Chapter 16


24 August 2017, 19:58 DMT; The Library of Chroma

“What do you mean, you couldn’t find out anything?” the council chromatic flared at his lieutenant.  The Council of Seven was meeting in their private council chambers, the library with a library, the Library of Chroma.  That a chromatic council chamber would be anything other than a library would be unthinkable.

“They knew what I intended to do, before we even got there,” she replied, almost defiantly.  “If I tried to cast any scrying, Hinado would have known, and he’d have had Hirrag kill me!  He directly threatened me, esteemed council member!  And I don’t know about you, but I’m not going to give a fire dragon that kind of chance, he’d have killed me just for the, the pleasure of it!  Fire dragons are barbarians!”


The council chromatic was inwardly furious.  That conference did not go the way he’d expected, not one little bit.  Not only had there not been any negotiating, just a presentation of demands, now he finds out that his most trusted lieutenant Geleste came back with virtually no intelligence on the earth dragon cave outside of the fact that it was highly organized, extensive in scope, and very large.  That it was extensive wasn’t a surprise, because grounders were like bees or ants, possessed of some kind of instinctive ability to build things, especially underground…but it certainly wasn’t a measure of intelligence.  But the organization and sheer scope of it, that was a surprise.  If she was right, they’d built more than some small cavern with a few rooms, but had built an entire city down there, with multiple levels and massive rooms like the one in which they’d taken her.  If it had that kind of size to it, then finding the air vents was not going to be easy.  They could be anywhere, not just immediately on or surrounding the extinct volcano.  And they didn’t have to be very large, either.  A single paw-wide vent, with proper air circulation, could provide air to a large section of their city.

What concerned him more was that they had power down there.  That was a far greater indication that they’d been getting more than just help from the water dragons moving in.  The water dragons were bringing them supplies, possibly even feeding them where it couldn’t be seen, and where the chromatics had no way to stop it.  If that was the case, then forcing them out was going to be even more difficult.


“It was truly that large, sister?” one of the Council of Seven asked.


“Immense,” she replied, looking to him.   “The natural cavern we knew was there is far larger than we believed, because before we could only see its lateral dimensions.  The ceiling we saw before was only the second floor, and it had nine floors.  And I saw at least sixteen new tunnels and ramps leading to other areas than the last time it was scried.  The only thing I did manage to find out is that they are deeply entrenched and ready to stay down there for years.  They have their human electricity going down there, they have automated ventilation, they even had ice cubes in the water I saw in a pitcher on the way up.  They are down too deep and too heavily dug in to move a claw unless they feel that they get everything they want.”. 


“Then our only recourse is to force them out,” the council chromatic stated zealously.  “We cannot lose this battle, my brothers and sisters.  Our very existence as magic-wielding dragons is at stake here.  If they win, they’ll subvert out proud traditions to technology, and that can never be allowed!  Never!  We must find their air vents, as quickly as we can.  Time is now our enemy,” he bristled.  “The other dragons are weak.  They’ll succumb to fear or to hunger, not understanding that submitting to the grounders will destroy everything that they are.  But we will not be terrorized!  Dandrella, I want you to round up every chromatic youngling and schoolgoer and have them search the earth dragon villages and surrounding tunnels.  Make sure all of them have maps and devise a means of keeping them from getting lost.  I suspect that they would have made their air vents open into the villages, keeping them out of sight.  Golventis, you lead the search of the volcanoes and lowlands, but take care around the north volcano to prevent the fire dragons from getting violent.  Emvrek, you and the rest of the council try to discern just how dependent the grounders are on water dragon support.  If we can somehow split them apart, we could force the grounders out without the water dragons aiding them.  If anything, make them dig their way out if the water dragons won’t help them escape.  They are as trapped down there as we are unable to reach them if the water dragons abandon them.  We should pursue that angle of attack.  But our most promising action is to find and block their air vents, and as I said, I suspect that we’ll find them down in the abandoned villages.”


“But first of her class never found any air vents down there,” one of them noted.


“She wasn’t looking for them either,” he replied with a snap.  “And about that traitorous youngling, I want her here, in front of us, as soon as possible,” he declared, slamming his paws down on the table.  “She will answer for this treachery, siding with them!”

“If only she were old enough for us to have divined her true name, then we could use it to force her obedience,” Geleste grunted.  “Perhaps we should change our policy to divine the true name before they enter academy, so that any chromatic with formal training be firmly under council control.”


“A reasonable change we will discuss later, Geleste,” the council chromatic agreed.

“But we can’t get around one fact, esteemed council member, and that’s that it seems that her theory was correct,” Golventis said darkly.  “If earth dragons are in fact the fountain of magic, then what are we going to do about that?  They know this fact, they know just how important they are to us.  Even if we force them out of their hole, what are we going to do when they’re up here?  If we try to bring them to heel, all they have to do is cry to the other dragons, and they will turn against us.  We can’t fight all of them.”


“They can grant us our magic while still chained to their farms,” he replied stiffly, his eyes narrow and burning.  “They are not that important, Golventis.  They are nothing but filthy grounders.”


“I think you are losing sight of the important points here, esteemed council member,” a voice called form the door.  They all turned to look, and saw that it was their estranged former council member, who had quit the council and returned to the academy.  He stormed in as if he’d never left, his antenna twitching.  “I think your personal hatred of the grounders is clouding your judgment.  And I, for one, am not going to let your bigotry threaten the entire chromatic race.”


“What are you doing here?” the council chromatic challenged hotly.  “You surrendered any right to stand in this room when you quit yourself of us!”


“I resigned out of protest to bring to your attention the dreadful mistake you were about to make.  And it seems that you are still hell-bent to carry through with it,” he replied in a steely tone.  “I just had a very enlightening conversation with Jussa of the water dragons.  He told me the truth.”


“What?”


He nodded.  “They’re telling every dragon what they discovered down in the earth dragon city,” he told them.  “Even the youngest chromatic hatchling now knows that the earth dragons are absolutely vital to the very essence of who and what we are.  And I come in here to discuss this with you and hear you still scheming to enslave them to their farms, totally oblivious to how trying such a thing would permanently destroy everything we chromatics have built here.”

“They had no right to do such a thing without my approval!”


“It seems that the other dragons don’t care about your authority anymore, esteemed council chromatic,” the former member said in a blunt tone.  “The water dragons especially seem to be moving swiftly to undermine you.  I think they fear that you will try to sabotage any attempt to bargain with the earth dragons and negotiate their peaceful return to the surface.  A reasonable suspicion, I see now.”


“How dare you!”


“When my council member teeters on the border of madness, I dare,” he replied in a powerful voice.  “Can you not see the truth?” he called to the other members of the council.  “If you force the earth dragons out of their city, what will you do when they get up here?  They’ll be furious, and I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t feel safe anywhere on this island if the earth dragons are on a rampage and the other dragons won’t dare try to stop them for fear of somehow damaging magic!” he declared.  “They proved pretty damn effectively with the food stores that anything that rests upon the ground is within their reach, and that means that the lot of us would be spending the rest of our lives hovering out of spike range!  This is not a situation we can approach with a strong paw!  We must negotiate, try to minimize the damage the earth dragons may inflict with their technology with agreements and treaties.  From the sound of the demands they made, they aren’t unreasonable.  They could have demanded a whole lot more, but they did not.  We might reach a bargain with them.”

“We will never capitulate to them!” the council chromatic screamed.


“Why?  Because we are chromatics, or because they’re earth dragons?” he retorted.


“Both!” Geleste snapped.


“You once remarked that we should let the earth dragons die rather than bargain with them, Geleste.  I wonder, do you have that same opinion now, knowing that to do so would mean you never fly again?” he asked darkly.


“And you, what of you, brother, who turned your back on us and everything we stood for rather than have the courage to do what had to be done?” one of them called.


“I never knew that we stood for torture and murder,” he shot back in a hiss, his eyes narrowing and flaring with white light.  “Gaia dictated to us to watch over and guide the other dragons, not kill them off to maintain our own rule.  Gaia didn’t have to punish us for our folly, for we have done that on our own far more effectively than anything she could have devised!” he declared.  “If we are to maintain our position of rule so that we might carry out Gaia’s wishes, we will not accomplish that by taking the stance of the stubborn fool!  Sometimes, a wise ruler knows when to allow things to bend, to prevent them from breaking!”


“Remove yourself from this august library, professor,” the council chromatic said icily.  “You have no right to be here!”

“A point of debate we will hold at a later time, Vindrox,” he said darkly.  He turned to the side and marched towards the passageway separating the Library of Chroma from the Library of Eternity.

“How dare you address me as an equal!” the council chromatic shrieked, almost jumping up on the table.  “And I told you to leave this place!  You are no longer welcome here!”

“You are not my equal, and not even you can deny me my right to consult with the most wise.  It is a right afforded to all Academy professors,” he said tersely without turning around, then he passed through the open doorway and into the passage without another word.

“Then you will not be an Academy professor by the end of this day,” the council chromatic said in an evil hiss as he settled back down.  “Jenvem, I want you to put a muzzle on Jussa and the stories he’s spreading, and spread a different story that directly counters Jussa’s claims,” he said angrily.  “We cannot let the water dragons undermine the authority of the chromatics, and keeping those things from being believed are of the utmost priority.  If nobody believes the grounders when they cry to the other dragons over the rightful penance we force upon them, then we have nothing to fear.  Let our own version of the truth be the only truth spread across this island,” he declared, then he slapped his paws on the table.  “We have our things to do, my brothers and sisters.  Let’s carry them out,” he declared, passing a steely stare around the table.

Jenvem, youngest of them and the chromatic that had replaced the traitorous professor, nodded soberly.


As the others filed out to do their work, the council chromatic padded down the passage leading into the offices, turned, then went down a ramp to the lower level.  That level only held one thing, the Vault of Names.  That hidden chamber held the books of dissertation of all chromatics, and appended to each of them was the written true name of the chromatic.  Had that treacherous youngling had her true name divined, they could bring her to heel instantly by using her true name to force her obedience, but their oversight that a chromatic so young could not possibly be any sort of challenging problem had cause them to not have that powerful hold over her now, which allowed her to run wild...an oversight they certainly needed to rectify.  But he wasn’t down there to seek the true name of a youngling, he was there to retrieve the book of dissertation of his former council member and friend, Trejem.  He was a threat to the council chromatic’s authority, and at this time, he could not afford someone with as much social and political power as him running around unchecked.  Not only would using the true name against him squelch any attempt by their former brother to dissuade the council from its rightful action, it would punish him for defying the will of the Council of Seven, and far more importantly, the council chromatic himself.  He wanted that traitor to suffer for his defiance!

The council chromatic filed through the hallway and down the ramp to the lower chamber of their library, to the ornate door known as the vault, or the Vault of Names.  The magic that had once sealed the vault door against all intrusion had failed along with all other magical objects on the island, so it only took a pull on the door to open it—


And he gasped in shock.


There was nothing but row after row of empty shelves.


The books were gone.


“Were you looking for something, brother?  Perhaps my book of dissertation?” Trejem called lightly from the hallway.  He whirled around and gaped at him, where he and a single sage were by the ramp, him sitting on his haunches and her standing just behind him.


“The books of dissertation have been placed with the sages for safe keeping, since the magic that protected them from theft has gone dormant,” the wizened female sage said dryly.  “Be assured that they are hidden most cleverly and well, and are completely safe,” she told them, then she turned around.  “The use of a true name against its owner is the most dire of last resorts.  For shame,” she said as she went up the ramp.


“It’s quite fortunate that the sages considered the vulnerability of those dangerous books and took steps to protect them,” the professor said with an acidic smile.  “The sages are now watching you, Vendrox,” he added in a ominous tone.  “If you continue this path of insanity and act against the interests of all dragonkind just to pursue your own personal vendetta of hatred and prejudice, they will know.  And no matter what you think, you are not the ultimate authority on this island.  The sages can take you right off the podium they put you on.  You hold your position by their blessing.  Don’t ever forget that,” he said in a flat voice, then he turned and hurried up the ramp after the sage.

The council chromatic watched him go, livid fury popping bright lights behind his eyes.  It was even more infuriating in that he was right.  If the sages turned against him, then they could remove him as the council chromatic.

Well…he might have to do something about that, he supposed as he closed the vault door with an aggressive shove.


25 August 2017, 10:27 DMT; Sanctuary City

Prisma was almost obnoxiously persistent.

Because she was in personal danger of retribution from the chromatic elders, they’d allowed her to stay in the city, placing her in the department and under Ferroth’s direct supervision.  Ferroth had arranged that, to keep an eye on her the way he kept an eye on everything; Ferroth was a big fan of that human adage keep your friends close and your enemies closer.  Ferroth still didn’t entirely trust the very young chromatic, but Kell could tell that she was growing on him.


For one, they could understand her desire to be there.  Down here, in the city, she was respected.  Chromatics considered dragons her age to be little more than bugs, the lesser educated, lesser important physical offpsring that wouldn’t matter until they were old enough to be taken seriously.  But earth dragons were a bit more accepting of the young, a change of culture mainly caused by the field agent program which required that its operatives be very young, and their success had changed some earth dragon concepts about the capability of youth.  In the city, the earth dragons respected her for her discoveries, and took her seriously despite the fact that she was, like the field agents, barely an adult.  Down here, council members sought her advice and she moved in the highest circles of social and political power, and she was chromatic enough to relish that position of importance.  Down here, she mattered.  Up there, she was just a librarian and a student, and no matter how admirably she performed, she would never be given the respect she was due.

Since the field agents had more or less adopted her as a mascot, she’d spent much of her time in their office the day before as they waited for word from above.  She showed curiosity about the internet and computers, how the earth dragons could keep eyes out over so much of the human world, and had seemed mystified at the concept of a computer network with global connectivity, where a drake sitting at a terminal in the office could watch humans walking down the streets via street cameras in Tokyo, or play a game of chess with someone in Romania, or access virtually any book ever written and read the opinions of politicians and the news from the smallest village in Holland.  The chromatics actively segregated themselves from technology and kept their youngers intentionally ignorant of its applications, so the power and potential of the internet was something new and exciting to her, and something that seemed almost magical in its possibilities.  That Kell could press buttons on his keyboard on the island and make a traffic light change in Poughkeepsie as a result was truly amazing to her.


But, while she was mystified by technology, she had her own agenda, which was the further seeking of the truth.  She had discovered a portion of that truth, that the earth dragons were the source of magic, but there was a second part to the mysteries she sought to uncover, and that was a matter of history.  She described the earth dragons of old to them, that they were radically different from modern earth dragons in culture and society, and she sought to understand when that change occurred, how it happened, and most importantly, why it happened.  She had this idea that earth dragon history might answer her questions, so she’d been running around interviewing earth dragons, looking for a sage or historian that might have information the chromatics lacked, which would tie all the strings together and let her view the tapestry as a whole.

And that was where she was irritatingly persistent.  After learning that Jengo was the oldest earth dragon, she dragged Kammi off to talk to him, since they wouldn’t let her go anywhere alone quite yet.  It left Kell with a few moments of peace to monitor their updated program, which really could be called a program rather than a virus or worm, since they now had access to all the receiver sites.  They just pushed out the program to update to their servers, it updated the rendering software, and that was that.  The new program only hid their island, but it was also programmed to take notice of any dragon shape, like a sky dragon cruising in the stratosphere on the lookout for ships or planes, and hide the dragon as well.  It was a much more focused and reliable fix, and now that it was up and running, they only had to worry about the CIA and their untouchable satellite system.


And they knew about the island.  Jenny had admitted as much last night when he called her.  They had detailed images of their island, as in zooming all the way down to where they could see the scales on a dragon’s back, and Jenny had told him that the CIA had told President Walker and showed him the pictures.

But they knew that was coming, so there was no help for it.


However, their action did give him something of an idea.  Now he was watching the island, currently using a Google Space civilian imaging satellite, watching a meeting on Council Aerie and several other activities.  He’d set  every satellite imaging site receiver to mirror all raw data to the department, and their rendering software wasn’t programmed to hide things.  The chromatics probably had no clue that Kell could watch everything going on up there via satellite surveillance…and from the looks of things, the chromatics were not taking the revelation well.  They were flying all over up there, even the younglings and hatchlings, swarming around the island…almost as if they were looking for something.  There were some six chromatics on Council Aerie along with a gathering of other dragons, no doubt discussing the earth dragon demands.


Or, more to the point, delaying the inevitable.  The earth dragons had them by their tails, and no matter how much they couldn’t stand that idea, there was no denying it.  Prisma had calculated that if the earth dragons stayed underground, then the sky dragons would start losing their ability to fly in 67 days.  Sky dragons had the most powerful flying magic, and as such, theirs would start to fail first.  Some 12 days after that, chromatics would be grounded, then fire dragons four days later, then finally water dragons two days after that.  By that point, all magic would cease, which would leave the magical dragons with no magic, no flight, and no breath weapons.  They would be more or less defenseless, unable to gather food, and those stuck on the high slopes would be facing a nervous glide down.


So, they had 67 days to accede to the inevitable and give the earth dragons what they wanted.  31 November was their day of reckoning, to use a human idiom, when the first of the dragons would lose their ability to fly.  That would no doubt cause untold panic up top, and a swift end to the standoff would ensue.  It was one thing to stubbornly deny the truth, but it was another to see sky dragons falling out of the sky, their flying magic stripped from them.

It was the damned fluffies, he knew it.  They were rejecting the demands, knowing that the earth dragons wouldn’t come out until all the dragon races agreed to them.  They were stalling, delaying the inevitable…for what?  What purpose did it serve them?  And just what were they scrambling around like mad searching for?  The chromatics had already explored the villages…Gaia’s claws, they even knew where the city was.  So what could they possibly be searching for?


That they were stalling wasn’t entirely a surprise to him.  For the arrogant fluffies, arrogant to the point of narcissistic, to be forced to accede to earth dragon demands would be akin to them having to give humans rides on their backs for the rest of eternity.  Not two months ago, they’d tried to enslave the entire earth dragon race, and now the race they thought was so far beneath them that they should be serfs, thralls to their chromatic overlords, held every advantage.  The tables had been turned, and now it was the earth dragons that had control of the game.  Chromatics would see that as the ultimate insult, and many of them would fight to the bitter end before finally giving in, unable in their blind arrogance to give an inch until someone came along and clubbed them in the side of the head.


And the club was being readied.  Hirrag had called Sessara and the fire dragons on Hawaii back.  Sessara had delayed the return for seven days, to give them time to have a pre-arranged meeting with President Walker.  But, when Walker left Hawaii, the fire dragons would return to the island. Hirrag wanted all the fire dragons here, he wanted their numbers at his disposal if it came down to them having to beat the chromatics into submission.  The chromatics were stalling out of sheer contrariness, and Hirrag intended to smack it out of them if he had to.

Good old Hirrag.  Kell was starting to admire that monster of a fire dragon.


But, he had other work to do than watch the chromatics.  He focused his attention back on the other window on his display, the window holding a unix prompt, then tapped out a series of commands in modified mandarin, a phonetic base they used in computers mainly to make it a little easier to type.  This particular computer was a server of a Hong Kong investment bank which was a well-known front for a government-sponsored hacking ring.  They had issues with this particular group from time to time, lurking around their shadowed gateway into the internet, trying to crack earth dragon security and get access to the island.  Their hackers didn’t know what was behind the ghost network’s front door, but they’d discovered that the door was there.  And hackers being hackers, they wanted to see what was behind it.  No doubt they thought they’d stumbled across the mythical Skunkworks system, a legend of sorts among hackers as a system that did not exist except for those who already knew where it was.  It was believed that it was the gateway into the servers holding the data of the Skunkworks, also known as Area 51, where the United States tested their most top-secret experimental vehicles and systems.  That was the ultimate prize for the Chinese, who used their hacking ring to steal any technology they could get their hands on.  And to get into the servers holding the data on America’s experimental next-generation technology, it was worth the millions of dollars they spent on their hackers and equipment.

Kell almost didn’t have the heart to tell them that Area 51 was a cold system.  They’d isolated it from the internet way back in 2007, when the Chinese managed to hack a Navy high-security computer network.  From that point on, America kept its most sensitive information on computers in no way connected to the internet.


What they’d found was the earth dragons’ gateway into the internet, and since they’d been much more active than usual trying to crack the first line of defense, enough to put up the warning flag…that meant that it was time for the usual counterstroke, and the reason the Chinese government had to spend millions on training and equipment.  The Chinese were very good when it came to computers.  They were well trained, had good gear, and were usually on the cutting edge of the hacking bell curve.  They were so good that the earth dragons just let them do some of the hacking, then plundered the data from their own servers once they got it, letting the Hunters and the Americans come down on the Chinese instead of them.  But, when they got a little too full of themselves and tried to break into the island, the earth dragons took steps.

Before, that usually meant a personal visit from Kell.  Kell was the drake that usually went to China because he spoke Mandarin, and on more than one occasion, he’d been sent there to eliminate a hacker that was just too good.  He’d been dispatched to China to kill a hacker four separate times, and while he’d found it very distasteful, the protection of the island trumped his personal feelings.  He’d also invaded Chinese systems from on site, allowing him to bypass a great deal of computer security, installing many of his back doors through the Chinese computer networks.  It was those back doors that were useful to him now, letting him jump right into the main cluster of servers holding most of the data and instructions given to the hackers.  The Chinese government was too paranoid of American intelligence to have any kind of physical contact with their hacking ring, maintaining “plausible deniability,” but their internet messages couched in what seemed were innocuous social emails had been cracked long ago by the department.  It was a rather ingenious code they used, instructions spread through a series of emails sent to different accounts at different times, sent from all over the world to accounts all over the world, in multiple languages.


It was quite devious, how they did it.


But, they were snooping around again, so it was time for one of those messy object lessons the department occasionally had to dish out.  Before this chaos started, this kind of object lesson would have been delivered personally, in the form of a “catastrophic electrical failure leading to fire,” but since he couldn’t torch their server rooms like he used to, he had to do it this way, logging in as root and all the powers and shenanigans such a position entailed.


In a swift series of commands, Kell dumped a copy of their server cluster to a floating cloud server for future analysis, then he nuked every computer in their building through access to that server cluster.  That building happened to be a medium-sized investment bank that specialized in stock transactions, Hang Seng Securities, named after their stock market, but that’s what a company got when it fronted a secret government hacking ring.  Using a specialized program, Kell jacked the physical hard drives that provided storage for the servers.  Digital storage provided by flash and other forms of rewritable chip-based memory  was burned out by electrical surge, while the older magnetic wafer drives were physically broken after Kell zeroed them out, breaking the data reading armatures then burning out the motors.  As a last act, they burned out the CPUs.  This was common procedure, not just stealing their data, but ruining the computers that had been storing it and forcing them to replace their hardware before they restored what Kell stole and destroyed using cold storage backups, backups Kell could do nothing about.  The time it took them to replace their hardware and then restore from backups and try to figure out what was lost between the last backup and the failure, then realizing that they’d been attacked, and the majority of the time the attacker was someone who invaded the server room and torched it, usually made them lay low for a few months.

Kell had no doubt that the Chinese cyber espionage people just hated him.

And Hang Seng Securities was blasted back into the stone age, just like that.

He mopped up, covering his tracks, then updated the task log to mark that bit of business off the queue.  He sat fully erect and sighed, thumping his tail on the floor a couple of times…and he had to resist looking back.  All his red spikes had fallen out, and now clear spikes were budding in their places.  Give it a week or so, and he’d have a full tail of clear spikes.  Them, and his crystalline horns which were becoming more and more common as earth dragons took their turns down in the practice gym, as it was being called, were becoming less obvious when he walked out in the common areas.  More than half of the earth dragons now had crystal horns, and like him, they were shedding their red spikes for clear ones.  One couldn’t walk a passageway without seeing a few red spikes laying in the corners, waiting for the custodians to come along and sweep them up.  A glance over at Jirran showed his brand new shiny crystal horns, and Trekka had the same, having just got them that morning, with a couple of tiny pieces of black horn covering still sticking to the bases.  He’d been scheduled for training today, but Trekka being Trekka, he figured it out within two hours and was sent back to his job.

Kammi and Prisma filed back into the office, deep in discussion.  Kammi had taken an instant liking to the chromatic, and Prisma seemed content to let Kammi hang around her.  Prisma was describing chromatic outlook to Kammi, how the entire life of a chromatic revolved around magic, in every aspect and regard.  All chromatics were what one might call professional magicians, where the entire focus of a chromatic’s life was the study and advancement of magic.  “That was why the chromatic elders felt so threatened by your technology,” she told Kammi as they went to Kammi’s desk, which was beside his.  “Fire dragons especially seem enthralled by technological toys you provide, and were actively shirking magical training.  That caused so much alarm that they must have devised their plot to destroy your technology and return the island to nothing but magic.”

“Well, I could see that, I guess,” Kammi said as she reared up to a vertical base at her terminal, and Prisma sat on her haunches between Kammi and Kell, her back mostly to him.  “We certainly knew they had it all planned out.  From the day Kell was discovered, they moved quickly and surely.  But it’s nice to know what set it all off.”


“That must be why the chromatics are stalling now,” Jirran mused, looking over to them.  “They fear what will happen if the earth dragons can just set up any technology they please without council oversight.”

“They’re definitely stalling,” Kell nodded.  “And they’re all out there looking for something.  I mean, come take a look.  Prisma, maybe you can figure out what they’re doing,” he noted.  “You’re a chromatic.”


She turned and looked at his monitor, and he switched windows.  She studied them for a moment, then shook her head.  “I’m not sure. But they are searching for something.  And they have the entire chromatic race out doing it, even the hatchlings,” she said, pointing at a cluster of five very young juveniles, what a human would consider a seven year old.  “This is one of the Council of Seven here, watching over them,” she added, tapping the screen over a fairly sleek female.  “How are you getting this picture?”


“Satellite,” he replied with a chuckle.  “There’s one directly over the island right now.”


“Ah, those cameras all the way up in space.”


“Yep,” Kammi said, nudging her.  “I think you need to watch them for a bit, Prisma, see if you can figure out what they’re looking for.”


“I can do that.  Can you put this picture up on another, uh, monitor?”


“Easily,” Kell replied, pointing at Girk’s terminal; Girk was down learning how to use his breath weapon.  “I’ll put it up over on that one.”


She nodded and ambled over, sat on her haunches, and Kell accessed Girk’s terminal and mirrored it over to it.  “You can move the camera using the arrow keys on the keyboard,” he told her.


“Which?”


“These right here,” Kammi said after she came over and pointed.


“Ah.  Yes, the ones with arrows on them, however could I have missed it,” she said dryly, which made Kammi laugh.


“We’ll train you up on basic computer literacy yet,” she grinned.


“I was pondering such a thing,” she told them, her eyes on the monitor.  “If the internetwork has on it every book ever written waiting my command to bring them forth, how hard would it be to put our magical tomes inside the computer?  To be able to peruse any book at any library from one place, it is almost a dream for a chromatic,” she mused.


“Ridiculously easy,” Trekka replied.  “But the chromatics won’t even let us in their libraries, and we’d need to scan in the books.”


“How long would it take?”


“Given how many books the chromatics have, maybe a year or so,” Trekka replied.


“Would we still have the books afterward?  Does this scan in require your computer to consume them in some fashion?”


Kammi laughed brightly.  “No, it just makes a copy,” she replied.  “What we’d do is take a picture of the page, and the computer would read the writing and transcribe it into a text file.  Just leaf through the book page by page, let the computer compile the book as a file, then save it and start over with a new one.  We could scan maybe one book every four or five minutes.”

“And with the average library holding some twenty thousand tomes, yes, it would take a year or two,” she agreed.  “Would you do such a thing for us?”


“Well, I guess so,” Kammi shrugged.  “I mean, once all this is over, the idea will be to bury the grudges and move on.  So I think they’d let us, as long as the chromatics let us.”


“Well, I speak for myself,” she replied.  “I would like one of these computers in my den, and my private library put inside it so I might read them.”


“You want it?  You got it,” Kammi told her grandly.  “We can come up and deck you out no problem.  We’ll even set you up with internet access so you can read human books and play chess with the humans on the gaming sites.”


“They’re very bad at it,” Trekka chuckled.


“And could I take a camera into a public library and take pictures of its pages, then take it home and put it into my own computer?”


“Sure,” Kell said.  “We could set something like that up for you.  A tablet with a built-in camera could do that easy.”


“Hmm.  I find it odd that my elders would fear something that seems…useful,” she pondered.  “I could see this aiding in our study of magic.  It would streamline the libraries, give chromatics better and more effective access to the tomes they must study, even allow us to read and review theories and participate in debates we often miss because we are not there when they occur.  I can easily see how this will advance my own studies.”


“It’s not magic, that’s why they fear it,” Kell replied. 

She looked at him, then nodded sagely.


Ferroth stumped out after about an hour of Prisma studying the chromatic activity and went right over to her.  Prisma was a petite chromatic as they measured things, which made her noticeably bigger than all the field agents and just slightly smaller than Ferroth, who was a fairly large earth drake.  “Chief,” she said with a nod as he approached her.

“What are you up to?”


“They tasked me to watch the chromatics and endeavor to determine what they search for,” she replied, her feathery antenna flicking towards the monitor.


“Smart,” he grunted.  “Anthra wanted me to remind you that they want to speak with you at one,” he told her.


“I remember, and I will be there,” she replied.  “Will the water dragons be there?”


“Most likely,” he replied.  “They’ll probably be asking you about that,” he added, pointing at the monitor.


“Any word from up there about our demands?” Kammi asked.


“Just what we already know, that the chromatics are resisting.  The excuses they give in councils are utterly ludicrous.  And they’re about to get the others very angry with them.  Hirrag has all but threatened to declare war on them once the other fire dragons come back.  If even the fire dragons can see that the chromatics are stalling, they’re being blatant about it.”

“It just works in our favor,” Kammi shrugged.


“No, it doesn’t,” Ferroth replied with a grunt, to which Prisma nodded.  “If the other dragons are at each other’s throats, it’ll make it that much harder for us.  If Hirrag loses his temper and goes after the chromatics, they’ll be too busy fighting with each other to vote on the demands.  I’m almost ready to think that the chromatics are inciting it just so they can prevent the other dragons from accepting our demands.”


“But that’s kinda dumb, if you don’t mind my pointing it out, chief,” Trekka noted.


“Not from the mindset of the Council of Seven,” Prisma said darkly.  “If their ultimate objective is to prevent technology from being returned to the island, then engaging in a war with the fire dragons accomplishes that goal.  It is somewhat extreme, but at this point they have few options.  They very well may be willing to shatter the island in order to prevent what they see as the destruction of the core of draconic society.  Better the dragons be at war with themselves than to allow technology to supplant magic, for it at least preserves magical traditions.”


“That would be the last resort, because in about two months, there won’t be any magic up there,” Ferroth grunted.  “And the fire dragons will run roughshod all over them.”


“At that point, the Council of Seven will no doubt face their own reckoning,” Prisma mused.  “They are not the final voice in our society, chief, the sages are.  If the sages are angry with them, they’ll dismiss the entire council and place new chromatics in their stead, ones that are not quite so intractable.  The sages care only about magic, and if there is no magic and the Council of Seven is the cause, they will move swiftly to correct the problem.”


“Why don’t they do it now?” Jirran asked.


“Because tradition and custom places the sages outside the structure of politics,” she replied.  “And they probably do not even pay attention to what the council does.  They free themselves of such concerns to focus purely on the studies of magic.  Most of the time, they barely even take note of anything outside of the Library of Eternity.”

“But, if something really big happens, they set that neutrality aside and take steps.”


She nodded.  “They now know that earth dragons are critical to magic.  And if they know that the council is the sole reason things get so dire, that it is their refusal to accept your demands that drains magic out of the world, they will most definitely take steps.”


“And the council knows this?” Ferroth asked.


“Of course they do.”

“Yet they’re going right ahead with it.”


Prisma looked steadily at Ferroth.  “You believe they think they can prevent the sages from interfering?”


“I think they very well may,” he replied.  “And that means we’d better warn them.  Do you think that the council would take it that far?”


“I would like to believe they would not, but after what they did to you, and what they do now, I cannot say that with complete confidence,” she said with a frown.  “But what they do now, it is not rational.  They should be discussing the terms of your demands, not rejecting them outright and moving so quickly with whatever it is they do.  They must believe they can somehow thwart your plans, and part of that means that they must have a contingency in case the sages take action in the matter.  Chromatics do not do anything without a plan.”


“We’ll agree on that one,” Ferroth said.  “I think we’d better to have a chat with Anthra and Geon, Prisma.”


“I am at your service, chief,” she replied, turning as she dropped back down to all fours.


The two of them filed out, leaving the four drakes to look at each other.  “Wow,” Kammi finally said.  “Now I’ve heard everything.  The fluffies will turn on each other to get their own way.”


“How is that a surprise?” Jirran asked.  “But if the sages see it coming, there’s little the council can do about it.”

Sella came with Jussa and Essan when they arrived for their conference, and she stayed with them in the office, chatting amiably with them.  Sella knew all the field agents very well, having worked in the department for several years, discussing what was going on up top while the agents went about the work on the queue, mostly checking intelligence networks for information as Girk went over State Department communications.  They were keeping abreast of what was going on over on Hawaii, and that had been promising.  The Americans were going out of their way to accommodate the fire dragons, even to the point of running resistance against the Chinese.  The Chinese were majorly hot to get contact with the fire dragons on the island, to the point of threatening sanctions against American trade, which seemed a bit strange to the other field agents, but not to Kell.  Kell understood the Chinese a bit better due to his exposure to them.  Dragons were from their oldest legend, mainly the sky dragons, and to have one of their most ancient legends come to life, it motivated them to find out just how much of the legend was true, and how much was just myth.  Chinese mythology was kindly to the dragons, considering them messengers of the Celestial Bureaucracy, who aided mankind.


It was a bit strange, though, when Anthra and Geon came into the office after their meeting, and they came over to where Kell, Kammi, and Sella were talking while the two earth drakes did their work.  “Kell,” Anthra called.


“What is it, esteemed council member?”


“The dragon’s council has been considering a few things, and we believe that it’s time for at least one of us to go outside,” she began.  “Hinado asked that a fluent English speaker be present at the meeting between the fire dragons and the President, but more than that, he thought it might be prudent for all five races to represent themselves and hold council with President Walker.  They asked if you would be interested in the job as translator, escorting Geon.  Geon has decided to go.”


“Swim to Hawaii?” he asked, and Anthra nodded.  “Is that entirely safe?”


“It should be safe enough,” Geon replied.  “Hirrag and Hinado both are going, and both have made it clear through Jussa that they’ll protect us.  Hirrag sent the order to Sessara right in front of Jussa that the earth dragons that come are to be defended by the fire dragons on the volcano as if we were their own hatchlings.  Hirrag personally vowed to keep us safe, and that’s no dragon any other sane dragon wants to cross.”


“And thus the cycle comes full circle,” Prisma mused.  “You were protected by us that way before, and now, you will be again.”


“The chromatics don’t even know about this venture, and neither do the sky dragons,” Anthra added.  “The only sky dragon that knows of this is Hinado, and him, we can invest with at least some trust.  He was against what they did to us, and wasn’t here when the sky dragons attacked our holdings.”


“Who else is going to be there?”


“Hinado, Jussa, and Prisma,” she replied, glancing back to where the chromatic was entering with Ferroth.  “Not that Prisma can speak for the chromatics, but it was decided that she’s the only chromatic we can really trust to stand before the humans.  She speaks no English, so she can just stand there.  She’ll just be, what is that term you use…window dressed?”

“Window dressing, human slang,” Kell chuckled.


“Hinado was exiled when the other sky dragons attacked, so I trust him enough to carry me to Hawaii,” Geon spoke up.  “He’s agreed to do it, but he can only carry one of us.  Since you’re such a strong swimmer, we thought you could swim to Hawaii…because we’re sure as Gaia’s grace not going to trust any other sky dragon,” he said, to which Kammi nodded vigorously.


“Surral is also going to go, to help you get to the island.  Surral’s experience taking you out on his fishing trips makes him proficient.”


“Not without me, he’s not,” Kammi said immediately.  “My intended isn’t going anywhere without me, not when half the sky dragons up there still want to tear his head off.  He needs someone along with him whose sole job is to watch out for him, and I have a vested interest in keeping him alive,” she said dryly, which made the council members chuckle.  “And Jussa and Surral should have another water dragon with them, one that does speak English,” she added, glancing at Sella.

“So, what do you say, Kell?  Do you feel up to the task?” Geon asked.  “It’ll be you, me, and Kammi here representing the honor of the earth dragons among the humans.”


“I’ll agree on one condition,” he replied, turning on his back legs, staying on a vertical base.  “Geon does not go with Hinado.  Just because he didn’t participate doesn’t mean that he wouldn’t have.  Geon can swim it with us.  Surral knows how to carry along weaker swimmers, and he’ll have two water dragons there to herd him along.”


“Well…alright,” Geon nodded.  “I do know how to swim, and I’m in fairly good shape.  If you can put up with me dog-paddling all the way to Hawaii, I’ll swim it.”

“It’s pretty cool how he does it,” Kammi chuckled.  “You can just dog paddle along, but you’re going so fast you have to wear eye shields against the wind.”


“An aura current,” Sella supplied.  “A trick we water dragons use to swim long distances quickly.  And I can carry you, esteemed council member, so you don’t have to swim at all,” she offered to Geon.  “Kammi we know can swim the distance, but we don’t know how much swimming you do.”


“Actually, Sella, it might be best to ask your Matriarch along, that way Geon’s not such a burden to you,” Anthra said lightly.


“Your confidence in me is inspiring, Anthra,” Geon said blandly.


“So it is agreed?” Anthra asked.


“Sure, I’ll do it,” Kell replied.  “It’ll be nice to get out and about, and I’d like to meet President Walker face to face, and it sounds safe enough.”


“Then you leave tomorrow,” Anthra declared.  “That will give you two days to confer with Sessara and prepare.  You should contact Jenny and warn her, so she can make arrangements.  I don’t think you’ll want to sleep close to the fire dragons, no matter how much they say they’ll protect you,” she said lightly.

“We’ll have time to dig out a one room burrow, the three of us can just sleep there,” Kammi noted.


“Prisma is going with you, so she’ll need somewhere to sleep,” Anthra warned.  “She’ll fly along above you, part of her task is to watch out for sky dragons that disobey Hinado’s warning not to harass any dragon in the water.”


“We’ll go tonight.  Sky dragons can’t see at night, and Prisma can follow us if she stays low enough to see Sella’s glow.”


“That’s a good idea, Kell,” Geon agreed.  “Sella, could you find your parents and ask them if they wouldn’t mind going tonight, well, on top of asking Shii if she’d help us?”


“I’ll call them in so you might discuss it with them,” she replied, then she turned and bounded quickly out the door.


“Consider yourselves off the rest of the day, whelps,” Ferroth grunted.  “No doubt Geon wants to go over what he expects of you for this expedition, and you’d damn well better protect him.  You’ll be Geon’s bodyguards as much as you’ll be translators.  We have to look out for each other, especially right now, when half the dragons up there want to flay us.”

“If that’s the case, then all of us should be going,” Trekka declared.  “We’re field agents, chief.  And if Geon has five of us with him, he’ll be well protected, on top of us protecting each other.”


“That’s actually a good idea,” Geon said.  “But it’ll depend on how many of us Surral and Shii feel comfortable taking.  And if any of you can swim,” Geon noted.  “I know I can swim.”


“I’m no mud dragon, but I can hold my own,” Girk declared.


“I’m actually a pretty good swimmer,” Jirran answered.


After Shii and Surral arrived, they decided that only one of the other field agents would go, to minimize the exertion it would put on the water dragons; the larger the aura current, the more energy it took to maintain it.  Shii decided to take the three of them down to the tank and test their swimming skills, wanting the strongest swimmer of the three along to further minimize the risk.  Jirran won that little competition, proving that he really was a good swimmer, so he was added to the conference Geon held.  Geon went over his plans for the conference, to confer with the President along with the other dragons, but Geon wanted to try to arrange some potential trade avenues so the earth dragons could get the claws on some steel they didn’t have to ask the water dragons to salvage off the ocean floor.  And in trade for that steel, Geon fully intended to hire the department out as a consulting firm.  After all, few knew computers the way the department did.  There were also some other possible trade options outside of hiring out their services, like earth dragon sculpture.  Earth dragons could carve precise shapes out of rock or metal using nothing but their claws, and it was something of a universal skill.  Some were better than others, but any earth dragon could pick up a rock and whittle it down to a perfect cube.  If anything, earth dragons could open up a machining corporation, crafting metal tools and parts to spec.  Geon had multiple ideas for trade, offering them up to the three field agents, who had experience with humans, looking for options that would let them bring in raw materials in adequate supply for their plans.  They had to rebuild the power plant and two factories, and that was going to take some steel and other hard to get materials, like aluminum, copper, nickel, and tungsten.

 Shii and Surral had to cluck a little bit at Kell over his horns, Shii scraping her claws over them with a chuckle as she held him still with her paw on his shoulders.  “You look a bit silly with these, young one,” she teased.


“Get used to them, Shii, we all have them now, even the hatchlings,” Kell told her as the larger water drake fussed with them.


“Oh, I know, I’ve seen them.  Kav is strutting around like the deepest diver,” she replied lightly.  “But they still look silly.”


“I like them like this,” Kammi declared, reaching up and touching her own horn at the base.


“Now that all the boring lectures and talking is over, get some sleep, young ones,” Surral warned.  “It’s several hours to Hawaii, and we’ll be swimming it in the dark.  Even dark for you earth dragons, since the water blinds your thermo.”


“There’s a full moon tonight, that should help some,” Jirran noted.


“That’s more than enough light for me to see you,” Prisma stated.  “Chromatic eyes are much more sensitive to light than sky dragons.”


“We need to warn Jenny, we haven’t done that yet,” Kell said.  “I’ll go take care of that.”


He went back down to his terminal and used his emulator program to call Jenny’s cell.  She answered on the first ring.  “I think I know who this is,” she answered lightly.


“That ‘number not found’ on the caller ID does give me away,” Kell replied lightly, which made her laugh.  “How are you doing?”


“Busy right now,” she replied.  “Everyone’s running around like crazy getting ready for the President.”


“Well, it just got more complicated,” he told her.  “The dragons here decided we can’t let an opportunity like this pass by, so members of the other races are coming to the volcano,” he told her.  “And some of us will be there in the morning.”


“Really?  Who?  How many?”


“Um, well, Hinado’s going to attend the conference, but he’s not coming with the rest of us.  Outside of him, one chromatic, Jussa, Shii, Surral, and Sella, and four earth dragons,” he answered.  “Geon, our council member, me, Kammi, and Jirran, one of the other field agents.”


“Hinado comes every day to teach us magic,” Jenny told him.  “So I don’t think we have to make any preparations for him.  But what about everyone else?”


“Just the chromatic,” he answered.  “The water dragons will stay in the ocean, and we’ll just dig a burrow for ourselves somewhere close to the peak.  The chromatic will need a covered place to sleep.  It doesn’t have to be underground, but it does need to be enclosed.”


“We can put up one of those temporary steel buildings,” she offered.  “The Air Force has these portable hangars they can erect in about six hours, they use them to cover fighter planes at forward airstrips.”


“That’ll work,” he replied.  “We’ll just need some food and water while we’re there, and that’s the most we’ll burden you.”

“We can manage that.  I’m surprised they’re letting you earth dragons out,” she told him.  “Isn’t it still dangerous?”


“Yeah, but this is too good of an opportunity to pass up.  And that’s also why there’s four of us coming, so we can watch out for each other,” he noted dryly.


“And you’re okay staying for a few days that close to the fire dragons?”


“After we spike a few of them, the rest of them will learn to leave us alone,” he said blandly, which made her chuckle despite herself.


“Don’t you come up here and cause any trouble, Kell, we have things running pretty smoothly,” she said in a teasing voice.  “For as long as it lasts.  Sessara told us yesterday that the fire dragons are going to leave.”


“Right after the conference,” Kell affirmed.  “Things are settling down on the island, friend.  Within two months, everything should be worked out and the earth dragons back on the surface.  Hirrag’s recalling Sessara and the females watching the young because he wants them back here.”


“Things are safe?”


“No, it’s more of a show of force,” he replied dryly.  “The chromatics aren’t taking their defeat very graciously…which is the mother of all understatements.  The truth is, they’re kicking and screaming and throwing a tantrum on the surface while they scheme and plot like crazy to try to find some way to derail things behind the scenes.  Hirrag’s going to bully them into accepting our demands, and he wants the females over there to add to his numbers.  That many fire dragons in one place and with one thing on their minds can make any dragon religious.”


Jenny laughed.  “They are a bit intimidating.”


“Too bad their brains are half-cooked,” Kell grunted.


She chuckled.  “Oh, stop it.  I like Sessara.  She’s not half as bad as you made fire dragons out to be, and way smarter than I ever expected.”


“She’s a council member.  Go talk to the other fire dragons there,” he retorted.  “Sessara has years of training to keep her temper, and she has to be nice to you, you’re feeding her.  The average fire dragon is impulsive, aggressive, and volatile.”


“Well, I can’t dispute that,” she admitted.  “But they haven’t been bad at all.  Just a few spats among the fire dragons is all, outside of that they’ve been very well behaved.  And I trust them enough to let Davie play with them,” she told him.  “They wouldn’t hurt a hair on his head.”

“You’re braver than I am,” Kell noted.  “We should be arriving sometime early tomorrow morning, from the ocean.  We’ll come up the lava flows just like last time.”


“I’ll make sure they’re cordoned off for you,” she replied.  “I’ll mark off a place you can dig a burrow, out in a corner of the exclusion zone, and we’ll get that hangar up for the chromatic.  Oh, and just how did you get a chromatic to agree to this?” she asked lightly.


“This chromatic is on our side,” he answered.  “She’s a teenager as humans would mark age, but she’s actually much smarter than chromatics twice her age.  She’s the one that found our city for the other chromatics, and while she was hunting for us, she realized that her own race was in the wrong.  So she defected.”


“Wow, really?”


“Yeah.  She lives down here with us now, because the other chromatics know that she’s against them, and they want her head like nothing they’ve ever wanted before.  Chromatics don’t brook any defiance within their ranks, and she’s defying the hell out of them right now.  Even after all this is over, she might be stuck with us just for basic protection.  We even gave her a name, Prisma.  She doesn’t speak a word of English, and really the only reason she’s going is to make it look like all the races of dragons are participating in the conference, so things don’t look out of sorts because the humans know there are five races.  She’s just for show.”


“Well, I think I’d like to meet this rogue chromatic,” Jenny said.


“She’s curious about the human magicians, so I’m sure she’ll want to talk to you.”


“Alright then, let me get this done, Kell.  I’m looking forward to seeing you!”


“Oh, I’m fairly sure you’ll be impressed,” he said dryly, touching one of his horns.  The horns were still a secret.  “I’ll see you tomorrow around sunrise or so.”


“I’ll be waiting,” she replied, and she cut the connection on her end.
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“This is going to be weird, but I’m looking forward to it,” Geon said as they padded down the long main lava tube, heading for the water.  “I’ve never seen high order water dragon magic before.”


“You won’t really see this, but you’ll feel it, esteemed council member,” Shii answered.


“I think we can dispense with the titles, Shii,” Geon chuckled.  “This is too intimate a happy little group to bother.”


“As you say, Geon,” she replied.  “Did daughter Sella explain how it works?”


“She did, Matriarch,” Jirran answered as he padded along just behind Prisma, who looked just a little sleepy.  Chromatics actually slept a great deal more than other dragon races.  “I’m just not sure what the goggles are for.”


“To protect your eyes from the wind, since you have to breathe,” Surral answered from the lead position, Kell almost frisking along beside him, happy to be going out with his water dragon neighbors again.  He’d honestly missed his swims with Sella and the fishing expeditions with Surral, the water drake taking him halfway out to the middle of nowhere, hundreds of miles from the nearest spit of rock, and the two of them fishing the open-ocean schools of fish, like tuna and silverbacks.  Though Surral could use water magic to just net them, he liked to keep in trim doing it the old fashioned way, where Kell and Surral worked together to keep them balled up the school into a tight bunch, then lanced right through the school, eating anything that couldn’t get out of the way.  Surral had taught Kell almost as much about fishing as he’d taught his own hatchlings, and he could tend the kelp beds and herd lobsters just as effectively as Shii could.


He was the mud dragon.


“The magic only affects the water, not the air over it,” Shii added.  “Every time you lift your head up to breathe, you’ll do it in the face of a howling gale.”


“Alright, I’ll remember that,” Geon chuckled.  “Are you sure you’ll have no problems keeping up, Prisma?”


“I’ll be fine, honored Geon,” she replied calmly.  “I can fly much faster than you can swim.  I’ll be slowing down so I don’t leave you behind.”

“You’ll be fine, young chromatic,” Shii told her.  “Just keep your magic locked on Sella and let her guide you.”


“Oh yeah, magic will work for you,” Jirran mused.


“And it will temporarily refresh magic outside as well, since four of you will be going out,” she told them.  “If my calculations are correct, the four of you being outside for some four or five days will extend the sky dragon’s ability to fly by sixty-four days.  But we don’t have to tell them that,” she murmured.

Kammi laughed.  “What they don’t know benefits us,” she grinned.  “This is why you fit in with the department so well, Prisma.  We think alike.”


“In some ways,” she admitted.  “Secrecy does seem to be the standard for the department.”


“It’s how we keep everything running,” Jirran told her.


“Expect the chief to offer you a position, once he feels you out,” Kell noted.  “But that’ll take a while.  The chief doesn’t give out his trust easily.”


“What would I do in the department?”


“Thinking up ways we can use both magic and technology together for maximum benefit,” he answered.  “They’re not mutually exclusive.  Magic can boost technology, technology can boost magic, if you do it right.”


“That’s an intriguing idea,” Shii mused.  “How so?”


“Well, if Prisma could research some kind of way to use magic to develop an electrical battery that never depletes, just think about it.  Magic can provide perpetual self-sustaining energy, and we can find ways to harness something that non-magical forms of energy can’t do.”


“You don’t ask me for much, do you Kell?” Prisma laughed.


“Here’s an easier one, Prisma.  Do you think you could research a way that magic would turn a crankshaft at a set speed and make it permanent?  That crankshaft could be the armature of a generator, and we’d have a magic-driven generator that provides power with no pollution and no mechanical work requirements like steam or running water.”


“That…yes.  I could do that,” she said, her eyes widening a bit.  “A simple motion spell locked to a focus crystal to make it permanent.  And I’m still just a student.”


“Then you have an idea of what the chief will be after,” Kell told her, glancing back.  “You study magic, then help us figure out ways to use it for our technology, because we trust you.  You’re right in this with the rest of us.”


“No doubt,” Kammi agreed.  “We’ve never had a chromatic around we could trust before.  It’s opening up some possibilities.”

“You never came to ask us for magic,” Surral noted lightly.


“To be honest, we avoided magic like claw rot up until now,” Jirran chuckled.  “Chief tried to make the department as magic-independent as possible, so we wouldn’t get hamstrung if the magical dragons backed out.  But now that we know what we know, well, all of us are starting to think that maybe we shouldn’t be so against magic.  I mean, we can’t use it, but it’s part of us.”


“A healthy outlook,” Prisma noted.  “And perhaps my own race should not be so against technology.  In just the short days I have been among you, I have seen how your technology could potentially advance magical study and knowledge.  We should harness it as a tool, not fear it as a curse.  Magic is also a tool, after all.  We are dragons who use different tools separately when those tools could have been used together this whole time.”


“Well, getting an earth dragon and a chromatic in the same place and having them talk civilly to one another doesn’t happen more than once or twice a millennium,” Surral chuckled.  “You two are worse than the earth and fire dragons.”


“At least we understand the fire dragons,” Kammi said, giving Prisma a light look.  “But you fluffies are just so weird.”


“Fluffy?  I find that term somewhat offensive,” Prisma replied.


“Only somewhat?  I’m not trying hard enough,” Kammi grinned.


“Oho, so you seek to irk me, do you?  Be warned, Kammi, I can be even more irksome.”


“Bring it on, fluffy,” Kammi taunted, which made Geon chuckle.


“Let’s not start a new race war here and now,” he said.


“Besides, we’re here,” Surral stated as the water came into view to the light bobbing over Prisma’s head, high up, almost near the ceiling.  “Now comes the fun part.  Sella, you carry Prisma.  Geon, Jirran, I’ll carry you two.  Lifemate, could you get Kammi?”


“I can get out on my own,” Kammi said proudly.  “I’ve been practicing.”


“Alright then, we leave it to you, young one,” Surral said with an approving look.  “Are you sure you don’t need a breathing bubble?”


“Nope.  Save your magic, Surral, you’re gonna need it.”


“I’ll take you, Jirran,” Shii declared.  “Just grab hold of my tail and I’ll pull you through.”


They let Kell and Kammi go first, since they were going on their own breath and wouldn’t appreciate someone blocking the tunnel when they were desperate for air.  Kell had Kammi go first, so he could drag her the rest of the way if her boasting was more than her lungs could handle, but it turned out to be a baseless fear.  Kammi had really learned how to swim, her wings carrying her up the tunnel with speed and power, using the trick Kell taught her about how the water felt along her wingtips to know if she was drifting off the center.  She showed no signs of distress when they came out of the tunnel, even swam out to the cove mouth before surfacing, but when she did, she blasted out the air in her lungs and greedily sucked in fresh air to replace it.  “Pretty good,” Kell told her.  “But still nowhere near as long as I can hold my breath,” he teased.


“Lick my tail, Kell,” she said sourly, which made him laugh.  “Which way?”


“Follow me, the others will catch up,” he replied, angling away from the island and out to sea.


It felt wonderful to be outside again.  Despite being a subterranean species, knowing that he was outside, that nothing contained him, that the entire world was open to him again, it almost made him a little giddy.  He raced away from Kammi with shocking speed, showing her just who the faster swimmer was, easily hitting 55 to 60 knots as he used his wings like water dragons did, letting them push him through the water, almost as if he were flying…the closest he would ever get to flying.  He got them a good 10 kilometers out from the island and stopped, treading water as Kammi caught up, a little annoyed.  “They’ll meet us here,” he told her.


“Do they even know where we are?”


“They know exactly where we are,” he told her calmly.


About ten minutes later, the others caught up, Prisma hovering in the air directly over Sella without using her wings, showing off her powerful floating magic, so powerful that it was almost like sky dragon magic.  All three water drakes were using their bioluminescent glow to let the other dragons see them, and Surral swam up to the front.  “Alright, remember, do not stop swimming,” he said, looking back at them.  “The aura current will only carry you as long as you make even a feeble attempt to swim forward.  That’s how the magic works.  If you stop swimming you fall out of it, and it’s a great deal of time and energy for us to turn around to come get you.  It doesn’t matter how fast you swim, so don’t exert yourself.  As long as you’re just dog-paddling along, you’ll stay within the aura current.  Now put on your goggles.”  After they did so, Surral arranged them so Kammi was in the back among the earth dragons and Kell was in front, just beside Surral.  “Alright, here we go.  Start swimming, and the aura current will pick you up.”

It worked very well.  Prisma flew along right over them, barely exerting herself, flying almost lazily and not overtaking them, low enough to join the conversation as Geon told them all about what he hoped to accomplish, and Prisma discussed some of Kell’s ideas with the group as Kell and Surral basically caught up; Kell had always admired the rakish water drake, and Surral and Shii saw Kell as an adopted son.


After about five hours, Kell was a bit startled when a much bigger water dragon surfaced almost right beside him, and Kell recognized it as Jussa.  Jussa entered Surral’s aura current without any trouble, the water wyrm almost crowding them a little bit, then he felt the current shudder.  “I have it, Surral, rest now,” he announced; Jussa had taken control of the aura current. Essan broached the water hard enough to get airborne, and landed within the aura current right beside Geon.


“You’re further along than we expected,” Essan said.


“Surral is very good at these,” Kell said almost defensively in reply.  “Are you going with us?”

“Just taking you, I’ll return home after we see you safely to Hawaii.  And yes, it seems that Surral is much better at magic than we thought.”


“It seems that he is,” Jussa agreed with a nod as Surral gave Kell a toothy smile.


“How many other water dragons are with us?” Geon asked.


“Ten,” Jussa replied.  “And Hinado flies higher above with Hirrag, staying higher so Hirrag doesn’t need to come close to the water.  You know how fire dragons feel about the ocean,” he chuckled.  “They’ve been tracking you by your glow since you left the island.”


“A sky and fire dragon flying at night?  Wow,” Kammi breathed.


“There’s nothing out here for them to run into,” Prisma noted.  “I can’t see very well either, but this is open ocean.  The moon lets me see the water’s surface.  I don’t need to see anything else.”


“Exactly,” Essan agreed, looking up at Prisma.  “They are safe enough up there until we reach Hawaii.”

“Which should be just before dawn,” Jussa noted.  “We’ll have to guide Hinado down and have him carry Hirrag so they don’t crash into the mountainside.”


Jussa’s estimation was precise.  About an hour before dawn, the dark, indistinct shape of the island cut a hole out of the blanket of stars in front of them as they approached it, and Jussa went ahead to guide Hinado and Hirrag down safely.  Surral guided them right to the beach, where Hinado was barely visible floating down with both paws on Hirrag’s back, the massive fire wyrm staying still so as not to disrupt Hinado’s concentration; Hirrag was an awful lot of dragon for Hinado to float.  But Hinado got him down safely, Hirrag’s taloned paws lightly alighting on a black crust of rock that went right down into the water, rock that cracked a bit under the huge dragon’s weight.  At a shade over twenty meters long, Hirrag was the largest living dragon, and with that came tons of weight.  Kell always felt like a hatchling when standing beside the huge wyrm, who stood at the shoulder as high as a two story building.  At a little over two meters high at the shoulder, Kell could almost walk under Hirrag without his wings scraping the fire wyrm’s belly.  Essan and the other water dragons that had joined them didn’t come out, they submerged again after a farewell and headed back for the island.

“Dark,” Hirrag noted.


“There’s very little population along this stretch of coast, due to the lava flows,” Kell answered him.  “Do we wait here for sunrise, or start up now?”


“I can make enough light for us all to see by, quite easily,” Prisma offered, floating up into the air.


“We don’t want to attract too much attention,” Jussa warned.  “This isn’t the island, Prisma, this is human territory.”


“Well, there’s a bunch of humans out there now,” Kammi declared, looking around.  “I see about two dozen of them.”


“What are they doing?” Hinado asked as he floated just over Hirrag.


“Just standing around.”


“Yeah, just standing,” Geon agreed.


“That one’s talking in a phone, it looks like,” Jirran pointed.  “They’re standing in groups of two or three at regular intervals.  I think they’re soldiers.”


“They are,” Kammi agreed.  “I can make out a gun barrel on that one over there.  He’s had it shouldered long enough for his body heat to bleed into the metal.”


“Jenny said she’d have the way cleared for us, they may be picket sentries on the lookout for us,” Kell speculated.  “Go ahead and light up the area, Prisma, let them know we’re here.”


“Go ahead,” Geon nodded.  “The field agents know much more about things like this.”


Prisma wasn’t kidding when she said she could light the way.  She was a sudden beacon of bright white light in the air, pure light radiating from her body so strongly that it almost looked like daytime…but then again, she was a chromatic.  They were always good at using light magic.  That kind of light was certain to attract attention, since she was like a low-hanging white sun in the sky.  They only had to wait for about three minutes before a pair of men in BDUs hurried up to the lava flow clearing, waving both arms in their direction.  “Come on ahead,” Kell called in English, and they almost jogged up.

“Colonel Williams gave orders to watch for you,” the young man replied.  “The way all the way up the lava flows to the top is cordoned off for you.”


“Thank you, Sergeant,” Kell nodded, then he repeated that to the others.  “Just don’t walk on the flows, there’s lava under some of them, and they can get very hot,” he warned.


“We’ve been up this way before, just follow us,” Kammi added.  “I can see well enough, thanks to our living floodlamp up there,” she chuckled, pointing.


“I knew chromatics could be useful,” Surral said lightly.


“Are you coming with us this time, Patriarch?” Kell asked.


“We’ve been trading off the burden of the aura current, so none of us is tired enough to need rest,” Jussa told him.


It took them nearly an hour to walk along the gentle slope of the island to the volcano, and then up its rather steep slope.  Soldiers were stationed all along the lava flow to keep back any civilians, and there were some out there, since the flashes of cameras blinked in the distance as they padded up.  They came up to the fenceline, patrols of soldiers walking along it, but instead of walking around to the gate, Kell and Kammi simply vaulted over it, and the others followed suit, either flying up and over or jumping it.  Prisma landed beside Kell as two fire dragons and a small ATV rushed towards them, with Jenny riding on it.  Kell laughed as she skidded to a stop in front of them, looking up at them with some surprise.  “You’re early!  And you could have used the gate, you know, I was waiting there for you!”  She gaped at him.  “And what happened to your horns?”

“I’ll explain later, and since when does a field agent do what you expect?” Kell replied lightly, reaching out and putting his paw on Jenny’s shoulder.  She laughed and threw herself against his shoulder and chest, hugging him as best she could.  “It’s good to see you, Jenny,” Kell told her with honest affection.


“Sessara, Gressa, is all well?” Hirrag asked.


“All is well,” Sessara  replied with a nod.  “Jenny, this Hirrag, this Jussa, this Essan, all council,” she said in accented English.  “Earth dragons, Geon and Kell only I know.”


“This is Kammi here,” Jenny chuckled, patting the little earth drake’s shoulder.  “How are you, Kammi?”


“Doing fine, Jenny, doing fine.  This is Jirran, one of the field agents.  You know him as Onyx,”


“So you’re Onyx?” she said, grinning at him.  “Boy, would a few of us love to rip your scales out one by one!”


Jirran laughed.  “I was just doing my job.  I was enjoying it, but just doing my job,” he replied.


“Welcome to Hawaii, esteemed council member,” she said to Geon.


“I speak some English,” Geon replied in English.  “Just not good.”


“We’ll work around it,” she said with a bright smile.


“That’s what these troublemakers are for,” Geon said in draconic, pointing at Kell, which made Jenny laugh before they could translate for her.  She must have really improved her draconic…but then again, she had some fifty fire dragons around to teach her.

“Oh my gosh, Sella!” Jenny barked in glee when the three water drakes moved out from around Hirrag.  Jenny rushed over and hugged the slightly surprised water drake, who patted her on the shoulder, then she gasped and laughed louder.  “Matriarch, Patriarch!  I’m surprised to see you here!”


“We helped them get here,” Shii said as Surral patted Jenny on the shoulder.  “But we won’t be staying for the conference.  That is council member duty, not ours.”


“We come to see you, Jenny,” Surral said with a smile.  “But Sella stay.  Translate for Jussa.”


“Yeah, I see more than a couple of fluent English speakers in this lot,” Jenny noted, looking over her shoulder and smiling at the earth dragons.  She looked at Prisma, then walked over to the slightly antsy chromatic, who wasn’t quite sure what to do about the overly friendly human.  “Prisma, right?” she asked in draconic.

Prisma gave her a surprised look.  “You speak draconic?”


“Poorly,” she replied with a smile.  “We make den for you, for sleeping.”


“Thank you,” she replied, her feathery antenna bobbing over her eyes, which caught Jenny’s attention.


“Please, come, come!  Food is waiting, rest and talk.  Others want to meet!” Jenny announced, beckoning with her hands as he backed up towards her ATV.


“She’s getting much better,” Kammi noted.


“Sessara must be giving her lessons,” Kell nodded.


“I have,” Sessara affirmed, falling in step beside Hirrag.  “How goes things back home?  Hirrag has been deliberately vague about many things.”


“We’ll explain it later, Sessara,” Geon answered.  “In more intimate surroundings,” he added, nudging his muzzle in Jenny’s direction, which made the fire drake nod.


Jenny had had the humans set up a huge pavilion style tent on the far side of the fenced-in area, which was obviously meant for the dragons to use.  It was open-sided, only a roof, but it was the size of a circus tent, so even Hirrag had little trouble getting under it and having room to move around.  There were several very sturdy steel tables holding food, almost a banquet, and once she got them in there, she took hold of Kell’s horn and yanked on it.  “And how did you get these, Kell?” she asked.  “I didn’t see any earth dragon back on the island with horns like this!  And now all four of you show up with them!”


“It’s a long story,” he answered.  “I’ll explain it some other time.”


“So, if it’s all four of you, then I take it it’s not just the four of you?”


“Astute,” Kammi replied with a smile.  “It’s more like all of us.”


“I guess living underground agrees with you,” she said lightly.


“You have no idea,” Kammi grinned.


“Now please, get something to eat, I know it had to be a long journey,” Jenny offered.  “Kent’s on his way up, and I’m pretty sure the Secret Service advance commander will want to talk to you, get an idea of how this will change his plans.”


“Probably not by much,” Kell replied.  “The council members are just here to talk.”


“Well, there’ll be more than dignitaries in here,” she warned.  “The President agreed to allow two teams of reporters in here with him, pool reporters, and they might want to interview you.  They don’t know that the other dragons are here, it’ll be a surprise for them.”


Jirran translated that for the others as Kell chuckled.  “Break earth dragon secrecy?  That’s almost sacrilege,” he said lightly. 


“We should organize things, now that we’re all here,” Jussa said.  “We have four English speakers not counting the fire dragons, each of them should be assigned to a council member for translation.  Sella will be my translator.”


“Kell was sent to be mine,” Geon replied.


“I speak fairly decent English, I can translate for my esteemed council members,” Gressa spoke up.


“She has been since we got here, she’s the best English speaker among the fire dragons,” Sessara agreed.


“Be that as it may, a fluent speaker might be necessary here.  Jirran, you translate for Prisma, but stay close to assist Gressa in translating if she needs it.  Gressa will translate as needed, but if she runs into them using very exotic English, help her out a little,” he said delicately, proving he was every bit a politician.  He understood that Gressa would be insulted if she was removed from the job she’d been doing, and fire dragons were very touchy when they got insulted.  The way Jussa proposed the idea, it let Gressa save face but still put a fluent English speaker with her to help her out.


Gressa nodded.  “That’s workable,” she replied.


“I guess you’re stuck with me by default, Hinado,” Kammi said, looking up at the sky drake.


“You’re a field agent, I have no doubt you speak better English than the humans do,” he replied easily.


“While we’re all together, only one translator is needed.  Field agents, you were specifically trained to speak English, which among you is the best English speaker?” he asked.


The three field agents looked at each other.  “I’d have to say Jirran,” Kammi said.


“I’d agree with that,” Kell nodded.


“Alright, Jirran, congratulations, you are the official group translator,” Jussa noted.  “Now that we have that arranged, let’s not leave Jenny in the dark about our intentions,” Jussa said, rearing up and sitting on the base of his tail to take a vertical base.  “Sella, if you would please,” he nodded towards her.

“If we already get into the business of council, then we will take our leave,” Surral called.  “We’ll be down in the water close to the shore, esteemed council member.  Call us if you need us.”


“I will,” he replied.  Surral and Shii both patted Jenny on the shoulder, then they filed out.


“They’re leaving?” Jenny protested.


“For now,” Sella replied.  “They’ll come back and you can talk with them, but for now there is business to discuss, and water dragons do not involve themselves in business that is not theirs,” she said simply.


“Oh, okay,” she answered, taking a seat behind a table.  “We should wait for Arlen before we talk business, at the very least.”


Sella translated that, and Jussa nodded.  “We can always eat while we wait.”


Arlen arrived some fifteen minutes later, as they were eating, and he wasn’t alone.  The general from their first visit, Steele, was with him, as well as three men in suits, who had to be Secret Service.  Arlen immediately came over to Kell and shook hands with him, as it were, staring up at his head.  “That’s new,” he noted.


“Yes, that’s new,” Kell chuckled.  “How have you been, Mister Secretary?”

“Busy,” he replied.  “Quite an august assembly,” he noted, looking around.  “Care to introduce us?”


After everyone was introduced, including three members of the advance team for the Secret Service, agents Walderson, Daniels, and Robinson, Jussa outlined what the dragons hoped to accomplish with their conference.  “We seek to establish official ties with the humans, mainly through the Americans, though this is by no means an endorsement of your nation or people,” he warned as Jirran translated.  “It is simply because Hawaii is the closest populated area to us, and we have certain vested interests in several of your citizens,” he added, looking to Jenny.  “As before, and as always, our primary desire and goal is to be left alone.  But, since the humans know of us now, we’re willing to open at least distant channels of communication with you.  This is one of the things we will discuss with your President.  We would also discuss the possibility of very light trade,” he added, glancing at Geon.  “We have needs for certain materials that are simply not available on our island.  We would reach an agreement for a barter for those goods.  Though we have very little to offer, we hope to find a fair trade.”

“What kind of materials?” Arlen asked.


“The earth dragons will need to rebuild when they return, so it is their needs that we must meet,” Jussa answered through Jirran, then looked to Geon.


“Mainly steel,” Geon continued.  “But also copper, aluminum, tungsten, heavy industrial piping, some industrial electrical wire, computer fiber optic cable, and some other metals and building materials.  Those are our short-term needs.”

“Going optical on the island?” Jenny asked lightly.


“We never had the fiber cabling to go fully optical, may as well if we can barter for it,” Kell shrugged in reply.  “Fiber cable wasn’t high on the list of priorities.”


“Why not?”


“It only has one use,” Kammi replied.  “At least cat five and six wiring can be recycled for the copper or aluminum, which are always in short supply.  A fiber cable’s only good for one thing, and if it goes bad, it’s trash.  Remember, we’ve never had any resources, so we’ve always planned everything out to get the most use out of everything we have.”


“Ah, yeah, that makes sense,” she nodded.


“So, that’s basically what we’re here for,” Jussa continued.  “Outside of that, this meeting will simply be to meet, meet President Walker and establish those tentative initial relationships that are vital to diplomatic negotiations.”


“You’ll be meeting more than the President,” Arlen warned.  “He’s allowing two teams of reporters into the exclusion zone to see inside, and let them observe the dragons.  Since they know some of you speak English, they might ask for interviews.”


“I’ve already given orders about these nosy humans,” Sessara injected.  “They will not be harmed, and any fire dragon that gets annoyed by them is to retreat to the lava pools.  They can’t follow us there,” she chuckled.


“Speaking of lava, Kammi, I would adore it if you made me another of those lava sculptures,” Arlen told her lightly.  “My wife stole the one you made for me, and I’d like another to put in my office.”


Kammi laughed.  “Easy enough,” she answered.  “Maybe this time I’ll make it pretty for you.”


“Maybe we should make a gift for the President,” Geon mused.  “You’ve seen him several times, Kell.  Think you could carve his likeness into a piece of stone?”


“Easily,” he shrugged.  “Would a full life-size sculpture be too garish?”


“Not at all, he can put it in his front yard,” Geon chuckled.  “When we dig out our burrow, we’ll just save a big enough block to do it.”


“I’m sure he’d love that,” Jenny said lightly after she heard the translation.  “Politicians can never get enough of themselves.”


“You’re surrounded by politicians, Jenny,” Jussa warned lightly after Jirran rather cheekily translated.


“So, am I wrong?” she challenged, which made Jussa laugh.


“The Secret Service would like an interview with all of you at your convenience,” Agent Robinson announced.  “Since you’ll be in direct contact with the President.”


“We were warned that the agency was a bit wary of allowing him among us,” Jussa said dryly.  “And we will attend these meetings, if only to calm your fears.  We have no intent to bring harm to your leader.”


“Alright then, I think we can adjourn for now,” Arlen noted.  “I’ll send this up to the President, and you need time to settle in.  We have a building ready for our chromatic friend, and we’ve been told that Jussa and Sella will be staying in the ocean?”


Sella nodded.  “We don’t feel comfortable sleeping out of the water.”

They finished eating, and they split up.  Jussa and Sella remained to speak with the Secret Service, Hinado vaulted off into the dawn sky and headed back to the island, and the four earth drakes found a stable area of solid rock at the corner of the exclusion zone.  They worked in pairs, and to Jenny’s amazement, they excavated out a huge single chamber about ten meters under the surface, going deep because heavy dragons would be walking over it.  She and her husband Greg came down the ramp as they dug out the back end, working around the single piece of volcanic basalt Kell would sculpt as Geon and Jirran cleared the waste rock.  “I’m surprised to see you doing busy work, esteemed council member,” Jenny noted lightly.

“No task is above or below any earth dragon,” he replied simply in English, accented but understandable.


“You speak much better English than I thought.”


“I’ve been practicing,” he told her.


“We’ve been teaching all the earth dragons English,” Jirran told her, sitting on his haunches beside them and looking down at them.  “You must be her lifemate.  Greg, right?”


“Yes, I’m Greg.  And you are?”


“Jirran of the field agents,” he replied easily.  “I’m glad to see they let you walk freely.”


“I’ve been walking freely in here since I got the news.”


“Ah, yes, you’re a magician.  What do you think of it?”


“Excited, nervous, curious, and scared as hell.”


“A healthy attitude,” Jirran nodded.


“Where’s Davie?”


“Sessara has him. She’s quite fond of him,” Jenny chuckled.


“You’re brave, letting a fire dragon watch after your hatchling.”


“I trust Sessara with Davie,” she answered.  “And Davie gets along with all the fire dragons.  They think he’s cute.”


“Alright, let’s cut this out and take it up,” Kell said as they finished digging around the squared pillar of very dark gray rock, streaked through with black.


“So, that’ll be the sculpture?”


“When I get around to it,” Kell replied.


“I never took you for an artist.”


“An artist?  Me?” Kell said, then he laughed.  “Any earth dragon can carve a likeness out of stone.  I’m just a doodler as earth dragons reckon such things.  You should see real earth dragon art.”


“Well, you mind if we tape you doing it?  I think it would be interesting.”


“I don’t mind,” he replied.  “What do you think, Geon, is this big enough?”


“It looks it,” he answered, looking around.  “Let’s finish the walls and sweep up after we cart that out of here.”


Kammi hounded Greg with questions as they carried the block out, and after they set it down, she gasped, hunkered down like a stalking cat, then bounded across the exclusion zone.  Two Hunters were in the area, and neither of them saw her coming, but they felt the shivering of the rocky ground under them from Kammi’s weight.  They turned around, then one of them screamed in alarm when Kammi pounced on him, driving him to the ground and pinning him down.  “Price!” she barked.  “I owe you so many spikes!”


“Gettoffame!” he gasped, but then he spluttered into laughter when Kammi raked her somewhat rough tongue over his upper chest and face.


“You’re gonna pay for shooting me in El Paso!” she declared, holding him down and tormenting him.


“That’s Price?” Jirran gasped.


“The one and only,” Kell replied dryly.


“Don’t kill him yet, I get a turn!” Jirran shouted, dashing over.  “I owe him big time for Seattle and Carson City!”


“He’s just so popular,” Jenny drawled, which made Greg laugh.


“That’s what he gets for shooting us so many times with that sniper rifle of his.  That thing stings,” Kell snorted, which made Jenny laugh.


“Who…are…you?” Price gasped and wheezed as Kammi resorted to tickling after the human managed to squirm around so he was face down, Kammi all but sitting on him.


“I’m Jasper, and you’re so gonna suffer!” she retorted, which made the other Hunter burst out laughing.


“And Onyx is coming for his own vengeance,” Jenny called loudly, which made the other Hunter look over and see Jirran charging towards them.  The Hunter wisely retreated, abandoning his teammate to the tender mercy of Kammi.  She tortured him for a moment more, then grabbed the straps of his harness in her teeth and picked him up, then jaunted along quite spryly towards the burrow with her prize.


“What are you doing?” Jirran demanded.


“Taking him where he can’t get away,” she replied through her clenched teeth.  “We have all day for this.”


“Let’s hang him off the ceiling by his ankles,” Jirran offered.


“Kammi, stop that, you might hurt him,” Geon barked.  “Drop him right now!”


Kammi stopped, sat on her haunches, then rather unwillingly opened her jaws, which made Price flop to the ground.  Instead of squirming out from under her and bolting, he instead laughed helplessly, rolled over, and lightly kicked her in the chest, not hitting hard enough to do any harm whatsoever.  “I was just doing my job, you know,” he protested.


“You didn’t have to do it so well!” she shot back, looking down at him.

Price just gave her that quirky smile of his, then sat up and kissed her on the bottom of her chin.


“Don’t think you’re safe, Price,” she said playfully. “I’m gonna getcha, and you’re gonna remember it.”


“Then let the games begin,” he chuckled.


26 August 2017, 23:09 HDT; Exclusion Zone, Mount Kilauea

Kell yawned and looked down at the fenced-in area, tired but not sleepy, from his perch near the erupting caldera of the volcano.  The heat radiating from the lava that bubbled and oozed from underground would have killed a human, and he could feel the warmth against his hide more as a basking in the sun and enjoying the dry heat rather than breathing in air hot enough to sear the lungs of the unadapted.  Earth dragons were utterly immune to heat and fire the way fire dragons were, but of the other dragon races, they were the most adapted to heat, capable of withstanding temperatures lethal to about any other form of life.  Their immunity began and ended with their hides, though the 300 degree Centigrade air wasn’t burning his lungs.  Earth dragons weren’t fire dragons, but the earth deep within was an intensely hot place, and it was from that dark fire from which the earth dragons had been born.  Earth dragons could tolerate heat that would kill anything but a fire dragon as a result.  Fire dragons were born of just that, fire, where earth dragons were born of the heat induced from crushing pressure deep, deep under the surface.  The coal of his horns had transformed into diamond, of a sorts, when he unleashed his breath weapons, returning him and the other earth dragons to their roots.

How things were changing.  The other earth drakes were asleep, but he’d been restless and left Kammi to nap on their mound on her own, and he sat on that perch precariously close to the bubbling lava to consider the events of the day, which were mostly conferences and meetings where he translated for Geon when the English went beyond Geon’s skills.  It had been…strange, seeing dragons from all five races sitting at the same table without arguments or snide comments, and that had struck him to the core, had hit him deeply that at least those around the table understood things.  Hirrag was an entirely different dragon now than he’d been in the two days Kell had been on the council, almost shockingly so.  It was as if the revelation of just what the earth dragons were had slapped the bigotry right out of him, and while Hirrag wasn’t exactly friendly to the earth drakes, he was polite.  But then again, fire dragons admired strength above all things, and now they knew that all their magical strength was directly dependent on the earth dragons.  That gave the earth dragons power in a fire dragon’s mind, real power, and that power had to be respected. And Hirrag had hovered around Kell and the other earth dragons most of the day, almost protectively.  But then again, he’d given his personal word that the earth dragons would be safe, and Hirrag was, in his own way, honorable.  He’d given his word, and he would honor that promise.  And nowhere did the disparity between dragons become so clear as it did when Hirrag sat on his haunches beside Kell, almost like a parent and a child, the largest adult dragon alive side by side with one of the smallest.


Hirrag wasn’t the only one.  Jussa and Hinado also hovered near to the earth drakes, at least when Hinado was there, the three huge dragons all but surrounding the four small earth drakes; though Hinado was a drake, sky drakes were big compared to the wyrms of their kind, a trait similar to the fire dragons.  Sessara was smaller than Hirrag, but Sessara was larger than most wyrms of other races because she was a fire drake.  Fire drakes bred themselves big, even as the earth drakes bred themselves small.  It was much as Prisma had described in ancient history, it seemed to him, the other dragons protecting the earth dragons because of what they meant to magic itself.


So…what had changed?  Why did the earth dragons abandon their reclusive, pacifistic culture and take a more aggressive stance?  When did the dragons stop protecting them?  And when did the secret of the earth dragons get buried?  Were they all somehow related, a series of events that brought it all about?  Or did things change slowly over time?


They were things to ponder when he didn’t have anything else to worry about.


He saw someone he knew and stood up, then scampered among hissing, steaming half-liquid rock, over a lava flow, and slowed to a walk beside Petrovski and Price, two of the Hunters.  Price flinched a bit when Kell slowed down to simply walk beside them, looking up at him in the lights of the exclusion zone, then he chuckled.  “Not going to try to drag me off somewhere?” Price asked.


“That’s not my style.  But I wouldn’t try using your credit card anytime soon,” Kell replied dryly, which made the two of them laugh.


“That worm of yours was some brilliant bit of coding, Kell,” Petrovski told him.  She was the newest member, a bit green with the guns but a damn good codeslinger.  “So was how you got it in there.”


“It was just a matter of time before you found that hole yourselves,” he shrugged even as he walked.  “We didn’t give away much when we used it.  We knew you’d figure out how we did it.  Did you warn the CIA and everyone else?”


“A universal patch is in the works to fix it, coming from the big guns themselves,” she answered.


“So, I hear you guys are all magicians,” Kell noted.


“It was a shock to us, that’s for sure,” Price replied.  “Every single Hunter, including Yancy.”


“Even the old curmudgeon, eh?”


Petrovski grinned.  “He wasn’t very happy about it.  But the NSA created a new division and put him in charge of it, the Division of Magical Affairs.  He’s now a deputy undersecretary.  He answers only to the big man at the NSA.”


“And what does this new division entail?”


“Learn about magic, and learn how magic can make life better in the United States,” Price answered.  “However we can use it.”


“And of course, how you can use it in the auspices of the NSA,” Kell added.


“Of course,” Price replied.  “This is the dawn of a new era, Kell.  Magic won’t be restricted to America, no matter how hard we try to clamp down on it.  It will get out.  And when it does, we want to make sure we’re one step ahead of everyone else.  We don’t want some Al Qaida magician using his magic to commit terrorist acts on our soil, not if we have no way to find him and stop him.”

“That’s fairly wise.  That’s more or less our stance right now.  The dragons know humans can use magic, and some of them, like Hinado, want to teach it to you.  He believes that if you understand magic the way the dragons do, it will foster much better relations between our races.  After all, the fact that our race’s entire culture is based on magic and yours isn’t is a major gap.”

“Well, yours isn’t.”


“It’s not based on magic, but the very existence of magic has shaped earth dragon culture over the years,” he replied dryly.  “We’re the only nonmagical dragons in a magical race.  Magic can’t help but make us who we are, even if we can’t use it.”


“Yeah, that’s true enough,” Petrovski agreed.  “But you can do more than magic.  That statue is amazing!”


“That thing?  That’s almost laughable,” Kell snorted, glancing at the sculpture he’d whittled out of the rock, which was an exact likeness of President Walker sitting behind his desk.  Kell had even shaped out the things that had been on the desk when he’d seen him, like his phone and the picture frame.  “I’m not very good at shaping, but I’m the best of the four of us, so there you go.”


“If that’s not very good, I’d love to see what you think good is,” Petrovski chuckled.


“Someday you might see it,” he noted as they reached the tent holding the computer, where two officers sat…and to his surprise, Yancy.  The bald, grizzled old man was typing away at the desk on the far side, the inset monitor in the table turned off.


“Kell.  You’re not trying to kill Price like the others?” Yancy asked, which made Price burst out laughing.


“I’d stay in company if I were you, Price.  Kammi’s hot to get you alone so she can do things to you you’ll never forget.”


“That almost sounds scandalous,” Petrovski said slyly.


“Kammi’s version of scandalous leaves scars,” Kell added, which made her laugh brightly.  “She was in heavy debate with Jirran over just how close they could drag you to the lava before it would burn you.  They were almost at the point of drawing up a diagram.”


“That doesn’t sound very good,” Price chuckled.


“All of us have lulled ourselves to sleep over fantasies of ramming that rifle of yours down your throat,” he said dryly, which made Price laugh.


“Just doing my job.”


“My, that sounds familiar,” Kell drawled.


“Speaking of your job, since you’re here, Kell, I think you need to see something,” Yancy noted, turning on the table monitor.  “The CIA has intercepted something that concerns you.”


“Really?  And you’d let me see this,” Kell mused.


“I was ordered to show it to you.  We think it’s something you need to know.  Besides, we figure your department already has a copy of it, so you’ll see it when you get home anyway,” he shrugged.

What showed up on the monitor, however, made Kell stop smiling.  It was written in Mandarin, and he immediately realized that this wasn’t very encouraging:  Operatives report failure retrieving Dragon, and Americans refuse to allow access to dragons.  Full trade sanctions against U.S. are hereby authorized, and will be announced by 28 August.  All field offices and bureaus recall all personnel, all military resources are to be brought to Stage Two Readiness immediately.  Prepare plans to have all American citizens within Chinese borders detained or expelled, as per security classification..

“It seems the Chinese tried to kidnap one of you,” Yancy noted as Kell read.


“You don’t speak Mandarin, do you Yancy?” Kell asked.  “They failed retrieving not a dragon, but the dragon.  It’s a context thing.  The context is that they were after an inanimate object, a thing.  The dragon reference has to be a code word.  I’d assume that their spies tried an operation to steal something, but they failed.  And because of that, now they’re going to face off against America.”


“They must be insane,” Price breathed.  “Trade sanctions?  Military buildup?  What could be worth risking World War three?”


“Us,” Kell said darkly.  “The Chinese have been howling for access to the fire dragons, and they made all kinds of threats.  Well, they’re going to carry them out.”  Kell put his paws on the table.  “I wonder what they were after,” he grunted.  “And why it would be worth risking that kind of a confrontation.”

“That, is a damn good fucking question,” Yancy growled.  “Kell, I think you’d better warn your island that the Chinese might be coming to pay you a call soon.  And they won’t be friendly.”


“If they find where we are…maybe,” Kell nodded.


“The dragon…isn’t the translation software based on the Dragon text to speech program?” Petrovski asked.  “Could they have tried to steal a copy of that?”


“Possible,” Kell said, as Yancy nodded.  “How many copies did you make?”


“It’s installed on only six computers not including this one, and all are in heavy security buildings and installed on cold boxes,” Yancy answered.  “There’s only one installer, and it’s on a flash drive in a vault buried deep under NSA headquarters, on the ass side of men that will shoot you if they even think you’re not supposed to be there.  And the program itself is installed on a kill switch.”  A kill switch was a password protection that gave absolutely no leeway.  It was based on typing a 24 character password in real time, where just one mistake caused whatever the kill switch protected to be purged off the computer.  “We keep that program under tight security.”


“And that might be why they failed,” Price murmured.  “But why would they need an English to draconic translation program?  It wouldn’t do them any good, the only ones who speak draconic are right here.”

“Because they want to read something,” Kell said, lurching up on his hind legs, almost standing erect.  “Prisma!” he shouted.  “Prisma, wake up!”


The petite chromatic stepped out of the steel building with a yawn and padded over to them.  “What is it, Kell?”


“You know more about history than we do,” he said, all of them looking at her.  “When you studied the history, did it make any mention of China?”


“Of course.  The sky dragons were heavily involved with China,” she answered.  “They taught the monks of Shao Lin and Shao Kai the art of magic as part of an ancient treaty between the sky dragons and the Emperor, but did not train the lay populace in magic the way that the chromatics did with the Europeans.  The Shao Lin became part of a monastic order and distanced themselves from worldly affairs, but the Shao Kai went on to become a secret society of personal bodyguards to the Emperor during the entire dynasty…which I cannot recall.  The Shao Kai were eliminated when the Emperor’s family lost power.  The new ruling house did not trust them.”


“Could the sky dragons have left behind books?”


“They had libraries all over the world,” she shrugged.  “It’s entirely possible.”


“Books on magic?”


“What else would be in a library?” she asked.


“You think the Chinese are sitting on an ancient sky dragon library?” Yancy asked after Kell explained what he was asking, then he activated the translator program so Prisma could read what they were saying in English.


“And all they need is someone that can teach them how to read it,” Kell nodded.  “I’ll bet my horns that that is why they’re so hot to get access to us. They’re sitting on a treasure trove of forgotten sky dragon books, and they want to know what’s in them, that they’re betting that they can learn magic from what’s in those books.  And they’re willing to risk a war to find out.”


“That’s feasible,” Prisma agreed after she read the dialogue.  “The Catholic church had no reach into China, so the purge of dragons and their books from humanity could not reach there.  Dragons fell into myth after they left human civilization, even where they were not purged, but now we are back, and the Chinese must realize that some of their old myths are true, that those ancient books Kell theorizes they have are indeed what their myth says they are.  When the dragons retreated from the world, the Chinese might have found a sky dragon library that they abandoned, either having forgotten about it or not believing any humans could possibly get up there.”


“Or they were the original books used to train the Shao Kai,” Petrovski ventured.  “But why not write them in Chinese?”


“Because all magic is written in draconic,” Prisma replied after reading the translation.  “To truly understand magic, you must speak draconic fluently.  The very essence of magic depends on understanding the root language which forms the basis of thought which shapes its power.  Why do you think that the fire dragons have been teaching you draconic?” she asked pointedly.  “It’s not only so you can speak to us.  After all, we can learn your languages much faster than you can learn ours.  To be effective magicians, you must speak fluent draconic, so we can teach you the soul of magical power.  To try to teach you magic in any other language would…would…you would lose much in translation,” she said finally.  “Even if humans were writing books on magic for other humans, they would be written in draconic.  When the new ruling house eliminated the Shao Kai, they killed the only humans capable of reading the books.  Only their books of non-magical subjects would be written in Chinese, like history.”

“So they have books that explain what the books they can’t read have in them,” Price surmised after reading Prisma’s analysis.


“I think that makes enough sense to have it checked out,” Yancy grunted.  “If the Chinese think they’re sitting on a stash of books on magic, they might be willing to risk war to keep us from getting that kind of an advantage over them.  Most of the other nations have already learned that the dragons have identified human magicians, thanks to their intelligence agencies.”


“If that’s the case, damn, they must have those books so deeply buried that not even we heard a peep about them,” Kell mused.  “There can’t be more than handful of Chinese politicians that know they exist.”


“That’s how you keep a secret,” Yancy nodded.


“The more who know a secret, the less of a secret it is,” Prisma agreed.


“Could you find those books, Prisma?”


“If I’m close enough,” she answered.  “But you know the limitations.”


“Yeah, true,” Kell grunted as Yancy pushed at Kell enough to make him move, and the gnarled old man started typing.  “So, we need to find out of they’ve got some sky dragon books.”

“That’s a moot point in what’s coming,” Yancy growled.  “If the Chinese are going to slam us with trade sanctions, President Walker’s gonna have a hell of a lot more to worry about in just a couple of days.  It might cause a global stock market crash.  Global recession.  The Chinese have to know what they plan could cause, they’ll piss off half the world.”

“But what would they lose if the Americans gain access to whatever they believe magic can do and they don’t?” Petrovski asked.  “What if they think that a wave of dragon-trained American magicians can descend on China and every other nation on earth and take them over with magic?”


“That’s laughable,” Prisma snorted after reading.


“But it’s not what we know, it’s what they think,” Kell pointed out to her.  “And the Chinese are paranoid when it comes to perceived threats to their emerging dominance.  Give them twenty more years, and they’ll be either on the same level with America or just over them, and they know it.  It’s what they’ve worked for for the last fifty years, to be a world superpower, to be a global power player like America or the Soviet Union of old.  They’re not about to let what they see as their biggest rival in the world gain an unknown and potentially overwhelming advantage, not right now, not when they have the better poker hand and they’re about to raise.  If they think that it’s worth the risk to plunge the world into global depression to prevent the Americans from conquering China without ever firing a shot, there’s not another nation on this planet that would do it faster.”


“Listen to the dragon, kids, he knows his shit,” Yancy grunted.


“Shoot them in the knee,” Kell said, looking at Price with amusement.  “They haven’t announced that the fire dragons are leaving yet, have they?”


“No.”


“Then do it.  Tell everyone exactly when they’re leaving, which will castrate the Chinese reasoning behind trade sanctions and make every other nation on earth point the finger right at them when things start going to hell.  If they’re sanctioning you over not giving them permission to speak to the dragons, well, if we’re not here….”


Yancy laughed.  “You’re a devious son of a bitch, Kell.  I knew I liked you,” Yancy grinned savagely.  “But I can’t make that kind of a call.  I can suggest it, though,” he chucked.


“Then I’ll leave you to it.   I need to talk to Geon and the others, we have to discuss this,” Kell said.  “We could use your opinion, Prisma,” he added in draconic.


“Of course.  Shall we?”
