Chapter 12

27 July 2017, 13:57 DMT; Dawnmist Village

Her eyes fluttered open, but there was nothing but impenetrable darkness.

What had happened?  Her magical light had faded.  She’d been so tired, she just had to stop a moment…had she fallen asleep?  She couldn’t see, but she could tell that she was laying down in the passage, her nose on the high side of a very gentle incline in the tunnel, one of the dead end tunnels surrounding Dawnmist’s chambers, one of the myriad tunnels she had to check for that elusive hidden passage.


Yes.  She’d fallen asleep.  She’d been so tired, she laid down for a moment, and that moment had been all it took for her to spiral down into exhausted slumber, so tired she could even sleep on bare stone, her feathered tail pulled over her body to keep her warm.  She stretched languidly, admittedly feeling much better now that she’d had a nap, then channeled magic to reignite her ball of light.  It stung at her eyes a little as the light shimmered into being, anchored to hover just over and behind her eyes to keep the direct light out of them but illuminate everything in front of her, the magic of the ball tingling at her feathery antenna whenever an errant flick ghosted them over it.  She wasn’t sure how long she’d been asleep, but from the feel of it, it had been at least a couple of hours.


Well, the council members didn’t have to know that she’d fallen asleep while performing her task.  Down here, they couldn’t scry on her anyway.  It was their fault for giving her no help.


She wouldn’t accept any help now anyway.  The tunnel had to be here…somewhere.  This was the last village she had to examine, and it was quite honestly the last place it could be.  The earth dragons had never surfaced, meaning that there had to be a tunnel down here that linked the villages to the ocean, and from there, she would find the undersea entrance to their hidden village.  She’d even studied several advanced spells that would help her when that time came.


Examining tunnels wasn’t all that difficult.  She just cast her spell of Seeking over them as she moved, searching for a door.  Earth dragons couldn’t hide that door with magic, and if there was water dragon defensive magic down here, she’d find that with her antenna.  Not even a water dragon’s ability to mask spells could hide from her antenna, which were organs that literally sensed magic.  As long as she was close to the spell, within a few dram, her antenna would sense it.  That combination would let her find the hidden tunnel, ferreting out the door or sensing the spell hiding it, one or the other.


The good part of it was that the spell of Seeking was actually simple magic to use, and she could cast it dozens of times before she had to rest, and that let her move quickly through the side tunnels in a systematic manner, using her maps to mark off tunnels as she searched them, then resting a while to recover her strength and continuing.  The sustained use of magic over the weeks had actually been a boon to her, she’d come to understand, almost as if casting spells was a muscle she could strengthen with exercise.  Now, casting the ball of light and the spell of Seeking were as easy, as automatic to her as using her natural talent, her floating magic.


She’d been combing through the Dawnmist tunnels for two days now.  She’d started in the village itself and then moved outward in a sector format, scouring tunnels in a direction until she exhausted all possibilities, then moving on to the next.  She focused on the side tunnels first, and once all of those were searched, she’d finish by searching the connecting tunnels that linked the village with the farms above.  She’d developed that pattern searching the other villages, since searching the connecting tunnels brought her close to the next village once she was finished, and that was much more efficient.  She’d left Dawnmist for last because it seemed the least likely place to find the tunnel, given that it would have received the most scrutiny…and that joke had been on her, for here she was, searching Dawnmist because it was the final option.


Damned earth dragons.  They were too clever.


 Feeling reinvigorated after her nap, she finished sweeping the last of the side passages and dummy tunnels over three hours, getting again to the point where she no longer needed the maps to navigate, and with Dawnmist memorized she could now travel all the earth dragons’ tunnels and villages unaided, as confidently as they could.  She only had the tunnels connecting the villages to the farms…and then what?

Searching individual burrows, hunting for that secret tunnel.  It had to be here somewhere.


She chose a connecting tunnel at random and followed it to its end, finding it to be the tunnel of…Gev, from the records.  Gev the farmer and shopkeeper, whose farm was between Keth’s and Grenall’s farms, the two largest farms of Dawnmist.  Good location for him, right between his two biggest customers.  The tunnel came out within fifty dram of the store, which had been dug out and looted.  She looked to the north, towards Grenall’s farm, and then south, to Keth’s farm.


Keth’s farm…right on the coast.  Keth’s farm, with a pod of water dragons living literally right beside him.


But…she’d been there.  Had even ventured into that water dragon pod’s den.  Could she have missed something, or should she save that farm for last?

Well, given what happened the last time she saved something for last…not this time.


Rather than spend upwards of fifteen minutes to go through the tunnels, she instead flew all of ten seconds to move from one farm to the other.  Finding the connecting tunnel on that farm took a while, because it had been caved in at the entrance…which was a little unusual.  But then again, the sky dragons had been after Keth’s son, who had killed Ivaiya, so they may have collapsed the tunnel behind them to keep the sky dragons from coming in after them.  She attacked the collapsed tunnel with her floating magic, moving piles of earth aside until she reached rocks, then picked them up and moved them aside in an efficient system she’d mastered clearing the hundreds of cave-ins in the villages below, learning how to disassemble a cave-in without causing further collapse quickly.  It was like a puzzle in reverse, starting from the top to the bottom with the stones least lodged, the ones she could most easily pull out and not cause any shifting.  But this tunnel had collapsed very close to the surface, so she had to dig down almost as much as she had to clear stones, since there was a sinkhole over the tunnel that marked how it had come down.

It…it was deep.  She cleared nearly fifteen dram into the where the ceiling hadn’t completely collapsed.  The earth dragons hadn’t just collapsed one section of tunnel, they’d collapsed deep into it, well back, creating an almost impenetrable barrier to the sky dragons to try to dig it out.


Or to hide something.


That was one of their little tricks, she’d learned, bury something they wanted to hide under a cave-in to make it all but inaccessible.  She turned her head and cast her spell of Seeking on the tunnel walls around and behind her leading up to the surface.


And she found it.


The door was cunning.  It was so indistinguishable from the tunnel wall that it would have been impossible to locate, even with a microscope.  But where they could hide the door form the eyes, they couldn’t hide the door from magic.  She used her magic to open the doorway and found a tunnel that descended sharply and then leveled out even as it curved, and venturing down it, the smell of salt water reached her nose.  This was it!


This was it!


Yes!  Salt water!  She looked down a sharp ramp into water, clear water, and a faint glow of light from underneath told her that this tunnel opened into the cove behind the farm.  That meant that the earth dragon village had to be close to this, close enough for the earth dragons to reach it.

She felt almost the fool.  She had searched this very cove when she realized how they’d done it…but she hadn’t searched it well enough.  Had she spent maybe one more hour here, she could have saved herself weeks of exhaustive and frustrating searching.


It was time to use the spell she’d researched.  Drawing magic through her body, she created a bubble of coherent air around her, a trick of the sky dragons which a chromatic could duplicate.  The spell warned that she would only have the oxygen trapped in the bubble to breathe once she submerged, and she couldn’t go very deep or the pressure of the water would overcome the magic and pop the bubble.  But it would give her perhaps ten minutes to submerge and search before having to surface to circulate the air in the bubble, and while chromatics couldn’t really swim, she could use her floating magic on herself much like sky dragons did, letting her float around in the water.  It wasn’t very fast, but it was faster than what most any other chromatic might manage.  She padded down the ramp and into the water, walking on the bottom with a light bounciness in her step because her weight was anchored to the air bubble in a way that made it and her slightly buoyant but still heavier than the water, at least until she came to the end of the tunnel, where it opened into the cove, which was a little bit of a drop-off.  She floated out into the water and looked down each side of the steep cove side, a natural cliff that dropped into the water.  The water dragon den was to the south, so she would go north.


It only took her about ten minutes to find.  At first she didn’t understand what she was seeing, because it was only really visible if one was on the very bottom.  It was a natural lava tube, a cave, its mouth black and foreboding as it extended back beyond the light that filtered in from the surface above.  The tube was angled in a way that made it almost impossible to see from any angle but straight on or on the bottom, the top overhanging the bottom, and she settled to the bottom and stood on a coral-encrusted rocky spur, a startled lobster skittering by her feet, as she looked into the natural cave and could not help but smile.


This was it.


Lava tubes were not unknown on the island.  There were several on the southern volcano, extending upwards into the volcano’s slopes before ending in collapses, where the shifting of the volcano and the weight of great time brought down the ceilings.  But this tube was flooded, formed when the water level was lower, probably during the ice age, and then flooded when the levels rose, and there was no telling how deep it went.  It was entirely possible the tube wasn’t flooded all the way and the earth dragons had started from there, at some cave-in deeper inside, or perhaps they did in fact excavate their hidden village from the water tube itself, getting help from the water dragons.


She surfaced to circulate the air in her bubble, then descended and started up the tube.  She moved slowly, carefully, for the tube was big and there was no doubt that the entrance was walled off and hidden, hidden as cleverly as the hidden tunnel down to the water had been, perhaps even covered over with water dragon magic, and there was no need to hurry now.  Once she found the way in, she would finish her task.


Three hundred dram in, she had her confirmation.  Secured on the ceiling, there was the shorn-off edge of a cable the earth dragons used for their technology.  The end had been carefully capped, as if they might use it again.  The cable was attached to the ceiling of the cave and went deeper inside.  The earth dragons had been in here, had placed their technology in this tube.


There was no doubt now. This was the entrance to their hidden village.


After five minutes, she turned around and returned to the surface, breathing deeply as the stale air in her bubble recirculated, turned fresh again.  There was no telling how deep in that tunnel went, possibly beyond her ability to venture inside it.  She was no water dragon, and it was becoming clear to her that the water dragons had been a vested partner in the earth dragons’ endeavors.  There was no way they could get very far up that tunnel without water dragon assistance…and that was easy enough to prove.  She dove back down and floated as fast as she could up the tunnel, counting the minutes.  At five minutes into the tunnel, she still had yet to find its terminus, and the cables were still running along the ceiling.  That was as far as she could possibly go.  She turned around and hurried back out, the air turning fouler and fouler in her bubble, and she was starting to get a little dizzy and her breathing labored as she got back to the mouth.  She used the bottom to push off, her legs assisting her floating magic to get her the rest of the way out, and she exploded from the water’s surface and collapsed on the bank, gulping in air in a frenzy, but almost giddy with pride and satisfaction.  She’d completed her task.  It had taken her far longer than she expected it to take, but that was due to the cunning of the earth dragons.

And damn, was it cunning.  It was so brilliant that she would have only attributed such a concept to chromatics.  The way they set it up, it was almost impossible to reach without water dragon assistance, putting it utterly out of reach of their main foes, the fire dragons, who would never in a million years allow themselves to submerge that deep in the ocean.  The very idea of having to go that deep in the water, that far from the air, it would terrify even the most brutishly fearless fire dragon.  But it also put them completely out of reach of the sky dragons and chromatics.  No sky dragon would dare an underwater tunnel to get at the earth dragons, and the chromatics had no easy way to reach them.  Some few chromatics might know magic to survive to reach the end of that tunnel, but there wouldn’t be enough to make a difference, not when facing the entire earth dragon race, who were no doubt hiding behind cunning traps and prepared defenses.  When one only had one door to guard, it made it easy to pile defense after defense in front of it.


She took out her map and drew in the coastline of the cove, then marked the location of both the earth dragon tunnel leading into the water and the lava tube on her map, then rolled it up and put it back in her shoulder satchel with a little flair.  All she had to do now was report back to the Council of Seven, and she was done.

She took off from the cove and caught an afternoon thermal as a bank of rain clouds began to form some distance offshore, the afternoon rains preparing to visit them, spiraling up along the side of the extinct volcano until she was high enough to take command of her flight.  Wingbeats curled her around the eastern side of the volcano, up and over the destroyed department building and Scion Aerie, past the Library of Babylon, and up to the chambers of the Council of Seven.  There were no guards there, for they were unnecessary; no chromatic would come uninvited unless they were told to do so, or in her case, told to report to them upon completion of her task.  The building was both seat of the rulers of the chromatics and the perennial repository of magical lore, shared by both the council and the sages.  As such, there were two distinct entries into the building, one for visitors of the sages, and the other the visitors of the council.  It was to the council entry that she reported, opening the door and stepping inside, using magic to close it behind her.  The council was only partially in session, only three of the seven present, sitting around a huge circular table littered with books and charts, deep in discussion.  Her occasional teacher was one of the three, as was the council chromatic.  The third was a chromatic unknown to her.  She stood by the table and waited for them to take notice of her, which took nearly ten minutes as they discussed some kind of astronomical convergence and the effect it was having on magic as a whole.


Finally, her teacher looked to her.  “And what brings you before us, fourth of the senior class?”


“My task is complete, honored council members,” she said simply, using her floating magic to withdraw her map from her shoulder satchel.  “I am certain that have found the earth dragons.”


That got their attention.  Her teacher took the scrolled map once it reached him, and he opened it and placed it on the table.  “It is most clever, how they did it, honored council members.  The entrance is under water.”


“Truly?” the female council member asked.


“Yes, honored council member.  I found a secret tunnel that leads from the villages to the water’s edge, and after searching the surrounding area, I found this natural lava tube that was in close proximity to it.  The tunnel extended past my ability to travel it, but it had earth dragon technology along its roof, their cables.  They must have had the water dragons assist them in building this underwater village, and then the water dragons helped them evacuate to it when they withdrew from the island.”


“So, you don’t know for certain that the earth dragons are there?” the council chromatic asked.


“I didn’t see them, no, honored council member,” she replied.  “But the evidence is most compelling.  Why would they install their technology within the tunnel if they were not there?  With them building a hidden tunnel that opens only into the water, and this lava tube being the only nearby tunnel to it, why else would that tunnel be there?”


“The evidence does suggest that they might be there, but we do need a little more, student,” her instructor said in a more reasonable tone.  “Did you explore the lava tube?”


“To the extent of my ability, my teacher,” she replied humbly.  “I almost suffocated getting out.  I can go no further.”


“Then it’s time you had some assistance,” he declared, standing up.  “I’ll come with you and attempt to scry the tunnel’s depths.  My magic can reach where we cannot.”


“Yes, my teacher,” she said, bowing her head again.  Her teacher rolled up her map and floated it over to her, and she replaced it in her shoulder satchel, hiding her disappointment.  After spending so long on this task, by herself, she expected a little…a little more appreciation for its successful completion, not a rebuke for not being thorough enough.  But, if she was right, then they would have to recognize her hard work.


She led her teacher back down to the cove, landing right atop where the tube was located.  “It’s right under our feet, my teacher,” she said, pointing down into the water with a forepaw.  “At the bottom of this shelf.  It can’t be seen unless you’re right in front of it.”


“That would lend credence to your conclusion, student,” he nodded.  “I need a direct line of sight into the tube to scry it.  How did you manage going underwater?”


“I suspected where it might be, so I took some time to learn a spell that creates a bubble of air around me.  With two of us inside it, it will give us about five minutes of air,” she offered.

“Then I depend upon you for that, student,” he said, patting her shoulder.  “You get us down there, I’ll see if you’re right.”


She felt both honored and a little intimidated that her teacher would let her cast a spell for him, so she wrapped the bubble of air around him rather than herself, then stayed with him as he jumped in, sinking to the bottom slowly enough to land easily on the bottom.  That he knew to do that told her that he knew the spell as well, and was just giving her the honor of casting it.  Her teacher fell silent and closed his eyes, and her antenna shivered as she felt his magic.  “It’s very deep,” he said in a distant tone.  “It goes back very far.  Very far.  I can see the cables on the ceiling you described,” he said in a musing voice.  “I can see the end.  It’s blocked by a cave-in.”

“The entrance might be along the tube, my teacher.  The way they hid the tunnel to the water’s edge was quite cunning.”


“No, student, the cables go through the cave-in,” he told her.  “Whatever they did, it’s on the other side.  And the cave-in isn’t solid rock, so my scrying can penetrate it.”


“Truly?”


“You’ll learn the art of scrying when you are far more advanced, my student,” he told her without opening his eyes.  “The tube comes out of the water just on the other side of the collapse,” he related to her, his antenna twitching.  “The cables are still there.  There is a metal box attached to the wall.  The tunnel…it is very deep.  Amazing,” he breathed.  “It goes for a league under the island.  I see an opening,” he said, then he gasped and opened his eyes.  “Incredible!”


“What is it, my teacher?”


“They’re in there, alright, student,” he said with a dark chuckle.  “I saw them.  And they’ve built a huge complex deep under the volcano, so deep that our magic could never hope to find it.  Come, let’s return to the council chambers so you may be discharged of this duty and return to your studies.”


“That is a relief beyond all words, my teacher,” she said with a sigh as she floated up over his head.


When they returned to the council chambers, her instructor did her the honor of making the announcement for her.  “She was right, they are in there,” he declared to his cohorts.  “They’ve built an underground city leagues under our feet, my brother and sister.  And the only way in is through a flooded tunnel that only a true master of the magical arts could traverse safely without the aid of a water dragon.  The way they have done this is masterful.  Masterful,” he said in appreciation.  “If we want to get them out of there, the only way that’s going to happen is if they come out willingly.”  He looked to her.  “Student, you have discharged your duties to this council with determination and resourcefulness.  You found the earth dragons, and I dare say that very few would have managed to do the same.  You are discharged to return to your academy studies, fourth of the senior class, and a commendation of your exemplary service will be read at your next class gathering, so all may know of your success.  Well done, young student.  Very well done indeed.”

She almost floated on air on her way out the door.  A commendation…to be read at the public meeting of the senior class!  Her work debated by the sages!  She had never even dreamed in the most pleasant sleepy musing that such good fortune would be hers!  She left the council chambers and very nearly took off the wrong way, so accustomed she’d been to descending down to the lowlands to continue her search, catching herself at the last minute and instead turning for her den.  She’d need her schoolbooks.  Her class was in session right now, advanced magical theory of enchanting and dwoemerwork, where chromatics learned the art of enchantment and creating permanent magical effects.


Her classmates would be so jealous of her now.


27 July 2017, 17:37 DMT; The Library of Chroma

“What did you see down there, brother?” the council chromatic asked.  The entire council was now assembled, having gathered in his absence, and they now listened as he reported back to them.

“Not much, we were under a time limit since I had to scry while underwater,” he replied, pulling out a sheet of clean marking parchment.  His claw quickly and deftly sketched out what he’d seen.  “It looked to be a massive natural cavern that the earth dragons had adapted, building floors, to expand the usable volume, with multiple exits in the floor that no doubt lead down to their tunnels.  I saw several earth dragons before I ended the spell, moving either up onto the ramps or down into the openings.  Including the one that killed Ivaiya,” he grunted, glancing at the council chromatic.  “He was walking with Ferroth, coming down from the floors they’d built above.  They had no prepared defenses I could see, but really, they don’t need them.  Their tunnel complex is entirely too deep for any kind of magic to reach it in any direction but up that natural lava tube, and the tube itself is an effective barrier.  They collapsed the tube within the flooded area to block it off, sealing them inside.  Simply put, my honored companions, they’re untouchable.”


“Why would we want to attack them, anyway?” the eldest female on the council asked lightly.  “We just want to talk to them, do we not?  Make the see reason.  They’re certainly no threat to us down there.  They’re no threat to us up here, for that matter,” she sniffed.  “This silliness has gone on far too long.  We send a chromatic down there and talk them out.  It shouldn’t be that difficult, they’re not all that intelligent.  They’ve already lost, for Gaia’s sake.  The factories are gone, the power plant destroyed, and if they don’t come back soon, they won’t even have any dirt to play in.  It’ll all wash out to sea.”

“When they come back out, they’ll demand to rebuild it all,” the council chromatic stated.  “And that absolutely cannot be allowed to come to pass.  But with them where we can’t touch them, it will embolden them to be unreasonably stubborn.  They very well might starve themselves to death out of spite for us putting them back in their place.”


“And how is that much of a loss?” the female that had been there when he left asked.


“After the sky dragons become tired of hunting for us, it will be a loss,” the instructor warned.  “Don’t forget, sister, if the earth dragons die down there, the water dragons will blame us, and they’ll never come back.  They don’t need us, because unlike the rest of us, they can just stay deep and far out of reach of the humans.  They’re the only dragons that have nothing to fear from human invasion, they’re the only ones that can put themselves completely out of reach.  The only reason they stayed was to honor the vows their ancestors made to the covenant and to look after the grounders.  No grounders, no water dragons, no food,” he said, ticking it off on his claws.  “So, we need the earth dragons, too, sister.  Or would you perhaps enjoy losing a portion of your study time every day to hunting your own food?”

She bristled a bit.  “No thank you,” she replied.  “I tried my paw at fishing just out of curiosity, and I find it to be both interminably boring and degrading for someone of our status to be reduced to such…low behavior,” she sniffed.  “Gaia placed us above the others to guide them, and in return it is their duty to care for us in the manner in which we deserve.”


“Then you’d better rethink your opinion of the grounders,” the instructor declared.  “There’s absolutely no way we’re going to force them out, and as long as they have food, they’re not going to budge.  We have no way of knowing how long their supplies are going to last.  I agree that we need to parlay with them, but we’d better be prepared to make a few concessions.”


“Ridiculous,” the council chromatic snorted.  “We will not be held hostage by them!  They will return under our terms, fully knowing their place in proper society.”


“So, while we stand off against them, what’s left of their farms get washed into the sea,” the instructor said calmly.  “What are they to do when the come back out and have nothing to work with but bare rock, brother?  Not even earth dragons can make things grow out of stone.  We need them out of there to save their farms, or we’ll have even more mouths to feed that contribute nothing to the food supply.”


“Then they starve,” the female shrugged.  “The water dragons can’t possibly blame us for the grounders’ own stupidity.”


“You know, when we agreed to this plan, I didn’t agree to it with the idea of us torturing the grounders into submission, or starving them to death,” he said darkly.  “This was supposed to be quick and efficient, overwhelming them before they could react and having them under our tails and their technology in check before they could do anything about it.  But since bad luck thwarted our simple solution, I have seen more and more behavior I would attribute to the humans than to my own kind,” he declared.  “I find your lack of concern for the grounders to be not just appalling, but very disturbing,” he accused the two of them.  “Is this your solution to the problem, Geleste?  Just let them die?  Not a care in the world that killing off our lesser cousins violates Gaia’s command that we rule over them?”


“To rule is to control, and there is no greater form of control than to dictate life or death,” she retorted haughtily.  “So, yes, if the only way to control them is to kill them, then I say we kill them.”


“You know, since the grounders started bringing back human technology, I’ve been reading some of their literature, purely out of curiosity to see how the humans have evolved over the centuries,” he told them, looking at his six compatriots one by one, sitting on his haunches.  “And I came across a series of children’s fables that they use much like we do to teach morality.  One such fable, I think, applies here.  It’s called the golden goose.”

“The what?” the youngest male asked.

“It was a goose that laid eggs of pure gold,” he replied.  “And you know how humans covet gold.  The story goes that instead of caring for the goose and collecting the eggs it laid over time and becoming rich, the owner instead killed the goose, thinking that he could take all of its eggs at once.  But once he cut it open, he found nothing inside, and realized the folly of his idea.  We have here a golden goose, which is all the dragons under our control and a life of general comfort.  The other dragons feed us, protect us, and care for us, leaving us to pursue magical research and study.  I dare say that it’s worked out fairly well for us for the last thousand years.  But what I see now is my fellow council members running around with a knife, seeking to cut the goose open,” he said simply.  “Would you really kill the grounders rather than let them gain a single concession over us, brother?” he asked, looking at the council chromatic.  “Knowing that it would permanently poison the water dragons against us?  Would you kill the entire race of earth dragons just so you can show them who’s boss, Geleste?” he asked pointedly, staring the haughty female in the eyes.  “I agreed as you did that the activities of the earth dragons was threatening the way of life of the other dragons, and it had to be stopped.  But I did not agree to this plan thinking that it would shatter the island and put us in a position where we are seriously sitting here discussing the extermination of an entire race of dragons, just because we believe that we have the right to do so because we were mandated by Gaia to rule over them.  Are we going to let our refusal to give even a single concession, our need to control the grounders, kill them off and destroy everything we’ve built here?  Do you seriously think the other dragons would ever trust us again after we exterminate an entire race of dragons simply to maintain our rule?  Will you cut off the head of the golden goose, brother?  Sister?  You?  You?” he asked, looking at each of them in turn.

“Your analogy has no bearing here,” the council chromatic retorted.  “We are now dealing with a direct challenge to our rule, and to protect everything we’ve built, protect our position as rulers of this island, we have to end this on our terms.  Or would you rather see the grounders emerge from their holes and put everything back the way it was, brother?  Build even more factories?  Seduce even more dragons away from our sacred traditions?”


“So, we give not a clawtip in the matter, brother?”


“Not one,” he replied adamantly.  “If the grounders take a single clawtip, they’ll demand the whole island.  And if they harm themselves out of their own stubbornness, then that is their folly, not ours.”

“I have to agree,” one of his brothers said.  “Not that I particularly relish putting the island through this, but he is right in that the grounders are directly challenging our right to rule, and that cannot be tolerated.”


“Especially the grounders,” the younger female sniffed.  “I could understand a conference with the water dragons, or the sky dragons, but not with…grounders,” she said disdainfully.


“So say you all?” the instructor asked, looking at each of them.  When they all agreed with the council chromatic, the instructor sighed.  “Then so be it.  I resign from this body.”


“What?” the council chromatic gasped.


“I will not be party to this,” he declared.  “I will not be the lone voice of dissent against this insanity, and then suffer Gaia’s wrath when she takes notice of our failure to carry out her sacred charge and exacts punishment.  I will return to the academy, to my instructor’s post.  And Gaia save the lot of you if you carry through with this,” he said darkly turning around and walking away.  “One of the sages confided to me that she believes that the drain of magic in the world is Gaia’s warning that we are making a dreadful mistake,” he said as he walked out the door.  “What I have just seen around the council table makes me certain of it.”

And the door slammed shut behind him.

28 July 2017, 15:31 DMT; Academy Aerie

And such goes dreams of recognition.


The fourth of her class stuffed another book in her shoulder satchel and hurried after two of her classmates, silently glad she didn’t lord it over the others or announce that she had earned a council commendation.  She had been content to remain silent and act surprised and gracious when the reading came, but after two different class meetings, no open reading.  Either the council had forgotten its promise, or they had never intended to show her any kind of public recognition for all her hard work.

It was humiliating, to be lied to like that.  As a young chromatic, she was used to being ignored by her elders at the best, openly scorned at the worst, but to be promised something and then have it taken away, even if nobody else knew about it, it was like being hit in the face with a rock.  She very nearly cried out of frustration when she got back to her den last night, to work so hard, be promised a reward, then…nothing.  She felt used, she felt exploited…she felt like an earth dragon.


If this was how her elders had been treating them, no wonder they went to their hidden city!


“Fourth!  Fourth, wait up!” tenth begged, rushing after her.  Tenth, the poor dear, was something of an enigma.  Last of the senior class, everyone looked down on her for her shortcomings, but she had a good personality and she tried very hard, so in that respect, she did earn something of a pitying respect from others.  Her failures were certainly not because she didn’t try.  She just wasn’t as good at magic as the others in her class.  Because she was earnest about her shortcomings and still worked very hard to try to overcome them, it wasn’t social death to be seen talking to her.  Fourth wasn’t the only one that had taken her aside and given her private tutoring…in a way, she was the class mascot.  “What are you going to do?  I was hoping we could talk about radicals in the enchanting process a little more.”

“I suppose we could, but only if you come along with me,” she said, latching her satchel.  “I’m getting hungry.”


“I’ve been hungry,” she sighed, closing her own satchel as they got out of the way of one of the instructors.  “But it’s two hours before we can queue for our allotments.”


“There’s more ways to eat than to stand in line,” she said with a slight smile.  “I’ll show you a secret.”


“Really?  Oh, please please please do!”


“Alright, but it’s every chromatic for herself,” she warned.


“What do you mean?”


“You’ll see,” she replied with a little smile.


“Oh! Pardon us, most wise!” tenth gasped when she nearly walked into a landing elder chromatic.


“There you are, fourth of the senior class,” the wizened old sage said, stopping almost all traffic on the aerie as she folded her wings.  “I wanted to return your journal.  Your theory was most intriguing, and the sages found it very stimulating to ponder its merits.”


She almost fainted right there on the aerie.  A sage addressing her so, in public!  The sage removed her journal from her shoulder satchel and offered it to her.  “Here you are.”


“Thank you, most wise!” she said, almost smacking her chin on the ground dropping her head before taking the journal back.

“I put a reading list inside the cover, books related to your theory.  I thought you might enjoy further study of the matter.”


“I’d be most eager to do so.”


“Alright then.  I have work to do, and I was passing by anyway.  Study well, young ones, you are the future,” she called loudly, then she turned and leapt from the edge of the aerie, her wings catching the air as she turned and soared in the direction of the council chambers.


Well, the council may have forgotten her commendation, but that was even better!


The other students swarmed around her in excitement and perhaps maybe a little jealousy, which she lapped up in equal measure, asking her what her theory was, asking her how she managed to get it before the sages.  She enjoyed her moment in the sun, even having an instructor come over and ask her about her theory, which she more or less had to divulge at that point.  “I theorized that the link between a primary focus and its living donor could be severed by separating them with stone for a sufficient period of time,” she answered her teacher.

“Interesting, I’d never considered that possibility,” the instructor nodded.  “You should continue your research on the matter, student.  Any new knowledge betters us all.”


“I will do so, honored teacher,” she said, lowering her head.


She and tenth remained on the aerie for about ten more minutes, and then she separated herself from her admiring classmates and flew to her den with tenth following.  She allowed tenth to place her satchel in her den, then gave her a fishing basket with a smile.  “You’ll need this.”


“Where did you get these?” she asked curiously, holding the basket up.


“Scavenged from the earth dragon villages,” she replied.  “I feel no guilt for taking them.  They left it behind, so it was free for the taking.”  In fact, her den had quite a few little artifacts and trinkets she’d gleaned from the items the earth dragons left behind, some of them for utility, some purely for aesthetics.  Earth dragons liked to sculpt stone with their claws, scraping it into shapes, and some of it was quite interesting to view.

The whole school did know about her task, and that since she was back in class, she had completed it.  “What was it like down there?” tenth asked as she buckled the basket around her wingjoint.

“Dark and confining,” she answered.  “The earth dragons dug tunnels in every conceivable direction and made them confusing and hard to navigate, to scare other dragons away from trying to enter their villages.  It took me quite a while to learn my way around down there.”


“And there were things like this left behind?” she asked, patting the basket.


“A few.  The earth dragons took most everything,” she replied.  “Now, let’s go see if we can fill our bellies.”


Tenth wasn’t very good at magic, but she was a great flier, having no problems following her to the northwest.  It was a spot she’d found in her fishing expeditions where fish liked to gather around a shoal of sorts, an underwater mountain that almost broke the surface, giving the coral a place to grow.  “Fish!” tenth called from behind.


“Now it’s every female for herself,” she called back with a smile.  “You fish your way, I’ll fish mine.”


Of course, her way was just slightly more efficient.  She used her floating magic to hover in the air like a sky dragon, then simply yanked the fish out of the water with her magic five and six at a time, being picky enough to only get the ones she knew tasted good to her. Some she ate even as she hovered, feeling them wriggle a bit as they went down, and others ended up in her fishing basket.  Tenth at first tried to snatch the fish like a sky dragon might, but then managed a mad-flapping hover that demonstrated her flying skills, just over the water, and used her own magic.  Just about any chromatic could do floating magic, but few could use it the way fourth of her class could.  Tenth pulled fish out of the water one at a time, almost losing her concentration and falling in three or four times.  “Not that one, it’s poisonous,” fourth of her class warned when tenth pulled out one of those striped spiny fish with garish fins.


“Experience speaking?” Tenth asked lightly as she let the fish go.


“I threw up for hours afterward,” she admitted, which earned her a light laugh.


“This is a good place, can I come back here?”


“Just don’t take everything.  If we take all the fish, no fish will come back.”


“That sounds a little strange.”


“The water dragons never take everything,” fourth explained.  “Even when they’re after schools of fish, they always leave some behind so they reproduce.  If that’s how the water dragons do it, then that’s the way we should do it.  The water dragons are the experts.”


“Oh, when you say it like that, it makes sense,” she nodded.

They fished for nearly an hour, then landed on a spur of stone about a league from the island and ate their fill, a reaching finger of black stone barely big enough for the two young adult chromatics to share.  Fourth went over the material that tenth wanted to speak about, taking her turn tutoring their least gifted classmate, whose earnest effort earned her some modicum of respect despite her deficiencies.  “You know,” tenth mused as she swallowed her last fish, “a couple of us have been considering asking you for a favor, classmate.”


“What is that?”


“We’re a little curious about what you’ve been doing down in the grounder tunnels,” she replied.  “Would you take us down inside?  We’ve never seen their hidden places, and you braved it.  You’re the first chromatic to ever discover their secrets!”


She glowed a bit under the praise.  “Well…I guess I could, but only so long as nobody bothers anything,” she replied.


“Whyever for?”


“Would you like to come to school some day and find someone gouged writing all over the walls of our building?” she asked.


“But they’re just grounders,” she shrugged.


“Be that as it may, even grounders deserve the dignity of their private places,” she replied.  “I don’t mind taking you down into the tunnels, but you are there only to look.  Not to steal, not to vandalize.”


“Didn’t you steal the baskets?”


“No.  Some things down there, they left on purpose.  Some they left because they had to.  I have no guilt taking what they obviously intended to leave, those things are free for the taking as far as I’m concerned, but I will not touch anything that was left due to accident or necessity.”


“Well, I can live with that,” tenth replied.  “How can you tell which is which?”


“Study the villages long enough, and you can tell,” she replied.  “The earth dragons are very, very methodical.  It only took me a couple of weeks to understand the way they do things.  Study their villages long enough, and that which was left on purpose is as different as that which they had no choice but to leave as the sun and the moon.”


“Really?”


“Really,” she nodded.


“I never thought they did anything, you know…smart,” she said.


“They’re far smarter than we were told,” she answered evenly.  “Far smarter.  Think about what you can see, tenth,” she noted.  “Aren’t their crops always neat and orderly?”


“Well, sure.”


“Don’t the earth dragons working down there always seem to be doing something, know what to do?”


“Well, I guess.”


“Then there you go.”


“But, I thought we did all that,” she said, looking over.  “You know, planned the farms and such, and they just did what we told them.”


“Have you ever seen a chromatic down on a farm, tenth?  Ever?”


She was quiet a long moment.  “No, I haven’t.”


“Question answered,” she said simply.


“Wow, I never thought you loved the grounders so much.”


“Call it a newfound respect for them after having spent nearly a month crawling around in their tunnels,” she replied.  “What I found down there doesn’t come anywhere near what we’ve been told they were like.”


“Now I’m really curious to see inside their world,” tenth mused.


“As much of it as you can see.  They didn’t live in the villages, they just used them for their common areas.  But still, once you see how they dug them out, how everything’s arranged and organized, you can start to understand how logically they think.”


“Can we go tonight?”


“Well…tomorrow would be a little better.  I’m still trying to catch up after missing so much time,” she replied.


“That’s fine.  Thank you for your help today, and showing me how to fish,” she smiled.


“We’re classmates, friend.  We look out for each other, because no one else will.”


“Gaia’s truth,” she agreed.


28 July 2017, 07:04 DMT; Senior’s Building

It was something of a surprise to see the chromatic council member that occasionally taught at the academy to take the podium at their start of day announcements, the time when news and information was filtered down to them.  They were usually quite boring, filled with inane announcements and rule changes, and up until the last couple of days, she usually tuned them out.  But this was a change, it was different, and that got at least half her attention as she read from Geomancy, the Magic Lurking in Stone, one of the books that the sage had suggested she read to further explore her theory.


“There are only two announcements today,” the council member called. “First, a staffing change.  I’ve returned to teaching at the academy full time, and will be replacing your advanced magical theory instructor.”


That was really strange.  What chromatic would leave the council to return to a post in the academy teaching younglings?  That was a major step down as chromatics measured social standing...and she saw that she wasn’t the only one that was giving him slightly unusual looks.


“Second, I have a major announcement concerning student rank,” he declared, which got everyone’s immediate attention.  “The student rankings have changed effective today.  Fourth of the senior class, you have been re-evaluated, and have been awarded the position of first of the senior class,” he declared, which made her gasp and the others stare in shock.  “This is by no means a rebuke of the three who were above you,” he said gently.  “Due to extraordinary efforts in extra-curricular tasks and assignments and the submission of a unique magical theory for consideration that would qualify as her adherent’s dissertation, the new first of her class has exceeded the expectations of the staff and has attracted the attention of the sages themselves,” he explained.  “The three who have lost a position due to this, remember that it was by no lack of effort or mistake on your part that you have lost one rank.  Be proud and hold your heads high, students, because you have earned no shame this day, and your instructors think just as highly of you as we did the day before.  Dedicate yourself as the first has and prove yourself to the school and to the chromatics, and you may regain the rank you have lost this day.  As always, ranks are open to re-evaluation at any time,” he reminded them.  “So, let it be officially noted for the school record that on this day, fourth of her class has been promoted to first of her class, with those she supplants stepped down by one rank respectively, but those so reduced are done so with due prejudice and consideration,” he added, which was a condition that meant that they hadn’t lost their rank due to errors, but were instead demoted under exceptional circumstances by the one whose promotion caused their demotion, and as such they retained a few of the privileges of their former ranks.  That, at least, would soothe a few bruised egos.

There was polite applause and a few heated looks as the class paid her a moment of grudging respect, seats were rearranged to let her take the seat of honor and the three she jumped over each had to move a table back, and then she went from highest-ranking member of the class to just another student, preparing to take notes as class began.


At the first break, though, she got to hold court as first in class, with the other nine students gathered around her, accepting slightly sulky private congratulations from the three males she’d jumped over and proper supplication and a little tail-licking from those under them.  The first in class had a great deal of power within the class, able to discipline the other students in the absence of a teacher, given privileges greater than other students, and allowed to ignore certain rules.  Luckily for her, the new second in class didn’t lose some of his privileges because he was demoted with due prejudice, so there wouldn’t be any overt hatred and backstabbing going on in inter-class social politics.  The new second still had his special access to restricted areas and rank privileges, but he could no longer discipline other class members.  That was the exclusive purview of the first in class.

After class, they again stored their school satchels in her den, picked up utility satchels, and they descended down into the ruined lowlands.  The village of Forest Edge was closest to her den, on what had once been the grassy plain just south of the forest, where earth dragons had tended herds of livestock rather than farmed.  But the sky dragons had burned the pastures as well as the farms, leaving muddy, pitted ruin in their wake.  Tenth paused at the opening to the tunnels, gawking down its black mouth, ignoring the pile of stones around the entrance that first had moved aside to gain entry.  “It’s a little frightening.”

“There’s nothing inside,” first told her as she created a ball of light and set it over her head.  “Just don’t get separated from me.  You can wander down in those tunnels for days and never find your way out if you don’t know where you’re going.”


“Do you know where you’re going?”


“I was down here so long I don’t need maps anymore,” she said, a little darkly, as she entered the tunnel.

She guided them unerringly through the twisting passages, checking often to make sure tenth didn’t get lost behind her, but that was a moot point.  Tenth was all but climbing up her back, fearful of the dark, confining spaces; tenth was larger than she was, since she’d entered academy older than most.  She brought them to the entry chamber of Forest Edge, a larger chamber than most other villages, possibly because they herded livestock down here.  One of the village chambers wasn’t a storage silo as in other villages, but a large barn-like stable underground meant to hold living animals.

“This is the entry chamber,” she announced.  “All villages have one.  The other chambers can be reached from here.”


“It’s…big,” tenth mused, brightening her light to illuminate the entire chamber.


“It’s more than just big, classmate,” she replied.  “The earth dragons dug this out with nothing but their claws, and yet the floor is perfectly level, and the walls are perfectly straight.  There’s an exactness to their work you can appreciate.”


“Well, wood bees and ants build things too, and they’re not very smart.”


“Wood bees and ants don’t create perfect right angles,” she challenged.


“This room doesn’t have anything in it.”


“No, they must have had more time to evacuate this village than others,” she nodded.  “But there’s something I want to show you.  It’s in one of the inner chambers.”


“Oh.”


She led tenth through two buffering chambers, and into what first was fairly certain was the village council chamber, where the earth dragon village leaders gathered to discuss matters.  The room had been emptied out, but it was what was on the walls that she wanted to see.

Etched into the walls was an elaborate and breathtakingly beautiful work of art, the stone gouged and polished by whoever had made it in such a way that some stone swallowed light and some reflected it, creating dazzling light-induced illusions of depth and texture. It spanned all four walls, and each wall demonstrated a different of aspect of life for an earth dragon.  One wall showed a herd of cattle with two earth dragons walking beside them, the volcano rising in the background.  One wall showed row after row of neat crops, a single earth dragon reaching down to pluck a tiny leaf from between the rows.  One wall showed earth dragons working, and the mastery of the relief made it almost seem as if the dragons etched into the stone were digging at the very wall itself with their claws.  And across from the entry wall was the most detailed of all, showing a mated pair of earth dragons and three hatchlings, the hatchlings tended to with love and care.


“Unbelievable,” tenth breathed, turning slowly to take in the sculpture.


“Can someone as stupid as we were told create something like this?” first asked simply, looking at her favorite part, the earth dragon mother nuzzling one of her hatchlings with exquisite tenderness.


“It had to have been made by magic,” tenth protested.


“Look carefully at the walls and you can see where earth dragon claws made the marks,” she challenged simply.  “I thought so at first as well, but the claw marks are unmistakable.  They even used them to induce texture into some of the reliefs to give the illusion of depth.  It is the most intricate work of art I’ve ever seen, far beyond the art hanging in the libraries.  I don’t think even a chromatic artist using magic to assist could create something like this.”

“And it’s been hidden under the ground, all this time,” tenth breathed, staring at the wall showing the cattle.


“It was made by the earth dragons, for no one other than the earth dragons,” first replied.  “We may be the first non-earth dragons to ever see it.”


“I see why you don’t want anyone disturbing the villages.  If a chromatic came along and marred this, I’d bite him myself.  But why keep this underground?  Why hide it?”


“That is the question,” she answered, looking into the eyes of the earth dragon mother and seeing the emotion within them, emotion captured in cold, dark volcanic stone.  “This is but one of the many works of art I discovered within the villages, but it is one of the largest, and in my opinion, one of the most beautiful.”

“I almost wish I could take it back to my den.”


“Not literally, but I’ve been studying the basics of stoneshaping magic.  If I could learn how, I’d copy this onto the walls of my den.”


“You said there’s more art?  Can you show me?”


“Certainly.  There’s a beautiful rendition of Gaia on the wall of a chamber in Blackstone, and it’s just the next village over.  We’ll have to go out, we can’t get to the tunnel that links Forest Edge and Blackstone together.  It’s buried under a cave-in I can’t clear.”

“Tunnels connect the villages?”


“Only one tunnel, a circular tunnel they dug under the villages, like a grand boulevard underground,” she replied.  “The work on the walls show that it was dug out with great haste, though, the walls down there lack the usual exactness and precision as the tunnels up here.  I believe they only made it to evacuate the earth dragons to their hidden places without anyone knowing about it.”


It took them nearly an hour to reach Blackstone and the work of art she described, because Blackstone was one of the largest of the earth dragon villages, and it was also one of the deepest and most heavily protected by deceiving side tunnels.  Blackstone also had things left behind in the common chamber, and first let tenth pick up a few trinkets, things they felt were too trivial to take up vital space, as well as a discarded shoulder satchel that first buckled to her other wing.  The sculpture wasn’t in the council chambers of Blackstone, that chamber was actually very plain and utilitarian, and marks on the floor hinted that earth dragons had kept important things in the room holding the relief, perhaps works of art, perhaps artifacts important to them.  Blackstone was a very important village among the earth dragons.

“Amazing,” tenth gawked at the image of Gaia, the World Dragon, an image taken right out of one of their most ancient books and etched into the stone.  Gaia was coiled around herself, and just along the edges of her body was the circle that represented the earth.  All dragons revered Gaia as the living soul of the planet and the mother of the dragon race.


“I know, this is probably my second most favorite,” first agreed.


“I’m almost surprised the elders haven’t come down to remove these to a safe place,” tenth breathed as she looked into the eyes of Gaia.


“I didn’t tell them about it,” first admitted.  “I was afraid they’d do just that.  If you made these beautiful sculptures, how would you feel if you came back and found them torn off the walls?”


“I, I guess I’d be very mad,” she answered.


“I didn’t tell them anything about what’s down here,” she added.  “I was tasked to find where the earth dragons were hiding, and that was all I told them.  No more, no less.”


“Why?”


“I intended to at first,” she mused, looking up at Gaia, sitting on her haunches.  “I had a detailed report of everything I found ready.  The art, the architecture, everything.  I did give them maps of the tunnels, they told me to map them, but after a while, I realized that they didn’t…need to know everything.  I went back and redacted my maps, removed everything but the tunnels and rooms.  But then I found this very room, and I stared into Gaia’s eyes,” she breathed.  “And I realized that our elders lied to us, classmate.  I’ve always been told that the earth dragons were stupid, were little more than beasts, and existed only to serve the greater dragons as providers and beasts of burden.  But could a stupid beast make this?” she asked, looking up into the eyes of Gaia.

Tenth of her class sat down, giving the first a long look.  “But, why lie about it?”

“I don’t know.  I also don’t know why the earth dragons hide things like this from us.  It certainly doesn’t help.  They act like what our elders think of them above ground, but down here, it’s like they’re entirely different.  What they show the world isn’t who they really are.  In some ways, they’re as secretive as the chromatics.”


“Who knows.  They’re as different from us as they can be,” tenth mused absently.  “Maybe they’ve been jealous of the fact that they can’t do magic, so they just shut themselves away from the other dragons.  I mean, we don’t have anything in common with them.”

“They love art as much as we do,” first said, turning to look at her classmate.  “That’s at least something.”


“Actually, they did show us who they were,” tenth mused, looking up at the sculpture. “They built the department and brought human technology to the island.  They showed us they were clever about human technology.”


“And then the sky dragons destroyed it all,” first said quietly.  “If you look at it that way, the earth dragons were smart to keep their secrets.”

“That doesn’t make much sense.”


“They’re defenseless, classmate,” she reasoned.  “Without magic, they have no protection.  Not from the humans, but from us,” she declared.  “Look at what the sky dragons did.  How long did it take them to completely destroy everything of the earth dragons?  Two days?  How long did it take them to build it all, and then it was gone, just like that,” she said, slapping her feathered tail on the floor to accent her statement.


“The earth dragons did kill their council member right on the aerie, in front of the entire council.”


“And we did nothing to stop the sky dragons from punishing all of them, not just the killer?” she countered.  “Did any dragon other than the water dragons do anything to stop them?  Did the entire earth dragon race deserve to suffer for the acts of one?  And if not, then why does nobody care about such an injustice?”


Tenth was silent a long moment.


“It must be why they’re so secretive.  They don’t trust us, and I don’t think they ever did.  And after everything that’s happened, perhaps they were smart to be so suspicious.  The fact that they have no magic makes them vulnerable, and because of that, they only show their true selves here, deep under the earth, where none of us can reach them, where none of us can see them.  Only here, where they feel they are safe, will they let down their guard.”

“That’s a broad generality, honored classmate,” tenth speculated.  “Don’t we all feel safe and more at ease when surrounded only by our own?  After all, do the other greater dragons truly understand us as much as we do ourselves?”


“A point worth debate, classmate,” the first of her class mused.  “But time is marching without us.  It’s nearly time for dinner, and we both have much studying to do.”

“Allotments or fish?”


“Fish, of course,” she replied with a smile.  “It just tastes better eating them right out of the sea.”


“You know, honored first?  I agree with you,” tenth of her class smiled in reply.


4 August 2017, 11:37 DMT; Academy Aerie

She felt quite comfortable now in her position as first of the senior class.


The former first, now second, had been popular among the ten of them as intelligent, skilled, and actually sociable, and in a way, his gracefulness at being supplanted had helped her become accepted.  Over the last week, she’d demonstrated that she could be as gracious as he, maintaining discipline in the class with a gentle paw rather than harsh commands, spending time with the lower three in the class to help them, helping the second in his prior schedule of tutoring them, establishing positive relationships with their four instructors much as the second had done during his tenure as class leader.  She had turned the class into her class, and at least so far, things were going smoothly.

She was in such a tutoring session, with the eighth, ninth, and tenth of the class, going over the material presented to them that day by their teacher, who had once been on the council…and that had been the topic in the rumor mill since he’d returned.  Nobody knew the exact circumstances of it, if he resigned or if he was removed, but there had been no word at all from the Council of Seven over it, not even an announcement of a new council member.  They were a council of six as far as they knew, unless they installed a new council member in secret.  Rumor, naturally, had run away with itself over the matter.  Some said that their teacher had lost in a power struggle of sorts within the council, some said that he had been voted out of the council by the others, and a few rumors hinted that he’d come an antenna’s flutter from being formally brought up on charges of treason against the council.  Whatever had happened, their teacher had remained closed-maw about it, simply doing his job teaching them advanced applications of magic, the theories behind classes of spells and then training them in the spells themselves.

“I’m never gonna get this,” ninth of the class fretted, his antenna drooping a little.  Ninth had been both a great source of pride and frustration for his parents.  He was the youngest in the class, well younger than the others, and had been touted as a prodigy when he was a hatchling.  He’d managed his first spells years earlier than usual, and had earned his place in academy some twenty years younger than the usual chromatic.  But since he had come to academy, he had struggled, and struggled mightily.  First of her class quietly suspected that he had simply been pushed too far, had burned out, for while he seemed highly intelligent and had a natural talent and aptitude for magic, he had no focus, no discipline to apply it.  They had placed so many expectations upon him that it had crushed him beneath its weight.

“Like any fire spell, you have to keep tight control over it,” she said as she spread blue fire between her paws, licks of flame drifting away in tendrils like oil spreading over the surface of water.  “Why is this more useful than standard fire?”


“It sets fire to stone,” eighth in his class replied.


“Not quite.  It will continue to burn when it hits stone, unlike any other fire spell.  That’s why it’s called Clinging Fire,” she answered.  “The magic anchors to the stone and spreads from the impact point, which is why it’s so much more demanding to use.  If you must use it to defend yourself, this is the fire spell you use against a foe hiding behind stone.”


“Why are the flames blue?”


“It’s simply an element of the spell,” she answered.  “Since it’s different from all other fire spells, and it burns hotter, it has a different colored flame.”


After the tutoring session, first of her class pulled her own study guide out, the one given to her by the sage, and looked at the last book on the list.  She’d read all the others, books dealing with both dragon magic and basic science as chromatics knew it, to complete the task that the sage had written on the back of the paper; Geomancy will expand your theory and lead you to the truth.


Geomancy, also called Lithomagic, the study of the earth, stone, and its unique magical properties…or anti-magical properties, which was more precise.  The sage’s reading list was mostly books on geomancy, scientific journals on the study of stone from a geological perspective, different ones exploring the effect of stone on magic, and the effect of magic on stone, and the difficult arts of lithomancy, or stoneshaping, one of the most difficult magical fields of study a chromatic could pursue.  She had indeed been studying geomancy, read all the books on the list but the last, and was refining her theory that stone could disrupt the link between an earth dragon donor and his tail spike.  When the earth dragons returned to the surface, they’d be easy enough to test; she just had to ask an earth dragon for a tail spike and experiment.  There were plenty of tail spikes laying around, but since she didn’t know if the dragons that shed them were alive or dead, she couldn’t very well use them in her experiments.

The final book on her reading list was a book she’d never heard of; The Magic Stone.  She had to ask around with several librarians before she finally found the book, in the one library no academy chromatic would ever bother to visit.  It was in the Library of Thebes, which was a hatchling’s library, filled with books that were both instructive and purely for entertainment.  The book, she finally found out, wasn’t a book about geomancy, it was an ancient hatchling’s storybook, so old that it was almost falling apart, kept in a shelf of forgotten tomes in the basement of the library.  She repaired the book with magic and brought it out, getting all kinds of curious looks from parents who had brought their younglings to the library, but she paid them no mind as she set the book down on a table entirely too small for her and opened it, finding a writing system she’d never seen before…which explained why it was in the basement.  It wasn’t written in draconic.  She checked the book out—one of her privileges as first of her class, since only a first could remove a book from a library without teacher permission—and took it back to the academy and showed it to her history teacher.


“That’s Greek,” he told her with the most cursory of glances.  “Athenian dialect, circa fifteen thousand.”


“Is there a way I can translate this, honored teacher?”


“Surely,” he shrugged.  “Library of Alexandria.  Ask the librarian there for the translation text for Athenian Greek.  But why translate it?  There should have been a translated version of the book right beside it in the library it was from.”

“I didn’t see one,” she mused.  “I’ll go ask.”


Asking only deepened the mystery.  The librarians at Thebes had to refer to their records, since most books in a non-draconic language did indeed have a translated version in the shelves.  The very young male, just starting academy, gave her a curious look.  “It’s in the restricted room in the Library of Atlantis,” he relayed.  “Why would a hatchling’s book be there?  It must be some kind of filing error.”


“No doubt,” the first of her class agreed.


The restricted room in the Library of Atlantis was in the cellar, for it held both dangerous tomes on advanced magic as well as ancient texts that were brittle and required great care.  The room was magically enchanted so it was always cool and dry, to protect the books from mildew and rot, and as first of her class, she could enter the restricted room without teacher permission.


The book was indeed there, but strangely enough, it wasn’t in the main restricted area.  It was in a sub-basement, where a single shelf of forgotten books stood in a room holding old furniture, the shelf carrying an identity placquard reading Refurbished; To Be Filed.  She took it down and noticed that it had no title, and neither did any other book on the shelf, just a location code burned into the cover, the location code of the original Greek book she had in her shoulder satchel.


So, they’d translated the book, but had forgotten to file the new copy.  That seemed a bit odd.  She worked in the libraries, she knew that once a book was magically refurbished or a new book was made to replace an old, it was immediately shipped to its respective library and filed.

And it was odd that they’d refurbish a hatchling book here.


She dropped the small book in her satchel and left, not really wanting to sit down in that dark basement to read the book.  She returned to her den, which still smelled of cut rock, now nice and roomy with plenty of space for her books and her reading table, her Egyptian lamp that was enchanted to glow with a soft light whenever she was within 10 dram of it, one of her very first permanent spells.  She laid down near enough to her lamp for it to activate and put the book on her woven carpet, held between her forepaws as she started to read, curious as to why the sage would suggest this book, and why it had been so hard to track down.

Four hours later, she found out why.  The book was not a youngling’s adventure book.  It was a very serious journal of a human magician who had lived in Greece during the height of Greek civilization, a name she vaguely recognized from somewhere, somewhere she couldn’t entirely recall…Athena.  Athena had made it her mission in life to study the dragons, as much as the dragons studied the humans, and among the pages of her notes were many rather disturbing observations, such as the fact that a human bathed in dragon blood gained the racial protections of the dragon.  She read that Greek warriors would often smear fire dragon blood on themselves to protect against fire used in battle, but the most coveted of all was earth dragon blood, for it protected a warrior against any kind of mortal weapon and made them nigh invulnerable.  Athena’s journal noted just how exceptionally rare it was for any human to get earth dragon blood, because the earth dragons were very shy and reclusive, fearful of humans, and the other dragon races defended them with immediate and merciless violence.  Just knowing where an earth dragon village might be located was reason enough for the other dragons to hunt down and kill the human that had stumbled across that information.

But Athena had somehow managed to escape that fate.  She had searched for and found an earth dragon village and had engaged the dragons there in conversation, approached them as a friend rather than try to attack them for their blood, and spent some twenty years among them, because it took her that long to gain their trust and get them to answer the questions she had for them.  She studied the earth dragons as a scientist might, and her observations were within the journal…which violated almost everything she had ever seen or been told earth dragons were like.  She wrote that they were shy, gentle creatures, utterly devoted to farm and family and content with a simple life of honest work, but highly intelligent and self-educated in matters that were of interest to them.  Violence and aggression were things alien to earth dragons, so peaceful and respectful of the sanctity of life that they didn’t even kill animals to eat them.

That was nothing like the earth dragons she knew.  The earth dragons of today were hostile, highly aggressive little creatures, extremely territorial and apt to attack first and ask questions later.

But it was Athena’s dealings with other dragons while studying the earth dragons that was most curious.  On eight separate occasions, she wrote, she was attacked within the earth dragon village by other dragons, mainly fire dragons, who did so with no warning and no mercy.  This was highly aberrant dragon behavior.  The final attack was by an entire group of chromatics, who had learned of the invading human who had fended off single attacks by seven other dragons.  But the earth dragons spoke on her behalf, and that alone was enough to dissuade the chromatics from their murderous intent.


I find it almost irrationally curious that the chromatics, the teachers of men and the most kindly and helpful towards us, are so unreasonably violent the instant earth dragons are even mentioned, she wrote in her personal musings.  The chromatics that gathered to kill me wouldn’t answer my questions, and the earth dragons themselves were vague about it.  They would only say that they believed it was Gaia’s command to protect the earth dragons, who could not use magic.  They were typically dragonlike in their words, speaking in riddles and metaphor.  Krun, the village elder, was the only one that gave me an answer I could even partially understand.  He told me that the dragons were following Gaia’s Threefold Rule.  This, of course, is a rule of which I am aware, as is anyone who has studied dragon theology.  The Threefold Rule states that any action one undertakes has the potential to return to him threefold, be it positive or negative.  An act of kindness may reap thrice its benefit, an act of violence cause three times the grief inflicted on the victim.

First of her class nodded almost to herself, for she knew that rule.  She read on, glossing over the many customs and social intricacies of earth dragons, until she reached the end, when Athena left the village.  The last part of the book was her writings about when an earth dragon sought her out, and the commotion the creature caused in her city, which would eventually be known by her own name, Athens.  It was quite a sight to behold, the young earth drake wandering about the town with childlike curiosity and kind regard for the humans he was inadvertently upsetting, she wrote.  He had come to see me in particular, to deliver to me some writings from Krun the elder, who had passed away and wished me to have them for my studies.  Within half a day, an entire group of chromatics had arrived with the intent to take the young drake in charge, but when they learned why he was there, they instead hovered around him, almost maternal in their care and highly protective of him.  They acted so much differently around the drake than I am used to seeing.  They treated him like their own offspring, gentle and loving, but what I could not help notice was that it was abundantly clear that the drake was the one that was in charge.  They tried repeatedly to convince him to leave human lands, almost irrationally fearful for his safety, but when he spoke, they bowed to his authority.  When his business with me was complete, they escorted him back home, and sufficiently terrorized the entire town with the most graphic warnings of untold agony for any who dared try to follow.

It took me nearly five years to finally understand this behavior.  After much research and study on the subject, including a perhaps not entirely honorable moment where I drugged a fire dragon with an herb that makes them giddy and talkative, I learned one of the great secrets of the dragons.  The four flying races of dragons consider the earth dragons to be blessed by Gaia in ways that make them almost holy to their kind, and will fight to the death to protect them.  The fire dragon told me that they were earthbound and without magic by choice.  She related that in the beginning, only the earth dragons had those gifts, but they had given them up willingly, sacrificed those gifts to the other dragons so that they might fly and do magic themselves.  In return for this ultimate act of generosity, Gaia dictated that the other dragons protect and nurture those who had given so much of themselves to their kin.  The earth dragons themselves, however, don’t believe this legend, and are quite tolerant of the perhaps overprotective natures of the other dragons concerning them.  The earth dragons believe that they never had those gifts, had never had need of them, and that Gaia told the other dragons to remember humility by caring for their less powerful kin.

Whether or not either legend is true, the one thing that is certain is that earth dragons are so revered by the flying dragon races that to threaten an earth dragon is to invite immediate and merciless wrath.  That is more than enough for most humans to lose all curiosity over the earth dragons and leave them well alone.  Rarely if ever do we see the noble dragons act so aggressively…and when we do, it is a sight that inspires naught but raw terror.

First of her class closed the book, lost in thought.  She didn’t believe the legend either, but it was entirely possible that back then, some three thousand years ago, the dragons could have had much different attitudes concerning the earth dragons.  If she accepted that idea as truth for the sake of argument, what could have caused such a change?  The sky dragons hated the earth dragons, barely considered them at all until one of their own was killed by an earth dragon, and then they went utterly berserk.  The fire dragons fought endlessly with them, and her own kind saw them as stupid little creatures whom Gaia had commanded they rule over.  Only the water dragons cared for the earth dragons, whom they saw as loyal little pets in need of guidance and protection…but water dragons were protective by their very nature, their magic aligned thus.  The water dragons cared about all dragons, not just the earth dragons, for they had abandoned the open seas to come to the island to nurture their kin, when the water dragons were the only dragons that truly had no need for their island sanctuary.

Perhaps, she pondered, all the dragons could learn something from the water dragons.


But the question ghosted again through her mind.  Why did the sage want her to read this?  What could it mean to her theory?  It was the musings of a human magician, which could not be independently verified.  What meaning did it have for her theory, which was a simple theory that the link between earth dragons and their tail spikes could be disrupted without the earth dragon dying.  What use did this information serve for her theory?

None.


So why did the sage want her to read this book?


That…escaped her.


But, she could admit that it was somewhat curious, reading this book about what could possibly be ancient history, at least if the book could be believed.  What could have caused such change?  What could turn the pacifistic earth dragons into the degenerate, bloodthirsty little savages they were now?  Was that what caused the change of attitude of the other dragons towards them?  Had the descent of the earth dragons from nobility to barbarism caused the other dragons to stop protecting them?

And yet, the sculptures within the villages…that was not the work of a barbarian.


She blinked and turned the book back over so it was face up, rapping her claws on the floor beside the carpet, lost in thought.  It wasn’t what she was intending to study, but perhaps a little investigation through the history books they kept in the Library of Camelot might answer a few of her questions.  She could research the matter in her spare time, if only to satisfy her curiosity.  After all, there was no real hurry, and she had plenty of time.


The history she’d been taught didn’t entirely match up with what was in this book, and she was the kind of dragon that couldn’t resist the mystery of it.  Who was correct, Athena or her parents?


She’d find out.  It may take a few years, but it wasn’t all that important, and it would give her something to do when she was looking for something to do. 
