied, then she saw movement.  She scrambled for the ship’s deck PA and keyed it.  “Get off the deck!” she shouted.  “Get off the deck right now!”  She looked at him.  “I told you to keep your men inside during daylight hours!” she told him.


“Yes, another of those strange orders that makes no sense, yet you act like the ship will sink if we disregard it,” he said dryly.  “Greer was out there on my orders, Major, because there are some things that have to be done no matter what time of day it is.”


“Not right now there’s not,” she said shortly, scanning the sky.  A pair of F-18s drifted across her view, part of the active combat air patrol, or CAP, the Navy was using to hopefully discourage any sky dragons from getting any idea.  There were eight planes up there, and they’d been flying CAP over the convoy since it pulled out of Pearl.


“If you’d explain why it’s so important, maybe we wouldn’t think it’s so ridiculous.”


“That’s on a need to know basis.  The only thing you need to understand is that any man outside at this particular time, in this particular place, goes out there at his own risk.  If he dies, the government will not be responsible.  Is that understood?”


“What, are we in some kind of secret war here?  I don’t see any other ships.”


“You won’t see them until it’s too late,” she told him, slowly rotating to the west.  “If you see them at all.”


“Them who?”


She fell silent as a slight shimmer in the air lanced across her view.  She tried to track it, but it was already gone, and she had her radio up.  “Kent, to the east,” she said.  “Tell the captain to turn everything he’s got east, see if he gets any readings.”


“Radar’s clear,” Kent told her.  “What did you see?”


“A shimmer,” she answered.  “I think they know we’re here.”


“They said they’d know we were here,” he reminded her.


“They who?” Dawkins demanded.


“If you see who, I’ll explain it.  But if they don’t show themselves, then it’s classified,” she replied bluntly.


“Well, whoever they are, they’re nuts for flying planes with a carrier parked half a mile away, surrounded by missile cruisers,” Dawkins said with dark amusement.


“I never said they were planes, Captain,” she said absently, scanning her binoculars back and forth, trying to find that shimmer again.


“Visual track of another shimmer, to the south,” Kent reported to her.  “Make sure everyone is off the deck.”


“Captain, make absolutely sure your men are inside, and keep them away from the hull,” she told him.


“Why, in God’s name?”


“To prevent electrocution,” she responded, taking a step back from the wall herself.


“From what?  There’s not a cloud in the sky!”


“Captain, this is the part where you just keep your mouth shut and do as your told, for your own safety,” she told him in irritation, lowering the binoculars and looking back at him.  “Listen, I don’t like being a bitch, but I have my orders, and so do you.”


“Even when those orders make no sense?”


“Welcome to being in the government,” she told him, which made him laugh despite himself.  “Trust me, they make sense.  Maybe not to you, but they do make perfect sense.”


“You’re the Major,” he said, picking up the PA mike.  “Everyone make sure to be well inside the ship. Stay away from hull because of a threat of,” he chuckled.  “Electrocution.  We stay inside until sundown.  So everyone take a break, watch some TV, and relax, cause it’ll be a long night.”  He put the mike down.  “I haven’t told them that we’re just dumping the cargo over the side,” he said dryly.  “I’m sure the crew’s going to love hearing that, that we have to crane over pallets and drop them into the water.  What, are we feeding mermaids or something?”


“Or something, Captain,” she replied, scanning the sky with her binoculars again.


If she hadn’t been trained to deal with it, it would have been nervewracking.  But, she’d staked out hacker havens for days at a time with the Hunters, so she had the patience and discipline to keep her eyes open, stay alert, even though they’d only seen those two shimmers.  The fleet was parked assumedly somewhere relatively close to their island, and the sky dragons were most likely still stirred up, still angry because the earth dragons had eluded them.  But, they’d seen no smoke in the distance, and still couldn’t see any, so they had to be some distance away.


Jenny kept one eye on the clock and the other on the sky, constantly searching with her binoculars, hour after hour.  Captain Dawkins left the bridge for a while and then returned to find her still doing the exact same thing, at least until Kent called her on the radio.  “Jenny, they’re here.”


“You saw them?”


“Not them.  Them.  Look over your port rail.”


She glanced at Dawkins, then dared to open the side door leading to the outer walkway, the outer deck beside the bridge, and looked down over the side.  In the water, she could see a crested head looking back up at her.  It was Sella, she recognized her.  Sella nodded only once, then her head slipped back under the water.  She sighed in relief and quickly went back inside, closed the door, and backed up from the wall.  Dawkins was looking at her curiously.  But Dawkins’ eyes bulged, and he gave a shrill scream even as she felt something shudder under her feet, falling backwards out of his chair.  She whirled around—


And found herself staring eye to glowing azure eye with a sky dragon.  It was looking right in through the bridge windows, its huge wings spread, blocking the view of the ship’s deck, taloned forepaws gripping the rail of the little wraparound outer deck.  She put a hand to her chest and took a step back, but she paused, turning her head sideways a little.  This dragon…it looked, looked familiar.


The council!  It was one of the dragons on the council!  The sky drake, Hinado!


No, not anymore, Kell said that the sky drake was run off the island by the chromatic in punishment for voting against them.  But it was here right now, staring into the bridge, looking right at her.

“Hinado!” she gasped, then clumsily fumbled for the deck PA.  “Hinado!” she called, which made the dragon stare narrow-eyed at her.  She used the draconic Sella had left for them words that almost sounded like a rumble of hissing growls.  “No attack!  Peace!  Peace!” she said quickly.


“Sella!” Hinado cried, looking away from the bridge, then he rattled in draconic so quickly she couldn’t hope to keep track of it.


“What the fuck is that!” Dawkins squealed from behind his chair, and the smell of urine was suddenly in the room.  Well, so much for the brave ship captain, she mused darkly.


“Now you’ve seen them, Captain,” she said calmly, putting down the mike.  “That is a dragon.”  She went back to the port door, and Hinado ghosted around to it as she opened it.  “Hindado, peace,” she said in draconic again.  “Sella!” she screamed.  “Sella, I need you, like right now!” she cried in English.  “Hinado, Jenny Edwards,” she said, touching her chest.  “Remember?” she asked in draconic, secretly so grateful that Sella had thought to add that word to her little primer.

He nodded, then Dawkins screamed again when Sella appeared, launching up over the side and landing on the deck, deck space they had specifically kept clear for a water dragon.  They were going to tie a tarp over the area to hide it from the air, but with Hinado staring her right in the face, that was now a moot point.


“Hinado!” Sella called, looking up at him, then she chattered at him in draconic.  The hovering sky drake looked down at her, then at Jenny, then at her again, and answered.  “He said that six sky dragons were about to attack the convoy, but he ordered them away when he happened to see you on one of the ships,” Sella told her in English.  “The sky dragons will still obey him.  He wants to know why you are here, Jenny Edwards, and he wants to know now.  He thinks you intend to invade the island.”


“What?  That’s ridiculous!” she blurted.

Sella chattered at him, but Hinado cut her off with a harsh barking command.  He turned to look at Jenny, and she gasped when he reached out and grabbed her, wrapping his taloned forepaws around her torso and hips, then picked her up off the deck.  His neck was too long for her to look down at him with her in his paws, but all he did was bring her down to the deck and set her down, gently, beside Sella.  He landed and folded his huge wings, so long that the tips extended well past his tail, giving both of them a hard look as he chattered commandingly in draconic.


“He says that he knows that the humans are up to something, and it must have something to do with the earth dragons,” Sella translated.  “He says that it can’t be coincidence that the only water dragon that speaks English would happen to be with the ships.”  He chattered again, pointing a clawed finger right at Jenny.  “He says that the humans should not be here, not right now, for their own safety.  You would have been attacked had he not seen you on the ship and moved to intervene.”


“Jenny!  Jenny, we have a visual!  Should we open fire?” Kent asked over the radio.


“No, no, don’t fire!” she replied quickly through the mike clipped to her epaulet.  “This is Hinado, Arlan!”


“He demands to know why you use his name,” Sella translated after he barked at her.


“Tell him to save his ass,” she replied bluntly, pointing towards the destroyer that was close to them.  Hinado looked, then saw the business end of several Phalanx guns pointed at him.  “Make them stand down, Arlan,” she said over the mike.  Seconds later, the guns pointed away.  “Now tell him that we can’t tell him why we’re here, but we’re not trying to stir anything up on the island more than it already is.  We know what’s going on, and the only reason we’re here is because we were asked here.  But also tell him that he needs to speak to Secretary Kent, not to me.”

Sella translated, then Hinado barked at her some more.  “He would know where this secretary is.”


“On the carrier,” she replied.  She gasped again when Hinado wrapped his paw around her, then he rose up into the air by his magic and spread his wings.  He reached down and put a paw on Sella’s back, just between her wingjoints, and Sella too rose up off the deck.  Hinado was somehow using his magic to make Sella float, like him, then a single wingbeat catapulted them away from the freighter and towards the carrier.  She gaped as she looked down past Sella and saw a missile cruiser zoom below her dangling feet, and before she knew it, Hinado was landing on the empty deck of the carrier, setting her down gently.  “He wants Kent out here,” Sella said.


“Arlan, can you see us?” Jenny asked over the radio.


“Oh yes.”


“He wants to talk to you, so come out.”


“Holy God, I hate direct face to face negotiations with something that could eat me,” Kent breathed, which made Sella bark out a laugh.  Hinado chattered out her, she replied, and Hinado laughed as well.  Arlan came out of the conn tower and hurried over the metal deck towards them, Ross beside him on one side, and Captain Bradley on the other.  Kent came out to them, then gave a short bow.  “Hinado, I’m Secretary of State Arlan Kent, we welcome you to this place for peaceful negotiations,” he said in draconic, which made one scaly brow on Hinado’s face rise, then he looked pointedly at Sella.  She said something to him, which made him snort and sit on his haunches, which wasn’t all that much since his body was so long.  he had to be fifty feet long, but when he was on the ground, he was only about ten feet high.  “Louise Ross, Captain Bradley,” he motioned to his companions.  “Sella, it’s good to finally meet you.”


“You as well, Mister Secretary,” she nodded.  “Hinado demands to know why you’re here with warships.”


“What did you tell him?” he asked Jenny.


“Only that we were invited here, and that we know what’s going on over on the island.  I didn’t say who invited us.”


“Well, esteemed council member,” Kent began, and Sella quietly translated as he spoke, “first, let me say that we’re here with purely peaceful intentions.  Kell got word to us of what happened on the island, and out of concern, we brought ships here in case the dragons asked us for assistance.”


“He would know how Kell managed to speak to you,” Sella translated.  “The water dragons on the council have been speaking to him with magic, keeping him up to date.”


“Kell swam out here and contacted a naval ship that was operating in the area,” Kent replied.  “He knows humans enough to understand that since we know you’re here, that we’d get very concerned, maybe even fear the dragons attacking, if we lost contact.  To fall silent before an attack is a long-standing human tool of warfare.  He wanted to assure us that the dragons weren’t preparing to attack.”

Hinado seemed to digest that, then looked at Jenny.  “And why is a diplomat and the only human with knowledge of us on a warship, sitting out here waiting for something?”


“For just this, esteeemed council member,” Kent answered smoothly.


He barked at Sella.  “Did the earth dragons send for you?” she said.  “Are you removing them from the island?”


Kent blinked.  “Dear me, no,” he replied.


Sella looked at Hinado as he spoke, then back to Kent.  “Well, you should remove them,” she said as he talked.  “They are not safe on the island.  Understand that I had no love in my heart for Ivaiya, and Kell did us all a favor when he killed her.  I believe that what the chromatics are doing is wrong, and for that belief, I was banished from the island and very nearly killed making my escape.  They’ve let their arrogance blind them, much as Ivaiya’s hatred of the earth dragons blinded her, and it is a path they’re taking that leads to disaster.  It’s already a disaster.  I overflew the island yesterday and everything is in ruins, all the farms are burned, the factories burned down, and after the earth dragons come out and see what has been done, there may be war, but a war they cannot hope to win.  As strong and physically powerful as earth dragons are, they know that they are no match for the fire and sky dragons, not out in the open, and so long as the earth dragons can’t be out in the open to tend their farms, everyone will starve.  It’s why they retreated underground when the unrest began.  You should find a way to get the earth dragons off the island.  I can’t control the sky dragons while they’re on the island, but I can order them to leave these ships alone.  They will obey me at least that much.”

Jenny stepped up to the sky drake.  “Trust me?” she asked in draconic.


He looked at her, then to Sella, then lowered his head down close to her and nodded.


She reached out and put her hands on his snout.  “Trust me,” she said again in draconic, then switched to English.  “The earth dragons are safe, Hinado.  They will be safe.  We’re not here to take them off the island, but they did ask us to come to this place to help ensure their safety.  The earth dragons don’t want a war with the other dragons, and they asked us to help them force a peaceful end to this situaton by bringing them equipment and goods to replace what they lost when the sky dragons attacked.”  She motioned to Sella.  “Sella is here to pick up the equipment, and take it to the earth dragons.”

Hinado looked at Sella, who said something to him.  “For what purpose?  What do the earth dragons intend?” she asked for him.


“Food and equipment, nothing more, what they need to hold out underground until empty bellies make the sky dragons come back to their senses.”


Hinado narrowed his eyes, then hissed out a chortle.  “Earth dragons always were far more clever than the chromatics believed,” Sella translated for him.  “They intend to starve the island.”


“They do,” Jenny admitted.


“Then they have prepared for this,” Sella translated.


“They have,” Jenny noded.


Hinado laughed earnestly, a rumbling sound.  “Then so be it,” Sella translated.  “It won’t be quite that easy, but if the earth dragons have planned for it, then they understand what they have to do, and how long it may take.”


“Years,” Jenny said, and when Sella translated, Hinado nodded soberly at her.


“Then I’ll keep the sky dragons away from this place so Sella and the other water dragons I saw can get what you brought,” Sella translated, looking slyly at Hinado.  “I don’t have the same regard for the earth dragons as the water dragons do, but I do respect their rights under sacred draconic law.  The chromatics want to take everything away from them, force them to return to their ways before they discovered technology, and that is foolish.  You cannot ungrow your scales.  Technology is a tool, nothing more, nothing less, no different than magic in its way.  There is room on the island for both.”

“Hinado, this may be of advantage to both of us,” Kent said quickly.  “Kell told us that the chromatics banished you from the island.  We’ve brought aid for the earth dragons, but what aid can we give you?” he offered.  “Food?  A means of communication?  Tools?  Just ask, and we’ll do what we can.”

Hinado looked at Sella when she translated that, then he gave that rumbling chuckle again.  “Seeing the chromatics starve for what they did to me is all that needs be done,” Sella translated.  “I won’t reveal this little game the earth dragons are playing because it helps me get my own revenge against the chromatics.”


“Hinado, with Ivaiya dead and the new sky drake on the council being a complete idiot, can you see of any way of trying to bring the sky dragons back under control, under your control?” Jenny asked.  “You said the sky dragons that were here obeyed you.  Can you get them to stop attacking the farms?”


“There are no farms left,” Sella said before Hinado could reply.  “The entire island would be an ash-choked wasteland were it not for the afternoon rains, Jenny.”  Hinado spoke again, and she translated.  “The sky dragons at the island, no, they won’t obey me, because Ivaiya declared me banished.  Out here, they obey out of fear.  They know I can kill them if they don’t obey me.  Out here, it is the law of the jungle, as the humans say on the TV.  Ivaiya tried to kill me, and she was the only sky dragon on the island I feared.  But Kell took care of her,” she said as Hinado chuckled evilly.

“With Ivaiya dead, just who says you’re still banished, Hinado?” Jenny asked.


His eyes narrowed when Sella translated, then he gave Jenny a toothy grin.  “That’s true,” Sella said, nodding.  “He says that you have a point, and there might be something he can do, but it won’t be quick or easy.  But, with what’s coming, he might prefer being banished.  At least he will eat well.  With the earth dragons in hiding, the chromatics will make the sky dragons help the water dragons feed the island, and they’ll take most of the food for themselves and the fire dragons.  At least being banished, he can eat everything he can catch.”  Sella spoke to him, and his head rose up quick, then he laughed.  “I told him the water dragons will refuse to share their catches when the time comes, and leave the island for the deep water,” she told Jenny and Kent with a sly smile.  “He says that what the earth dragons have planned may not take years if the water dragons side with them against the chromatics,” she translated when Hinado spoke again.  “And the sky dragons will revolt when the chromatics attempt to force them to feed them and the fire dragons by themselves.”

“Then there’s your window, Hinado,” Jenny told him.  “That’s when you step in.”


He looked at her, nodded slowly, then nodded more vigorously as he understood what she meant.  “Yes, yes, you are very cunning, Jenny Edwards,” Sella translated, giving her a bright smile.  “You think like a dragon.  No wonder Kell chose you to be the emissary to the island.”


“Well, I don’t know about that,” she laughed.  “But if the sky dragons are in disarray and angry at the chromatics, you can use that to reassert your authority, right when they’ll be looking for leadership, with Ivaiya dead and the chromatics forcing them to do all the work.  If the sky dragons turn against the chromatics as well, it will leave them no choice but to bargain with the earth dragons for their return, and it brings the situation to a peaceful end without anyone else getting hurt.”

“Yes, yes, you speak wisely, Jenny Edwards,” Sella said as Hinado talked, Hinado’s face thoughtful and a little impressed.  Jenny had to marvel at how expressive dragon faces could be, and even more so, how she could identify those expressions.  “I think there is something I can do.  I will keep the water dragon council members informed, and through them, I believe it will get back to the earth dragons,” Sella said, smiling as Hinado looked pointedly at her.

“That’s something that everyone except the chromatics will be glad to hear,” Jenny told him.  “I think even the fire dragons will turn on the chromatics once their bellies are empty.”


“They will,” Sella translated, “at least after some time.  But the humans should be extremely wary, Jenny Edwards.  The chromatics will mollify the fire dragons by allowing them to leave the island.  No ships should be in this area, and they may use the scions to allow fire dragons out into the human world to forage for food.  Should that happen, there might be confrontations with your people.”


Jenny and Kent traded glances.  “We’ve considered that possibility, Hinado,” Kent said.  “We’re making plans to deal with it.”


“I would simply ask that you try to not use deadly force if possible,” Sella translated.  “Our fire dragon cousins can be brutish, even mean, but they are not evil.  They’ll just be hungry.”


“Our plans were to use food to bribe the fire dragons into not causing widespread destruction,” Kent noted.  “If the chromatics let them out using the scions, to simply feed the fire dragons and tell them they’ll get all the food they wanted as long as they didn’t take any back to the island with them.  That way, the fire dragons are sated, and the chromatics starve.”

Hinado gave Kent a look, then laughed brightly.  “Very clever, human!” Sella said for him, also smiling.

“But, what we’re lacking is an ability to speak to them,” Jenny said.  “You can help us with that, Hinado.  The earth dragons had a translation program for the computer, that translates dragon language into English and back again.  I would ask, more or less beg, that you bring us a copy of that software.  We’re going to need a way to communicate with those fire dragons when they start to appear, because I know they don’t speak English.  We’d much rather talk to them than fight them, and you can help us prevent bloodshed.”


Sella and Hinado chattered at each other for a moment, then Sella nodded.  “I’ll explain the need for it.  I’ll make them give it to you, Jenny,” she told them.  “Often, earth dragons hold onto things they think are secrets long after the need for it is gone.  But I can make Kell do anything I want,” she said, almost smugly.  “And I know for a fact he has that software.”


“Hinado can bring it to us at a place and time of his choosing,” Kent continued.  “And that solves the only real issue we had.  If we can communicate with the dragons coming out of the scions, we can prevent violence.”

“You will get it,” Sella said for Hinado.  “I know this human. I can find her using magic, no matter where she is,” Sella said as Hinado pointed at Jenny.  “When Sella gets this software, she’ll give it to me, and I’ll bring it to you.”


“How does that work?” Jenny asked curiously.


“Dragon magic,” Sella translated.  “When I use it, I will know which direction you are in and exactly how far away you are.  Not many sky dragons have the skill to use such a spell. It’s highly advanced magic.”


“I wish I could spend a day or two speaking to you about magic, esteemed council member,” Kent chuckled.  “To say we are highly interested in magic is an understatement.”


Hinado looked at Jenny lightly.  “Then send this one,” Sella said, then her eyes widened and she gasped.  “She has the potential to use magic!  Jenny, that is wonderful!” Sella squealed, almost girlishly.  “We knew the humans once used magic, we taught it to them, but to know that the talent hasn’t left humanity, that’s a wonderful thing!”


“Me?  I could use magic?” Jenny asked, almost stunned.


“With proper training and several years of dedicated study, yes,” Sella traslated, grinning at her.


“But, I’ve never had anything magic happen before!” she protested.  “Shouldn’t I have, like, zapped someone or something by now?”


Sella laughed, and so did Hinado when Sella translated.  “Magic doesn’t work that way, Jenny.  It can never be exercised unless you know exactly what you’re doing.  It would be years before you managed to cast your first spell, but if you dedicated yourself to it, eventually, you could learn magic.  Only dragons can use magic without extensive training, and only their racial abilities.  To learn any other kind of magic, that also takes dedication and study.”


“You mean you knew, all this time, I could do magic?” she asked, giving Sella an almost accusatory stare.


“Not me, I don’t have that kind of training,” Sella protested, then translated.  “Hinado said that to assense someone like that requires touch.  When he picked you up to bring you here, he sensed it in you.  He said you could be a formidable magician with fifty or sixty years of dedicated study.”


Jenny laughed nervously.  “Well, that almost ruins the whole thing, knowing I’d be a great magician about the time I’m walking around using a cane,” she said, giving Sella a rueful smile.  “And the only place I could learn it would be the island, where they don’t exactly like humans.”


“But at least now you know, and now we know that the humans have not lost Gaia’s favor,” Sella translated.  “When the time comes, that will make a difference, Jenny Edwards.  A great difference.”  He turned to Kent and continued to speak.  “Hinado says that when the time comes, he will tell the other dragons of this.  But, for now, he commands me to bring Jenny something.  A beginner’s guide to magic, as it were, which explains the basics, since now we have reason to share our knowledge.  It will be written in dragon, but the translation program will help you translate it, when you get it.”

“That would be most appreciated, Hinado,” Kent said eagerly.  “We have an almost overpowering curiosity about magic.”


“The book is for Jenny, Mister Secretary.  It is her decision if she wishes to share what is within its pages.”

“Of course, of course,” Kent said quickly.


Hinado chattered at Sella, who nodded.  “Our time here is done.  Jenny, I’ll bring you that book in a few hours, I have to go get it.  The software will take a little longer.  Sometimes, wresting one of their treasured secrets from the earth dragons can be a chore.”

“Alright, Sella,” she replied, then was almost knocked to the deck when Sella bounded over and put her massive paw on her shoulder, then looped her strong fingers around Jenny’s waist as she said something to Hinado.  The sky drake nodded, floated up over their heads, then unfurled his wings.  In a single wingbeat, he rocketed into the sky, sending a gust of wind back down on the deck that pulled at their clothes and hair.  In a matter of seconds, Hinado was gone, his body shimmering in the blue sky and vanishing, almost like invisibility.


“Holy cow,” Ross blurted.  “How did he do that?”


“Sky dragons are very fast in the air, Madam Ross,” Sella said lightly.  “Even your fighter planes would be hard pressed to keep up with them.  I will fly you back to your ship, Jenny, and tell the water dragons.  Mister Secretary, Hinado said it is safe to begin offloading the supplies.  Jenny will call you when we are ready to start taking them, just give me time to warn the others we’re starting.  Ready?”

“I guess so,” Jenny chuckled, putting her hands on Sella’s fingers.


“Alright, here we go,” she said, then she kicked off the deck.  She was much slower than the sky drake, flapping her wings as they went out over the water, carrying them up over the missile cruiser.  Several sailors were looking up at them with astonished faces.  She banked a little and returned to the freighter, flapping madly just as she reached the deck, then landing only on her back feet.  She set Jenny down carefully, then dropped back to all fours once she got out from under the water drake.  “It pleases me beyond measure to know that you can do magic, Jenny,” Sella said, almost knocking her down by nuzzling the side of her head against her.


“It’s kind of a shock, but also a letdown,” she laughed.  “So, I find out I can do magic, but only after about five years of complete devotion to study, almost like going back to school.  And I can’t even zap anyone by accident.  That takes all the fun out of it!”


“Gaia may favor us, but she never gives us anything easily.  For all things that matter, we must work,” Sella said sagely.  “I’ll signal you from the water when we’re ready, and you can begin the offload.  Just unload it as fast as you can, we have enough water dragons here to handle it, but start with the smallest pallets first.  Some supplies we can only give to the earth dragons after dark, the largest ones.  The small ones, we can take to them in the daylight safely.  And since the humans have seen us, hiding is not an issue now,” she said, glancing up at the bridge, where Dawkins stood with his hands pressed up on the glass, his eyes wide and fearful.

“How many are here?”


“A few hundred,” she grinned.  “We’ve been following your ships since early this morning.”


“I shoulda known,” Jenny laughed ruefully.


“We were curious why you brought three freighters.  There can’t be that much.”


“No, but they split it into three loads in case sky dragons sank the freighter, that way we didn’t lose everything.  It’s an old Navy trick dating back to the convoys of World War two.  Never put everything you can’t afford to lose on one ship, because if it goes down, you’re screwed.”


“Ah.  Clever,” she nodded, then she backed away from Jenny.  “Look for me in about ten minutes,” she said, then she dove off the side of the ship.  Jenny heard her splash into the water below.

Well, that was certainly enlightening.  Kell had said Hinado was a wild card on the council, and it seemed that he was still a wild card, a banished dragon looking for revenge, and willing to help them to get it.  But more than that, he put the traditions of dragon law above his own prejudices.  There was no doubt he looked down on the earth dragons as much as any other sky dragon, but he believed in their law, and that law gave the earth dragons rights.  It explained why Hinado turned on the chromatic when they started their plan to strip the earth dragons of their technology and their rights, and also explained why the chromatic completely ran Hinado off the island.  If Ivaiya was the only sky dragon that could beat him in a fight, that made Hinado very dangerous if he decided to stop the chromatics with force.  And with Ivaiya dead, it put Hinado in a position to wrest control of the sky dragons away from the chromatics, and put in place a leader that would make the sky dragons adhere to dragon law. 

And then there was that little bombshell.  She, Jenny Edwards, could do magic.  It was almost like the fantasies of childhood came roaring back…at least until she pondered what it would take before she could ever do a single spell.  Years of study, devoted study.  Putting her career on hold, putting everything on hold, moving to the island where everyone would hate her, and probably training under the very chromatics she considered to be enemies to both the earth dragons and to humanity.  It would be like college all over again, the long nights, the hours and hours in the library, no social life—no life at all, really.  Just study, study, study.

At that point in her life, she wasn’t sure if it was worth pursuing.  She loved her job, she was happy with her family.  Devoting all that time to learning magic, which the military would demand she use for them, it probably wasn’t worth it.


But it was a nice feeling to know that she could, if she wanted.  And she was just like Kent, she was intensely curious about magic.  When Sella brought her that book, she’d be very eager to read it.
