Chapter 1

13 May 2017, 12:51 EDT; Washington, DC

He didn’t like all the attention.


The commuters were usually numb to most anything as they made their way back to work, but even the biggest Ipod Zombie was looking at him as he walked by, mainly because he was more than a head taller than the tallest of them, towering over the commuters, able to see as far down the street as he wanted because the only things in his way were the lamp posts.  The trench coat and large hat concealed his form, and a pair of large visor-like sunglasses covered the entire upper half of his face.  He knew he looked exotic to them, but he couldn’t afford their attention, because everyone looking at him would attract the attention he did not want, the surveillance cameras on almost every corner.  Those cameras were mainly used by the DC police, but they were also tapped by the federal agencies, and it wouldn’t take them long to catch him if they were using the updated facial recognition software.  They knew his face, but he was the best suited for a job like this, so they decided to risk it.

 A pitched battle in one of the most heavily covered cities for the media would not endear him very much to Ferroth when he got back.


He moved with certain confidence past the Foggy Bottom metro stop, as an endless line of federal workers stepped off the escalator on their way to the federal office buildings that dominated that part of the city, returning to work after lunch, and while they looked at him, few of them noticed the fact that the ground shivered with every step he took, as if he were carrying a piano on his back.  It was no piano he was carrying, only a rather old, ratty-looking briefcase, swinging lightly by his side as he moved towards the headquarters building for the Department of State.  The damn techheads they’d been hiring lately were just too good, and had closed down most of his backdoors, so it forced this, a personal visit to get past the formidable firewalls they’d put up so he could undermine all their computer security and let them back in.

He was of a mind to find whoever they’d hired to redo their computer security and either strangle him or take him to dinner.  He hadn’t had any serious competition from anyone out in the world since that Chinese hacker found his way into their system.


 A dead Chinese hacker.


If only they’d let him bring some real tech out here, he wouldn’t have to do stuff like this.  But the rules were quite clear about that…out in the world, he could only use what they used.  The laptop in his briefcase could be bought in just about any store, and it was his curse that he was both good enough with their anachronistic tech and software to do the job, but also young enough to actually be able to go out into the outside world without attracting too much attention.


Not for much longer, though.  He figured that in ten more years, he’d be too big to pass the feasibility test.  By then, he’d be upwards of eight feet tall when out in the world, and that would just be too much attention.  He was pushing it as it was, but he couldn’t trust something like this to the other youngers.

His cell phone chirped, and he touched the bluetooth in his ear.  “Stone.”


“ETA?” a deep, gravelly voice asked.


“Two minutes.  Are the goods ready for shipment?”


“They’re boxed and ready for pickup.”


“Watch for the delivery truck,” he said, then he killed the call without another word.  But that too was the rule; no cell phone communication from home could last more than 27 seconds, else they might be able to put a trace on it.  The phone would have cut off automatically at 27 seconds, and he wouldn’t be able to call back for another 17 minutes, until the automated sniffers and trackers the CIA and NSA used reset back to standby.


He moved with the flow of foot traffic past several office buildings, until he was where he needed to be, the State building.  It was old and had intriguing architecture like many buildings in D.C., but it was also surrounded by a stout wrought iron fence behind crash barrier pylons to prevent a speeding car from trying to ram the fence and slam into the building.  Armed guards flanked the main entrance, and there were cameras everywhere.  The man called Stone passed by the main entrance and walked down to the corner of the building, catching a glimpse of the White House down Pennsylvania Avenue, then crossed the street to a tiny spot of green, a low concrete wall holding a little grass and a tree, which was used by many as a seat.  Several suited federal employees were there, sitting or leaning on the wall, talking, smoking cigarettes, or reading from newspapers or tablet computers.  He couldn’t sit on the wall like they were, it would crack if he tried to sit on it, but the area was well known enough as a place to sit and be idle that he wouldn’t attract any undue attention if he paused there.  He set his briefcase on the low wall and opened it, then opened the laptop nestled inside.  Long, slightly strange-looking fingers spread over the keyboard, only three fingers and a thumb with large knuckles and thick, narrow nails, and they moved with flowing grace as he leaned over the wall and typed out lines of raw code, basic commands that governed the laptop trying to access the internal wireless network of the State Department, which just barely reached that particular corner.  It was a slight flaw in their system, a wifi transceiver placed just a bit too close to one of the windows in the ground floor office facing the wall and tree, which just allowed the transceiver to pick up wireless when facing that particular window, a window that didn’t have a wifi-absorbing coating like most of them did.

They hadn’t updated their internal security yet, he saw as his laptop started negotiating with their network.  Good.  They probably hadn’t thought that one of them would actually dare to come to Washington and try to invade their system in person.


As it were.


It took him all of nineteen seconds to crack their security protocols and gain access to a standard login prompt, and since he had the login ID and passwords for 248 different State employees, he had his pick of which to use.  He selected a GS-9 secretary’s login ID that happened to work in the IT section of the building, and would have access rights to where he needed to go.

Lines of code flashed back and forth across the screen in the form of alphanumeric symbols as the man called Stone quickly gained access to the part of their computer system that handled the transmission and reception of top-level cables and communications, the protocols that ambassadors and high-ranking State officials used when communicating the most sensitive information.


They had upgraded their security.  Accessing the part of their system he needed demanded that he use a hard terminal, a computer inside the building and physically connected to the network via a hard line, and only certain terminals had permission to access that area.  If any other terminal tried, it would set off an alarm.


Easily thwarted now that he was inside the system using their own network.


It took him six minutes to dance around their security protocols, eventually fooling the system into believing that his wireless-connected laptop was actually terminal I5-715, one of the 15 computers that had permission to access the part of their network that he needed.  In reality, he was I5-715, since he’d hacked that particular machine using their network and was using it as a zombie, as a proxy through which his commands were being relayed.  It had taken a bit of work to get there, since the 15 computers that could do what he needed to do were supposed to be isolated from the main network, but like any large, complicated network, there were always small holes that could be exploited by someone who was patient and careful.  That one particular computer was the only one of the 15 that had a sync program for an Ipad3, and that was the hole he needed to slip through and gain access to it.  Hacking one of their floating, wifi-enabled Ipads got him within reach of that particular box, and he seized control of it.

Once he had access, he uploaded a rather innocuous little program that attached itself to the core code of their main communication system’s pending updates and then wrote itself into the next scheduled security patch, appearing for all intents and purposes to anyone who looked at it that it was simply a part of the regularly scheduled update it used as a piggyback.  State updated their system via a hotpatch every three days, changing their codes and keyset protocols for their formidable Liberty Six encryption algorithms as a soft update rather than a hard one, which would force the program to shut down and restart.  They utilized a hard patch every month which forced a program restart, and other than that, the computers that ran the communication software was up and running at all times.  He’d carefully timed his upload so the patch would be sent out before they had a chance to check it and find his addition.  In fact, the patch was scheduled to push out in four minutes.  Since no computer on earth could crack Liberty Six, the only way to get around it was to hack the computers that governed the keysets used to decrypt it, giving them the decryption codes along with everyone else.  Ironically enough, they couldn’t use Liberty Six to defend the main computer that handled all the security updates that told the State computers out in the world which keysets to use.  Liberty Six was purely a data encryption algorithm, which let invaders like him thwart the computer security they employed to protect their computers, attacking it the only way they could, and in the only place where it could be done.

That done, he went back and covered his tracks by wiping out every trace that he’d been there, backtracking through every computer he’d hacked in their network to erase all traces that he’d accessed them.  He then introduced a virus into their main server that would cause it to infect their logs and erase the record of his wireless computer accessing their network, covering the flaw he’d used to gain access to their system.  He may need to use it again someday.  After he finished that, he zeroed out the hard drive of the laptop using a datawipe utility so it eradicated any trace of what he had used it for, and turned it off.  It had served its purpose, and he’d just drop it in a trash can or something on the way back.  He had no more use for it.

And that was that.  His addition to their patch would give them access to State’s top-level cables again, letting them monitor American communications to ensure that nothing about them was being discussed.  The hack patch included a new spider he designed would point out cables containing pertinent keywords which would be of interest to them.  He ran the wipe program on the laptop to zero out the hard drive and wipe out all traces of the programs that had been on it, and after it was done, he turned off the laptop, closed it, then closed the briefcase and picked it up.  His mission was accomplished, and now he had to get the hell out of Washington before something bad happened.

Or…something bad was already happening.


He noticed the guards by the front gate suddenly look around, a finger to their earpieces, and he knew that something was going on.  He didn’t move swiftly or jerkily, he simply turned and started down Pennsylvania Avenue with some tourists, making no sudden moves that would draw a trained eye or a camera to him.  His size already drew attention to him, but if he moved like he was doing something wrong, people would notice it.  He padded along, glancing over at the Washington Monument and the metal framework of scaffolding surrounding it, ongoing repairs from the two earthquakes that had damaged it, one six years ago and the second one just last year.  He cross the street, stumbling a little when the edge of the curb cracked under his foot, and he silently cursed and fell in behind a family of Japanese tourists, chattering away in their language on their way to the White House most likely.  That was the last place he wanted to go, camera central on top of the surveillance from all the Secret Service.  He noticed a black SUV roll by fairly quickly, one of the “no, I’m not really government!” types, then he crossed Pennsylvania at the corner and reached the edge of the Mall that led from the White House to the monument.  He paused at the edge of the sidewalk, looking at the gravel pathway and all that grass with a bit of trepidation, but he had little choice.  He couldn’t cross in front of the White House else the Secret Service would pick him up—if they weren’t watching him already—and he had to stay out in the tourist areas.  Gritting his teeth, he moved away from the gravel and instead started down the grass, where at least he wouldn’t leave quite so obvious a trail.  The green grass would partially conceal that dirty little secret.


The secret that behind him, he left deep divots in the ground, his feet sinking almost to the ankle in the soft earth before he pulled it up and took another step.


It would have been worse on the gravel, where he’d have left a trail so obvious that the cameras would pick it up, and then he’d have hell to pay if he managed to get back home. But the soft earth also made it slow going, almost like walking through mud, and he had to be careful not to drag his feet to plow up the grass and leave brown tracks behind him that would look unusual enough to attract attention.  The trench coat was helping hide his high-stepping gait, which would have earned him undue attention due to anomaly-tracking software in the programming that governed the automated functions of the cameras.  They tracked anything they deemed strange automatically, letting a pair of eyes at a monitor determine if the unusual movement or behavior was normal or a potential risk.  It was all part of the security upgrades after the foiled terror attack in 2014, when that maniac anti-abortion nutcase tried to run into the Capitol with a suicide vest he’d built using plans gleaned off the internet.  He’d been stopped at the security checkpoint, but it still killed 14 people along with him when he blew himself up rather than be captured.  Now, the cameras would notice behavior their programming deemed anomalous, like pacing back and forth, looking around too much, or standing in one place staring at one location for too long before moving.  They would even take notice if someone took too many pictures of the same place.  Now he had to fool those cameras, who would zoom in on him if he high-stepped his way across the Mall like some soldier on parade.

It took several minutes of careful stepping to get to the area of the Mall around the monument, where he mixed in with many more people, both residents and tourists alike.  A group of youths were playing frisbee on one side, and a family was moving from the monument towards the World War II memorial on the other.  He stopped to adjust his hat, blew out his breath, then put his free hand in his pocket and turned towards the sidewalk that led up to the monument, getting concrete back under his feet so he didn’t leave a trail behind him.


And then one of the kids playing frisbee tripped and fell behind him.


He glanced back and saw that the kid had stepped in one of his footprints.  He was on his stomach, rolling over and grabbing his ankle, then the others trotted over and teased him in a good-natured manner.  But then one of them saw the hole, saw another, then another, then looked back the way he had come.


“What the hell?” he mused, then he looked back the other way.  The man called Stone started walking, but he knew that those holes led right to him.  “Jesus, mister, why are you punching holes in the grass?” he called.


The man called Stone didn’t acknowledge him, just kept heading for the sidewalk, but he glanced at a police officer that was hurrying over to the fallen teenager, and he uttered a sibilant, hissing sound.


“You okay son?” the aged, brown-skinned man asked, reaching down.


“Fine, officer, just stepped in this hole.”


“Yeah, there’s a bunch of them,” the same young man that called after him said, his voice sharp to Stone’s ears.  “They’re like footprints or something.  That guy there made them.  He must be carrying a freakin’ safe under that trench coat for his feet to sink into the ground like that.”


He frowned just as he reached the sidewalk, stepping up onto it and feeling it hold his weight.  He turned towards the monument and started towards the very gentle hill upon which it was built.

“Hey!  Hey you, hold on a minute!” the officer called.  Then he heard those words he did not want to hear.  “Officer requesting backup, north walkway,” the man said in his radio, low enough for just about anyone but him not to make it out from that distance.

He debated for a furious minute.  The teenager had planted the seed of doubt, had noticed that he was much heavier than he looked, and had attributed it to him hiding something under his coat…just like the Capitol Bomber had done.  If he was stopped, he’d be searched, and neither he nor whoever searched him would like that much at all.


He didn’t have to get very far.  Better a mystery and them dredging the river for a day or two over being discovered.  He exploded into a swift run, his long legs carrying him far from the officer in just a matter of seconds, startling him enough so that by the time he thought to call again on his radio, Stone was nearly a hundred yards away and opening that distance with every step.  He ran up the hill and around the ring of flagpoles, staying on the paved sidewalks and walkways, then down the far side, heading for the street.


And another black SUV screamed around the corner to his right and down that street, moving to cut him off.


He frowned deeper and moved even faster, a ground-eating lope that would make an Olympic sprinter hard pressed to keep up with him, racing the SUV to get past it before it get in front of him.  The driver sped up as well, and for a second he wasn’t sure who was going to win.  But the driver slammed on the brakes to try to slide to a stop in front of him and misjudged the distance, allowing him to turn just slightly to the left and get around the Expedition.  The door of the SUV opened just as he neared it, and he saw a young woman boil out, a face he knew, carrying a high-powered rifle.


“It’s Stone!” the female barked suddenly.


All semblance of normalcy was shattered when the woman lowered her rifle and took a shot at him as he hurtled in front of the SUV, dashing out into the street.  The red-hot round spiraled just inches in front of his face, which both surprised and amused him that they’d actually try to shoot him.  But, that particular woman was relatively green as they measured things, and was reacting out of reflex.  Tourists and pedestrians just enjoying the sunny May day scattered in every direction at the sound of that gunshot.

The SUV screeched, and he glanced out of the corner of his eye to see it jump the curb and race after him as he ran out over the grass.  The soft earth slowed him down, making it like he was running through sand, which let the SUV start gaining ground in short order.


Tossing the briefcase aside, he lunged forward as if diving into a foxhole, but instead of falling to his hands he put his foot under him, stretching his leg almost impossibly forward, and then launched off of it like an uncoiling spring.  In three bounds, he was moving faster than any human could possibly run, tearing divots out of the earth with each pace, starting to pull away from the SUV, weaving back and forth to prevent them from lining up another shot at him.  He leapt up and over a group of startled tourists, half of which were trying to get out of the way of the approaching SUV and the other half all but rooted to the spot in morbid fascination.


But his goal was denied when three more SUVs sped towards him from ahead and to the left, seeking to cut him off from the river.  They’d had other units ready…they’d known he was there!  He turned to the right, immediately changing his plan, angling for the street he knew led to the onramp for I-395, which crossed the Potomac at the 14th street bridge.

He reached the street and sped up even more once he had something other than soft earth under his feet, with four SUV’s hot on his tail, all of them flashing blue and red lights like police cars.  He slipped around a sedan in front of him, skipped aside as a truck cut him off as it changed lanes to give right of way to the police cars he thought were behind him.  The suit-clad man in the truck gaped when he charged past, moving faster than the truck, and the man glanced down at the truck’s speedometer and realized he was going 27 miles an hour.  Ahead, two police cars screeched to a halt in the intersection, trying to block him, and that just made him smile darkly.


Silly humans.


The two DCPD uniforms were halfway out of their cars with guns drawn when he bore down on them fearlessly, then he hurdled the hood of the left car with the grace of a gazelle jumping a fallen log.  The SUVs behind him were slamming the brakes, blocked by their own backup, and that let him open enough of a lead on them to be confident he was going to reach the bridge first.


Then a bullet smashed into the back of his knee.


The bullet did no harm, bounced off his hide without penetrating, but the shot was perfectly placed, absolutely precise, unlocking his knee just as he came down on it and causing him to tumble to the ground.  A shot like that?  Price had to be in one of those SUVs, few others had that kind of accuracy.  He slid and tumbled down the pavement wildly, tearing his hat away, breaking his visor, scouring holes in his trench coat from the friction of being pinned between the asphalt and his weight.  He slid into the back of a car that had stopped for a traffic light, crushing a deep dent in the back bumper and trunk hood, shattering the brake lights.  His weight drove the car forward into the car in front of it.  He shook his head to clear the cobwebs, and realized that he heard screaming around him.  Two pedestrians were pointing at him and screaming, and a third was pointing a cell phone’s camera in his direction, hitting the button in a frenzy.

Damn it all, Ferroth was going to peel him out of his hide one little strip at a time.  Not only had he blown cover, but now what happened was going to be all over their news and media.  Twelve military-garbed people carrying high power rifles were charging towards him, trying to reach him before he got his senses back after the collision, trying to capture a prize like him alive.


Manhole cover.  There was a manhole cover not twelve paces to his left, right in the middle of the street, even with yellow lines painted over it.  Of course!  That was just as good as the river!  He rolled to the side, kicked off with his feet, the slid across the asphalt right up to the steel disc.  He slammed his fist into the edge, making the other edge pop up, then he grabbed hold of it and flipped it aside like it weighed almost nothing.  He gave the twelve government agents a dark smile, then he dove headfirst into the hole.

He landed in ankle-deep water in a narrow circular drainage pipe, and he saw a flaw in his brilliant plan…the pipe wasn’t all that big.  If it narrowed down on the way to the river, he was going to be stuck in there.  A shadow in the entry above told him they were debating coming in after him, and that spurred him on.  The downslope would lead to the river, since storm drains used gravity to empty out, and he ran as fast as he felt safe in the narrow confines of the drain pipe, which was so cramped he couldn’t even hunch, he had to all but scamper on all fours.  Behind him, three gas grenades bounced down into the bottom and started unleashing their contents with loud rushing sounds, and that just made him go faster.  Bullets were no problem, but gas was another matter.


The man called Stone was all but chased down the pipe by a cloud of dark green gas billowing behind him, expelled at high pressure by the three gas grenades and having no other way to go in the narrow confines of the pipe, channeling it right to him.  The only upside was that the gas had to be pouring from the open manhole cover, preventing the agents from chasing him themselves.  He could easily kill them all outside of the view of the cameras and the tourists and civilians and they knew it, but it would not have been the first time they did something silly in their zeal to either catch or kill him.  They considered a few slaughtered units of agents a fair price to pay for getting their hands on him.


Oh yeah, this would be his last field mission, that was for sure.  Ferroth was going to all but chain him to a console after this.  What was left of him, anyway.


Almost as if thinking about him brought him forward, his bluetooth chirped.  “Stone!” Ferroth’s voice called, the transmission garbled due to him being underground.  “What happened?”


“It was a trap,” he replied.  “They somehow knew when and where I’d be.  They have the entire Hunter team here, and they boxed me in.”


“They are broadcasting you live, you idiot!”


“Not at the moment they’re not,” he replied in a dry manner, turning in a junction to continue moving downslope.


“This is no time for jokes!  You do whatever you have to—” his voice cut off, having hit the 27 second time limit.


Well, he could take that to mean that he could completely blow cover if he had to in order to escape.


Good.  Maybe the Department would back off if they had an idea of what they’d really been chasing for the last six years.


Something hit the water in front of him, and there was an explosion of green gas ahead.  They’d figure out where he was going and cut him off!  He turned back to the junction and went the only way he could, two clouds of green gas joining in the junction box behind him, and he moved into a much larger pipe, oval instead of circular, large enough for him to stand erect.  It moved downslope as well, a major drainpipe that emptied out into the river, and he raced down it before they could reach it up above ground and block him off.


He was right to worry.  He heard a gas grenade hit the water not five steps behind him as he ran down the pipe, heard a froth of water as it expelled its pressurized payload underwater, but now he could see the daylight at the end of the pipe.  It had a grate over it…like that was a problem.  He lowered his head and charged through the water with the gas billowing out behind him, then jumped up and turned, then struck the grate with both feet.  The grate shuddered and then tore free of its mounts, spinning out into the water of the Potomac River with him just behind it.  He turned in the air, rotated towards the shore, and saw Price, Wilson, and Juarez all at the edge of the cherry tree path, rifles in their hands, looking at him.  Price had his rifle up, pointing it at him.  He hit the water on his back and bounced like a skipping stone just as Price pulled the trigger, then felt the bullet strike him just under and between his collarbones.

That fucking Price and his unnatural aim!  He’d shot his amulet, and those things weren’t as bulletproof as he was!

The instant the crystal in the amulet was shattered, he felt himself being released from the confines of the form which it was designed to enforce on him.  His wings exploded from the back of the tattered trench coat, his tail snapped out behind and between his legs, his neck started elongating and his head changed shape even as he tumbled backwards.  His body elongated, enlarged, ripped through the trench coat so fast that the sturdy material shot away from him like a snapped rubber band.


A human had hurtled out of the pipe, but it was no human that hit the water and plowed a deep frothing furrow in the surface of the Potomac.  It was a reptilian creature with mottled scales in asymmetrical, camouflaging patches and lines of brown, black, and tan, membranous wings similarly mottled, and a long tail capped at its top with long, slender, blood red crystalline spikes.


Kell the Earth Drake, known by his alias Stone to the humans who chased him, quickly sank under the surface, more furious than anything else.  The agents in the NSA department that specialized in catching hackers and cyber-terrorists, called the Hunters, really didn’t know what he was, since they’d never seen him outside of his magically induced form, but they knew he always wore that amulet, and Price had probably decided to shoot it to either make him mad or see what it did.  All they knew about him and his organization was that it was some kind of ultra-secret, ultra-exclusive group that tapped the surveillance and security of other nations and organizations, leeching intel off of them for their own, unknown goals.  Naturally, the government wanted them stopped, tried to find out who they were and why they did what they did, so they became a primary focus for the ultra-elite computer counter-espionage team, the Hunters.  They did know, however, that the four field agents of that shadowy group were all extremely strange, almost unnatural to their thinking.  They were all very tall and had nearly superhuman physical traits…which they actually did, since they weren’t human.  They’d shot at the four agents and seen their bullets do nothing at all.  They’d chased them in cars and found that they could run on foot at nearly 45 miles an hour, which, on crowded city streets, was more than enough to escape from them.  They knew that they were unnaturally heavy and supernaturally strong, since Stone had shouldered one of their SUVs in Dallas last year and knocked it on its side.  They even knew the codenames they used; Stone, Shale, Onyx, and Jasper.

He turned towards the middle of the river and pushed his wings against the water, using them like flippers the way that the water dragons did, but a bubbly line zipped by his head, another shot from Price.  He knew that they knew that bullets wouldn’t hurt him, they’d learned that lesson years ago, and it was one of the main reasons that only the earth dragons were allowed to go out into the human world.  Earth dragons couldn’t be harmed by anything of their own element, and that meant that metal bullets, metal of the earth, would do them no harm.  The Hunters didn’t know exactly why bullets wouldn’t hurt him, but they knew they wouldn’t.  They’d shot him enough times to learn that it wasn’t some kind of body armor they’d never seen before.

He didn’t have long.  He was no water dragon, he couldn’t breathe water, but he could get a long way away from them before he had to surface.  Kell was probably the best swimmer among his kind that wasn’t an earth dragon, taught by the water dragons in how to swim fast and efficiently, and he used that training to flee the scene beneath the muddy waters of the Potomac River.  His wings weren’t much use anywhere but in the water, where he’d learned how to use them like flippers, letting him swim with some impressive speed.  Some earth dragons were very bitter about having wings but being unable to fly, were even more bitter about being the only dragons without any innate magic, but Kell—or Stone, as he was called in the department because that was his codename as a field agent—wasn’t one of them.  Magic was the past, it was history.  It had some uses, but technology was the path to the future, and it was why he and the other earth dragons had embraced it.  Without their technology, the colony would still be in the stone age, lacking both creature comforts and necessary fallbacks like food storage, which made them more secure and less vulnerable to some kind of disaster that might wipe out their food production.  He turned into the sluggish current and fanned his wings as if he were flying, which propelled him through the water faster than anything but a high-performance speedboat could manage.  There were three scions close to Washington, and the closest of them, the one used for emergencies, was at the falls upriver.  It was actually behind the falls, placed in case this exact kind of worst case scenario happened, a field agent losing his transformation amulet, letting them stay in the river and out of sight but still reach a scion to get back home.  It was magical, one of the few real uses for magic, but he wouldn’t snub his nose at it.  It was either a scion or a two month swim to get back to Draconia.

He wondered just how many had seen him change form.  He knew that the three Hunters did, but it had been so fast, he’d dropped into the water so quickly…would they believe what their eyes told them?  They were usually of a habit to wear minicams with their headsets, so did those cams catch his transformation?  If they did…shit.  Nobody out in the human world knew about the dragons, and if it turned out that they saw him, well, maybe he shouldn’t take that scion back home.  Maybe he should just hide as far from anything he could find and eke out what existence he could until they forgot about him.

After six minutes of steady swimming against the sluggish current, he had to come up for air.  He ghosted up to just under the surface and pushed his snout out, exhaled sharply and inhaled deeply, then dropped back down, letting his one and a half tons of weight drag him down without resisting.  He’d sink like a rock straight to the bottom if he didn’t swim.  And it turned out that his move was a good one, for not five seconds after he started sinking, a pair of propellers shot right over where he’d been, the kind used in the fast-response boats the Coast Guard kept in the Potomac since 9/11.  There was also a sonar net in the river to try to catch minisubs, but he didn’t make the kind of noise they’d be looking for when he was in the water.


It took him nearly an hour of careful swimming and cautious breaths to reach the shallower water near the falls.  The water was clearer but the current was faster, and he walked along the bottom as he felt the presence of the scion up ahead.  He reached a deep section just in front of the waterfall and paused to look out above the water’s surface, bringing just the top of his head out like an alligator, though his curved, backswept horns and the bony spikes along the center of the back of his head would make him a but more ostentatious than an alligator.  He saw no people on the rocks overlooking the falls, since it was a national park and was a destination for locals.  He submerged his head and pushed out into the deeper water, using his wings to keep himself steady against a current that first tried to push him to the surface, then tried to drag him down.  He sank his claws into the rock at the base of the falls and pulled his head out, then he saw two Hunters appear at the top of the waterfall and to the left.  Wilson and Edwards.

He dropped back down, debating.  They weren’t moving, he could see just through the water, and they were going to see him when he climbed out of the water and into the waterfall; the waterfall wasn’t so thick to let him climb up into the downstream without being seen.  But he couldn’t try to use one of the other scions.  This was the only one that would let him reach it via the water, and if he tried the one in Woodbridge or the one in Bethesda, he’d have to get out where he could be seen.  And waiting underwater for nine hours wasn’t going to work.  He could swim, but spending that much time underwater was going to make him so tired that he might not be able to make it to one of the other scions.  His only viable option would be to get in the shallowest part of the rapids here at the falls where his body was under but he could stick his snout out to breathe from time to time and wait it out…and that didn’t seem all that appealing.  Having to hold himself against the current was going to be tiring, and if they had Hunters here, then they might bring more, and they might spot him.  Even with the turbulence in the water, they might spot his silhouette or notice the disrupted water flow as he displaced the natural current.

Well, there was one other option.  If they were going to see him no matter what, then he may as well make it count.


Yeah, that appealed to him.  Besides, he rather liked Edwards.  She was an alright human despite being a Hunter.


He drifted back to the edge of the deep water pool, set his hind legs against the rock lip, then pushed off with all his might.


The sudden eruption of white water at the far end of the drainage pool got the two humans’ immediate attention.  They both flinched as he leapt out of the water and drove his claws into the wet rock, then scampered up the rock face so quickly that the two barely had any time to react.  In mere seconds, he went from underwater to launching up and over Edwards and Wilson, spraying them with water, then he landed behind them, cutting them off.  He turned before they could reach for the pistols in their web belts, and snapped his wings out and brought his tail around, bringing to bear his main weapon.

The two of them were almost trembling, staring at him with utter awe, and not a little fear.  He was the size of a large car if one discounted the tail, standing just over seven feet at the shoulder, his body from nose to tail nearly 24 feet long, sleek and muscular, built like a panther rather than a heavy, plodding animal like a rhinoceros.  His lines were graceful, sinuous, making him appear to be agile and fast, not heavy and bulky.  His hide was a series of camouflage-like patches and lines and streaks of browns, blacks, and tans, though his face had more symmetry, and the only color about him that wasn’t earth-toned were the red crystal spikes that grew from the flattened top of the tip his heavy, muscular tail.  His backswept onyx horns glistened from the wetness, and his glowing amber eyes regarded the two soberly.  He slowly folded his wings back and took a less aggressive posture when neither of them drew their weapons, the tall, burly black man and the willowy blond woman staring at him in shock.


“Jenny, you’re looking well,” he said sibilantly, using their language through his very differently-shaped mouth.


“S-S-Stone?” she gasped.


He gave a single nod, sitting on his haunches sedately.  “I’m never going to see any of you ever again, so I decided that if I’m going out, I may as well go out in style,” he said ruefully.  “I’ll be chained to a computer terminal for the rest of my life, if they don’t just throw me in a cell and forget I ever existed.”


“What are you?” Wilson asked.


“I’m an earth drake,” he answered honestly.  “A dragon,” he elaborated after they looked at him blankly.  “It’s been quite an eventful six years, hasn’t it?  Dallas.  London.  And we can’t forget Mexico City,” he chuckled.  “I’m the one that sent your team the case of tequila.”

“We thought so,” Edwards said, getting over her shock faster than Wilson.  “Are the other three like you?”


“I will say nothing on the matter,” he replied with a wolfish smile.  “All I really have to say is this.  Though we do things you might consider to be hostile, we have no hostile intent.  Everything we do revolves around making sure we stay a secret.  The dragons disassociated themselves from humankind over a thousand years ago, and it’s probably the one thing on which all the dragons agree.  I’m technically supposed to kill both of you since you’ve seen me, but I’m not going to do that,” he told them honestly.  “We may be on opposing sides, but I’ve never had any malice towards any of you, and I will not kill a defenseless creature.  Besides, I used to have fun playing cloak and dagger with you.  You made boring assignments much more exciting,” he said with an impish, yet chilling, grin.  A grin that was nothing but ivory fangs and long, sharp teeth.

“You came here for extraction,” Jenny reasoned, her mind starting to work again.

“Something like that, though they’ll remove the doorway once I use it since its location is compromised,” he said honestly.  “So.  It was a pleasure getting to know you, in our special little way, and I wish both of you well in the future,” he said.  Wilson flinched and almost went for his pistol when Stone stood back up, then stepped up until his head was just in front and above them.  “Keep an eye on your facebook page, Jenny.  I might drop you a line from time to time, at least if I’m not thrown in prison when I get home,” he winked, reaching out with his taloned forepaw and patting her lightly on the shoulder.


“You—You could stay here,” she blurted.  “We wouldn’t throw you in prison!”


“No, you’d have very noble intentions, and your bosses would make all sorts of promises, but we both know I’d eventually end up in some lab on a dissection table,” he replied bluntly.  “The dragons disassociated themselves from humankind for a good reason, and despite a thousand years of separation, those reasons are still just as valid as they were the day the decision was made.  You have changed, grown, matured, but you haven’t matured enough.  When you do, we will approach you as friends.  Until then, we will remain hidden, and as long as you don’t search for us and leave us alone, we will cause you no trouble.”  He ambled past them, and they turned to watch him.  He paused and looked back, his expression sober.  “But if you do look for us, then don’t be surprised when the hand you stick in that hole gets bitten.”

He then launched himself off the rock face, his wings snapping out for just a moment to alter his path, then he landed right in the waterfall.  He knew they were watching, but he there was no help for it.  He pushed his head into the gateway of the scion, a magical portal between the human lands and Draconia, and he was sure they got a great view of him looking for all the world like he was wriggling into a cave behind the waterfall.


He’d just broken about fifty different rules, but hell, maybe some good would come of it.  The humans were almost ready for them to approach them…maybe knowing they were there might help them take those last few steps.


13 May 2017, 06:47 Draconian Mean Time; Scion Aerie, Draconia

“Are…you…out of your mind?” Ferroth raged the instant he got through the scion, in the portal aerie over the main headquarters.  Stone shook the water off himself, then gave the larger earth dragon a cool, distant look, the rising sun backlighting Ferroth’s mottled tan hide and backswept gray horns.  “You revealed yourself to two bipeds!  They could execute you for that!”


“If someone other than you knew, probably,” Stone replied, folding his wings back.  “They had a trap set.  They had the entire Hunter team there, and Gaia knows who else I didn’t see.  How in the hell did that get past us, Ferroth?  I thought we had the entire city under surveillance!”


“Don’t push this back at me, whelp!” he snapped as Stone started towards the ramp that would lead down to the main headquarters.  Above-ground draconic architecture was short on walls and large on open flat places, but since headquarters held most of their computers and other equipment, it was an enclosed building to protect all their gear from the rain, and built on the slope of the volcano by compromise with the council.  They didn’t want the department to be underground, and besides, it needed to be as close to Scion Aerie as possible, so they built it directly under the aerie.  He came out from under the sloped roof and looked down at the lower half of the south side of Draconia.  Dragons and drakes were soaring through the air, fire and sky dragons with a few water dragons heading either to or from the water, and the water in the bay teemed with water dragons going out for their daily fishing expeditions.

It was the way of things.  The five orders of dragons each had a role, a part they played here on the island.  The water dragons were fishers and providers, bringing them the bounty of the sea. They also chased away the boats and nuclear submarines that sometimes ventured too deeply into their territory  Earth dragons raised crops and tended large numbers of domesticated livestock, but the earth dragons were also the only connection the colony had to the outside world, for they were the only ones permitted to leave Draconia and venture into human lands.  Since they lacked magic, didn’t even have a breath weapon, the earth dragons had embraced technology, advancing it past the humans in many respects.  Fire dragons were the soldiers, the defenders, the claws of the Council, and the sky dragons hunted wild game from the air when and where they could, staying far from human territory, and searched the skies and the seas for potential enemies as well as manipulating the weather to help hide their island and deter ships that got too close.  Chromatic dragons considered themselves the ruling class of dragons, the nobility, and really didn’t do much of anything.  Technically they were the magicians, the most highly magical of the dragons, and they also taught those with more than basic aptitude in the magical arts.  Earth dragons didn’t get along very well with the fire, sky, and chromatic dragons, who looked down at them as barely dragons, but if they came close to being friendly with anyone, it was the water dragons.  They worked with the water dragons more than anyone else because both kinds were providers for the island, worked with some sky dragons when it came to surveillance, but barely interacted with the fire and chromatic dragons at all…and they liked it that way.  Earth dragons did not get along with fire dragons, for a myriad of reasons, and they had even less reasons to get along with the chromatic dragons.

“Well, I’m gonna look at someone,” Stone replied tersely.  “I walked right into a trap, Ferroth.  Can you blame me for doing what I did?  What, you wanted them to capture me?”


“That doesn’t explain that stunt at the scion!  Our cameras caught every word!”


“I’ve known them for six years, Ferroth,” he shrugged his shoulders as they walked.  “I had to say goodbye, at least in my own special way.  And they would have seen me anyway, they were stationed there to see if I came up and over the falls.”  He looked up at the older drake.  “Besides, I thought they might appreciate just what they’ve been chasing for six years,” he chuckled.


“This isn’t a game, whelp, and that was not your decision to make!” Ferroth snapped.  “I knew I should have sent Jasper!”


“Jasper doesn’t know their computers as well as I do,” Stone said simply.


“Jasper wouldn’t have revealed our greatest secret to our potential enemies!”


“Think about them as enemies, and that’s what they will be,” Stone said calmly as they came down the curved ramp.  “I never thought of the Hunters as enemies.  They were just doing their job, the same as I was.  The humans aren’t the blood-crazed violent psychopaths the fire dragons think they are, Ferroth, you know that.  There are some reasonable ones among them.  Many reasonable ones, actually.  I think it’s about time we started trying to reach out to those reasonable ones.”


“That’s not your decision to make, whelp!” Ferroth raged, stomping a foreleg down and making the ramp shudder.  “The Council itself is demanding an immediate report.  Now what should I tell them?  Huh?”


“I’d be honest if I were you,” Stone noted.  “I’ll just go back to my terminal and wait for the hammer to fall.”


Ferroth glared at him, his glowing amber eyes narrowing.  “You’re a little too calm about this, Stone.”

“I did what I thought was best at the time,” he replied.  “If I didn’t have confidence in my abilities, you wouldn’t send me out in the field.  Sure, I shouldn’t have talked to Jenny and Wilson at the end, but I had to say goodbye to my worthy foes,” he chuckled.  “Given the trap they set for me, I think it’s just blind luck I managed to escape.”


“What did happen?  We didn’t see everything, just some jittery images from their media.”


“They were waiting for me,” he replied grimly, then he described what happened.  “When they forced me across the ground, it did me in.  A teenage human tripped over one of the holes my feet left, and it alerted the police.  Once he called it in, the Hunters converged on me like a pack of wyverns.  They had all of them there, Ferroth.  They knew I was coming and they sat waiting like a hunter sitting behind a blind.  I’m still trying to figure out how they knew where I was going to be.”  He looked up at his superior.  “Did they see me?”


Ferroth glared down at him.  “Yes,” he replied.  “A news chopper caught you falling into the river, and they’re doing frame by frame analysis of it on every major news network as we speak.  There’s this wonderful still image of you flat on your back, wings out, just before you went under.  How the hell did that happen?”


“Price shot my amulet,” he said, pausing to tap his empty-socketed amulet still chained around his chest.  “He’s got the aim of a bloody elder wyrm, Ferroth.  He dead centered it.”


Ferroth grunted, nodding his serpentine head.  “I thought they were supposed to be sturdier than that.”


“I don’t think sky dragon magic is quite up to the task of repelling a fifty caliber sniper round, Ferroth.  It shattered my amulet with no trouble.”


“Did you cover your tracks other than that?”


“Laptop zeroed, and the disposable cell is at the bottom of the Potomac,” he answered.  “And what’s more important, the program was inserted.  It should have updated out to all their servers by now.”


“It did,” he growled, almost reluctantly.  “We have access again.”


“Then at least I accomplished the mission,” he shrugged as a sky dragon descended down and hovered with her talons just over the floor, just in front of the archway leading inside, shivering her wings before folding them to her sides.  Like most sky dragons, she would not put her feet on the ground unless absolutely necessary.

“Chief Ferroth, the Council wants to see you.  Now,” she declared, looking down at Stone with hard, glowing azure eyes.  Stone had always distantly admired sky dragons for their beautiful scales and sleek bodies.  Whip-thin and long, with large, beautiful wings and shimmering scales that could change color to make them all but invisible in the air, sky dragons were the masters of the air.  They were like dancers in the air, agile and beautiful, and could fly at supersonic speeds thanks to their magic.  They were technically allowed to leave Draconian territory, since they were allowed to hunt on uninhabited islands and some few sections of South America, and they often did aerial reconnaissance for the earth dragons, but they rarely came down lower than 60,000 human feet when they did so to protect themselves from fighters; few fighters could operate at that altitude.  They were very different from the fire dragons, who were hulking brutes, burly and powerful, and had tempers to match their brutish appearance.  Where sky dragons embodied the beauty of a dragon, the fire dragons embodied their brutish ferocity.

“Don’t get too comfortable in front of your terminal, Stone,” Ferroth growled.  “I have no doubt you’ll get your own summons in short order.  In the meantime, start on your report, and don’t leave anything out.”


“I will await it with bated breath,” he replied dryly, using a human idiom he knew that only Ferroth would understand.  The sky dragon floated up and put her forepaws on Ferroth’s shoulders, then she picked him up and carried him up into the air.  It was the only way an earth dragon could fly, carried by a sky dragon.  Their wings would let them glide for short distances, but they were incapable of ascending because they were just too heavy, and they had no magic that countered that weight and allowed them to fly.


But Stone was working on a solution to that little problem.  If their wings couldn’t generate lift, then they just needed something to generate that lift for them.  And human technology had advanced the science of jet engines to where a small engine generated sufficient thrust to get much heavier objects into the air than an earth dragon.


The door, a large steel construction, opened as he stepped onto the pressure plate…and it would only open for an earth dragon.  The technology in the door made sure that only earth dragons could use certain entrances, and in a way, it was part of the inferiority complex that many earth dragons possessed.  If they were relegated to using the ramps and using doors, then only they would use them.  Besides, not every dragon was allowed in headquarters, and the door intimidated the younger flying dragons from thinking to try to see what was in the building.  He stepped into the main entryway and past the two burly fire dragon guards, who gave him wicked, black-toothed smiles as he stepped on the ID sensor, which read the unique scale pattern on the palm of his right forepaw.


“We heard you’re in serious trouble this time, earthy,” one of them sneered.


“And yet I’m still here,” he replied blandly.  “And I’ll still be here long after you two jackwagons get fired.”


The two fire dragons turned and glared, but the door closed before they could think to say anything.  Good old fire dragons, their brains were always about two steps behind their muscles.


“Kell!  Kell, it’s all over headquarters!” a young water dragon said with a playful expression on her rounded muzzle, bounding up to him with her glowing emerald eyes narrowed with amusement.  “Did you really talk to the humans?”


“At that moment, I figured what the hell,” he shrugged as she fell into step beside him.


“What happened?  How did your amulet fail?”


“It didn’t fail, it was shot out by one of the Hunters,” he replied, tapping it as they ambled by several large desks, where earth dragons sat on their haunches, reared up at desks and studied monitors.  “Someone blew it big time, Sella.  I got sent into a trap.  It’s just luck I got out in one piece.”


“Really?”


He nodded.  “They had the entire Hunter team there,” he told the very young water dragon, one of his few friends outside the earth dragons.  She wasn’t sleek like the sky dragons, but she had a kind of smooth symmetry about her that made her body slide through the water like a shark, and unlike any other dragon species, she had no horns, no spines, and no visible scales.  Her scales were tiny, making her hide look like skin, and she had a cartilage fin-like crest that started just over her eyes and trailed halfway down her neck, horizontal flukes on the end of her tail, and webbed feet to help her in the water.  Water dragons had smaller wings than other dragons, even earth dragons, but they could fly.  Not very well, but they could fly.  They were much more comfortable in the water, however.  They used their wings primarily in the water, where the rounded edges of the wings pushed them through the water with effortless grace, letting them swim with unparalleled speed and agility.  Sella was the only water dragon that worked in headquarters, and the two of them had known each other since they were little hatchlings, since the farm his sire and mother owned was right on the coast, and they’d been friends with Sella’s family pod who cultivated kelp and oysters in the little cove just off the shore from their farm.  Because they’d known each other since they were hatchlings, she was about the only dragon in the department that called him by his name rather than his work alias.  “Are the others back?”

“They got recalled when you got spotted on TV,” she replied, looking up the slight difference between their heads with a sly smile.  “Why are you even in here?  We thought they’d take you straight to the Council.”

“They called Ferroth, so odds are I’m next,” he replied.  “Besides, they probably have to give the fires time to calm down else they’d try to roast me right there on the aerie.”


“Not that it’d do much good,” she winked.  That was another reason the fires really hated the earth dragons, their fiery breath weapons didn’t do much to them at all.  Earth dragons were highly resistant to heat, and on the ground, in fang to claw combat, a fire was no match for an angry earth dragon.  And they knew it.  Earth dragons were smaller than all the other dragons and significantly smaller than fire dragons, but when they were riled, they were worse than enraged wolverines.  Every dragon knew that when an earth dragon turned and brought that tail into play, it was over.  The only protection they had was staying way out of range.  The spikes on an earth dragon’s tail were as hard as diamonds and would go right through just about anything, and they could launch those spikes, whipping their tails around and releasing them like a trebuchet launching a boulder.  A tail spike was like a thirty pound spear or javelin, complete with a point and razor-sharp edges.  Stone could fire his tail spikes nearly a hundred yards and have enough behind them to punch them through the sheet metal of a car, and it was a skill that every earth dragon practiced until they were deadly accurate.  The old myth of the manticores from human legend was actually derived from earth dragons and their tail spikes.

“I’m sure they’d try anyway,” Stone said blandly as they entered a long, wide passageway on the far side of the main office, leading to a second room filled with earth dragons.  Sella worked out in the main chamber, but this second chamber was where the higher security data was analyzed and where Ferroth and the other supervisors and managers had offices, and the rest of the building was filled with their computers and other technology.  The lower floors were where earth dragon scientists experimented with new ideas and theories, and the upper floor was where all the communications for Draconia were handled, as well as monitoring all human satellite communications.  Those dragons literally watched TV all day. The building was the nexus of the use of technology on the island, where technology was analyzed and studied, where the technological ventures of the earth dragons were directed and controlled, and where they maintained surveillance and observation of the humans.  Stone and the other three field agents also had offices off the sensitive data room, way down at the end, and that was where he was headed.

Dragons other than earth dragons scorned technology as a rule, but if you took their TVs away, there’d be a general revolt all over the island.  Dragons thought very little about humans, but they loved their entertainment media.  TV shows, movies, even Dancing with the Stars, they were hits all over Draconia.

“I’d better get back to my desk before they miss me.  See you later?” Sella asked.


“If they let me live,” he grunted, which made her smile reassuringly, nudge him with her head, then turn and amble back towards the main room.  Other dragons weren’t as graceful on their feet as earth dragons…but then again, walking around was all earth dragons did.  Practice made perfect.


No other drake or dragon was brave enough to talk to him as he moved through the sensitive information chamber, where analysts and observers went over intelligence gleaned from the human governments, where the first chamber went over more general information and monitored the internet for any possible hint that someone knew about Draconia.  The island itself was about as remote as remote could get, deep in a void of empty trackless ocean in the South Pacific, nearly a thousand miles south of Hawaii, the closest land to it.  It was a volcanic island about the size of Guam, with a subtropical climate, fertile soil, and rich seas that supported the dragons completely.  Magic kept the island hidden, even from satellites, but technology kept them in the know about what was going on out in the human world, as well as supplying certain luxuries like TV, internet, and electric lights to dens and burrows all over the island.

If only Hawaii knew that 10% of their internet traffic actually came from Draconia, using them as a gateway.  And that was all thanks to the earth dragons.


His office was tiny, with a small window that looked out over the south bay, and it was cluttered with pieces of equipment, computers, and several experiments he’d been working on in his spare time.  Like most earth dragons, Stone was intensely curious and inquisitive, and that curious nature made them naturals when it came to dealing with technology.  Nothing was ever good enough for an earth dragon.  They were forever tinkering, trying to improve things, and that endless search for the nebulous goal of perfection drove them to expand their technological skills beyond the humans who had introduced them to the very technologies they used.  Even the humblest earth dragon farmer was forever studying his land, tinkering with his tools, trying to come up with a better, more efficient way to plant and harvest, constantly seeking to improve himself in his chosen profession.  Dragon field agents like Stone brought technologies back to the island, and there they were taken apart, analyzed, then duplicated and improved.  Dragon computers were a good twenty years ahead of human computers, built on the north side of the island in the factories—a major issue of contention with the other dragons—with all of their equipment, and the coveted TVs that every dragon on the island owned.  Dragons hated those smoke-belching factories, but failed to appreciate that their TVs and computers came out of them.

That was probably one of the reasons earth dragons didn’t see humans quite the same way most other dragons did.  Earth dragons went out there, interacted with the humans on a direct level.  It let dragons like Stone see that while humans still had many of the unfavorable traits that caused dragonkind to remove themselves from human interaction a thousand years ago, there was still something about humans that earth dragons admired.  In a way, they were kindred spirits, nonmagical beings with a nearly overpowering curiosity about things.


He started on his report, speaking to his terminal and allowing it convert his words into a text file, describing everything that happened with as much detail as he could muster.  He described everything as it happened, even what he was thinking or feeling, from the moment he exited the scion in Woodbridge to the moment he wriggled through the emergency scion in the waterfall.  After he finished his report, he then began his own analysis of his mission, stressing the fact that he’d walked right into a trap, how the Hunters had been ready for him, had effectively boxed him in, forced him into the sewers, then even had a means to smoke him out…literally.

A sky drake stepped to the open archway leading to his office. In the building, they had to walk.  It was a rule, and they didn’t like it all that much.  “The Council has summoned you, Stone,” he declared, quite haughtily.


“Fine, I’m done with my report,” he replied, saving it and putting it on the main server.


“I’ll take you to them.”


“I’ll walk, thank you very much,” he replied immediately.


“I was told to take you to the Council,” the sky drake replied indignantly.


“Then you can either walk with me, or I’ll pin you to my tail and drag you,” Stone answered coolly.  “If I can’t walk, I don’t go.”


“I’m going to make sure the Council understands that you are responsible for us being late,” he retorted.


“That’s fine with me,” Stone replied.


The haughty sky drake didn’t walk with him, but he did hover in the air near the ramp as Stone set out for the council building at the top of the extinct volcano, one of two volcanoes on the island.  The north volcano was active, and erupted quite often, but had never erupted violently.  Like Mount Kilauea in Hawaii, it was a steady, consistent volcano, sending the occasional lava flow down its slope to expand the northern side of the island a little bit.  The older lava flows were where they’d built their factories, so they weren’t covering over any farmland or housing.  Stone wasn’t afraid as he walked up the rarely-used ramp to the council building, but he wasn’t looking forward to what he knew was coming.  The Council would be looking for blame, and they wouldn’t want to look any further than him.

The council met in an open aerie at the top of the extinct volcano, with graceful arches around the circular platform where the nine dragons that made up the Council sat.  Two of each element were represented, one a drake and the other a wyrm, with one of the chromatics because chromatics didn’t have drakes, only wyrms.  The chromatics were the most haughty, snobby, obnoxious, and arrogant dragons of them all…at least to earth dragons.  Chromatics were the most magical of all the dragons, and they looked down on the earth dragons even more than the fires did.  Chromatics also didn’t do anything, they just sat around and congratulated each other on their superiority while demeaning the elemental dragons.


The sky dragon landed and bowed his long neck gracefully.  “Esteemed Council, Kell of the earth drakes.  Many apologies for our tardiness, but he refused to allow me to carry him.”


“Some earth dragons don’t like to be carried,” one of the earth dragon council members chuckled.  Her name was Anthra, and like any elder wyrm, she towered over the young earth drake.  She was the oldest and largest of all the earth dragons.  Stone was barely half the size of a fully matured wyrm, but he would never be as big as she was.  She was a wyrm, and he was a drake.  They were entirely different kinds of dragons.  “And I’m one of them.  I’ll keep my feet solidly on the ground, thank you.”

“We’re not here to discuss earth dragon peculiarities,” one of the fire dragons said haughtily.  “We’re here to get to the bottom of this catastrophe and ensure it never happens again.”


“If you don’t want it to happen again, try sending us out with amulets that can take a bullet,” Stone said, tapping his empty-socketed amulet.  “Mine got shot out.  And here you go, one self-caused catastrophe.”


“Don’t foist your failure on us, little drake!” the sky wyrm, snapped, his long neck swinging down from his dais to glare at Stone.


“We earth dragons just get to the point, esteemed council member,” he replied bluntly, looking up at the large, sleek dragon fearlessly, staring him right in the eyes.  “I’m not blaming the sky dragons, because I can’t think of any magic short of a water dragon’s strongest protections that could have saved my amulet.  You did your best, but things just went perfectly wrong.  These things happen.  But if you want to know what happened, the simple truth of it is that my amulet was hit by a bullet.  It shattered the crystal, and its magic failed.  No amount of talk or dancing around that matter is going to make it anything other than what it is.”


“And just why were you being shot at, earth drake?” one of the water dragons asked, the water wyrm.  “Isn’t the point of the field service to be discreet?”


“I walked into a trap, esteemed council member,” Stone admitted.  “I had absolutely no idea they had figured out where I was going to be.  In that respect, the fault is squarely on me and the intelligence service.  We thought we had better intelligence on their movements and were completely unaware that they’d pulled all their Hunter units in to one place, and once I was there and performing my mission, I hadn’t considered the fact that they knew I was there, so I took no extra precautions.  But, be that as it may, the simple fact of the matter is that they somehow figured out that I’d have to go to the State Department in Washington and they set a trap for me there.  And it was a good one,” he chuckled ruefully.  “My worthy foes among the Hunters may be human, but they’re not stupid.”


“Then explain what happened, my young drakeling,” the earth drake Geon asked.  “As completely as you can.”


Stone nodded, then used the computer there in the aerie to bring up his report.  He went over it in detail, explaining, describing, telling them everything, all the way up until he reached the scion.


“And what earthly explanation do you have for revealing yourself and us to the very humans who hunt you down?” the chromatic dragon snapped in a sneering voice, the feathery antenna-like growths beside his horns swaying as his head jerked.  “You should have just entered the scion and taken the risk that they might see you, not climb up there and introduce yourself in your natural form!”


“That was my decision, council member, and I take full responsibility for it,” he said simply.  “They may chase me, but they do it because it’s their job.  They don’t take it personally, just as I didn’t take it personally that they chased me.  They had their orders, I had mine.  And I’ve interacted with them enough times in the past to understand them a little bit.  There’s been more than a bit of witty banter going on back and forth between the field agents and the Hunters, and I’m not the only one that does it.  Hell, we even post on each other’s Facebook pages.  They know us, we know them, and we don’t take it personally.  Out there it’s a job, but when it’s over, it’s over.”

“Shooting you isn’t taking it personally?”


“They know they can’t hurt me with bullets,” he shrugged.  “Most often, they shoot at us to slow us down.  Hit me in the knee when I’m running and I’ll drop like a felled ox, which is exactly what Price did.  Odds were, when he shot me at the river, he was trying to slow me down so they could catch me.”


“So why did you talk to them, drakeling?” the earth drake asked curiously.


“I really can’t answer that rationally,” he said honestly.  “I’ve known the Hunters for six years, esteemed council member.  I knew I would never be allowed off the island again after I got back, so, well, I just wanted to say goodbye.  Face to face.  Not all of them are bad.  Hell, I’d probably bite Price’s arm off for all the times he’s shot me, but that’s more out of irritation than anything else.”


“So you have emotional attachment to the bipeds?”


“More like a respect for the worthiness of my adversaries,” he replied.  “The Hunters have been a thorn in the side of all the field agents, but there’s not one of us who doesn’t respect them and their abilities.”


“That’s not an explanation,” he pressed calmly.  “What emotion caused you to abandon a thousand years of tradition and stern law and reveal our existence to the humans, drakeling, knowing that we could have you killed for doing such a thing?”


“Well,” he said, then he sighed.  “I think the law’s too strict,” he admitted.  “I think that with the advancement of the humans and the maturation of their societies, it might be time to start talking to them.  We should do it very slowly and very carefully, but it’s time to open the doorway, if only just a little.  And since I knew I was going to all but be chained to a terminal in the office after this no matter what, I figured what the hell?  They were going to see me when I entered the scion, they were right there.  So I finally told them why we do what we do.  I told them that we don’t mean them any harm, we just want to make sure they don’t find us, and like any other intelligence organization on the planet, one way we do it is by monitoring the human governments. And I didn’t want them to see us as monsters,” he sighed.  “That me being a drake didn’t change who they thought I was.  They were going to see me no matter what, so I didn’t want them to draw the worst conclusion, to see a big scary monster climbing into the waterfall.  I know them, esteemed council member.  We may be on opposite sides, but I know them very well, and I’ve never seen them as enemies.  I’ve seen them as, as, opponents.  Friendly rivals.  I just wanted to say goodbye, I wanted them to understand that we never meant them harm, and I felt they deserved receiving that face to face.  My real face,” he added, then he looked at the floor.

The nine dragons of the Council were silent a long moment.  “You are dismissed,” the chromatic said shortly.  “You are under house arrest until we decide this matter.”


“As you decide,” Stone said, bowing his head, then he turned and started out of the circle of raised daises, moving much slower than he did when he came in.

They never thought to escort him there or put him under guard, because dragons were a very orderly lot.  He would wait in his burrow until they told him what they were going to do…because what else was he going to do?  He couldn’t hide from them, and since he couldn’t fly, he certainly wasn’t going anywhere.  He was no sky dragon, able to fly off, or a water dragon, who could slip into the sea and vanish, or a fire dragon, who might fight if faced with punishment.  Stone launched from the side of the aerie and used his wings to glide down to the southwest side of the island, landing with a short hop on the ancestral farm of his line.  His sire and mother still farmed that land, but he had a small burrow on the edge of their farmland, on a little knoll overlooking the cove that held Sella’s family pod and their small but successful kelp farming operation.  Like all dragons, he lived underground, but the expanse of his burrow was no cave.  The walls were squared off and lined with concrete, dug out by his own claws when he reached the age of adulthood, forming a spacious four chamber burrow that was big enough for him and all of his equipment.  Like every burrow on the island, he had electricity and running water, fans that circulated the air in the back chambers to keep them from getting too dank, and he employed dehumidifiers in his computer room to keep the dampness and saltwater air from adversely affecting his equipment.  His burrow was a bit cluttered, experiments and gadgets laying on most surfaces, including a half-built General Electric GS-300 turbofan jet engine in his workshop, built with parts he was producing one at a time with the help of a couple of friends of his.  It was something he played with when he had spare time, thinking to see if a jet engine could give an earth dragon the thrust needed to fly.

It was a spur of the moment decision, a very un-dragon thing to do, but it was in the past, and now he had to live with it.  He sighed and sat on his haunches in front of his computer and turned it on, then put his forepaws on the modified keyboard to take his draconic hands into account.  Since his thumb was completely reversed on his paws, he could only effectively type with three fingers.  He did all his computer work in English, something of the common accepted language of the internet, and utilized a modified English language keyboard.  “Access TV, on,” he called absently, which caused his television to turn on.  “Channel one fifty,” he added, changing it to CNN.  And of course, there was a picture of his tan underbelly in a still image with the bold letters MYSTERY ANIMAL IN WASHINGTON SEWER underneath it.  They had a zoologist droning in the background, then a hand pointed at parts of his thin stomach, trailing up his body.


“Clearly this is a reptile of some kind, but this reptile is nothing like anything I’ve ever seen,” the woman said.  “It’s hexapedal, something absolutely unheard of.”


“What does that mean, doctor?” the reporter asked.


“It has six limbs, not four,” she answered tapping the large TV monitor deliberately.  “Back legs.  Front legs, and over its front legs are a second set of limbs, which are clearly wings.  The only animals with more than four legs are insects and arachnids.  This is an entirely unseen branch of the reptile family.  Not just a hexapedal reptile, but one evolved for flying.  It almost looks like a dragon,” she mused.


Stone grunted.  “Access TV, Channel two ninety-six,” he called, turning it to something a little less educational…Cartoon Network.  Johnny Test was on, and a little zany, mindless chaotic fun would do much for his mood.  He found that they hadn’t shut him out from the internet, so he surfed around absently, almost mechanically checking the usual sites for new information, mainly about computers and programming.  Stone had a knack for their archaic computer architecture, one of their best when it came to their computers, which was why he was almost always sent on the most technically difficult assignments.

But his mind wasn’t in it.  He left his computer and laid down in the entrance to his burrow, looking out over the kelp beds of Sella’s pod, watching as her family tended their plants with care and attention.  Sella’s mother, Shii, waved to him before going back under, and he nodded to her.  He kept pondering just how the humans were going to react to a picture of something they’d never seen before, and in a place they’d never believe it would be.  The government would know much more, since he’d talked to the Hunters, revealed certain truths to them, and he wondered if they’d be honest or if they’d cover it up.  Probably cover it up.  He still couldn’t exactly figure out what possessed him to talk to Wilson and Edwards.  It seemed like a good idea at the time, but now, looking back on it, it was about the last thing he should have done.  Earth dragons weren’t known for making such hasty decisions.  Methodical and organized, that was an earth dragon, always with a plan and almost never surprised.


Almost never.  He sure as hell didn’t expect to be facing the entire Hunter corps.   And that little fact had gotten past the intelligence they had in Washington.

He seriously doubted they’d have him executed.  No dragon had been put to death for over six hundred years, even when they did things far worse than what he had.  Odds were, they’d sentence him to penance…which meant not all that much to earth dragons.  He grew up on a farm, he wasn’t afraid to push a tiller, and being denied magic was nothing but a big joke to an earth dragon.  The punishments they invented were to make other dragons live like earth dragons for a while; no magic, no flying, working on a farm with nothing but your own forepaws and muscles.


He supposed that it said much about how the other dragons really saw the earth dragons.  If their punishment was to make misbehaving dragons live like an earth dragon, he supposed that they felt that the life of an earth dragon was an eternal punishment.  They certainly didn’t think much of them.  Ferroth had contacts in the council, and the other council members treated Anthra and Geon like afterthoughts.  One of the earliest memories he had was his parents telling him and his clutchmates how to handle the comments and teasing from the other dragons, that earth dragons were above acting like them.  Keep to your own kind, do your work and be proud of the work that you do, and answer the prejudice of the other dragons not with anger, but with pride.  But, the instant it went past words, use your tail spikes and don’t hold back.  If they’re willing to do you harm, then you fight to kill.

The greatest cause of death of juvenile fire dragons was tail spike injuries. 

His sire ambled up the knoll towards him.  Keth was a mature drake, sensible and grounded, a very practical dragon with an uncluttered view of life that served him well.  He was a farmer, it was all he ever wanted to be, and he was proud to be one.  Keth sat on his haunches by the entrance to his burrow and looked down at him with parental care.  “So, Kell, you really got yourself in trouble this time,” he noted lightly, using Stone’s given name.  Keth never called him by his work name.


“Just a little bit, sire,” he replied, putting his head back on the grass at the entry to his burrow.


Keth chuckled.  “You always were a little hot-headed, my youngling,” he noted, patting him on the hindquarters with the underside of his tail.  “What exactly happened?  We’ve only heard rumors.”


“Pretty much what the rumors said.  My amulet got shot out and human news cameras caught me out of my disguise.  Didn’t you see that picture of me on their TV?”


“I’ve been out in the fields today, youngling, I haven’t had time for TV.”


“Well, it’s not a very flattering picture.  I was on my back about to fall into the river.  And, there’s more to it than that,” he sighed.  “I actually talked to a couple of humans, let them see me, and I didn’t kill them.”


Keth clicked his teeth.  “Isn’t that against the rules of your department?”


“Just slightly,” he snorted.  “But it certainly seemed like a good idea at the moment.”


“Decisions made rashly often do, but once you have time to think them over, you find out that they were actually very poor ones,” he said sagely.  “Ten seconds of consideration can save you months of regret, my youngling.”


“I know, but I was looking at the end of my career as a field agent,” he sighed.  “I knew it was over as soon as Price shot out my amulet.  I knew they’d never let me off the island again.”


“You like it out there, don’t you?”


“I guess I do,” he said, rising up onto his elbows.  “The humans are a very curious species, sire.  They’re walking contradictions, and I find myself both repelled by their base natures and intrigued by their capabilities, often at the same time.  Going out among them is dangerous, exciting, and it always seemed much more interesting than sitting in the office hacking government and corporate computer networks.  They build such beautiful things, but also do such horrible things to each other.  But then again, we can’t really talk much about perfection in our society either,” he grunted.


“We are who we are, Kell.  We’re earth dragons.  We shouldn’t be bitter at what we don’t have, but proud of what we do.”


“It’s too bad the other dragons can’t act like that,” he said pointedly, looking up at his sire.


“The problem is them, Kell, not us.  Eventually they’ll come to understand that.  Until then, we carry on and do what we do best.”


“And spike anyone who touches us,” he finished.


“Of course,” Keth said with a lazy smile, then he sat down.  “Now tell me what happened.”


Again, but much less mechanically, he described what happened, spending much more time talking about his conversation with Wilson and Edwards.  “I still don’t entirely understand why I did it, sire,” he sighed.  “I just…just wanted to talk to them.  Just once.  Let them see me for who I am and not be afraid of me, because they were going to see me anyway.  I know it sounds weird, but I’d spent six years sneaking around them, and I’d come to know them from our taps and surveillance.  They weren’t really all that bad.”

“An odd position to take.  Haven’t they tried to kill you several times?”


“I’m sure they meant it, but since they couldn’t, I guess I didn’t take it personally,” he chuckled.  “They were never enemies to me.  They were people, people just doing a job.”

“And of course, they would think that you were no less for having no magic,” he said sagely.


Stone blinked and looked up at his sire.


“Let go of your resentment, my youngling.  It will make your life much less irksome.  You are an earth dragon.  Embrace who you are.  Rejoice in what you can do, don’t pine over what you can’t.”


“I never really thought of it like that,” he sighed.  “I guess the humans do take me seriously, when here, I’m just an earth dragon,” he reasoned.


“You feel important out there, but what you fail to understand is that you’re just as important here, my youngling,” Keth said sagely.  “Our talents lie in different directions than other dragons.  They may not be as flashy or impressive, but they’re no less important.  Believe me, if the earth dragons left, the other dragons would miss us in short order. We can do without them.  They cannot do without us.”

“They don’t believe that.”


“And that’s one reason why we’re better than them,” he said lightly, giving Stone a toothy smile.  Stone chuckled and sat back up on his haunches.

“Thanks, sire.  I do feel a little better now.”


“Then my work here is done, and I have other work that needs me.  I’ll have your mother bring you something to eat after a while.”


“I’d appreciate it.”


“See you later, my youngling.  Be well.”


“Be well,” he replied as Keth stood up, turned, and started down the knoll.


Maybe that was why he loved field work.  Out there, there wasn’t magic, there wasn’t every other dragon over his head looking down at him and scorning him for what he was.  The humans took him very seriously, respected him, had even formed an elite government agency to hunt down him and the other field agents.  That made him feel…important.  Where here, he was just another grounder plodding along on his ramps, doing those things that the other dragons felt were far beneath them, both figuratively and literally.  Out there, he didn’t have to always keep an eye above him for things the other dragons dropped, usually on purpose.  Out there, he wasn’t sneered at by any dragon that decided to come down off the volcanoes and mill around on the lowlands like a dirty grounder, their version of slumming, but more like them looking for trouble.  Outside of Sella and her family pod, he didn’t really even associate with dragons outside his species, but the relationship between Keth’s family and Shii’s pod went back four or five generations.


Out there, he didn’t feel…lesser, even when he knew that he was more than equal to other dragons despite what they saw as his limitations.


But, his sire was right.  If the earth dragons left, it would leave a gaping hole in Draconia.  The other dragons didn’t appreciate how much their lives and lifestyles depended on the very grounders they scorned.  The howl of anguish would be monumental if the TVs went dark.  Even the snooty chromatics loved their TV.

For him, though, there was nothing to be done but sit, wait, and worry.
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At least Sella hadn’t abandoned him.

She visited him that evening and sat with him at the entrance of his burrow.  The relationship between him and Sella had always been complex, maybe a little too close as other dragons reckoned things, since relationships between the species was highly frowned upon.  But with them, it was just friendship.  They’d been best friends since they were both hatchlings, meeting when Sella and her clutchmates used to climb up onto the shore to be brave and adventurous, and Kell and his clutchmates used to jump off the little cliff there behind the south field and swim around in the deeper water, but still well away from the kelp beds.  They played together as hatchlings, and when they matured, Sella decided to go work in the intelligence building at her parents’ suggestion, since they wanted at least one of their brood to understand the technology that the earth dragons were bringing back to Draconia.  She’d been there ever since, starting out as one of the TV watchers and report filers before the computers became commonplace, then moving on to become one of the many analysts that searched the internet for any hint that someone knew about them.  Sella’s job was to literally sit in front of a terminal all day and look at websites their spiders flagged, looking for any indication that someone out there knew about Draconia, or had managed to infiltrate the island’s computer network.  Her family couldn’t really use any of the computers, but at least the earth dragons had figured out how to get some waterproof lighting down for their undersea den.  But, Shii was a wise dragon in understanding that even if the water dragons couldn’t really use the computers or much of the technology underwater, it was still wise for them to know how it worked.  After all, they didn’t live their entire lives under the waves.

Water dragons were the only ones that even came close to appreciating the earth dragons, because water dragons weren’t quite as arrogant as the others.  They had much in common in their belief in the family unit, loyalty, the value of hard work and the pride in a job well done, and the knowledge that they were the providers that kept the rest of the island fed.  Hatchlings grew up healthy and strong because of the earth dragons and the water dragons, never wanted for food, and a healthy body fostered a healthy mind.  Since they both occupied the low coastal areas, they were neighbors as much as the fire, sky, and chromatic dragons were neighbors up on the volcanoes, them favoring their high caves while the earth and water dragons favored burrows and sea caves under the ground and below the waves.  But, there was still a bit of haughtiness.  Since water dragons had magic and could fly, they saw their ground-bound earth dragon neighbors as the runts of the litter, to be watched over and protected because they lacked what all the other dragons possessed.  Earth dragons, naturally, resented being treated that way, and it was one of the only real points of contention between the two species.

But Shii’s pod never treated them that way.  The two families had been friends for nearly as long as the dragons had been on the island, trading gifts on the solstice days, celebrating the day of Gaia together, often basking on the sandy beach just down from the family burrow and talking of affairs.  It was Sella and her siblings that taught him how to swim so well, taught him how to use his wings like flippers, and made him probably the best swimmer on Draconia that wasn’t a water dragon.  It was Shii’s pod that had come to mourn when two of his clutchmates died in an accident, had helped them through the hard times when a fungal infection wiped out their crops, and the crops of nearly half the earth dragons.


Now that he recalled, that was one of the few times that the other dragons took any notice, when they suddenly found themselves on rations to get them through until new crops could be harvested.  And of course, it was the earth dragons’ fault that it happened.  Why the crops failed didn’t matter as much as the fact that the earth dragons were the ones that tended them.

Sella had went back home to rest through the night, and Stone worried his way through the night, still laying just at the entrance of his burrow along the earthen ramp that led down to his concrete floor, a little drainage grill at the edge to catch any water that managed to get down that far.  Tending the ramp was one of the little chores, almost a daily ritual for many earth dragons, filling in the divots and smoothing it out, sometimes bringing fresh earth in.  The smell of the fresh earth on the ramp permeated the burrow and brought a peculiar contentment to earth dragons.  That smell was the smell of home. The mist of the morning that gave their part of the island its name settled in just before dawn, casting the sea in steely grays, and then the sun rose around the volcano and burned it away.  It was quite lovely in ambient light, but it was the swirls of heat in the water as a warm water current mixed with a cold water current just off shore that was even more interesting to watch at night, when it was dark enough for his eyes to shift into the thermographic spectrum.  Earth dragons could see heat just like the monster from the Predator movie, but it tended to get overwhelmed by visible light, so it was really only useful in low light or darkness.  And in a bit of rare species pride, earth dragons were the only ones with thermographic sight.  It would do water dragons no good in the water, fire dragons even less in their superheated dens, and sky dragons even less than that high up in the air.  Chromatics were the only ones that might still find it useful, but they spent too many years in the light, reading their books, and the ability was all but bred out of them.

Earth dragons had even adapted it into monitors that used heat instead of light, monitors that only they could see.  Any computer that displayed sensitive information used infragraphic monitors, to keep other dragons from getting too curious.  Earth dragons were very secretive, and old habits died hard.  Besides, only earth dragons had that much interest in technology and the outside world.


He was honestly surprised when a sky dragon and two fire dragons landed not far from the entrance of his burrow.  He didn’t expect them to come to a decision that fast.  Usually it took the council a week to decide when they’d next meet.  For them to make a decision in a single day was almost unheard of.  He stood up and regarded the much larger sky dragon, and the even larger fire dragons, with a calm stare.


“Kell, son of Keth, of the farming clan, the Council of Nine demands your immediate presence,” the sky dragon declared.


“Well, this was too fast to be good,” Stone grunted, shivering his wings.


“Don’t get any ideas, grounder,” one of the fire dragons sneered.  “We’re here to make sure you get there, even if we have to drag you out of your hole like a scared rabbit.”


“You’re going to look awfully cute with one of my spikes in your forehead, ashtongue,” Stone retorted in a cold voice, bringing his tail around and showing him the seventeen slender blood-red spikes of crystal, just waiting to be used.


The two very large fire dragons bristled, one of them actually roared, but it didn’t phase Stone in the slightest.  He was half the size of the fire dragons, but like most earth dragons, he wasn’t afraid of the fire dragons, and he made sure they knew it.


“Were they absolutely necessary?” Stone asked the sky dragon, who was glaring at the two fire dragons.


“The fire dragons on the council demanded it,” she replied with a grunt.  “I will take you there, drake.”


“I’ll walk, thank you.  I don’t like to be carried.  Feel free to come with me.  If anything, you’ll keep those two alive.”


Both fire dragons snorted out a gout of flame.


“I can see that,” she replied dryly, putting her delicate feet on the ground.


The sky dragon was clearly annoyed at the slow pace, but it wasn’t because Stone was hedging or dragging his feet.  He started up the series of ramps that led to the Council Aerie with a confident, steady gait, but even his steady walk was too slow for a sky dragon, who could be there in a matter of seconds.  The two fire dragons stomped along behind him, and Stone made sure to snap his tail back and forth randomly, keeping their attention firmly affixed that most dangerous part of an earth dragon’s anatomy.  Like any earth dragon, the muscles that governed that tail were some of the strongest in his body, and would give the spikes he launched some formidable power.


“Any idea of what they decided?”


“I wasn’t there when they discussed the matter,” the sky dragon answered.  “But they spent almost all night debating the issue.”

It took him nearly an hour to climb up to the aerie, where the nine raised platforms formed a circle around the center.  Several aides to the council were present now, sitting or standing by their benefactors, and he was a bit surprised to see Shii sitting between the two daises holding the water drake and wyrm.  She gave him a steady and strangely reassuring look.  He ambled out to the middle of the circle and bent his neck low.  “I report as summoned, esteemed Council,” he said calmly.


“Kell of the earth drakes, we have spent many hours in debate over what is a suitable punishment for your actions,” the chromatic declared, peering down at him with a dark expression.  “And while some of us entirely disagree with the decision that was made, it is not our place to go against the will of the majority.”


Well, if the chromatic didn’t like the decision, then it might not be as bad as he feared.

“The short of it, my drakeling, is that while you broke our laws, you didn’t do so with malice in your heart,” Geon said, causing him to turn to look in that direction.  “Your action was the rashness of youth, and it is thus that we often let the rashness itself serve as part of the punishment.  I am sure that you have considered what you have done and realized, after having time to look back at things rationally, that you were wrong.”


“Yes, esteemed Council member,” Stone said with honest regret.  “I should never have done it.”


“So while there must be punishment, the punishment, like the crime, will not be done with malice,” the water wyrm continued, causing him to turn slightly.  “Your job is highly dangerous and puts much pressure on you, young drake.  We understand this, as much as we understand that because of the limitations of magic, only the youngest adult drakes may undertake the dangerous tasks for which you are responsible.  It would be cruel of us to thrust such young drakes into such dangerous tasks and then be harsh with them when their youth finally catches up with them, and they do something rash.”


“Which is exactly why I have advocated from the start that we not use earth drakes,” the fire wyrm said harshly.


“Only earth drakes have the skills and temperament to perform the dangerous tasks of which we ask them, Hirrag,” the water drake retorted in a calm yet authoritative voice.  “If we were to send a fire drake out into the human world, I have no doubt that we’d be counting the dead by the time he returned.”

“Until this incident, the four earth drakes we task to send out into the world have performed with excellence,” the earth wyrm declared as the fire wyrm puffed out his chest.  “Forty-three years of perfection!  And only now, in a moment of crisis, do we question the abilities of the earth drakes who made only one poor decision in forty-three years of thinking quickly and in situations nearly as dangerous?  And let us not forget that the core of the matter is that the events that revealed us to the human world were not his fault,” she declared, stamping a foot down on her dais.  “His transformation amulet was broken, and that was beyond his control!  If anything, his quick thinking and calm reaction to such a drastic situation was commendable!”


“It was in his control to put himself in the position where they could break it!” the fire drake retorted.


“We will not rehash old subjects!” the chromatic barked, slapping his tail on the dais loudly.  “Kell, son of Keth of the farming clan, you will face open rebuke by the Council, to be read openly at all monthly circles of all communities so that all Draconia may know your shame,” he declared, fluttering his iridescent, multicolored wings.  “You are also hereby removed from field service,” he declared, giving him a slight, malicious smile.  “You will be reassigned to other duties within the intelligence department.  Such is our decision, in a vote of five for, four against.”


“That’s it?” Stone blurted, then almost immediately bowed his head.


“Do you want more punishment, drake?” the chromatic wyrm said icily.  “I will gladly give it to you!”

“Uh, no, esteemed council member.  I just wasn’t expecting something so…lenient,” he said honestly, which made the earth dragons smile slightly.


“You will report to Chief Ferroth and be briefed on your new duties,” Anthra told him in a gentle voice.  “Do us proud, my drake.”


“Yes, esteemed council member,” he said, bowing his head to her.  That was a dismissal, so he turned and started towards the ramp with as much speed as dignity would allow, before someone dragged him back in the middle of that circle and decided to give him what he was expecting, like being chained on penitent’s aerie where young juveniles would harass and torment him for amusement, or being locked in a cell for a few decades, or even something drastic like having his wings cut off or even public execution.  But as he walked, he pondered just why they had been so lenient.  In honesty, they shouldn’t have been.  He was expecting something much worse than that, but they let him go with what was barely a slap on the wrist.  A public rebuke didn’t mean all that much to an earth dragon, since they were at the bottom of the social ladder anyway.  And he already knew that his time in the field was over, he knew that the instant Price shot out his amulet.  Odds were, nobody would be going out again for a few years, until they made sure that never happened again and gave the humans time to calm down a little bit.

Shii landed just behind him and rumbled up, then nuzzled the side of his head fondly.  “I’m glad to see you, my young friend,” she told him, looking down at him with her glowing green eyes.  “I’m sure that’s quite a relief.”


“You spoke for me, Shii.  Thank you,” he said honestly.


“Of course I spoke for you, my young one,” she smiled gently.  “Are our families not friends?”


“What…what were they really going to do?” he asked.


“You were always the clever one, Kell,” she said soberly.  “The debate was raging between execution and losing your wings down to a year chained on Penitent’s Aerie, though the chromatic and fire dragons felt that nothing short of execution was real punishment for an earth dragon,” she snorted.


“And what changed their minds?”


“Something you said yesterday,” she answered.  “Elder Anthra was quite eloquent.  It seems that the council has been debating opening some discreet diplomatic channels with the outside world for some time.  She also drove home the point that the main issue, them getting a picture of you, was beyond your control.  Your speaking to the humans wasn’t exactly a smart thing to do, but by then the damage had already been done, and in a way, your words to the humans helped assuage some of the damage.  When you told them that you tried to show the humans that you weren’t a monster, that they had no need to fear you, it resonated enough to sway the sky drake to voting for you rather than against you.  Your acts were rash, but your heart was in the right place, and that mattered very much when it came time to decide how to punish you for it.”


“Well, that’s something, I suppose,” he grunted, looking up at her as his mind worked.  If they were that close to killing him, then this “new job” of theirs was probably going to be something on the far side of suicidally dangerous.  After all, he was now expendable.  “And what new job do they have for me?”


“Something I think you’ll like,” she winked, then she leaned down and nuzzled him with her muzzle.  “I’ll let your boss explain things to you, my young one.  I have to get back to the kelp beds.  You know how Surral makes a mess of things when I’m not there.”


“Thank you, Shii.  It’s always good to know who your real friends are.”

“Any time, my young friend.  Good luck to you.”  She turned and spread her wings, then vaulted off the platform and turned west, heading home.


They took him straight to Ferroth’s office when he got back to headquarters, which was a large room with a big window looking out over the bay.  It was neat, spotless, two computers on his desk and lines of archived data in shelves along one wall, in black boxes and all neatly labeled by date and location.  “Chief, what the hell is going on?” Stone asked as he closed the door with a flick of his tail on the button, causing the steel door to lower down.


“Whelp, you have no idea how close you came to the jaws of a fire wyrm,” Ferroth told him with a dark growl.  “And they’d have fought over the chance to get to kill one of us without fear of retaliation.”


“I figured that out already.  So, if they spared me the execution, what hare-brained idea do they have that’s probably going to get me killed anyway?”


Ferroth gave him an amused look.  “You always were a smart one, Stone,” he said as he ambled over to his desk and sat on his haunches, the reared up enough to put his forepaws on the keyboard.  “You’re going back out in the field.”

“What?  They said I was pulled from field service!”


“As a field agent, yes.  I promoted Girk.  And I guess I should stop calling you Stone, that’s his alias now.”


“Girk?  He doesn’t know Pascal from Java!”


“He’ll learn,” Ferroth replied.  “And he’s not that bad.  Anyway, we’re sending you out on a special mission.”  He tapped his keyboard, and an infragraphic emitter dropped down from the ceiling and the lights dimmed along with the window darkening, letting them shift into thermographic vision.  The emitter painted the blank wall in the colors of heat, blues and greens, reds and whites, and it was as sharp and detailed as anything he could see in ambient light.  “Stone—Kell, your mission is going to be very dangerous, and you’re not going to get any help or backup from us, so you’re going to be on your own.  As you can see on this map, this human dwelling is your primary objective,” he said, using a pointer that placed a black dot of cold on the thermal image.  “This is the listed address of Jenny Edwards.”


“They want me to kill her?” he asked, his stomach dropping a little.


“They want you to make contact with her,” Ferroth replied.  “You have said that this particular human seems most approachable, so we decided to start with her.  You are to go out, rendezvous with her, and make official contact.  Your mission is to bring her back here.”


“Do what?” he gasped, snapping his head to Ferroth.


“Bring her here.  The council wants to speak face to face with a human, and they have selected Jenny Edwards.  They want to discuss what happened in Washington with someone from their side and make certain assurances.  They want to open at least one diplomatic channel to the outside world,” he said, glancing at him.

“Alright,” he said, shivering his tail a little.  “When do I go in, and what do I have?”


“You leave at three o’clock local time, and you get no tools or backup,” he replied.  “You go as a drake.  It will be night there, so you have to cross sixteen miles from the Woodbridge scion to Annandale without attracting undue attention, make contact, then bring her to the waterfall scion and use that, since she already knows where it is.”


“I don’t even get a hider?”


He shook his head.  “They don’t want to risk anything falling into human hands, not even a hider amulet,” he replied.  “Since you singled her and Wilson out, there’s a good chance that they have security presence at the least, military present at the most near or at their dwellings.  You very well may be walking into a trap.  We do know that she’ll be home at the estimated time of your arrival.  Her debriefing is done and all the Hunters have been granted leave as their bosses discuss the issue, and she has a husband and child.  That fact makes us almost positive she’ll be home.”


“Well, have the sky dragons done any reconnaissance?”


“Of course they have, and they’re still doing it,” Ferroth snorted.  “They haven’t reported anything, but we know they’re not infallible.  And there are no civilian cameras in Annandale we can hack and access, so you’re going to do this more or less blindly.”


He looked at the map, a little intimidated.  Cross sixteen miles of heavily populated territory without detection, reach Jenny’s house, convince her to come with him, then bring her back to Draconia?  And do it with no hider?  It was…it was…it was insane!  “Well, why can’t a sky dragon drop me off there?”


“We asked, they won’t risk a sky dragon coming that close to the ground in human territory,” Ferroth growled.  “They have no problem with you getting caught as long as they don’t get caught.”


“So I’m the sacrificial lamb,” Kell grumbled, looking at the map.


“You opened you mouth, now you live with the consequences,” Ferroth said simply.  “Once you get her back here, you are completely and solely responsible for her welfare, her protection, and responsible for her actions,” he added.  “You will be the liaison between the Council and her.  She will stay in your burrow while she’s here, and when the time comes, you will return her to her dwelling unharmed.”


“We’re going to let her run around and see everything?”


“We are,” he replied simply.  “The Council feels that if she sees how we live, it might foster some good will between us and the humans.  After all, nothing in our home or our lifestyle is overly militaristic, and they feel that if they see your family’s farm, it might foster a sense of similarity with some human cultures.  They don’t want her to think of us as monsters, Kell, and it’s hard to see earth dragons working the land as overly dangerous or frightening, unless you’re a weed.” 

“Wait a second.  If they won’t drop me off on the ground, will the drop me from the air?” Kell asked.


“Fly you from here halfway across the world?  What do you think they’ll say?” Ferroth asked caustically.  “They won’t come close to the ground to pick you up at the scion, so if they’re going to carry you, they’d have to pick you up here. And if they’re carrying you, they have to fly low and slow, which lets every radar from here to Washington pick them up.”


Kell grunted, slapping his tail against the floor lightly in irritation.  “Alright.  You say I have two hours?”


“You leave at three our time.  That will make it nine at night over there.”


“Alright,” Kell said, nodding his head.  “Let me go study the maps of northern Virginia and get ready.”


“I’ll call you when it’s time.”


“I’ll be ready.”
