Chapter 15

23 August 2017, 09:54 DMT; Sanctuary City

“Are you serious?” Ferroth demanded of Sella, as she talked to the chief in the main terminal room where the earth drakes were writing their software.  “With everything else going on, there’s a single chromatic that wants to come down here and, what?  Do a magical experiment?”

“It’s more than that, chief,” Sella replied, rearing up on her hind legs and sitting on the base of her tail, just so she could gesture with her forepaws.  “I think this particular chromatic is on to something.  She thinks she’s found the reason why magic is fading, and she needs to come down here to prove it.”


“Seriously?  Sella, you’re a good girl and a smart young drake, but can you say trap?”


“If that’s so, why is she willing to accede to any demands you make?” she replied.  “I trust my instincts, chief, and they tell me she’s sincere.  I can get her down into the main tunnel, and whoever you send to talk to her can talk to her there, by the water’s edge, in a place where she can’t even get out alive without my help.”

“We could always cart one of the twenty mils down there and point it at her,” Kammi offered without looking away from her terminal screen.


“Tail spikes would work better,” Jirran offered.  “I don’t see the harm in it, chief, as long as we take proper precautions.  After all, if Sella never comes out of the water, it makes it abundantly clear to this fluffy that she either talks fast, gets spiked, or drowns trying to get out.”


“I happen to agree,” Geon called from where he was looking over Kell’s shoulder, learning the basics of computer programming as the field agents refined their program to hide the island from satellites.  “It could very well be a trap, chief, but it really doesn’t cost us anything to listen.  There’s no such thing as magic that can make the chromatic influence our minds, and if we have four or five dragons there with their spikes out, it sets the tone.”


“I don’t know, Geon, it just doesn’t feel right,” Ferroth grunted.  “There’s no reason I can think of that any fluffy would want to come down here.”


“Well, as I said, this one thinks she’s found the reason magic is failing, but it requires her to come down here and talk to you,” Sella answered.  “I can only guess that some earth dragon lore or history is what she’s seeking, something the chromatics wouldn’t keep in their records.  She did have access to the earth dragon villages, so I assume she couldn’t find the answer in what you left behind.”


“It’s her, is it?” Girk asked.


“Yes, it’s her,” Sella nodded.  “This one is a very unusual chromatic.  She’s not like any other chromatic I’ve ever talked to.”


“How so?” Geon asked.


“Well, all very young chromatics are deferential and polite as a matter of custom, so I’m used to the flowery speech, but this one is far more intelligent than other chromatics her age,” Sella answered.  “It’s why they set her on the task to find this city, because she’s very smart and small enough to fit in most any earth dragon tunnel.  But it’s her personality that’s different.  She’s…well, it’s hard to explain.  She’s just not like other chromatics.  She’s…well…she’s more independent.  What she’s doing, she’s doing on her own.  She made sure to stress that.  She’s doing this for herself, not the chromatics.  And for that much, I believe her.  I think she found something while searching for this city, and she’s pursuing it to see where it goes.”

Ferroth looked at Geon.  “Well, it’s your call, friend,” he grunted.


“Like I said, there’s little harm in talking to her, and if Sella trusts her, then that’s enough for me,” he said simply.  “I’ll go speak with her.”


“No,” Ferroth said bluntly.  “You’re far too valuable to risk if this turns out to be an elaborate trap.  Kintel, call Jukra and ask him to send a team to go clear the rocks at the waterline in the main tunnel.  Kell, fish up a couple of headcam earsets so we can see and listen from here.  All we’ll need is five volunteers to go out and meet her, five drakes with full tails of spikes.  Which rules out everyone in this room,” he said dryly.

“That might be hard to find right now, chief,” Geon noted, thumping his tail lightly on the floor.  The empty socket was indeed budding a clear crystal spike.


“I know, but if the fluffies know that most of us don’t have a full set of spikes, it might give them ideas,” he replied flatly.  “So find five drakes with full tails and see if they’re willing to go out to meet this rogue fluffy.”


That took nearly an hour.  Eventually, five adult dragons were found, four drakes and a wyrm, and among them was Kanna, who was given command of the team due to her age.  Kell was a bit worried that his mother was going to go out there and confront that chromatic, since she wasn’t really much of a fighter, but she’d have four young, strapping males to protect her, including one of the rare earth wyrms, and a fairly burly one at that.  Kell fitted his mother with the headset, which included a camera, fussing with it a little as Kammi buckled on the shoulder satchel holding the battery and transceiver.  “Remember, if you think for any reason that that fluffy is a threat, mother, you spike her,” Kell said intensely as he wriggled the camera a bit to get the straps to sit right in front of her horns.


“I think you’re being a bit melodramatic, my youngling,” she replied calmly.


“No he’s not,” Kammi agreed.  “You know what the fluffies think of us.  I’m not sure what this fluffy is about, but she’s still a threat.”


“Sella trusts her, and I trust Sella,” Kanna declared simply.  “I’ll listen to what she has to say.”


“Start out, Sella.  Give us twenty minutes, then bring the fluffy in,” Geon ordered.  “Don’t leave the water for any reason once you get her to the water’s edge.  Make it clear to her that at the first hint of any kind of trickery, you’ll leave her there to die.”


“I’ll make sure she understands,” Sella nodded, then she turned and hurried out of the office.


“Let’s check the headcam,” Ferroth said.  “Set it for channel two, whelp.”


“Channel two, got it,” Kammi replied, reaching into the satchel.

They sent Kanna out, Geon went to Ferroth’s office to watch through the headcam, and while they were supposed to be writing the code for their updated worm, Kell just couldn’t stand not knowing what was going on.  He stopped working and hacked into the feed for the headcam, and Kammi reared up and hung over his back, looking over his shoulder as they watched and listened.  “What, I’m worried about her too,” Kammi protested, patting his shoulders when he glanced back at her.  “And besides, they’ll see it was your terminal that hacked the feed, not mine,” she added lightly.

“There’s no honor among thieves once they’re caught, you know,” he said dryly, which made her laugh.


The video window covered his coding window, so they got a good view of Sella surfacing, with the chromatic right behind her.  The chromatic looked a bit silly wet, with her feathery antenna matted and droopy, and she looked a bit frightened, gripping the end of Sella’s fluked tail in a grip that seemed reluctant to loosen even when they were back in air.  But she did eventually let go and climb out onto the dry part of the tunnel, in a narrow passage formed by the stacked rocks that Jukra’s team had moved to give Sella access to the tube.  “Here she is,” Sella called, staying back near the back edge of the water, her head near the ceiling of the tunnel.


“Step up please, dear,” Kanna said, stepping out a little.  The chromatic was indeed the one they’d tagged, a very, very young adult, about Kell’s age from the looks of her, which meant that she was still in chromatic school and had about as much power in chromatic society as an earth dragon did.  She was slightly smaller than average for a chromatic her age, just a shade larger than the average earth drake, but she was smaller than Kanna.  “Now, what’s so important that you’d go to all this trouble?”

“Nothing less than trying to save magic, honored earth drake,” she replied simply.  “Did they explain why I wished to come down here?”


“To conduct some sort of experiment concerning magic, and to talk to us.”


“Both,” she nodded.  “The experiment is in my shoulder satchel.  May I take it out?”


The other four males weren’t visible on the camera’s feed, but the shuffle of feet and the slight recoil of the chromatic as she reached for her satchel told Kell that they’d brought their spikes to bear.  The chromatic looked at them in fear, then she gasped and stared to Kanna’s left, quite intensely.  “You’re…reverting,” she blurted.


“We’re what?”


“Part of the history I read said that originally, earth dragons didn’t have red tail spikes, that they were transparent.  Clear,” she said, still looking to Kanna’s left.  “That drake has two clear spikes in his tail.  Have they been growing in clear since you moved down here?”


“Well, yes,” Kanna replied, which Kell found a bit unwise.  Kanna wasn’t a politician or trained as a field agent, so she didn’t know about things like never revealing information unless it was necessary.


“Has any earth dragon started growing crystalline horns?”


“No, nothing quite that dramatic,” Kanna answered.


“Well, your race originally had them, not the black ones you have now,” she told them as she reached into her satchel.  “So if it starts to happen, well, now you know.”


That made Kell almost involuntarily reach up and touch one of his horns.  It didn’t feel loose, and felt just like it always did, harder than the hardest steel and ridged from how they grew. Earth dragons commonly used them as files or grinders, since they were far harder than rock and metal, and the ridges on them made them perfect for such use.  He felt Kammi tug on his other horn.  “Still there,” she said lightly near his earhole.


“Thank Gaia, I’d look utterly ridiculous without my horns,” he agreed.


“I’d certainly have nothing to do with you,” she teased, thumping the top of his tail with her own.


They focused on the feed again.  The chromatic took out a pawful of tiny floating magical lights, the ones they used in their dens and libraries, which hovered in midair and could be influenced by a simple magic spell to move around.  She held them up and let them go, and they floated up over her, twelve of them.  “That’s all the experimenting I need,” she said, looking up at them.  “The driftlights function down here.  Up above, they’re dormant.”


“And why is that?” Kanna asked.


The chromatic looked right at her.  “Because you are here, honored Matron,” she replied simply.  “The lights won’t work above because magic is too weak.  But here, close to the earth dragons, they function once again.”


“That’s a bit far-fetched, young one,” Kanna told her, advancing from the jar and aspect shift of the video feed.  Kanna walked right up to her and stopped.


“To the contrary, honored Matron, it’s entirely what I expected, and it proves my theory,” she replied, looking up at the lights.  “And this close to you, I can feel it.  Down here, magic is just as strong as ever.”  She sat on her haunches, her wet antenna drooping over her face.  “My theory is a simple one, honored Matron.  Earth dragons are the source of magic, you radiate it like an aura, and this experiment and my own observation proves it.  The reason magic is failing above is because you have buried yourself so deeply within the earth that there’s too much stone between you and everything else.  The only thing that you have contact with is the sea, and the point of contact is so narrow and constricted that the magic you radiate can’t replenish what’s drained away.”

“You honestly believe that we do magic?” one of the males called scornfully.


“I didn’t say you do magic, I said you are magic, the very fountain from which all magic radiates into our world,” she replied simply.  “The very fact that you are magic is the reason you can’t do magic.”


“My, that’s a very…extreme viewpoint, young one,” Kanna said with obvious skepticism.  “And how did you come to this conclusion?”


“Extensive research and study of some of the oldest books of history,” she answered.


“And if we are the source of  magic as you infer, then why didn’t we know about it?”


“That…I don’t know,” she replied with a fret.  “The histories I’ve read have obviously been edited.  Maybe purged.  I could tell from how the books were laid out that things had been redacted, perhaps even entire books removed from the stacks.  My only guess is that somehow, for some reason, it was decided that such a fact must be a secret, even from you.  And your ancestors must have agreed to it, for they stopped teaching their new generations that secret.  They did know that secret, and then…somewhere, they just did not.  It’s hard to pin down exactly when, but it’s right there in the histories if one simply takes the time and patience to research.”  She reached up and flicked her antenna with her paws, shaking the water off of them.  “The history I researched revealed that the balance between the dragons pinions on that fact.  The earth dragons grant the magic, the other dragons use it.  Somewhere in history, that fact was suppressed, turned into a secret, and it was forgotten over the years.  I would gamble to say that it was done to protect magic itself,” she postulated.  “If humans learned that magic could be permanently removed from the world by exterminating the earth dragons,” she said, then trailed off deliberately.  “It must have been done to protect your species, and all of magic, as the humans proliferated and they started distrusting dragon kind and magic itself.  Possibly around the rise of the Catholic Church,” she mused to herself.

“Do you believe that?” Kammi asked, putting her chin on his shoulder.


“No,” he snorted.


“But the driftlights are working.”


“And she’s a chromatic,” he retorted.  “She’s probably using magic to make them work.”


Kanna was of a different mind, however.  “And exactly how are we the source of magic?”


“Biology,” she answered.  “You are a unique race, unrelated to any other dragon.  The four magical races of dragons all evolved from the proto-chromatic race.  You are different from us.  The histories call you the chosen of Gaia.  At first I could make little sense of that title, until I came across the truth.  Gaia blessed you, honored Matron, by making you the wellspring of all magic.  This fact prevents you from using the very magic you generate, but in olden times, the magical races of dragons nurtured and protected your kind, for they knew that their magic depended on your well being.  But, like us, you have biological aspects that are magical in nature.  Your ability to grow your tail spikes, your immunity to metal weapons, those are magical aspects of a supposedly nonmagical dragon race.  They are manners in which your bodies have adapted to metabolize the magical aura you generate and use the magic on a biological level.  It is the only way you could do so, for the very nature of what you are prevents you from using magic in the way the rest of us do.  We do not radiate a magical aura that interferes with the ability to channel magic.  And with magic so depleted in the world, I can even sense it now,” she said, flicking her antenna towards Kanna.  “I can feel the magic coming from you, honored Matron, and it empowers me.”


“Now I know she’s full of it,” Kell snorted.  “The other dragons protected us?  They hate us.”


“Yeah,” Kammi agreed.


 “The histories made mention of the fact that in olden times, earth dragons had breath weapons.  And since your race has not changed since prehistoric times, for millions of years, then it only stands to reason that you still can,” she continued.  “The book made mention of an odd fact, that your breath weapons rely on an outside source of fuel to function in addition to the magic required.  I theorize that some change in behavior among the earth dragons separated them from this outside fuel source, and they were unable to use them anymore.  But if I am correct, then if we can find what this source was and restore it to you, you should have breath weapons once again.”


“Well, that might be theoretically possible,” Kanna noted.


“It’s how our breath weapons work,” Sella supplied from the water.  “We have to absorb water to make them function, since both forms of our weapon are water.  One is steam, the other is a jet of water used to apply great force to a target, like a battering ram.  Either way we use it, if we don’t have enough water stored inside ourselves, they don’t work.”


“You don’t just make the water by magic?”


“Magic can’t create organic matter, nor can it create permanent mass from magical energy, unless the spell itself is sealed by a crystal focus to become permanent,” the chromatic said immediately, as if reciting from a book.  “Mass created by magic lasts only so long as the magic that empowers it, and I know for a fact that the water in a water dragon’s breath weapon doesn’t just vanish when it’s used.  It remains behind and must evaporate by purely physical means.  It is water.  And it would be absolutely impossible to seal something like a breath weapon to a crystal.”


“That much is true,” Sella agreed.  “And I can affirm that the water we breathe is real water, not magical water.”


“Since you are earth dragons, I would venture to guess that your breath weapon is somehow related to the earth,” she said, looking at Kanna.  “Perhaps you must ingest large amounts of rock or stone to fuel your breath weapons, which you would then unleash in some manner…perhaps a shower of small stones expelled with great force, much akin to the water dragons’ ability to unleash a powerful jet of boiling water.  Much akin to the water dragons, I suspect that the magical aspect of what empowers your breath weapons carries that mass around with you without weighing you down.  Magic can negate mass.  It’s the fundamental aspect that gives us the power to fly.  Perhaps your own version of this basic dragon ability is restricted solely to countering the mass you must carry to fuel your breath weapons.”

Kell pondered that for a moment…now that seemed feasible.  And it fit in with his own exploration of what was going on with the mass they were eating, which was then just vanishing.  If magic was at work, some long-forgotten bio-magical ability that was making something inside them absorb the stone, store it in a way that didn’t weigh them down, filling up the gas tank as it were, then it was theoretically possible that they might be able to use some form of breath weapon.  Now that was the only thing she’d said he even came close to believing, and it was something worth a little investigation.


“A very interesting theory, young chromatic,” Kanna told her.  “And even more curious that you would tell us this.”


“I came here to at least try to start healing the division between our races.  Not for my kin, not for the other dragons, but for myself,” she said simply.  “The simple fact of the matter, honored Matron, is that we need you far more than you need us.  Not just for the food you provide, but for the very magic that makes us who and what we are,” she replied with candor.  “The simple fact of the matter is that when my elders learn this truth, and cannot possibly deny it any longer, they will give you anything you demand.  I am entirely self-serving in that I am here first, being honest with you, in hope that the wrath you visit upon the others is not placed on me.”


Now that was a chromatic, Kell mused darkly.  She was all about herself.

Geon’s voice came in over the feed.  “Bring her into the city, Kanna.  We want to talk to her face to face.”


“Very well, esteemed council member,” Kanna answered.  “Come along, young one.  It’s a fairly long walk.  We’ll discuss things as we move.  Coming, Sella?”


“She should, we might need the opinion of a water dragon,” Geon called over the radio.


“Not me,” Sella said in protest.  “I’ll summon Matriarch and Patriarch.  You need elders with great training and experience in magic for this, not a youngling.”


“Good call, Sella.  Bring in your parents,” Anthra’s voice chimed in.

The feed cut out, and that was that.  Kell and Kammi looked at each other, then she went back to her own terminal without comment.  He didn’t believe most of what she said, but that last bit, now that seemed possible.  And Kell felt like a suitable test subject, because he knew about the mechanics of a breath weapon better than any other earth dragon thanks to his long conversations with Sella.  She had described how she did it to him as best she could, even describing how it felt when she used her breath weapon, and he could at least experiment using those impressions.  It really cost him nothing to try, and besides, they had to look for things to do down here to stay busy.


When Shii and Surral arrived, they came in from the water tube entrance and headed straight up to the council members’ offices, and they were up there all day.  Even when Ferroth called down from that conference to let the field agents off for the day, they were still up there in debate with the young chromatic, and Kell couldn’t possibly fathom why they would be up there for so long.  What could they talk about for ten hours?

But, it freed Kell up to go do his own experiment.  Kammi grinned and bounded after him when instead of heading for the tunnel that went to the burrow, he instead went to one of the deep ramps that went down to the belly of the city, where they had their industrial sectors.  He knew where he was going, to one of the large chambers they’d excavated for a theoretical fourth factory, just in case it was needed.  That chamber was perfect, a large volume of empty space where they couldn’t possibly hurt anything if it turned out that the chromatic was telling the truth.  “Gonna see if she was lying?” Kammi asked as they started down the ramp.


“What else is there to do?” he shrugged.  “Sire’s with the hatchlings, so it’s not like we’re shirking hatchling-sitting duties.”


“I was thinking about it, and it does kinda fit,” she said as they descended.  “I mean, both of us were trying to figure out where the mass is going.  It’s just vanishing.”


“And here I thought you were just getting fat,” he teased, which earned him a whack.


Once they got down there, Kell sat down and told Kammi everything Sella had ever told him about breath weapons.  He related her descriptions in how she went about it, how she chose between a blast of steam and a jet of scalding water, how it felt when she staged the water inside herself, like priming a cannon, then unleashed it with great force, and he made sure to tell her how Sella described how she had to brace herself when she used the water jet.  “I guess magic doesn’t overcome Newton’s third law,” Kell mused.  “If Sella doesn’t brace herself, she goes flying in the other direction.  She used to do it on purpose in the cove just to make me laugh, launching herself into the air.”


“Well, that is an awful lot of mass flying in one direction,” Kammi noted.  “Maybe magic does reduce the backlash, but not enough.  Does she brace when she breathes steam?”

“Not as much, but she does.  It’s why water dragons never use their breath weapons while flying, only in the water or on the ground.”


“Yeah, a blast of steam, that does meet the definition of jet propulsion.”


“In the wrong direction,” he noted, which made Kammi grin.


“Well, that does kinda explain why other dragons do use their breath weapons when flying.”


“They’re nothing but energy, but Sella breathes mass,” Kell nodded.  “Fire, lightning, pure magic, they don’t have real mass, so the dragon’s own weight absorbs the reverse momentum induced by the breath weapon.  Equal and opposite isn’t enough to move all that weight in a significant manner.”


After talking about it a little longer, they started trying.  Kell tried to mimic what Sella had described, trying for that sensation deep inside, bringing it up and out.  It didn’t work very well for the first hour or two, but after those two hours, he did start to feel, well…something.  A tingling in his chest and belly when he tried to breathe something, a strange tightening in his diaphragm that had nothing to do with breathing.  It got more pronounced as he practiced, and he could hear that same, well, hitch in Kammi’s explosive releases of breath, like she was feeling it too.  They stopped and compared mental notes on what they were feeling, any unusual sensation, then they tried again.


After about a half an hour, something finally happened, and it was with Kammi.  Kell had just come back from fetching water for them, and she was smacking her tail on the floor rhythmically, a look of intense concentration on her face, then she set her back feet, arched her back down like a stalking cat, then exploded forward with her maw open wide…and something came out of her mouth.  It was just a little puff of very fine particles, like a bit of dust, quickly diffusing into the air.  Kammi’s eyes snapped open in surprise along with his, for that little puff of dust was a blazing, incandescent white to their thermographic vision, meaning that it was very hot.


“How did you do that?” Kell asked quickly.


“I…I don’t know!” she said in surprise, then she laughed.  “So, we breathe hot dust.  Wow, what a breath weapon!” she grinned, then laughed even harder.


“But, it proves that the chromatic wasn’t lying, at least about this,” Kell said.  “That was definitely something.”


“Yeah.  It tastes like basalt,” she said, licking her teeth.  “And it didn’t burn at all.”


“Alright, we got a result.  Let’s see if that’s it, or there’s more to it.”


After a lengthy conference about how she felt when she did it, Kell tried to mimic her instead of Sella, even mimicking her movements, that little set-up thing she did, hoping that it might trigger something.  But Kell took it a step further by sinking his claws into the stone under him, completely bracing himself against…whatever.


And thank Gaia he did that.  After about twenty more minutes, as he sucked in his breath and concentrated very hard on making something happen, and something sure as Gaia’s embrace did happen.  He felt a sudden intense sensation deep in his belly, like a sudden tremendous pressure deep inside him seeking release, and at that sensation, he almost instinctively tightened his chest and throat, snapped his neck out straight, and his diaphragm snapped like a rubber band, like a bowstring.  He felt something boil out of him in an angry torrent, and then there was nothing but blazing white in front of him, a blazing heat that seemed to sear right through his brain, along his bones, even resonate in his horns and tail spikes.  He kept at it for nearly three seconds as he dimly heard Kammi scream in surprise, then the pressure inside him alleviated almost instantly, like turning off a water faucet.  He tasted something intensely hot in his mouth, sticking to his fangs a little bit, but it didn’t sear his gums or tongue.


“Holy shit!” Kammi squealed in English, for polite draconic just didn’t have any swearwords strong enough for her consternation.

In front of him was as cooling mass of liquid rock, laying on the floor, spread out in a pushed pile at the far end but a trial of lava leading back to him, a very narrow cone in front of him, maybe two meters across at its terminus not counting how it had piled up, some thirty meters away.  Deep gouges in the floor showed that Kell had been pushed backwards nearly half a meter, his claws digging furrows out of the stone.


“Holy shit, Kell, you breathed lava!” Kammi squealed, jumping up and down, then she raced over to the result of his effort.  It was glowing hot on the floor, emitting dull red light, but to their thermographic vision it was an incandescent blaze of intense heat, white-hot, but quickly cooling.  “That sure as fuckin’ hell wasn’t dust!” she laughed delightedly, literally jumping up and down on all fours like an excited poodle.  “Show me how you did it!  Show me show me show me show me!”


“Alright, give me a second,” he said, panting.  He was completely out of breath, both from the effort and from almost collapsing his lungs.  He scratched at the side of his face when something tickled it, then scratched again, then felt something brush against his cheek.  He got hold of it and pulled, and it yanked his head to the side, but then came free.  He looked at it in confusion, a splinter of something the same temperature as him, but he held it out over the lava so it would show him how it appeared in the world of light.


It was a meter-long ragged piece of his horn.


Gasping, he put his paws up behind his head and felt around.  His horns were still there, thank Gaia, but, but the piece of it came from the lower outside edge of his left horn, down near where they grew out of his head, and he could feel the crevice there where it had fallen out.  Fallen out…how was that possible?  Earth dragon horns were the hardest, strongest material in existence, that was a proven documented fact!  Nothing could make their horns break, chip, or splinter!  But something had definitely done it, and from the feel of it, his horn was coming loose under that split.

Using his breath weapon had somehow split his horn!


“What’s wrong?” Kammi asked, and he almost reflexively turned away from her so she couldn’t see.  “Kell!” she said sternly, then she took hold of him and turned his head back towards her.  “What’s wrong?”


“My horn,” he said in fear.  “A piece of it fell out!”


“What?” she gasped, then she took hold of his horn and yanked on it.  It was still firmly anchored, and she moved his paw and looked where he pointed.  She inspected it a long moment, then pulled his head down close to the lava he’d expelled, using the light to see visibly, then he felt her claws probe in the split in his horn.  “Holy Gaia!” she exclaimed.


“What?  What, Kammi?”


“The fluffy wasn’t lying!” she declared.  “Kell, the inside of your horn is crystal!  The outside is splitting away from it, like the rind on an orange!”


“Really?” he gasped.  “But, but I’ve seen dragon horns taken off dead earth dragons, their roots weren’t crystal!”


“I know, me either, but it’s there,” she told him intensely.  “I can see it!”  He felt her tug on his horn, and he almost flinched when he heard a tearing sound, like ripping leather.  “Look, see?” she said, holding out a large curved section of black horn.  “The outer layer is just coming off!”


“I’d better go see the apothecary—“ he said, but she bulled him to the floor by the lava and literally sat on him, her claws gouging and pulling on his horns.  “What are you doing?”


“Peeling off the rind and seeing what’s inside,” she told him.


“Those are my horns!” he protested.


“And that’s why I’m doing it, because they’re not my horns,” she replied lightly.


“Kammi!  Kammi, this isn’t funny!” he yelled, struggling under her, but she had him pretty effectively pinned to the floor.  She scrabbled at his horns, both of them, for a long moment, then she laughed lightly and patted his neck.  “There, it’s all off, and the fluffy wasn’t lying, intended!  Your horns are pure crystal!”

“Seriously?  I, I gotta see!” he gasped.


“I like it,” she declared, still holding him down.  “It looks exactly like they did before to thermo, but to visible light, your horns are shiny and refractive, a kinda opaque clearness with white streaks running through them, with a core barely visible inside the centers.”

“Seriously?”


“Yup,” she affirmed.  “Now, I wonder.”


“What?”


“If my horns’ outer cover will shed like the velvet off an antlered buck if I figure out how to use my breath weapon.  I’ll bet my tail that has something to do with it.  Maybe using your breath weapon for the first time causes some kind of reaction that crystallizes the inside of our horns, then turns the outside brittle, like the velvet dying off the antlers and letting the bucks rub it off.”  She rapped on his horn, then he hissed in pain when his head jerked to the side.  “And they’re just as strong as they were before.”


“If you break my neck, I’m gonna break yours!”


“Welp, one way to find out,” she said, getting off of him.  He scrambled to his feet and reared up and put his paws on his horns, and they felt a little different.  The ridges were still there, but they felt both smoother and rougher now.  The ridges had edges to them, not sharp bumps, and the crystal felt like it had no curves, just angular planes, narrowing down to a very sharp point.  He tapped one with a claw and heard it give a dull thunk, very much unlike the crystal of which it was made, feeling it vibrate in the root, but they were solidly anchored and felt quite strong.  As Kammi breathed deeply in preparation for another try, he went over to the wall, gritted his teeth, then butted his horns against it.

They didn’t even flinch.  They were crystal, but clearly they were just as hard as his horns had been before, meaning they were still the hardest material known to man or dragon.  Rubbing them up and down resulted in a fine sifting of rock dust as the ridges gouged into the wall, far more effectively than his old horns had ground into stone, he noted, leaving behind some pretty deep ruts.


Well, he couldn’t see them, but just knowing they were like that would take a lot of getting used to.


He walked back over to Kammi just as she smacked her tail on the floor and tried again, but nothing but a rush of air came out.  She looked at him, glanced at his horns, then started panting to try again.  “See if you can do it again,” she said.  He nodded and set his feet, remembering everything he felt…and that made it much easier.  He tried five times before he felt that same sensation again, but when he felt it, he wasted no time clamping down on it, bringing it forward, and again, a jet of blazing lava blasted from his mouth, launching nearly 30 meters before splattering to the floor.  Again he was pushed back from the force of it, then he spat out a little glob of lava before it burned his tongue.  “Alright, so we can repeat once we figure it out the first time,” Kammi noted.


“Just not immediately.”


“I figure it’ll be just like throwing our tail spikes.  It takes practice to loose them on command, you know.”


“True,” he nodded.  “It took me almost a month to figure it out after they came off their anchors.”


“And way longer for me to learn how to aim them,” she chuckled, then she took on a very serious expression.


It took Kammi nearly fifteen minutes, but she finally got something…something Kell didn’t expect.  She exhaled sharply, but this time it was followed up by a roaring SHWAAAAASH, and a torrent of blazing heat flashed out of her mouth.  When it was over, he could see the particles, superheated pieces of sand and dust, falling to the floor.  Whatever that was went nearly 20 meters before it diffused out into a cone so wide that it lost its momentum.

But he saw what she hadn’t.  He looked instantly back to her, to her horns, and saw that they were white hot from a sudden eruption of heat but then cooled almost unnaturally fast…her horns had crystallized, he was sure of it!  She yowled before she could even celebrate, as Kell took hold of her horn and pulled it over and down.  “Ow!  Kell!”

“Hush,” he said, looking at her horn carefully…and he saw a split!  He quickly wedged his claws into it and pulled, and a piece of the outer layer came free with a tearing sound.  “You were right, Kammi!  Your horns changed!”


“Cool!  Pull off the covering, I wanna know what it looks like!”


“How did you do, whatever that was?”


“I dunno, the same way you did yours.  Maybe males and females have different breath weapons,” she speculated.


“Or maybe we have both, and we each just figured out the other one first,” he offered.  “I mean, Sella has two breath weapons.”


“Possible,” Kammi agreed as Kell tore the now-leathery outer cover off her horns, leaving nothing but glittering, prismatic crystal in their wake.  Much like she described, he could see in the fading red light that her horns were both clear and opaque at the same time, like the horns had a multitude of crystalline facets in them that made them opaque, but the crystal between them was clear as glass.  There was definitely a cylindrical core at the center of them that tapered along the horn’s length, gently curved in the form of earth dragon horns, backswept but with the upper half curved back towards the neck and the tips curved upwards in a very slight angle.  Earth dragons used the section of horn near the skull to do their grinding, that gently curved arc that was the furthest out when they put their heads down.  The horn looked exactly the same as it had to thermo, but in the light, it was startlingly different.

“Okay, you try to do, whatever that was I did, and I’ll try to do what you did,” Kammi proposed.  “If we can, then it’s not a matter of gender, or age, or size.”


“Nope, we’re pretty much well the same age and size,” Kell mused.  “That just leaves gender.”


“It pays to be small when you’re an earth drake,” she grinned at him.


It turned out that Kell was the one that was right.  Trying to ignore the horn thing, Kell managed to produce the jet of lava three more times while trying for that, whatever it was, spray of tiny pieces of sand, but Kammi managed to release a powerful blast of lava, fired in a stream, almost like a flamethrower.  She jumped up and down in victory afterwards, then grinned at him.  “I figured it out first!” she lorded.


“Fine, you go to the nearest intercom and get the chief and the others down here while I figure this out,” he replied.

“Too bad there’s no light anywhere, I so want them to stare at my horns!”


“Stop preening, you vain little thing, and go get the chief!  And have them bring down some floodlights!”


“Yes, intended,” she grinned, then she turned and bounded out of the huge chamber like a happy puppy.


He managed it while she was gone.  There was a different sensation to it, it was hard to describe, but once he felt that difference, he locked on it and brought it forth.  The result was a powerful blast of hot sand, dust, and even sand-sized pieces of volcanic glass released with great velocity, like a sandblaster, hot enough to kill most living things instantly that were enveloped by the cone, and powerful enough to scour the flesh off the bones of anything that somehow survived that heat.  He felt that torrent of sand and dust on his fangs as he unleashed it, but they didn’t break them or wear them down.  It did leave a gritty taste in his mouth, however.  Kammi pranced back into the huge chamber just as he reared back up from it, laughing.  “Couldn’t perform for an audience, hmm?” she said lightly.  “I feel slighted!  I’m your intended, you’re supposed to be able to do anything in front of me!”

“Yeah yeah, you get hold of the chief?”


“He didn’t believe a word I said, so I told him I’d come up there and show him right in the terminal room,” she grinned.  “So they’re coming down,” she added as Kell laughed.


“Let’s wait until they get here.   If we have to eat rocks to do this, then we could run out of stored rock practicing and make them think we’re liars,” he said.


“Good idea.  Do you feel, I dunno…empty?”


“Not really, but I don’t think I’d know what it felt like even if I was,” he answered.  “Then again, I’ve been eating a lot of rock lately, for that experiment.”


“Yeah, me too.  Well, now we know where it was going,” she grinned.


“Thank Gaia, that was driving me crazy trying to figure it out,” he said with an explosive sigh.


Nearly half an hour later, Ferroth, Anthra, Geon, Shii and Surral, and to Kell’s surprise, the chromatic entered the empty factory chamber, the dozen or so driftlights the chromatic had brought hovering over her and lighting the way.  Ferroth was also carrying a portable light.  “Just come over here and get us into the light, chief, we don’t have to say a word,” Kammi grinned.


When they got over to them, they all gasped—well, except for the chromatic.  Anthra even went so far as to grab hold of Kammi’s horn and pull on it.  “Amazing!” she breathed.   “And how did this happen?”


“Near as we can figure, the first time you figure out how to use your breath weapon, it like ignites your horns and they turn into this,” Kell said, tapping his own.  “I saw it happen to Kammi.  Her horns flashed with heat the first time she managed to pull it off, and it left them like this.  Well, after we pulled off the outer layer, that turns into something like leather.”


“Like velvet on antlers,” Kammi held to her metaphor.  “If mine look half as awesome as Kell’s, I’m gonna be strutting all over the city,” she said, turning her head to and fro in the light.


“And you’re completely serious about using breath weapons?” Geon asked.


“Just look,” Kammi said, turning slightly and motioning with a paw.  “And feel.  Can’t you feel the heat?”


“I can,” Shii said.  “It’s much hotter in this room than anywhere else.”


“That’s why,” Kell said, pointing at the lava.  It had cooled enough to lose its reddish glow, but it was still spread all over the far end of the chamber, where they’d been practicing.  “That’s our breath weapon.”


“Rocks?” Geon asked.


“Lava,” Kammi corrected.  “It’s just cooled off enough to harden.  It’s one of them, anyway.  We can also breathe a pressurized blast of hot sand, like the sandblaster from hell,” she grinned.


“Alright, whelps, show us,” Ferroth said seriously, pointing down the chamber.


“I’ll do the sand, you do lava,” Kammi said, obviously enjoying being the center of attention.


“Fine by me,” he replied.


He managed it on the first try.  He knew how it felt now, and more to the point, how to start it.  He built that pressure up inside him in the way to make it lava, and when it reached its pinnacle, he snapped his head forward and unleashed it.  A torrent of glowing red liquid fired from his open maw, arced nearly 25 meters across the chamber, then splattered with some force to the floor, spreading forward as it was pushed forward by the lava behind.  Again, Kell was pushed backwards by the force of it, his claws digging half-meter long furrows in the rocky floor.  Kammi sucked her breath in, then she too unleashed, pointing her weapon more towards the floor.  A grayish-tan cone of rushing particles roared away from her and hit the lava he’d left on the floor, blasting it backwards like a pressure washer, and she moved her head slightly upwards as she sustained it for nearly three seconds, scouring the lava all the way across the floor.  “See?” she grinned after she finished.

“Amazing!” Anthra repeated, gawking down the chamber.


“Just as the book indicated,” the chromatic said calmly, quietly.  “Earth dragons do have breath weapons.  And you now appear almost exactly as the book described your kind from ancient times,” she said, studying Kell.  “Your tail spikes are half clear and half red, and your horns are crystal.  Have your spikes been changing colors, or have you been losing the red ones and growing replacements?”


“Now you know where to look in one respect, young chromatic,” Shii noted.  “Find where earth dragon horns were described as black instead of crystal, and you find one of those points of historical alteration you described.”


“Not quite, honored Matriarch,” she answered.  “The only reference I ever found to the crystal horns is in the book that described the origins.  I only speculate, but perhaps when the chromatics enticed the earth dragons to live above ground, they stopped eating rocks once they turned to farming, and thus lost their breath weapons, even forgot about them over the long centuries of not using them.  But all these thousands of years, the ability has always been there.  And since earth dragons do not seem to change, the ability did not fade from your being from lack of use.”


“That does sound logical,” Surral agreed.  “But I never knew you had it in you, youngling,” he smiled rakishly at Kell.  “You’ve always been full of surprises, our little mud dragon.”


“So, you must be Kell,” the chromatic noted.


“He is,” Shii affirmed.  “As much a part of our pod as our own children.”


“Whelps, you just found yourself a new occupation for the next couple of days,” Ferroth said dryly.  “The others will finish the virus.  You two are going to teach all of us how you do that.”


“After I refuel,” Kell said ruefully, patting his stomach.  “I can feel it now, I used up all my reserves.  Now I’m hungry, and for more than just rocks.  I’m famished.  It seems like that takes a lot more effort than it feels.”


“Then go find some of those blocks they’ve been storing for building projects and chow down,” Ferroth told them.  “And get back here quick as you can!”


“Well, we’re important now,” Kammi grinned at him as they hurried out.


“I just hope the others don’t kill us for being pulled off the project,” Kell chuckled.

“Oh, and I love your horns like that,” she said, glancing up over his eyes.  “They make you look incredibly attractive.”


“My, such praise,” he noted.  “But they do look rather striking on you.”


“Such a schmoozer,” she grinned as they hurried off.
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Word had somehow spread all over the city that something momentous was going on down in the deepest levels, and pretty soon afterward, the rumors hit the city.  And if earth dragons were good at one thing, it was spreading a rumor.

They didn’t have to deal with curious spectators for a while, though.  It was hard to train the others in something that was nothing but sensations, feelings, but they tried as best they could.  Ferroth, Geon, and Anthra were the first ones they tried to teach, and they were good test subjects for figuring out what worked and what didn’t…and they must have done something right, because Ferroth managed it after about an hour of trying.  Like Kammi, his first success had resulted in the torrent of superheated sand and dust, and like them, it cauterized his horns and left them crystalline once the outer layer was peeled off of them.  Anthra and Geon looked a bit annoyed that Ferroth had figured it out first, but only ten minutes later, Anthra succeeded, launching a jet of lava across the room, and further than Kell or Kammi had managed.  But then again, Anthra was nearly twice their size, and the strength of Anthra’s lungs and diaphragm might have an effect on her range.  Geon managed it as they tried to use the alternate versions, breathing out the cone of sand, and like the other two, his horns crystallized immediately upon his success.

It was with Anthra’s horns that they figured out why the outer covering split.  The horns inside expanded to the same size as the original horns had been, and the outer cover wasn’t exactly suited to deal with the expansion of the interior, so it split apart.  That did rather conveniently give them a means to pull off the outer layer, however.


They had their first spectator as the others practiced…if spectator was the right word.  Keth wandered in and hurried over to them, and nobody even thought to make him leave.  “I’ve been looking for you two,” he told them, then he stopped dead and gaped at them.  “What happened to your horns!”


“The same thing that’ll happen to yours, Patron,” Kammi grinned at him.  “Come in, come in!  We may as well start teaching the ones we care about the most!”


“Teach me what?”


“We found out that earth dragons have breath weapons, Keth,” Anthra told him, scratching a bit at the root of her right horn.  “We’ve been learning how to use them.”


“It does this to your horns when you manage it the first time,” Ferroth said, touching his own now-crystal horn.


“Does it hurt?”


“Not at all,” Kell told him.  “But you should go get Mother, Sire, and track down Kammi’s parents and brother.  They told us to teach everyone, and Kammi’s right.  May as well start with our families.”


“My brother will go nuts when he finds out,” Kammi laughed.


“How did you figure something like that out?” Keth asked.


“She researched it in some ancient history, and it proved true,” Kell replied, pointing at the chromatic.  “It explains where all the mass we’ve been eating is going.  You know how I’ve been going on and on about that.”


“Ah.  Ahhhh, alright,” he nodded.  “So we have to eat stone to use a breath weapon?”


Kell nodded.  “And a lot of it.  But, since we never really ate any stone in quantity til we came down here…” he trailed off.


“I see.  I’ll go find Kanna, and your parents and brother, Kammi,” he nodded.


“I just hope the earth dragons don’t eat the entire island practicing this,” Surral noted, which made Kell burst into laughter.


“It does give them limited ammunition, of a sort,” Shii nodded lightly.


“Well, there’s a lot of rock right over there,” Kammi said lightly, pointing.  “And I’ll bet that the mass of all that ejected lava and sand exactly matches the mass we’ve consumed. Minus what’s still in here,” she added lightly, rearing up and patting her slender belly.


“I wouldn’t take that bet,” Kell nodded.  “And I don’t think I like the idea that much of eating something I just vomited not long ago.”


That made Shii and Surral crack up.


“We do need to do some examinations, find out why spitting lava isn’t char-broiling our gullets,” Geon noted clinically.  “Our resistance to heat is external, not internal.  It starts and stops with our hides.”


“Maybe we can’t be burned by our own breath weapon,” Kell mused.  “I never felt any burning at all until after it was over, and had some lava left in my mouth.  Not that got hot, and I had to spit it out.”


“We have the same problem,” Shii agreed.  “When we use our breath weapon as a jet of water, any water left in our mouths will burn us if we don’t get rid of it quickly.  But so long as we’re breathing it, it does us no harm.”


“A function of the bio-magic, perhaps, protecting the user from her own magic until the magic wanes, which leaves whatever’s left over behind to do possible harm,” the chromatic forwarded.


“A curious theory, and worth exploring,” Shii agreed.


“It sounds feasible,” Anthra agreed.


“We should head back as soon as we feel we’re competent at this, since we just wasted a couple of hours with this distraction,” Geon chuckled.  “After you teach your families, pack it up for tonight, young ones.  Be back here tomorrow at seven, and we’ll have a class for you to train.  Those dragons will train everyone else, you two are a bit too important to waste all your time teaching.”


“And we’ll have Jukra’s builders stack some stone in here overnight, so they can keep up their supply,” Ferroth noted.  “I’m feeling stupid for having the water dragons cart off all that waste rock now.”


“I’m sure we can bring some back in,” Surral chuckled.  “We didn’t dump it that far off.”


“More than just rock, chief, it makes us hungry to do this,” Kammi reminded.


“We’ll triple their food allotments,” Anthra agreed.  “They need their energy.”

After the council members and Ferroth learned how to use both forms of breath weapon and practiced enough to be able to use it on the first try, they took the others back up to the council offices and left Kell and Kammi to train more students.  Keth returned with Kanna, Kammi’s father and mother Keel and Karri, and her brother Kyre.  Kanna made quite a fuss over Kell’s horns, almost dragging him up to the apothecary before he could explain, but looking quite skeptical after they explained things.  “Oh, it’s completely true, Matron,” Kammi told her.  “We have lots of evidence right over there,” she chuckled, pointing to the hardened lava marring the floor.

“Is it very hard to do?” Karri asked.


“Not very, Mother, but it does take a while to get the hang of it,” Kammi replied.  “But once you manage it the first time, it gets way easier.”
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They were a very small minority, but they were growing.

Kell and Kammi represented a tiny sliver of only ten earth dragons that had crystal horns when they woke up that morning, but their numbers increased by ten within three hours of holding their first and only class.  Eight dragons were waiting for them down in the factory chamber, and Kell wasn’t surprised at all to see Jukra, Fredda, Javan, and five other Earth Council drakes.  The upper crust wanted to learn first, and then pass that knowledge down.  But, for every dragon that managed to use each breath weapon the first time, they were pulled out of the training and were replaced by the real trainers, earth dragon elders who were well known in the villages for teaching others…be it draconic, how to throw spikes, mathematics, or academics.  It was those dragons that would be doing the formal training, dragons who more or less made a living training young dragons, so they’d be more adept at communicating the process and hopefully train the others faster.


By 14:50, Kell and Kammi had trained 17 drakes in how to get in touch with their inner breath weapon, and they were officially yanked from the duty and put back in the department.  Trekka, Jirran, and Girk were extremely jealous of Kell and Kammi, though they tried to be nice about it, and Kammi was the kind of drake to rub it in their faces a little bit, preening her crystalline horns every time they looked in her direction.  They couldn’t go learn how to use their breath weapons until their work was done, but in the two days that Kell and Kammi had been pulled off the project, they’d actually almost finished.  Ferroth, however, didn’t act a whit different now that his horns were different, stomping around and barking out orders when he was in the office, and spending most of his day up in the council offices in conference with the council members, that female chromatic, Shii, and Surral.  She was still in the city, had been kept overnight, still deep in discussion…and it expanded as Kell and Kammi got back into the project.  Word spread quickly through the office that Essan and Jussa had entered the city, Essan through the water tube and Jussa from the main entrance, which required drakes to go out and clear some of the obstacles so he could get in without hurting himself.  Kell was debugging code for Jirran and Kammi was writing the last block of code they needed for their updated program, which would much more selectively filter out the island from satellite imagery.  Getting it into the computers doing the image rendering would be easy, since their prior worm had installed ghost back doors that not even a master hacker would be able to find.  Kell had a suspicion that the Hunters knew how they got it in there, but they didn’t know everything that the worm did, nor did they know just how many holes there were in basic IP-2 protocols that hadn’t been found yet.  They still had six other ways to spread a virus or worm on a global scale, not counting the technique they used for their first move, and that ignored the fact that the earth dragons had installed back doors in just about every major system connected to the internet.  Satellite imagery servers weren’t major systems, requiring a global insert approach.  That had been a rush job, and it had required them to reveal the most glaring exploit in IP-2 protocols, one that would have been found by human hackers and exploited within a matter of months, or perhaps a year or two.  If anything, the earth dragons did the world a favor by revealing that flaw.

“I wonder what they’re talking about up there,” Trekka grunted as he tapped at his keyboard.


“Nothing good, I imagine,” Girk replied.  “I mean, do you believe it, Trekka?  That we are the source of magic?”


“I don’t know what to believe,” he answered.  “I mean, two days ago I’d have laughed in your face if you told me you could breathe lava.”


“True,” Kammi agreed. “She was right about that. There’s a chance she might be right about everything else.”


“And when did you switch sides, my intended?” Kell asked with a edged smile.


“When I sandblasted my name into the floor of that factory chamber,” she answered.


“I’m not sure what to think, but it’ll be easy to prove,” Jirran mused.  “We just send an earth dragon up there.  If that fluffy’s right, his presence will restart their magical objects.”


“What about the permanent spells?”


“They’ll have to redo those,” Jirran answered.  “The cloaking spells they can do at any time, but they’ll have fun redoing the scions.  They have to wait for the right conditions, that’s much bigger magic than the cloaking spells.”


“Yeah, it took them almost twenty years to create the nine we had,” Kammi agreed, nodding.  “Providing they do remake them.”


“They will.  We can’t move back up top without having a way off this island.  We can’t let them hold us prisoner here,” Kell grunted.  “We’ll demand all nine scions be restored, maybe even add four or five more, and this time they put them where we want them to.  Down on the lowlands, where we’ll build our new department building…where we want it.  Chief never wanted it built on the side of the volcano, they made him build it there.”


“Yeah,” Trekka nodded.  “If the fluffy’s right, we’ll have them by their feathery tails.  They’ll have to do anything we demand if they ever want their magic back.”


“But the question I’ve been asking myself is, do we go back to the way things were,” Girk sighed.  “I mean, feed the other dragons.”


“We probably will.  Even though we field agents are mutants in earth dragon society, we’re still a race of farmers, Girk,” Jirran replied.  “It does us no good to grow food nobody will eat.  And we still need the island.  The dragons still need to stay separate from the humans, so we have to learn to coexist again.  The initial reception of humanity to knowing we exist went better than I expected, but I don’t expect it to stay that way.  The humans turned against us once before, when we thought they were our friends.  There’s a good chance it will happen again.”

“Probably.  That’s probably some of the things they’re talking about up there,” Girk said, looking at the ceiling.  “We know we have them by their antennae  now, if that fluffy’s right.  So it’s just a matter of beating them over the head with our tails until they give in.”


“I do think that no matter what, we’ll keep this city going,” Kell speculated.  “It’s far too useful.  We can dig some tunnels up to connect it to the villages or something.  In my opinion, we should keep the department and our factories down here, where they can never destroy them again.  We can rebuild the power plant up there, build a satellite department headquarters to manage up top operations, and keep the main guts of the operation down here in the high rise.”


“That’s such a good idea that it’s what we decided to do,” Ferroth grunted as he came into the terminal room.  “Sanctuary City will always be populated, even after we go back up.  There will always fifty drakes here living here on a rotating schedule maintaining the place on top of the different departments that’ll establish headquarters down here.  And the department will stay here,” he declared.  “It’s where I wanted it form the start.”

“Down here?” Kammi asked.


“Underground,” he replied.  “I wanted it built in Tidewater village, where the cable comes in, but they refused.  They wanted it not just above ground, but on the volcano,  in their territory,” he snorted.  “So get used to this place, whelps.  If you don’t live down here, you’ll be commuting down here every day.  We’ll connect Sanctuary City to the surface with a couple of tunnels we can defend, and this will be our new main center, the way Blackstone used to be.”


“Wow, you guys really planned up there,” Jirran noted.


“We made lots of plans,” Ferroth nodded.  “Jukra’s already planning on digging four tunnels to the surface.  Two will be for us, travel tunnels to go up and down, two will be major connection arteries for power and data cables.  We’re not moving the cable again, we’re leaving it the way it is now.  We’ll have our main cable servers down here and run lines up to the surface, then rebuild.”


“So we rebuild,” Girk said.


“We rebuild,” Ferroth stated.  “We rebuild everything.  The computer factory will stay down here, but the TV and appliance factories will return to the surface.  We’ll rebuild the power plant up there, establish a foundry and steel mill so we can make our own steel rather than scavenge it, and attach a foundry and machining factory for producing parts rather than have every department make their own.  And,” he said with a grunt, “we’re building an enclave.”


“A what?”


“An enclave, for humans,” he replied.  “Given how tangled up we are with the humans now, Anthra and Geon think it’s a good idea we have an ambassador from the humans here on the island.”


“Jenny,” Kell blurted.


“Jenny,” Ferroth agreed.  “And most of the Hunters on top of it.  Essan said that Hinado wants to move the Hunters and Jenny’s husband and hatchling to the island to teach them magic, so it’ll be more like a compound for the humans in training than just a single house.”

“What a world, taking in the humans that chased us all over the globe,” Trekka chuckled.


“And they’ll be right where I can keep an eye on them,” Ferroth grunted.  “Those humans are dangerous.”


“I’m sure they say the same thing about us,” Jirran said lightly.


“Enough about that.  Where are you on the project?”


“Writing the last of it now,” Kammi answered.  “We should have it ready in four hours or so.”


“About that, provided the debug goes well,” Trekka agreed.


“Get it done and push it out as soon as it’s viable,” he ordered.  “I’m going back up to the council office.  I just came down to see where things stand.”


“Chief, you could have used the intercom,” Kammi laughed.


“I can’t see you jump when I bark when I use that thing,” he retorted, which made all five of them laugh.


After he left, Kell pondered what he said.  “They’re going to open channels,” he realized.


“How so?” Kammi asked.


“If we’re building a mill and foundry, we’ll need raw materials.  Iron ore, coke, coal, and so on and so on.  I think they mean to start trading with the humans,” he realized.  “Trekka, you still have that back door in Jukra’s terminal?”


“Of course I do,” he replied.


“Dig through it tonight and see if there’s not plans to build a wharf and cargo unloading equipment somewhere in his plans,” he said.


“Seriously?  Trade with the humans?  What would we trade?” Jirran asked.  “We don’t have anything.”


“We have magic, and what we know,” Trekka answered, nodding.  “We teach them magic, we earth dragons train their engineering students in our methods, we trade them silly little harmless things like driftlights that the magic dragons can virtually mass produce, other magical trinkets that are harmless to us but humans might find quite exciting, they supply us with resources we don’t have on the island.”


“Oh.  Ohhhh, that would work,” Kammi nodded.  “We give them the equivalent of cheap Chinese-made toys, they give us things that matter.  But if we do something like that, we’d better be careful.  It would mean showing some humans exactly where the island is.”


“So we do it carefully, but think of the advantages,” Trekka said.  “No more steel and aluminum shortages.  No more sorting through plastic the water dragons net and bring back.  No more shaking crabs out of aluminum drink cans so we can recycle them,” he drawled.  “We’d have everything we need.”


“If we can get the others to agree to it,” Girk said.


“They won’t have any choice,” Trekka replied.  “If they want their magic, they do what we want.  And really, is setting up trade that benefits them as well as us so much to ask?  It’s not like we don’t understand what the island means, and how important it is.  We’re staying here, after all.  But this is our chance to make things much better, for both us and the magic dragons.”


“Whether they like it or not,” Kammi chuckled.


“Sometimes you have to drag the naysayers kicking and screaming into the new era,” Trekka said blandly.  “As much as forcing the other dragons to be more accepting of technology and tolerate twenty or so humans living on the island will change things.”


“I think it’s a good idea,” Girk said.  “Trading useless magic trinkets for steel.  And everything else.”


“It does create some opportunities we’ve never had before,” Kammi agreed.  “As long as we can set up a supply line that doesn’t endanger the island.”


“I’m sure we could work something out with the Americans.  Hawaii is the closest major port and industrialized center to the island.”


“They wouldn’t exactly need a wharf, if you think about it.  They pull up close to the island, chuck the cargo overboard, the water dragons recover it,” Jirran mused.


“That would be too much work for the water dragons, and they’d probably get pissed off at us,” Kell chuckled.  “If there’s one tail out there we don’t want to grab, it’s theirs.”

Kitta and Kav bounded into the office in front of Kanna, Konn right behind her, and Kell almost gawked when he saw that Kitta’s horns were crystallized…was that a good thing?  Her horns hadn’t fully grown yet…would they continue to grow even after changing?  It was a moot point, though, since it was already done.  “Well, look at you, little miss!” Kammi laughed as Kitta jumped up on her.  “Who taught you that!”


“Mother did,” she replied smugly, grinning down at Kav and Konn.  “The boys haven’t figured it out yet,” she taunted.


“Which just proves girls are better than boys,” Kammi grinned in Kell’s direction.


“Says you,” Kell snorted, which made the other agents chuckle.


“I’m surprised such a young drake can do that,” Jirran said clinically.


“She’s the youngest so far,” Kanna said, a bit proudly.


“From a biological standpoint, it makes sense,” Trekka said.  “She’s too young to throw her spikes, so having a breath weapon gives her a defense mechanism.”


“I just hope it doesn’t mess with growing her horns,” Kell said, reaching over and touching one of her crystalline horns.  “They’re not full size yet.”


“Well, we grow crystals out of our tails, it’s no stretch we can do it on the other end,” Kammi said, bouncing Kitta on her back a little.


“As long as my horns don’t come off like my tail spikes will someday,” Kitta said with a frown.  “I’d look really stupid without horns.”


“A sentiment shared by quite a few of us,” Kammi laughed.  “Imagine how heavy your head would feel without your horns counterbalancing your muzzle!  Why, your nose would be dragging the ground all the time!”


“Ewww!” Kitta sounded, which made Kanna smile.


“That or we’d have some serious upper neck muscles from holding our noses up,” Trekka chuckled.

“Are you about done, youngling?” Kanna asked, looking at Kell.


“We’ll be here for a while, Mother,” he replied.  “Four or five more hours.  This is slightly important.”

“Then I’ll bring all of you something to eat,” she decided.  “I managed to get enough flour to make some fresh bread.”


“Oh, bring some please!” Jirran said with enthusiasm.  “I’d love some fresh bread!”

“I’d be happy to.  Come along, hatchlings, let them get back to work.  You can help me bring the bread back.”


24 August 2017, 11:32 DMT; Council Aerie

It was almost intolerable.

The council chromatic paced back and forth on the aerie as Hirrag and Hinado discussed aerial patrols of their territorial airspace, and the sages were clustered to the side, near the former earth dragon podiums, debating the newest theory about the drain on magic and how they could reverse it.  The council chromatic desperately needed to talk to the water dragons, but not only were Jussa and Essan not there, the water dragon elders as well hadn’t shown up that morning.


Things were getting very serious.  With sky dragons now required to patrol their airspace to turn back planes and also watch for ships at sea, it cut down on the number of hunters, which in turn cut back further on the daily food allotments.  The council and the sages were still eating well, but the younger chromatics were starting to get almost dangerously angry because they were on the brink of starvation…those who refused to fish for themselves, anyway.  The fire dragons holding the volcano wouldn’t leave it except to eat, and they had already attacked several desperate chromatics and a few sky dragons that tried to get in on the food that the water dragons were bringing to the fire dragons.  It burned his feathers that the water dragons were feeding the fire dragons, but wouldn’t feed anyone else.  The fire dragons were holding the tiny spit of rock that the water dragons were using to bring their fish with savage tenacity, and it was a dragon’s life to try to steal food brought there.


This was no time to worry about…logistics.  This was one of the greatest crises the dragons had ever faced, the potential loss of magic, and he had to worry about hungry chromatics getting themselves hurt trying to steal food that the fire dragons were selfishly hoarding.  The water dragons were enabling that kind of counterproductive behavior.  This was a time when all dragons should be coming together and working towards averting this most dire of catastrophes, not squabbling among themselves over a pawful of fish!

He needed to speak to the water dragons, to convince them that at this time, they needed to put their declarations aside and see reason.  He couldn’t afford to lose a chromatic because he got too close to a fire dragon, and the rest of the fire dragons had to stop sitting on the volcano like angry children and get involved with the problem.  The younger, less educated fire dragons could help, even if it was just helping the water dragons bring fish onto the island for the others to eat.  A fire dragon could pull a cart just as effectively as an earth dragon could.


Those Gaia-cursed earth dragons.  They needed them up here, where they could do all this…busy work.  It was all they were really good for, that and supplying them the food the island needed.  When they finally crawled out of their dirty holes in defeat, oh, how he would make them pay!


He turned and paced back, almost stepped on Hinado’s long tail, then glanced at the newest member of the council, the sky wyrm elder Faralla.  He was one of their younger elders, just having recently earned the title, but he was respected for both his mind and his flying skills.  He wasn’t very good at magic, but he had a very analytical mind…and the council chromatic didn’t like that.  The fire dragons were easy to manipulate, the water dragons usually didn’t involve themselves, and he’d always had Ivaiya to keep Hinado in check, whom he had never wanted on the council.  He would have preferred to have Beyori back on the council, some simpleton he could easily control, but Beyori had resigned the day after Ivaiya was killed, and word was he was now so terrified of the earth dragons that he wouldn’t come within a thousand dram of the ground, not after seeing that damned little earth drake slaughter Ivaiya in cold blood.  Faralla was a threat, as much as Hinado was…and the two of them together formed a very dangerous alliance that jeopardized the council chromatic’s control of the council itself.  The only good thing to him was that he had participated in the attacks on the grounder farms, so he possibly had certain sympathies that the council chromatic could exploit.  If he could get Faralla on his side concerning punishing those filthy grounders for everything they’d done, he could use that as a starting point to sway Faralla over to his side, and retain control of the council.


Finally, thank Gaia, Jussa appeared, coming up over the level of the aerie and landing clumsily on the edge.  Essan was right behind him, and behind the water drake was a young female chromatic…the one they’d put to finding the earth dragons, first of the senior class.  She’d been assigned to an unimportant library to maintain it while the elders worked on this problem…why was she with the water dragons?  The young female landed beside Essan, far more gracefully, and folded back her wings with a steady look at him…almost challenging.  That little—she knew better than to look him in the eye that way!


He was going to teach that female about proper respect when he got his claws on her.


“Jussa, we need to talk,” he said, hurrying over.


“No.  You will not talk.  You will listen,” Jussa declared, staring down at the smaller chromatic with narrowed eyes, glowing a dark green rather than their usual lighter green or turquoise, depending on his mood.  “If I might have everyone’s attention!” he called loudly, which caused all discussion to cease and the council chromatic to fume, glaring at Jussa with sparks and flecks of color flickering across his glowing white eyes.  “We bring critical news!”

Essan jumped up on the podium that had once belonged to the earth drake seat.  “We’ve discovered the reason for the drain on magic,” the drake shouted, which caused everyone to rush over.


“Really?  What is it?”


“Can we reverse it?”


“Speak, Essan, speak!”


Jussa reared up, sitting on his tail and raising his forepaws.  “Calm down,” he called, taking clear control of the aerie.  The council chromatic looked for some opportunity to reassert his authority, but at that moment, no one was going to listen to him.  “We have this young chromatic to thank for this revelation,” he said, motioning to first of her class.  “Her research into the problem, searching books none of the rest of us bothered to study, revealed the truth.”


Essan reached into his shoulder satchel, and withdrew a very plain, untitled book bound in tan leather.  “The answer lies within this book,” he declared.  “A book of our most ancient history, laying forgotten within the Library of Camelot.”


“Simply put, our current crisis is a problem of our own making,” Jussa stated.  “We brought this on ourselves.  In a way, this is Gaia’s fury brought upon us,” he said, nodding at the elderly female chromatic sage who had been advocating that theory from the first day.  “She is not punishing us directly, but rather she has let our own arrogance and foolishness punish us in her stead.”


“Well, what is the cause?” someone demanded.


Jussa looked to Essan, and he nodded.  “The earth dragons.”


“They caused this?” someone said angrily.


“We caused this,” Jussa retorted.  “When we drove the earth dragons underground, we set into motion a chain of events that brought us to where we are now.  The failure of magic is directly tied to their retreat underground.”


“So they did cause this,” the council chromatic stated haughtily.


“Only in that they are depriving us of magic by separating themselves from us,” Essan replied.  “Earth dragons are the source of magic, esteemed council member,” he said dryly, which produced shocked gasps.


“That’s impossible!” Faralla declared.

“We proved it,” Jussa said simply in reply.  “We conducted multiple tests and experiments and proved the theory.  Magic works in the underground city of the earth dragons, because they are there.”


“They have put so much stone between us and them that the magic they grant to the world is being absorbed before it reaches us,” Jussa continued.  “Had they not dug down so deeply, magic would not be in crisis.  But they are simply too deep.  Stone is unyielding to magic, and blocks it from us.”


“That’s an utter and complete fantasy!” the council chromatic snapped, trying to regain control.


“We have proved it,” Jussa repeated.  “And the earth dragons have agreed to prove it to you, beyond any shadow of a doubt.  They have agreed to allow three dragons into their city.  Three and three only,” he called.  “A member of the chromatic sages, Hirrag of the council, and Hinado of the council, which allows a member of each race to witness this proof.  The chromatic sage will prove the theory beyond any doubt, which Hirrag and Hinado will witness and affirm to everyone else when they return.  Sages of the chromatics, decide among you which will be the one to go to the earth dragon city.”


“I will go,” the elderly female declared, looking at the others.


“Then go with our blessing, sister,” one of the others nodded.


“This is completely ridiculous!” the council chromatic shouted.  “It is absolutely impossible that the earth dragons are the source of  magic that infuses our world!”


“When the honored sage comes back, she’ll look you in the eyes and tell you we speak the truth, chromatic,” Jussa told him, a bit darkly.  “As I said, we’ve already proved it to our satisfaction.  This further test will be solely for the rest of you.”

“I too seriously doubt this, but if you say you can prove it, then I’m willing to see your evidence,” Hirrag said.


“Give me ten minutes,” the old sage said.  “There are some things I must gather to test the theory.  Ten minutes.”


“We will wait, honored sage,” Jussa nodded.  The old chromatic charged off the edge and into the air, moving like she was half her age.  The council chromatic tried to wrap his mind around their outrageous claim, that the earth dragons were the source of magic.  He would believe they had somehow sabotaged magic before he believed they were the source of magic.  He squared off against Jussa, his eyes narrow.  “How could you possibly prove such an insane idea?” he demanded.


“Simple.  I went to see Anthra and Geon, and my magic was just as strong as it was before this began,” he replied.  “First of her class here brought magical objects with her that had gone dormant, but down there, they function normally.  In fact, I believe she brought a few back.  Did you, young one?”


“Yes, esteemed council member,” she replied, reaching into her shoulder satchel.  She withdrew something and gently lobbed it into the air, and three driftlights floated up and over her.  “If our calculations are correct, they’ll operate for twenty-six minutes before they fail,” she added.   “Give or take thirty-one seconds.”

“That’s it?  Your evidence is driftlights?” the council chromatic demanded angrily.


“Are there any other driftlights currently functioning anywhere on the island, chromatic?” Essan replied simply.  “Are there any other magical objects anywhere currently functioning, or are they all dormant?  They may be simple driftlights, but the glaring fact that they’re working is powerful evidence.”

“It would take far more than driftlights to prove something so outlandish!”


“And if it is proven true, chromatic?  If we return and declare that Jussa is right, what will you do?” Hinado asked simply.  “Because at that point, the earth dragons will have us by our tails.  We either give in to their demands, or they strangle us of magic until we can’t even fly anymore.  It won’t matter who has more food at that point, for if we can’t even fly, we’ll be completely helpless.”


The chromatic was almost defiantly silent, unable to even admit that such a thing might be possible…because it couldn’t be.  It just couldn’t be!  How could filthy grounders, who can’t fly, can’t use magic, be the source of magic?  It would be the most cruel of jokes, for the weakest, most useless splinter of the dragon races, not even true dragons, be so important.


And if, through some twisted joke, they were, then why didn’t they know before now?

The council chromatic gathered up the Council of Seven to the side and fell into furious, whispered debate far on the edge of the aerie, discussing possible courses of action if Jussa was proven wrong, and the opportunities that presented, and almost against their will, discussing the outside chance that Jussa was right, and what that would mean.  But not one of them even wanted to think about that, for it would mean that the earth dragons could demand virtually anything of the other dragons, and if they did not get it, they would just stay underground until magic was so weak that the other dragons couldn’t even fly anymore, as Hinado had said.

The sage returned with two large shoulder satchels weighed down with items, and she hurried over to Jussa.  “I’m ready to go,” she replied.  “I’m taking various magical objects of differing magical strengths to test this theory, items more powerful than simple driftlights.”


“A wise thing,” Jussa said.  “I want there to be no doubt in your mind, honored sage.  I want you to be able to say with complete confidence yes or no.”


“Then lead on.  Time is a precious thing right now.”


The council chromatic was preparing to storm across the aerie and grab that young upstart by her antenna, but she left with the water dragons, Hinado, Hirrag, and the sage, and the water dragons welcomed her among them.  She was clearly with them now, and that meant that they’d have to punish her severely when her theory was debunked and she was forced to crawl back to them on her belly.


They continued their plans while the others were gone, but their plotting was disrupted almost exactly 26 minutes later, when the three driftlights that the young chromatic—traitor!—sputtered, their lights turned unsteady, then they slowly descended to the floor and their magical light winked out.  They went dormant, only 14 seconds off the chromatic’s predicted time.

That was not a good omen.


Barely an hour later, the dragons returned.  Jussa and Essan landed behind Hinado and Hirrag, and the two chromatic females landed behind them with two water drakes flanking them.  Hinado looked grim, and Hirrag almost astounded.  The elderly sage came around them, her face almost amused.  “The theory is proven,” she declared to the aerie.  “Magic is at full strength and functions normally within the earth dragon city, and tests conducted prove that magic is radiating from the earth dragons.  They are truly a source of magic.  Maybe not the sole source, but they are so much of a source that without them, magic itself becomes unstable.  Further research and experimentation is required to determine the specifics of the theory, but it is true.  Earth dragons are the source of the magic we use.”


That caused an uproar on the aerie.  Dragons were shouting, a few were almost babbling, but it didn’t move Hirrag or Hinado.  They both backed up the sage, declaring that they had no doubt that the sage was right.  Jussa jumped up on his podium and spread his wings to get everyone’s attention.  “The earth dragons have agreed to a meeting to discuss terms.  They agreed to one and only one representative from each dragon race to be brought to their city.  I will represent the water dragons in this conference.  The other races must select who will go within the next two hours.  The meeting is scheduled for four o’clock.”

“I will represent the fire dragons,” Hirrag boomed.

“We must discuss the matter and decide who will go for us,” Hinado said, and he hurried over to Faralla and the sky dragons around him.


Jussa looked at the clustered chromatics, almost amused at the shocked looks on their faces.  “The earth dragons have stated outright that you will not be permitted to represent the chromatics, esteemed council member,” Jussa told them, almost lightly.  “Given that you are the main reason they went underground in the first place, they do not believe that you will bargain in good faith.  They do not want you anywhere near their city.  So you must choose another among yourselves.  One, I suggest, that will listen and be reasonable,” he warned.


“What?  They can’t deny me what is my right!” the council chromatic raged.  “I am the council member of the chromatics!  I lead this council!”

“It is their city, and to be honest about it, they can demand anything they damn well please at this point,” Hirrag snorted, smoke billowing from his nostrils.  “If we want to survive, chromatic, we will give them what they want.”


“And what do they want?” a sky dragon called.


“Far less than you would expect given their advantage,” Jussa noted.  “We meet back here in two hours’ time.  Chromatics, choose your representative and have him or her present here at that time.”  The young chromatic left with the four water dragons, flying down towards the lowlands, staying safely out of his reach…and he sorely wanted to lash out and punish someone.  The earth dragons were the core of their crisis, for it was their retreat underground that had weakened magic.  No matter what the others thought, as far as he was concerned, it was their fault.  Everything was their fault!  And they refused to allow him to be there to negotiate!  It was…intolerable!

But while he was furious inside, outside he was still calm and collected enough to exert his authority within the Council of Seven to make sure that the chromatic that went would be one he could trust, one that would not let the other dragons browbeat them into making ridiculous concessions.  No matter what the others thought, they did still have leverage, they had pieces on the board to move.

“Remember,” he told the second in command of the council, a female whom he had groomed to be his lieutenant.  “If this insanity is correct, you will have your magic when you go down there.  Use it to locate their food stores, learn how they are getting their water, and find where and how they’re circulating the air.  They must have air vents, else they would have all suffocated by now.  If we can find them, we can block their vents and force them to either come out or suffocate, or perhaps send down smoke and force them to evacuate.  We can’t let them come back to the surface on their own terms.  They must only come back under our terms, or our very way of life will be destroyed, everything that we are will be undermined by their…technology.  It would be better to die than allow them to destroy magic.”


“I understand.”


“And when it comes to the negotiations, do anything and everything you can to either stall or deadlock the proceedings,” he continued.  “Agree to nothing, no matter how simple or practical it might be.  The earth dragons won’t return to the surface so long as we refuse to agree to their demands, and that gives us more time to learn the secrets of how their city works and come up with a way to cripple them, or in some way force them to evacuate.  Force them out of their hole without an agreement, and once they’re back on the surface, they will be ours.”


“And if the other dragons object my seeming unreasonable position?”


“Let them,” he snorted.  “Dissent only works in our favor.”


She nodded to him and hurried out of the council chambers.  He had confidence in her.  She understood what was at stake here.  If they were right and earth dragons were responsible for magic, then it would be the darkest of ironies that the dragons that created magic would be the ones to destroy it, destroy it with their technology and their subversion of the other dragons to their sinister ways.


But he was dead serious.  He would rather see the dragons die than watch them slowly degenerate into something less than what they were, to turn their backs on their proud traditions and the ways of Gaia’s magic…to become no better than earth dragons.


24 August 2017, 14:42 DMT; Sanctuary City

Kell absolutely could not believe that they were making him do this.

He sat on his haunches by the main tunnel entrance with Sella beside him, waiting.  Sella had brought them the warning that the others were on their way, being brought in by Jussa, Essan, Ralla, Shii, and Surral, and Anthra had sent him to walk them up the tunnel and to the main chamber.  Hirrag and Hinado were in the group, and Anthra seemed to have forgotten that Hirrag and Kell did not get along…or perhaps she was hoping that Kell spiked him before they got where they were going.  Two driftlights that the chromatic hadn’t taken back were hovering over their heads, anchored to them now so they’d follow along, providing the light that the other dragons would need to navigate the tunnel.  The two driftlights would let them see where they were putting their feet, but wouldn’t illuminate very far up the tunnel.  But, then again, they’d walked the tube once already, so they had an idea of how long it was, and what kind of defenses were sitting at the top.

Jussa’s head slid out of the water, and right beside him, Hirrag almost jumped out.  Fire dragons weren’t hurt by water, but they hated water.  If not that they’d die, they probably wouldn’t even drink it.  Hirrag shook the water off of himself hastily, sending droplets flying in every direction, and just behind him, Essan appeared with a rather large chromatic—well, large for a chromatic.  She was slightly larger than Essan, who was a very large drake.  This had to be the new representative for the chromatics, and she did not look friendly.  Hinado came up behind them, brought by Surral, and Shii brought out the young female, who immediately passed by the elder dragons and joined Kell and Sella at the front.  “I’m going on ahead, if you don’t mind,” she told him.  “Esteemed council member Geon wished to speak to me before the conference begins.”  He nodded to her, and she created a little light for herself, bounded a few short hops, then spread her wings and disappeared into the darkness, her little light quickly vanishing in the distance.  She was just small enough to fly in the tube, and she knew to land and walk when she reached the door.

“Where does that youngling go?” the chromatic female demanded.


“She’s reporting back to Geon.”


“She submits herself to you?”


“She sees the truth of things,” Sella said lightly.


“She should, she discovered it,” Kell said absently.  “Follow me.”


Kell started them out with Sella walking beside him, listening as Hirrag and Hinado discussed how they felt the conference was going to go.  He wasn’t holding much hope for it, given that that chromatic they sent didn’t look like the agreeable type, but at least he got the satisfaction of hearing her gasp as they started walking.  “Well, they were right about one thing,” she said.  “Magic is stronger down here.”


“It’s trapped in here by the stone,” Jussa told them.  “And of course, Kell is here.”


“I’m still trying to get used to those horns,” Sella noted, glancing at him.


“Well, I can’t see them, so it doesn’t hit me until I see someone else.”


“What happened to them?”


“I’ll let Anthra and Geon explain that,” Kell answered, glancing back around his wing at her.


“Will you be at the council, Kell?” Hinado asked.


“Gaia, I hope not,” he snorted, which made Sella chuckle.  “I’m not a council member anymore, Hinado.  I’m back in the department.  I think I set a record for the shortest-serving council member in dragon history.  I’m not even sure why they sent me down here to escort you back.  I have very important work to do.”


“Their reasoning was simple, young drake.  You, we know beyond any doubt, will kill.  Anthra and Geon wisely display their power by sending one that will kill if we step out of line.  A worthy tactic.  I find myself admiring Anthra and Geon more and more,” he said sagely.

“Oh joy,” Kell said blandly.


“And you, we know, will be honest.  Should we expect the earth dragons to be unreasonable?” Hinado asked.


“If you consider us just wanting to be left alone to be unreasonable, then yes,” Kell replied evenly.  “I don’t know what Anthra and Geon plan to tell you, but I doubt they’ll demand more than what we’ve already demanded.  Just let us rebuild, stay up on your mountains and we’ll stay down on our farms, and everyone will be happy.”


“And the food?” Hirrag asked.


“Provided we can ever get our farms back to normal, we’ll grow food again.  It may be a little tight for a few years, given how much damage the sky dragons did,” he said with a tilt to his voice.  “And provided you survive the explosion of outrage when the earth dragons see the damage,” he added darkly.  “We haven’t told them just how bad it is yet.  We’ve been trying to find a way to break it to them gently.”

“And that’s it?”


“That’s what I think they’ll talk about, but I told you, I’m not on the council anymore.  I honestly have no idea what they’ll want to talk about, I’m just making guesses.”


Kell more or less ignored them as they talked among themselves, at least until they reached the door.  He noticed that the chromatic was looking very carefully at that door, and took note of the fortifications behind it, as well as the cannon emplacements in the main cavern, pointing down the tunnel, pointing right at them.  Hirrag, being the largest dragon alive, had a lot of trouble picking his way through the hedgehogs and hooks, which gave the chromatic plenty of time to study the layout.  She regarded the huge cavern floor and the many ramp entrances leading down in the floor, and the artificial ceiling overhead that formed the second floor of the high rise.  Kell had no doubt, she was studying the city and looking for weaknesses.

The chromatics weren’t willing to surrender just yet.


Kell wasn’t the only one that noticed the chromatic’s quiet interest in the layout of the main cavern.  “Need I remind you, chromatic, that you won’t get out of here alive unless both the earth dragons and I permit it,” Jussa said flatly.


“What are you about, threatening me in such a manner?” she retorted hotly.


“A promise, not a threat,” he replied.

“I’ll just spike you here and now if you prefer to bypass all the verbal fencing over the fact that you’re studying things way too hard to have good intentions,” Kell declared.  “I think you’ll be leaving in a blindfold.  And I don’t think you’ll be coming back.” 

The chromatic gave him a savage glare, but said nothing.


Kell led them up the series of ramps to the top two levels, where Anthra and Geon had their offices, bringing them into the large open area between them that served as the main office and meeting area for their staff and meetings of the Earth Council, the council of the village council leaders, with the private offices of the council members bisected the top level of the high rise, two half-circle rooms with the top of the dome chamber serving as the ceiling.  Dralt and the rest of the staff worked at desks and tables to one side of the large room, leaving an open space for the meetings.  Anthra and Geon were there speaking with the young female chromatic as Dralt was sitting on the base of his tail nearby, taking notes using a computer, tapping away at the keyboard.  “Here they are, esteemed council members,” Kell called as the others came in behind him.  The chromatic wasn’t the only one looking around, for none of them had been in this room before.

“No, Kell, stay,” Geon called when Kell turned to leave.  “We may need your input.”


“What possible help could I be?”


“You’re a field agent,” Anthra replied.  “If we have any questions, better to have the field agents here to answer them than have Ferroth dig one of you up to come in.”


Three more drakes came in behind him.  Ferroth, Jukra, and Fredda filed in, and Ferroth pushed Kell along with a dark smile.  Behind them, Kammi, Trekka, and Jirran stepped in, and Kell immediately went over to them.  Anthra wasn’t kidding about wanting the field agents here, for she’d summoned all four that had off-island experience.

Poor Girk, excluded again.


Anthra nodded to Dralt, and she reared up to sit on her tail, which made her tower over all of them except Hirrag.  “Alright, let’s get down to business,” she declared.  “The earth dragons have a series of demands that must be met before we relent and return to the surface.”


“I’m not here to—“ the elder female chromatic started, but she ended with a pained yelp when Hirrag slammed his tail into her side, almost knocking her over.


“You are here to listen, and nothing else,” Hirrag snapped.  “When Anthra is done speaking, then you may talk, and you will address the esteemed council member with the respect that title grants her.  If you speak again without being granted permission, I will rip your antenna off your head with my bare paws.  Do you understand?”


The female had the sense not to even think that Hirrag was bluffing.  She drew herself up, her white eyes blazing with indignant light, but she said nothing.

“Well, my thanks, Hirrag,” Anthra said dryly.  “Now, we have six main conditions that must be agreed to before we return to the surface.


“First.  The dragon’s council will recognize our equality,” she began.  “No law will be passed that affects us without that same law being binding against all other dragons, and in extension, the dragon’s council will no longer have any right or power to pass any law controlling, restricting, or appropriating earth dragon property, which includes our technology and our harvests.  The earth dragons will still provide allotments for all non-producing dragons and will offer technological services to any dragon who wishes it, such as power and TV, but the sizes of food allotments and the resulting tithes against the farms will be determined by the Earth Council, the council of earth dragon village council leaders, not the dragon’s council.  The Earth Council will also be directly responsible for managing the emergency food stockpile, storing the required one year’s worth of food to protect against famine or disaster.  Simply put, cousins, you may not simply decide to take what is ours anymore, and the food we produce is ours.  We will not let you go hungry, but you will never have the power to take what is ours without due cause or proper compensation again, because it is abundantly clear to us now that it will be abused.  You have lost our trust that you will be fair and impartial in the exercise of the power we once gave you over us.

“Second.  The use and development of technology will be determined and controlled by us, not the dragon’s council, within certain reasonable limits,” she continued.  “All matters of technological research and deployment will be controlled by the Intelligence Department, and under Ferroth’s direct supervision as the department chief, with one exception.  The dragon’s council will have a liaison in the department to speak in matters concerning sending field agents out into human lands, which gives the dragon’s council a voice in the operations of the field agents.  After all, what they do out in human lands potentially impacts all dragons, not just earth dragons, so the dragon’s council must have complete knowledge of what they’re doing and be able to pull the department back if they feel that they’re doing something that jeopardizes the island as a whole, such as bring highly radioactive nuclear material onto the island, for example.  For all other matters, if you don’t like the technology we deploy, you come to us and explain why you object to it, and we’ll consider the matter.”


“What would a reasonable limit be, Anthra?” Hinado asked politely.


“Well, say we decide to experiment with windmill style electrical turbines.  Those are large, ugly, and pose a threat to flying dragons, so that would violate what is reasonable, as it poses a danger to any dragon not paying attention.  We would also not violate the territories of the fire dragons without permission first.  It would be unreasonable to simply march onto fire dragon land and run a cable through it without permission to do so, and also bartering fair compensation for the use of that land.”


“Ah, I understand.  Please pardon my interruption.”


“Third.  The coastal plains and lowlands will be off limits to all other dragons except the water dragons, who may travel through earth dragon territory and mingle freely at their will and desire.  No other dragon may land in our territory and remain without permission, and in return, no earth dragon will be permitted up on either volcano without prior permission or in the pursuit of previously scheduled and approved work, except in the use of a single ramp that will run from the base of the volcano to Council Aerie.  We have no need to come up on the volcanoes with the sole exception of coming to Council Aerie, and if we restrict you from our territory, then we will restrict ourselves from yours.

“Fourth.  The dragon’s council relinquishes all authority to prosecute and punish earth dragons except in the most egregious circumstances.  If an earth dragon is suspected of wrongdoing on a scale that it would usually come before the dragon’s council, then the dragon’s council refers the matter to the Earth Council, who will then pursue the issue until proper justice is done.  If it is one of the three crimes listed in our laws as the most severe, then the dragon’s council may prosecute and pass sentence.  However, if the dragon’s council passes sentence in such a matter, then the punishment levied against the earth dragon in question must be levied against any other dragon that commits a similar offense.  There will be no arbitrarily decided punishments based simply on what race of dragon committed the crime.  There will never again be an attempt to give an earth dragon the death penalty when you grant simple interdiction to another for a similar offense.  We simply cannot trust you anymore to be fair,” she said simply.


“Fifth. The earth dragons demand a change in dragon council procedure that gives any race of dragon the power to veto any matter brought before council.  The mechanics of this veto is that the drake and wyrm must both agree to the veto, and a matter vetoed is considered retired with prejudice and follows the same rules as other matters retired in that fashion.  Since the chromatics only have one council member, the chromatic seat has the power of veto without requiring a second confirmation.  This gives every dragon race the power to block matters they see as harmful or unfair to their dragons, and something that should have been a part of our system since its inception.  This change of rules will prevent what the humans call a tyranny by majority, where a ruling majority can pass highly prejudicial and unfair law and the victims of said law have no recourse.  What happened to us will never happen again, to any dragon race.

“And sixth.  There will be no punishments, no public humiliations, and no penances handed out upon our return, in either direction,” she declared.  “The chromatics will put their scheme to punish us for our defiance back in the dark hole from which they pulled it, and the earth dragons will simply repair the damage to our lands and move on.  It’s best for all concerned to simply leave this in the past and move on, at least once the changes we demand are made to protect us from future attempts to control, demean, abuse,  or enslave us.”

“No demands of public penance?  No making us put our noses to the floor?” Hinado asked.


“You’ve been punished enough,” Geon said simply.  “And now that we know what we know, we know how sorry you are.  But the dragon’s council will take up the matter of punishing the sky dragons for destroying earth dragon farms.  That was totally uncalled for.  We’ll need help restoring the farms, and a little manual labor will be good for the sky dragons’ spiritual well being,” he drawled.  “Besides, we’ll have to bring in soil to replace what eroded away, and without scions, that means sky dragons will have to carry it.”


“We’ll also bring up to the council several proposals concerning the humans,” Anthra added.  “Since they already know about us, we believe that some formal ties should be established, and there’s a potential for trade.  We could trade children’s toys for items of value and worth, such as steel.  Field agents, how much would a human pay for a driftlight?” Anthra called.


The four of them looked at each other.  “Quite a bit, if only for the novelty of it,” Trekka finally replied.  “But the light bulb manufacturers would scream bloody murder, since driftlights never go out,” he chuckled.


“And how easy is it to make a driftlight?” Anthra asked.


“I can make two dozen over the course of a day, esteemed council member, and I’m still in school,” the young female answered.  “It is a very simple thing to do.  I could even make them to respond to spoken English commands rather than magical direction, tailor them specifically for human use.”


“Then we have some potential here to enrich ourselves without giving anything of value away,” Geon said.  “We give them frivolous toys, they give us items of real worth.”


“I would be interested in discussing such a thing,” Hirrag said.  “Or, more to the point, my successor will.  I will be stepping down from the council after this crisis passes.  This was partially our fault for allowing the council chromatic to run wild, and for that failure, both Sessara and myself will resign our seats.”


“I’d rather you not do that, Hirrag,” Anthra told him.  “Now that you’ve seen what the chromatic’s up to, and what lengths he’ll go to do get it, it puts you in a position to keep him in line.  We can’t force him off the council, but we can ensure that the other eight dragons looking at him know him for what he really is.  As a personal favor to me, I would ask that you and Sessara remain on the council.  And you too, Hinado,” she said, looking at him.  “We don’t need the upheaval of the council reforming itself right now.”


“I had no intentions of surrendering my seat, now that I have it back,” he replied with a smile.


“I’ll discuss it with Sessara,” Hirrag nodded.


“That’s all we can ask,” Geon told him.


“Well, your demands aren’t unreasonable,” Hinado said.


“That’s your opinion,” the elder chromatic female said scathingly.  “The earth dragons seek to put themselves above the law, and I for one will not have it!  I reject outright all of your demands!  They are completely beyond all reason and tolerance!”


“They are not points of negotiation, they are demands,” Anthra told her flatly.  “We didn’t bring you here to haggle.  We brought you here to tell you our demands, and now it is your responsibility to take those demands back to your dragons.  When the dragon’s council meets and formally accepts our demands by vote, then we will begin the process of returning to the surface.  The council can vote on such a thing without our presence,” she said lightly.

“Outrageous!” the female snapped.


“You are in no position to bargain, fluffy,” Geon growled.  “Give it perhaps two more months, and you won’t even be able to fly anymore.  And all the other dragons will know that the only reason it got that far is because the chromatics are being jackasses.  Do you really want all the dragons that angry with you?” he asked intensely.  “If you can’t use magic and you can’t fly away, you won’t get very far from the pack of incensed fire dragons out to make you give in, even if they have to break your bones to do it.”


“Geon speaks a truth, chromatic,” Hirrag warned.  “This is not them against us.  This is all of us against you.  If the chromatics stand against us, if the chromatics are the sole reason that magic continues to fade from the world, then the fire dragons will simply wait until your magic is so weak that you cannot protect yourself, then we will move.  Tooth to claw, you are no match for us, and you know it.”


She looked honestly frightened, probably realizing for the first time that she was in no position to make any kind of demand  Every other dragon in the room could kill her, and no one above would ever know what happened.  She could not even get out without a water dragon taking her.

“Once the council accedes to our demands, then we’ll come up and discuss the finer points of it, negotiate the areas of gray within the six demands to formalize things and establish a seated set of laws and rules governing how the other dragons treat us.  But we will not move until we have law protecting us.  We will not leave this sanctuary until we know beyond any doubt that we will be safe and free from retribution or petty vengeance,” Anthra stated, looking right at the chromatic.  “What you may do for us, my friends, is spread the word among your dragons of the truth, a truth not tainted by the chromatics’ plotting.  Let the common dragon know that without us, there is no magic.  Let them know the truth, and then let things fall where they may.”

“Most of my kin already know the truth,” Jussa said.  “We spread that revelation yesterday when this young chromatic’s experiments proved her claim,” he added, motioning to the young female.


“Hirrag, obviously, you can’t tell Sessara until she comes back, nor any of the other dragons,” Essan told him.  “The humans can never know this secret, that the very existence of magic depends on the earth dragons.”


“Which could by why it was turned into a secret in the first place,” the young female chromatic noted.  “During the spread of the Catholic church and the threat it posed to magic itself, it might have been a conscious decision by our ancestors to hide the truth.  To protect both magic and the earth dragons from those trying to destroy it.”


“That does seem logical,” Jussa agreed.


“You know, I just don’t like calling you first of your class,” Geon told her.  “I think we need to give you a name.”


“A name is a very personal and private thing, esteemed council member, and I have yet to earn the right to take one.”


“Bull,” Kell snorted.  “You solved a millenia-old mystery and about brought this standoff to a conclusion by yourself.  If that doesn’t rate a name, nothing does.”


“Amen,” Anthra agreed.  “What do you think, young ones?”


“Well, she saved our butts, so let’s call her Jesus,” Kammi grinned, which earned her an elbow from Jirran.


“In a way, she was a field agent entering hostile territory to seek out a truth, braving unknown dangers, so in honor of her having the heart of a field agent, we will bestow upon her the title of Prism, honorary chromatic field agent and part of our very exclusive little group,” Trekka said lightly.


“Too science-y,” Kammi challenged.  “Pris-ma is much better.”


“Then Prisma it is,” Anthra smiled.  “And feel lucky, young one.  If that lot thinks you’re one of them, you’re either in august company, or you’re doomed.”


“Hey!” Kammi protested as Geon laughed.  “Now come over here and join the most exclusive clique on the island.  Without us, the whole place would fall apart!” she declared, then she physically dragged the startled young chromatic right into the middle of the four and hung off her shoulder.


“Jussa, I think we should let the others go back up and report back,” Geon said.  “Tell everyone the truth, and tell them what we demand in order to return.”


“Yes, this would be a good time,” he agreed, looking at the female elder chromatic, who was glaring unholy death at the now-titled Prisma.  But the younger chromatic just looked her right in the eye, almost defiantly, telling her without words just where she stood in the matter, that she felt her elders were on the wrong side.  “Agents, take Prisma here down to the department so she can continue what she was doing for us.”


“And what is that?” the elder chromatic asked flintily.


“Not your concern,” Trekka replied bluntly, which made the elder’s feathery antenna snap like little whips.  “Come on, newest field agent, we have work to do,” he grinned at her.

“Ferroth’s gonna love having someone new to boss around,” Jirran laughed as the four young earth drakes herded the chromatic towards the door.


“Then we’re done,” Anthra declared.  “Hirrag, Hinado, thank you for coming, and I hope we can get this behind us quickly.”


“We will if I have any say about it,” Hirrag stated, looking the elder chromatic right in the eye, smoke billowing out of his nostrils. 
