Chapter 8

9 June 2017, 11:10 DMT; Sanctuary City

Kell was in a mood.

Actually, he’d been in one since that bizarre dream, but everyone was so incredibly busy that he hadn’t really had all that much time to ponder it.  And the work just kept piling up, because as soon as they got one problem solved, four more would rear up.  If it wasn’t the unlucky drakes camping on the floor fussing over the hustle and bustle, it was Jukra flooding half the lower tunnels when his plan to build the gravity cistern for the water tube went just slightly wrong.  And if it wasn’t that, it was burrowing out the planned waterwheel generator room and building the transmission gearbox out of anything they could find, which was a real challenge given that gears that size weren’t high on the list of priorities when they packed up their goods.  Kell had a bunch of them in his burrow…but getting to his burrow would be even more of a challenge than building the transmission.


And then Sella arrives and drops an even bigger bomb on them.  Hinado had intervened with the human ships, and Jenny could do magic.  That revelation unsettled Kell for some strange reason, why he had no idea, but it just…did.  It was almost like some kind of unwitting betrayal, that one of the humans he felt he could most identify with turned out to be one of them.  He hadn’t known it, she hadn’t even known it, but the fact was still sitting out there.  Jenny had magical talent, and with sufficient study and training, she’d be able to bring it out, cast a few simple spells.  He wondered how Jenny felt about it, if she felt any different, if she was excited about it or didn’t really care all that much.  How she felt about it would influence how he felt about it, he supposed.


But he barely had any time at all to think about that, because the food supplies the humans sent them started to arrive.  The water dragons were bringing it in using both entrances, staying to the water tube entrance during the daylight and moving in smaller boxes and bags, then using the main entrance once the sun went down, bringing it in entire pallets at a time.  There was a lot of it at that, cutting even more into their precious empty space, until there were boxes and bags and pallets stored literally anywhere they could find room to put them.  The department had a wall stacked from floor to ceiling with boxes of cheese, and many of the cramped private burrows were taking in some of their supplies as well.  It was almost like a maze after they got everything in, forcing a dragon to step carefully among stacked boxes and bags in any open area, every room reduced in size because of supplies stacked along walls, even stacked along the tunnels.  The wyrms found their personal space violated at every turn by the supplies, choking already small passages down to almost unpassable levels.  Anthra, the poor wyrm, was all but trapped in the main cavern, since any attempt to go down any of the lower tunnels would leave a chaotic mess of overturned boxes in her wake.


After the food managers took inventory of everything and crunched the numbers, they estimated that the food aid from the humans would extend their foodstocks by five months.  That still put them well behind the others, but the earth dragons still on the surface were working on that one.  The food aid was more or less what Kell asked them to deliver; a lot of rice that they’d have to cook, flour in sealed bags so the water didn’t ruin it, cheese, potatoes mostly, but there were some oddities.  They’d sent them six crates of evaporated milk, for example, as well as five huge crates of chocolate bars, which looked to be the ones they put in MREs.  They’d managed to send about 10 crates of onions and 16 crates of various canned vegetables, which most earth dragons would just eat can and all.  The nicest thing they’d sent was about 20 huge sealed boxes holding loaves and loaves and loaves of French bread.  Kent must have had his men fan out and buy every loaf of French bread they could find in the entire D.C. metro area to fill those boxes.  That would have to be eaten quickly before it went stale, but it was a nice treat for everyone after all the hard work and the chaos of being uprooted.

With the sound of rushing water and Kammi’s incessant nagging droning in the background, Kell assembled a gear assembly inside the gearbox that Fredda had had built for them.  Fredda was in the room as well, installing a custom shaft extender into the generator she’d built, taking their largest diesel-powered generator, gutting it, and using its main core as the base for her modified design.  The generator would barely produce a tenth of the power they’d need, but it would do for running some critical things like power tools and a few computers, which would help them build the thermal plant faster.  Once that was up, they’d have all the power they needed and the waterwheel generator would be an emergency backup.  The transmission Fredda had designed, more or less on the spot, was rather ingenious in that no matter how fast or slow the water turned the paddlewheels that Jirran had built, the transmission would turn the crankshaft at a constant speed that would produce a three-phase, 220 volt, 60 Hertz power output.  That was standard transmission power they used on the island that would get stepped up or down by the transformers they’d installed, giving them both three-phase 440 volt industrial power for the heavy power tools and also residential single phase 220 volt for use in about everything else.  Getting the gears for the gearbox had been a real adventure, up to the point where about half of them had been paw-crafted by Fredda’s power drakes and the machine specialists in Jukra’s builder department.  They’d literally used their claws to sculpt the gears out of metal stock, but they were virtually perfect, balanced and their ridges and teeth lining up exactly in the gearbox.

“Alright, this part’s done,” Kell said, closing the lid of the gearbox.


“Then go ahead and get the other part of it started,” Fredda ordered.  “I should be done with this by the time you get to the crankshaft.  Got the tools you need?”


“Right here,” he said, patting his shoulder bag.  Kell was the one they’d picked to take the paddlewheel into the tube, climb up to where the crankshaft pierced the wall, and install it, because since he was the strongest swimmer, everyone felt that he wouldn’t have much trouble getting out if he fell down the tube and into the water.  He’d have to do it against the water’s current, holding it in place as he bolted it onto the end of the shaft, but he could do it.


Wrestling the wheel up the tube was an adventure, but it was even more fun installing it.  It was on a rotating shaft that would let them pull the wheel up and out of the water stream for when the generator wasn’t in use, so Kell had to hold it up and steady as he bolted it to the end of the shaft sticking out of a small hole they’d drilled through the tunnel wall.  He almost lost the wrench twice as his tail kept drifting down and into the current, suddenly yanking him, but he finally got the last bolt secured.  He tied them off using aircraft wire, ensuring that any bolt that tried to loosen only tightened the two bolts around it, an old trick they’d been using in human aircraft since their second world war.

“Alright, it’s all wired up!” he shouted through the hole.


“I’ll put in the sleeve and we’ll test it out.  Rap on the shaft twice if it doesn’t work right,” Fredda called through the hole.  The hole was plugged by the sleeve around the shaft to keep it secure, fitting perfectly into the hole, then he climbed up and out of the way.  The shaft was designed to rotate all the way up to the ceiling to give nearly three meters of point to point clearance between the wheel and the water, allowing for possible flooding of the tube during heavy rains, and he watched as the wheel first slowly rotated up and away from the water, reaching its high terminus, then it turned and went back the other way like the minute hand on a clock, rotating in an arc down into the water.  The wheel sputtered and then started to turn, quickly matching the water speed and turning and a fairly fast clip, probably around 400RPM.  The gearbox inside should adjust that rotational velocity to 60 Hertz.  Kell watched for a moment as they probably tested the transmission, then the wheel rotated up and out of the stream.  The sleeve came out, and Fredda’s voice threaded in.  “We’re good!  Come back!”


It took Kell a little bit to return to the generator room, where Fredda was bolting the sleeve into the wall as Jirran and Kammi fussed with the transmission.  “Working?”


“Yeah, it’s working,” Fredda replied.  “Soon as we lock everything up, we’ll put it online.”


“We should all go get our laptops so they can charge,” Kammi noted absently.  “Especially you, Kell.  How much battery did you use up making a copy of that software for Sella?”


“I still can’t believe we’re just handing over our translation software,” Jirran grunted.


“Me either, but the chief told us to do it, so we do it,” Kammi replied.


“I can see the need for it.  If the chromatics let the others out using the scions, the humans had better be in a position where they can communicate,” Fredda injected, tightening the last nut.  “And it’s not like it’s going to be very useful to them anywhere else.  The only books written in dragon are here.”


“True.  What I can’t believe is that sky drake siding with us.”


“He has his reasons,” Kell noted.  “I’m just glad there’s at least one dragon up there that still believes in the law.  He’s as prejudiced against us as the others, don’t ever think that he’s not, but he believes in the law.  One of the last of the honorable dragons,” he grunted.  “When all this is over, he can help calm things down.  We may even demand he be put back on the council.”

“Think we’ll get away with it?” Kammi asked.


“When this is over, we’ll get anything we demand, if it works right,” Kell replied as Jirran and Kammi closed the lid of the transmision unit, then started bolting it down.  “Of course, it has to work right.”


“Famous last words,” Fredda chuckled.  “An engineer never believes anything ever works right.”


“Neither do us field agents,” Jirran agreed.


They reattached the dummy load to the generator so it could run without being connected to anything, then Fredda used a manual crank to bring the wheel down.  The generator started to turn, then the indicator lights on the side lit up as the power started to flow.  “Looking good,” she said, checking the voltage indicators.  “No shimmying, power output stable.  Okay, let’s patch in the lines to the department and the thermal plant,” she ordered, actuating a heavy circuit breaker switch on the side.  “Remember to tell the chief not to use the power unless he has to,” she warned.  “We need to get as much power to the thermal room as possible so they can use their tools.”  She turned to a juvinile wyrm by the entrance, who was larger than everyone in the room but Fredda.  “Run to the thermal room and tell them we’re done.  Have them send the tech in to oversee the generator, and that they should have power, and not to plug everything up and turn it on at once.  One tool at a time!” she barked.

“Yes, Fredda, one tool at a time,” she nodded, then turned and bounded away.


“Why not use the intercom?” Kammi asked.


“Because it’s not turned on in the thermal room,” she replied.  “I didn’t want anything active when we switch over the power.”  The intercom would let the thermal room talk to the drake watching the generator, to turn it off or shunt new circuits as necessary.  The operator would be like an old-fashioned human switchboard operator, only running power to those lines that had to have it, to save as much power as possible for tools they’d need to build the new plant, mainly for their drilling equipment.  They’d been drilling using paw-cranked drills, and that was very tiring, even for an earth dragon.  Getting the motorized drill unit going would speed things up considerably…though when it was running, they wouldn’t have enough power to run much else.  Fredda had built a large power management console for the drake to use, allowing him to turn circuits on and off by pulling on a heavy breaker switch.  Fredda studied the board, and nodded when needles started moving.  “They’re starting to turn things on,” she declared, then the intercom crackled.


“Fredda, Fredda, you receiving?”


“Hear you loud and clear, Jukra.  Why are you in there?”


“Helping out while my tunnelers finish the piping,” he replied.  “We’re bringing up the tools.  Warn us when we hit red, we’re gonna see how much we can run at once.”


“Just what I was going to order,” she nodded to the speaker.  “Alright, bring things up.  I’ll call out when we’re on the red line.”   The three field agents watched for a few moments as Fredda studied the board, then she hit the intercom.  “Stop!” she barked.  “We’re on the red!”

“That thing’s pretty powerful for a jerry-rig,” Jukra chuckled in reply.  “We’re running nearly half the tools.”


“Well, at least one field agent’s pretty smart,” Fredda teased, giving Jirran an approving look.  Jirran preened, and both Kell and Kammi whacked him with the undersides of their tails, which made Fredda laugh.  “Alright, take down what they don’t need and get to work.  Priority on the drill.”


“Understood, I’ll keep them in line til you get back down here.”


“I’m not going anywhere until Gelvedd gets here,” she replied.  “We can’t leave this thing unattended for a second, Jukra.”


“He’s on his way, so it shouldn’t be long.”


“You three can go, I can manage from here, and thanks for the help,” Fredda told them.


“We’re all in this together, Fredda,” Kammi replied.


The three of them talked as they headed  back to the main cavern, what everyone was now calling the high-rise, sometimes having to squeeze through narrow passages choked with boxes or crates or pallets of rice.  Sometimes it amazed Kell how fast earth dragons could move when they had reason, and the extensive catacomb of passages under the main cavern was the perfect example.  More tunnels were being excavated every hour, new chambers were being dug, as they built an underground city deep in the heart of the extinct volcano.  When they were done, it would be spacious, have running water and power, and they’d be comfortable as they waited out the other dragons.  They moved through the crowded ground floor of the main cavern and up the ramp to the second floor, and then into the headquarters of the new department…which was also the main headquarters for Anthra and Geon, who directed all earth dragon activities as their council members.  Essan was also there, with two water drakes sitting on their haunches near him, and four very young earth drakes waiting near the door to run messages for the council or Ferroth.  Kav was one of them, grinning and waggling his tail at Kell as they entered.  “—are on their way back to Hawaii,” one of those drakes said as they came in.  “They should get back in about four days.”

“And the book and software?”


“Delivered.  I’m tracking the book as we speak.  Sella has it and is on her way right now with both the book and the software, and should be there within an hour.  Jussa laid the enchantments on the book so it can’t be taken from the human himself.”

“I wonder if they considered the possibility the book itself was enchanted,” Anthra mused.  “But, Jenny’s the first human magician we’ve known of since we left their world, so we need to keep an eye on her.  Both for our safety and for hers.”


“Not that it’ll help,” Essan noted.  “Humans can’t do any magic without extensive training, or at least that’s what our histories say.  Unless something drastically changed in a thousand years, I’d suspect that it’s still the same.”


“When the time comes, she’ll be very useful.  It would behoove us to have a human here on the island, and I doubt even the chromatics will object if that human is a magician.”


“Why so, Anthra?” Kammi asked.


“Because the humans have proved to be our friends, and having one here and within easy contact could be very helpful,” she replied.  “Now, have you finished the generator?”


“It’s up and running, and they’ve got power down in the thermal room,” Kell answered.  “Fredda enabled our power, but warned us to only use it when we have to.”


“Well, we need at least a few computers up,” Ferroth grunted.  “Jirran, go activate rack one and the main database server rack, then go turn on all the switches between here and the thermal room so they can get main server access for their computers.  It shouldn’t draw much power, and we can test out the wiring.  Brall, go tell her we’re bringing some of the servers online, and we’re enabling network access for the thermal room.”

“At once, chief,” the juvenile drake called, then bounded out of the room.


“Try the backup generator room first,” Kell called.  “If she’s not there, she’s in the thermal room.”


“Got it!” he shouted as he all but dove down the ramp.


“You two go help Jirran get everything going,” Ferroth ordered.  “It may take some troubleshooting since this is our first time turning it on.”


“We figured,” Kammi smiled.


It took a while. Once the servers came up, they had to reconfigure them, remote enable the switches, then put it all together.  Two hours of clacking away on keyboards and hunting down two connectivity breaks in the cabling later, they finally got the main database and remote program access servers up, one rack of servers enabled and ready to serve remote computers, and connectivity to the thermal room and the backup generator room both.  Ferroth was right that it didn’t draw much power away from the emergency grid, but it was enough to make Fredda send a couple of testy text messages over her tablet once they got the wireless running.  She then gave Ferroth a couple of short commands once they turned on the intercom in the department, complaining about the power drain they were putting on her delicate and very emergency power grid.  “You need computer access, Fredda,” Ferroth retorted into the speaker.  “It should help you get it built faster.”


“Well, at least I can monitor the backup generator from here using the remote,” she grunted.  “But don’t turn on anything else!  Every server you bring up takes another power tool offline, and we need the power here!”


“We’re only enabling one power outlet for charging tablets and laptops, and they’ll charge two at a time on a rotating schedule,” he replied smoothly.  “So get your own devices on the list we’re putting out up here at the department so you can get some charge time for your tablet.”


“I can do that down here,” she snorted.


“Then you’re knocking your own tools off, eh?” he teased.


“Lick my tail, Ferroth,” she retorted, and the click on the speaker told them she’d turned off the intercom mic on her side, which made Ferroth chuckle.

“What’s next on the list, chief?” Kell asked as he and Kammi came out of the server room.


“Kammi, you go help down in the thermal room,” he ordered.  “Jirran, you and Girk monitor the network for now, make sure there’s no hiccups and tweak the settings for maximum efficiency.  Kell, Jukra asked for you particularly down in the cistern.  They have to do some more digging out, and it’s going to be underwater.”


“Sure thing, chief.  Did Jukra ask for sire and mother too?”


“He should have, you three are the resident experts on underwater excavation,” he nodded.


“It’s good to have a skill, I suppose,” Kammi said lightly.


“Be lucky I don’t make you go too,” he told her.  “We were just starting to train you.”


“Actually, that’s an idea,” Ferroth said.  “Girk, you go to the thermal room.  Kammi, you help Kell.”


Kammi gave Ferroth a dirty look, then obediently followed Kell out of the department.


Keth and Kanna were already there, digging out the bottom of the cistern when Kell and Kammi arrived.  Other drakes on the excavation team were helping as best they could, mainly watching the two experts and learning their technique.  Kitta and Konn were also there, since any opportunity to watch the family’s unique talent was a chance to learn.  “Kell, I was hoping they’d get you down here,” Jukra said in relief.


“I had to finish what I was doing, but I’ll be happy to give you a paw.  How much are we cutting out?”


“As much as you can,” he replied.  “The bigger, the better.”


“We can take it to the mantle if that’s what you want, Jukra,” he said lightly, which made him chuckle.


“We’re not entirely sure.  Just keep digging straight down until I tell you to stop, because they keep sending me larger and larger water volume numbers every hour.  Is that alright?”


“The side walls?”


“They’re good as they are, just be careful when you reach the sides, don’t gouge too deeply into the walls or you’ll undercut the foundations.”


“We’ll be careful.  Ready to do some real work, Kammi?”


“I can’t believe you told the chief about that,” she complained.  “I almost drowned, you know!”


“Well, now you won’t be quite so silly, will you?” he asked lightly, which earned him a swat of her tail.


Kammi did prove to be very useful.  Kell had taught her the basics, and she remembered those lessons.  She couldn’t stay down even a tenth as long as Keth’s family could, none of them could for that matter, but when she was there, she was helpful.  The other drakes helped by carting off the slabs of stone they dug out, using paw-cranked vacuum pumps to suck out the dirty water, sending it back down the tube as fresh water poured in to replace it, drakes managed the four underwater lamps they were using to light the effort since thermographic vision was heavily restricted underwater, and four drakes kept careful watch for any drake that might be in danger of drowning, ready to dive down and haul him or her up at the first signs of distress.  The rock slabs they were cutting could be useful themselves, so Jukra kept them neatly stacked in the excavated chamber over the cistern where they’d install some of their water pumps and other equipment.

They got another curious helper after a couple of hours.  Ralla appeared at the bottom, nodding at Kell and Kanna with a smile as they prepared to break off another slab, then helped the earth drakes cart it up to the surface.  They followed him and once they surfaced, Kanna asked the question both of them had in mind.  “What are you doing here, young one?” she asked.


“At the moment, helping you,” he replied lightly.  “I brought in some messages for Anthra and Geon, and they mentioned this project.  I came to see if I could help it along.”


“Well, you will be very helpful, young friend,” Kanna told him.  “You help Kammi, the poor dear’s going to drown herself trying to make herself useful.”


“She can be very determined, I’ve noticed,” Ralla chuckled, giving Kell a sly look.

Ralla’s help sped things up considerably, because of his water magic.  He formed a breathing bubble near the bottom for any drake to use, the same trick Surral had used, but this one didn’t require him to use any other magic to help them breathe.  The only thing he told them was to exhale before trying to surface due to pressure.  The bubble didn’t require his full attention but did require him to use all his magic to maintain it, so he gathered crumbs of rock and helped guide a vacuum hose while the earth drakes dug.  He also stayed close to Kammi, who was again demonstrating her nearly bull-headed determination, pushing her lungs to the limit with every dive, trying to dig as much as possible before she drowned.  But, in a way, Kell understood what she was doing, because every time she went back down after a brief rest, she could hold her breath a tiny bit longer.  That was how a drake trained for diving, it was how Kell had trained himself, and the more she did it, the longer she’d be able to stay under.  With the breathing bubble much closer to the work, things sped up for everyone, letting them dig at least fifteen meters out of the bottom by the time Jukra called them all out.  Kell felt curiously happy after they came up, as if doing something familiar had brought everything into focus, the simple pleasure of a job well done bringing back a feeling of normalcy to his life.


“How far down did we dig?” Keth asked as he climbed out of the cistern.


“Almost twenty meters,” Jukra said with an impressed nod.  “And we couldn’t have done it without your family’s help, Keth. Nor you, Ralla,” he nodded with a smile as the water drake surfaced.  “I’d never have thought to dig the way you did.”

“Different techniques are more efficient in the water,” Keth replied simply.


“How much more volume does that give the tank?” Kell asked, treading water as Kammi climbed out.


“About twenty meters of excavation, bringing the tank depth to fifty-two meters, the tank is twelve by ten meters across,” he answered, doing the math.  “Gaia’s talons, some six thousand cubic meters of water, more than enough,” he snorted.  “If we go through this much water in a day, there’s something seriously wrong with us.”


“Then we need to smooth out the walls and floor,” Keth declared.  “And we’ll be finished.”


“We can do that tomorrow.”


“It’s best to do it now, while we’re all here.  It won’t take long,” he protested calmly.  “Let’s take a short break to rest, and then we’ll finish.”

“Alright.  Felker, get to work installing the draw pipe and casing for the pump while they’re taking a break, then we’ll finish the walls, flush the debris and silt out of the tank with Ralla’s help, and be done.”


“Sounds like a plan,” Ralla nodded.


After a half hour to eat and rest, they dove back in and finished up, using their horns, tail spikes, and claws like files and sanders to smooth the walls, leaving behind that distinctive crosshatch pattern as they rubbed their diamond-hard ridged horns or bunched spike tips against the stone, grinding it away.  The results were walls that were very smooth and perfectly straight, a flat, smooth floor that was slightly angled to the west because of how they intended to install the main draw pipe, and after they finished the main hatch and valve built under the water tube to shut off or regulate the water flow when necessary, the main water tank for their sanctuary was complete.  All they needed now were the water pumps for the upper half of the city and power to run them; they had wanted to build the tank higher than the cavern and run a gravity feed to remove the need for pumps or relying on power to run them, but sounding out the tube and the rock around it forced them to build the tank just under the level of the main cavern, which would require pumps to get the water to the higher parts of the city, but allow them to use simple gravity feeds to get the water to the lower sections.

“Alright, good job everyone,” Jukra called as Kanna climbed out, the last drake.  “Ralla, if you’d be so kind as to pull the water up through this pipe, we’ll flush the tank, then let it refill.  Verkin, get to work installing the water pumps for the higher sections.  Frekk, you handle the gravity feed system for the lower areas.  Darba, you start drilling the water pipes out to the rest of the complex.  Hukra, waste water pipes, latrine sewer pipes, and the main wastewater collection tank for the treatment plant are your project.  If we do this right, we’ll have everything ready before they get the power down here.”

“With the gravity feed system, we’ll have water running to the lower areas before they get us power,” Frekk chuckled.


“That won’t do the main cavern or the top level burrows much good,” Jukra replied.  “The faster we get the water set up, the easier it’ll be on everyone, so take an hour break and then get to it.”


The whole family was tired after that; everyone but Kav anyway, who had been working as a messenger, so they returned to their assigned burrow and collapsed all over the main living chamber.  Kammi was with them, rolling over on her back and stretching her legs up towards the ceiling, giving a low grunt.  “I’m gonna feel this in the morning,” she declared.


“I haven’t dug out that much at one time in decades, but it had to be done,” Keth agreed.  “The faster we finish these things, the better it will be for all of us.”


“At least you didn’t almost drown this time, Kammi,” Kitta noted lightly.


“Oh, lick my tail, hatchling,” she retorted, which made Kitta laugh.


“Where do they have you living, Kammi?” Konn asked.


“In the high rise, a floor up over the department,” she answered.  “I’m sharing the burrow with three other females from the department, since space is at a premium,” she said.  “I think the snobby, important drakes like Kell are the only ones with their own burrows,” she teased.


“Have you seen the room they put me in?  It’s half this size,” he snorted.  “I can barely turn around in there.  Most of my stuff is here simply because there’s no room for it there.”

“We’re going to dig out a room for you, youngling,” Keth told him.  “You won’t be there long.”


“I’ll be happy to take it, sire.”


“I don’t see why you didn’t simply stay here with us, Kammi,” Kanna observed.  “You’re still our farm worker, young one. We didn’t release you.”


Kammi laughed.  “I wasn’t going to impose on you like that.”


“Pft, we have enough room for you, so move in with us.  You can sleep in the room we originally intended for Kell, until we can dig out a room for you.  We like you, young one,” Keth told her.  “And we’re happy to have you.”


“That’s very kind of you, Patron, thank you,” she said, rolling over on her wing.  “I’d much rather be here than there.  Those females they put me with are really annoying.”


“Who?”


“Cretta, Clee, and Cadigwen,” she said with a roll of her eyes.


Kell burst out laughing.  “No wonder,” he grinned.  “The gossip sisters.”


“And they just will not shut up,” she complained, which made Kitta giggle, then bound over and jump on Kammi’s flank, hanging over her.  She’d only been with the family for a few days, but all three of the hatchlings adored Kammi.  Kammi pulled her down on her back in front of her and scrubbed her tan belly with her claws lightly, making Kitta laugh and squirm a little.

“Why aren’t you using the room?” Kammi asked him curiously.


“Because it’s where the family’s storing about everything we own,” he replied.  “And since I’m in the department, like you, I could secure other quarters until I have time to dig out my own burrow.”


“Ah.”


“Well, I guess I’ll move down tomorrow, if you don’t mind. I’m too tired to do much of anything right now.  I could sleep right here,” she yawned.


“We have anything if not time, young one,” Keth said with a nod.  “Lucky for us there’s nothing behind the burrow, so we can expand it in that direction.  We can have this place nice and large in no time, at least after everything important gets done and we have time to do for ourselves.  Large enough for all of us.”


10 June 2017, 10:14 EDT; Arlington, Virginia

This was it.


Finally, after nearly a day of installs, reinstalls, tinkering, tweaking, and cajoling that involved all four of the computer geeks in the office, they had the software up and running.  It wasn’t as easy as just dropping the software into their machines and running it, because though Kell seemed to use a version of Linux same as her, actually making a dragon program run on a human computer had taken some major work.  But, they didn’t have doctorates in computer science for nothing.  The rest of the team watched; though they all had some extensive computer training, and there were two other computer science docorates on the team, Yancy had decided that too many hands would ruin the cooking, so he assigned this task to Jenny and Petrovski, with Micheals and Derringer providing consultation when asked for it and observing everything.

The White House almost took both the software and the book away from her when she got back home.  There was nearly a fight in the Oval Office between her, the head of the NSA, and the head of the CIA.  Both of them wanted the program, and in typical government bickering, they didn’t want anyone else to have it.  The CIA especially was vociferous about taking the book from Jenny, wanting it to study first, analyze it to the smallest detail, even what it was made of, and no doubt to have it disappear in their bureaucracy.  President Walker had to almost smack Joseph Barker, the head of the CIA, because the man was literally demanding things of the President, as if Walker worked for him rather than the other way around.  Fortunately, Walker sided with Jenny in the matter.  They’d given her the book, so it was her project, her responsibility.  She’d never hand over the book, but after they got it translated, she was more than happy to hand over text files of that translation.

The book itself was highly interesting.  It was huge, for one thing, nearly four feet tall, three feet wide, and about a foot thick.  It was made of very heavy pages that weren’t paper, they were some kind of very thin leather-like material, and the writing on it wasn’t done with any kind of ink.  It was almost like the words were branded on the paper. The characters weren’t placed on the pages like they’d be with ink, they were instead recessed into the pages, and the texture was rough, like they’d been burned in.  The characters were large, obviously written by a dragon’s paw, but the characters were also very sharp and elegantly penned, so calligraphy was important.  It was almost as if whichever dragon had written this book had used his own clawtip as his pen and magic as the means by which the words were penned.  She knew that was how earth dragons drew on the walls of their burrows, gouging into the rocks with their clawtips, so it was no stretch that another dragon, like a chromatic, would use the same technique for writing in a book.


She and Petrovski watched the debug window as the program started up.  It was indeed a stolen version of the Dragon speech to text software, one of the earth dragons had stolen the source code for the program from the company and then used it as a base, transforming it into their draconic to English translation program.  It was the full version, providing both speech and text translation, and using this gem they’d have both a translation of the book, and with a little computer analysis of the program’s database, they’d have a primer for learning the entire draconic language, both written and spoken.  “Alright, let’s see if it crashes this time,” Petrovski said, picking up the handheld camera-style scanner they had tied to the computer.  “Start it up.”


“Alright, the cover,” Petrovski began, then she took a picture of the letters on the cover.  Jenny watched the four windows on the monitor of the computer.


“Come on, good juju,” Juarez murmured.


The program did what she programmed it to do.  The earth dragons had altered it so the program could analyze a visual image fed to it either by a scanner or several picture file formats, isolate the draconic letters, then convert it into draconic text.  Jenny saw that it was how they digitalized their books, scanning them and translating them into text files, and the issue they’d had was that the program didn’t like the scanners they’d been using.  The scanner Petrovski was using now was the fourth one they’d installed on the box, but this one seemed to cooperate with the translation program.  It recognized the symbols in the scanner image and converted them to three lines of draconic letters, then it exported that file to a new window and displayed it in English:
Primer Magickal:

Understanding Gaia and

Her Gift Treasured to All


“Well, it’s sorta working,” Price said as they looked at the monitor.


“Translation issue, it’s using some draconic syntax,” Petrovski noted.  “Looks like draconic is like Spanish, adjectives come after the nouns, and the program’s not converting that into English syntax.  Not every translation program is perfect.  But the main point is, it’s working.  We can iron that out later.”


“Alright, scan the book, ladies,” Yancy ordered.  “We’ll get the file out to everyone who wants it.  How about the translation program?”

“Give us about an hour and we’ll have a build we can release,” Jenny said, looking at him, “but only if we don’t scan the book.  So pick which one you want us to do, boss.”


“We can spread the work around now.  Jenny, Olivia, you focus on the program.  Get it to where any idiot that knows enough about Linux can install it.  Matt, Frank, you two scan the book.  When all of you are done, we’ll courier it straight to the White House so they can decide who gets it.”


“No problem, boss, we can handle that,” Matt Derringer replied.


“Jenny’s the resident wizard,” Frank Michaels chuckled, which earned him a kick in the shin.  The team knew about Jenny’s little secret.

The excitement over being able to read the book almost made it hard to finish her work.  She and Petrovski worked side by side to clean up the program, Petrovski even fixing the adjective syntax issue, then they compiled it and copied to a thumb drive.  “Good work, ladies,” Yancy said, taking the drive.  “Now install a copy of that on every computer we have, and put it on another thumb drive and bury it where even the CIA snoops won’t find it.”


“Can do, boss,” Petrovski grinned.  “Can I take a copy home?  I want to study how they modified it in more detail.”

“As long as you don’t install it on a hot box,” he replied.


Jenny all but hovered over Michaels and Derringer as they scanned the pages of the book, then almost kissed Michaels when he handed her a thumb drive holding the converted file.  She picked up the book and rushed with it back to her desk, then picked up the phone and direct dialed the Oval Office.  Walker’s secretary answered, the transferred her over.  “Jenny, you have news?” Walker asked over a speakerphone.


“We got the translation finished, sir, and I’m going to start reading right now,” she replied.  “I think Yancy will be calling any minute to tell you a courier is on the way.”


“Good work, Major,” he replied easily.  “I want you to call me as soon as you finish and give me your initial impressions, while it’s still fresh.”


“Provided I can understand it,” she laughed.  “It was written by dragons, sir.  There’s a good chance there might be critical information missing just because they consider it to be common knowledge.”


“Just do your best.”


“Yes, sir.  I’m going to take this home with me, I’ll feel more comfortable reading in my own office.  There’s too many distractions here,” she said, giving Michaels a cool look as he wiggled his fingers at her in what she guessed was some magical display.


“As long as you keep it secure.”


She took their build of the program home with her, along with the book and the text file, sat in her comfy chair in her office, exported it to a secure Linux tablet, then leaned back and started reading…and within the first fifteen minutes, she already had a headache.

The book was supposedly a basic manual for those who were just starting magical training, but it was like reading a dissertation by an astrophysicist.  The subjects were complicated, convoluted, and she often had to stop and collect her thoughts as the book pulled her brain in four directions at once.


After five hours of diligent study, she finally managed to grasp the fundamental basics of magic.  First and foremost, it was the magic of life.  Life brought the power to be, and life fueled it, powered it.  The life energy of every creature on earth, from a virus all the way up to humanity and dragonkin, the two dominant species on the planet, was the power source for magic.  A magician tapped into this life energy and used it to create effects beyond the bounds of rational science.  It almost sounded like the Force from the Star Wars movies, but according to the book, the collective life energies of every living thing on the planet had its own soul.  According to magic, the planet itself was alive, and every living thing on the planet was just a cell making up that cosmic body, much like individual cells made up her own body.  An individual cell could die without the host body even realizing it.  This collective entity, as the book called it, was what the dragons called Gaia, and to them, and to magic, she was a god.  Not the God, but a god.


Sort of.  It was here where the translation got a bit complicated.  In the same paragraph, the book called Gaia both a god and a higher life form capable of death like any other living thing, which would make her not a god.  But the book agreed that no matter what she was, she was as unaware of the beings living on the planet as Janet was unaware of the red blood cells in her body.  She had consciousness, but it was beyond the understanding of the magicians.  But the book did warn that magicians tapping into her power were noticed, and it was the rules of Gaia that governed the use of magic.

And there were some pretty straightforward rules, as well as some pretty obscure ones.  The primary law of Gaia was that magic was never used to directly kill.  To kill was the anathema to life, and Gaia was life.  Magic could kill indirectly, like using magical fire to burn someone to death, but there was no spell in all of magic that, say, snuffed the life force out of him, or turned him to stone, changing him from something alive to something dead…which totally blew the myth of Medusa out of the water.  Magic also could not create life.  That was solely the privilege of Gaia.  That meant that there would be no changing rocks into birds.  Again, it might be able to do it indirectly, but the book made no mention of a specific example of such a thing.


The other main law of magic was proximity.  A magician had to be physically close to the object she was affecting, and the further away she was, the harder she had to work to enact the spell.  That told her that the scions on the island had to be magic of the highest order, since they linked what was close to what was very far away, and since far meant more magic, it must have taken the combined efforts of just about every chromatic to create a scion.  And that explained why there were only nine.  The effort it took to make one, it wasn’t something they could just jaunt down and accomplish easily.  There were some exceptions to the rule, like scrying magic, but even scrying magic obeyed this fundamental rule at its core.  A scrying spell was high-order magic, and while it let the magician reach much further with magic than with other spells, it still had a range limitation.

Magic also had to obey physical laws once the energy was manifested, within certain limits.  The book was quite specific about that.  Once it was manifested into the material world, it was like any other form of energy, and subject to the benefits and limitations of natural forms of energy if the spell mimicked them, such as fire or lightning.  Magic that created a physical effect could be affected by physical objects, such as the aforementioned fire being blocked by a wall.  The magical fire could set flammable materials on fire just like normal fire, behaving like regular fire in all respects save how magic fueled it or possibly propelled it.  A magical fire wasn’t easy to put out since it was being fueled by magic, the magic providing the heat, but it could be put out with non-magical materials if enough of it was thrown at the magical fire.  That meant a lot of water, or perhaps a fire extinguisher.  A magician could unleash a cone of fire at a target, using magic to induce non-physical movement in the fire while also fueling it, but that cone of fire could be blocked by a physical wall or a spell of shielding.  A magical bolt of lighting could be thrown in a way so that it didn’t just immediately go to ground, aiming it at a specific target, the magic giving it guidance beyond the laws of electricity, but if it hit a grounded metal object, the lightning would shunt to ground no matter what the magician wanted it to do.  In that case, the physical laws of electricity overpowered the magic guiding the lightning.

She found it both curious and a little complicated that magic defied physical laws by its very definition, but was forced to obey some physical laws once it was brought into the physical world…and knowing which physical laws magic could bypass and which it couldn’t was part of what being a magician was all about.


And as much as Hinado said, the book made it clear that those reading it was taking just the first step in a journey that would consume the rest of their lives.  Being a magician required total dedication to the craft, years and years and years of dedicated study, and cultivating a mental discipline that humanity would consider to be superhuman. A magician would have to concentrate on multiple things at once to enact magic, something the average human mind just wasn’t capable of doing.  Human brains were wired to concentrate on one thing at a time, so it would require some basic retraining of the fundamental operation of her brain just to do magic.  In a way, she’d have to exceed human limitations and be capable of thinking about and concentrating on multiple things at once.

That was the most daunting thing she read in the book, and made her put her tablet in her lap and consider just how something like that would be possible.  How could she alter the basic operation of her brain?  Teach herself to, say, write with one hand, play paddleball with the other, tap dance, and recite MacBeth in Swahili while she blinked out Romeo and Juliet in Morse Code all at the same time.  Sure, some people could multitask, like a singer playing a guitar and singing lyrics, but according to the book, she’d have to be able to concentrate on four or five independent things at the same time.


Which explained why magicians didn’t accidentally use magic.  The concentration and discipline it required was far beyond a magician unless he was fully intent on doing magic.


And the only way she could learn was from other magicians…which meant the chromatics.  Or perhaps Sella, or maybe Hinado.  She’d feel a hell of a lot more comfortable learning from Sella or Hinado than a chromatic.


There were some obscure rules of magic, as well.  Magic was like a flowing energy source, and it had “tides.”  The time of day, the time of month, the time of year, and even more remote times all governed the ebb and flow of magic, going all the way up to a 5,102 year cycle.  According to the chart in the book, the phase of the moon, the position of the planet in relation to the sun and the other planets, and the position of the sun in the galaxy all affected the power of magic.  It smacked of astrology to her…and maybe astrology had its roots in magic.  After all, if a magician wanted to use magic at the peak time, then knowing the positions of the moon and planets was necessary…and the idea of “something good will happen when Jupiter is in Aries and Saturn is eclipsing Neptune” sorta defined the concept behind astrology.  Magic could be used anytime, but using it during a “low” tide produced weaker results than using it at a “high” tide, and forced the magician to do more work to produce the same effect.  The most powerful magic was reserved for those times when magic was most favorable…and again, it explained why there were only nine scions.  If they could only make one at a time, and only when the conditions were proper, then it restricted the number they could make.

Magic was also influenced by the presence of certain materials.  Certain materials were inherently “magic friendly” and were conducive to the flow of magic…and again, it was a curious contradiction.  Crystals were the most useful materials, crystals of various kinds, which included most commonly coveted gemstones.  But quartz crystal was also high on the list, which wasn’t precious.  All crystals, the book read, were the most efficient at channeling magic, and some could store magic, which was the only physical material known to man or dragon capable of doing such a thing.  But crystals weren’t the only things that were favorable to magic.  Other things like salt (which were crystals), gold, silver, copper, platinum, mercury, sulfur, and iron, all of which could be magically forged into a metal called orichalcum…which tickled at her memory somehow.  These were all non-living things, yet their presence influenced magical flow.  All of these items made casting spells easier for the magician, made it less burdensome, and also had the benefit of enhancing the effect, making the spell stronger.  The book mentioned here as it described these items that every human magician’s first major task was to procure for herself an item called a talisman, which was a necklace with a focusing crystal that would enhance her spellcasting capabilities.  These talismans were unique to the magician, made of materials most “in sync” with the magician’s unique abilities, what the book called her aura, and was fashioned for her by her master and given to her at the completion of the first stage of her apprenticeship.  A magician could use magic without her talisman, but it wouldn’t be nearly as strong, and magicians guarded their talismans jealously.  They represented a significant portion of their power, and to lose it was to a magician the same as losing her left arm.

Living things also enhanced magic.  Various plants, animal parts like blood or teeth or fur, and the presence of living animals for certain spells, these could also enhance certain magicks, which depended on the type.  For example, the book mentioned that holly berries would enhance a spell that lowered temperature, wolf fangs enhanced spells to hear better, and the presence of a bat enhanced various spells that diagnosed ailments for possible treatment.  These organic materials the book called familiars, both the plants and the animals, while the non-organic matierals were called fetishes. 


And in the same paragraph, the book stated that materials such as lead, tin, titanium, selenium, and volcanic rock all inhibited magical flow.  It also stated that certain organic materials inhibited certain magics, much the same way they could enhance others.  The aforementioned holly berries enhanced a spell that lowered temperature, but they inhibited spells that produced light.  Why, the book gave no reason, but that was the way it was.  The inorganic materials that inhibited magic, the book called insulators, which reeked of electrical terminology.  Electrically resistant materials were called insulators.  But organic materials that might inhibit magic were still called familiars, and it was the magician’s job to know which familiars might enhance or inhibit the spell she was casting.

Which explained why the earth dragons had decided to go deep under the volcano, putting all that volcanic rock between them and the chromatics.


Curious…why would rock in one form conduct magic, but rock in another form inhibit it?  Why were some metals conducive, and some resistant?  Was it some matter of chemistry?  After all, the book stated that in some ways, magic followed physical laws, and chemistry was very much a physical science.  Was the chemical makeup of those materials somehow favorable or unfavorable to magic? Most of them were elements, with the exception of salt and volcanic rock, like pumice, basalt, obsidium glass and the like.  Salt was a simple compound, and there were different kinds of salts, but the book made no mention if good old sodium chloride was as effective as potassium chloride, which was also technically a salt, commonly referred to as sea salt.  If she remembered her high school chemistry, bromium could also form compounds considered to be salts, replacing sodium in the molecule, and chlorine could be replaced with other elements from its row of the periodic table…but she wasn’t entirely sure.  She’d have to google that and see just how many compounds were classified as salts.


Even more curious, the book mentioned that some inhibitors were materials used in the fashioning of magical objects.  Strange…why would a magician put something into a magic item that inhibited magic, when the point was to create something that created magic?

Crystals…she pondered if the blood red crystals that made up the spikes in an earth dragon’s tail were conducive to magic like most other forms of crystal were.  Kell hadn’t told her what they were made of, but they were blatantly crystalline, and the book said that most forms of crystal were conducive to magic, to varying degrees.  She wondered if the chromatics harvested discarded tail spikes for use in their magic, because she had the feeling that they didn’t ask the earth dragons for them.


So, if she wanted to cast the most powerful spell and have it be as easy on her as possible, she had to wear gold and crystal jewelry and cast her spell at a specific time.


Most permanent magical objects were required to be made of mostly magic-friendly materials (with a few exceptions, so long as none of the extra materials were magic-inhibitive), could only be fashioned by a magical hand, and all of them, no matter how big or small, had a focusing crystal that formed the heart of the item.  She remembered the hider amulet Kell talked about, how it had been destroyed when Price shot out the crystal, and saw that it followed what little she already knew about magic.  But, according to this book, if she wanted to make a magical item, she had to learn the medieval skills of blacksmithing, silversmithing, and jewelry making.  Only a magical hand could create the materials that made the item, and a magical hand had to fashion the item.  If she, Jenny, wanted to make a hider amulet, she had to craft it all by hand using ancient techniques, hand-making the setting and the chain, cutting the focusing crystal herself, putting it all together, then enchanting the item.  Every part of it had to be crafted by a magical hand, even down to the point where the metal forming the item had to be melted down in a forge or foundry specifically set up by the magician and recast by the magician herself.  Even the metal ingot that the magician had to start with had to be crafted by a magical hand.  Everything had to be hand-crafted by a magical hand, including the tools used.  If Jenny needed a hammer, than that hammer had to be crafted by hand, by a magical hand.  That smacked of a curious catch-22 in her mind.  How could she make anything if she had to make the tools, but she couldn’t make the tools because she needed tools to make the tools?  How could she fashion a proper forge or cast the proper anvil without tools to make them?


Magic, of course.


She paused, leaning back in her comfy chair, pondering.  So, magic seemed to branch into things like astrology, and the forging of magic items sounded to her like the legends of alchemy.  That was where she’d remembered orichalcum from, it was the mythical alchemical metal, and unless she didn’t remember the old stories right, it was supposed to be what made up the philosopher’s stone, the item that could turn lead into gold.  Which seemed like a fairy tale, since lead was magic-inhibitive.  It just added more and more work on her if she wanted to be a rounded magician.  She’d have to study not just magic, but physics, chemistry, astronomy, and learn the ancient arts of blacksmithing and jewelry making.


No wonder Hinado said it’d take her fifty or sixty years to become a proficient magician.


The answer, of course, was specialization.  The book made mention of it, that in the old times, certain magicians specialized in certain things.  Some focused mainly on casting spells, some focused on manufacturing the materials used for magic items, and some focused on the skills of enchanting, which was imbuing prepared items with magical properties.  A magician could certainly learn all three major aspects of magic, but that would take quite a while, and to be honest about it, back then a woman wouldn’t have been a very good blacksmith.  People were much smaller back then, and the average woman wouldn’t have had the strength to be a very good blacksmith.  But a modern woman could.  She’d have to hit the gym and bulk up a little, but she was certain that she could manage blacksmithing if she wanted to learn how to do it.

Then again, couldn’t a woman magician back then just have used magic to swing the hammer for her?  It only said that the hammer had to be crafted by a magical hand.  It didn’t say how the hammer was swung.


But, it was fairly clear that items fashioned for enchanting had to be crafted by tools, by hand, not by magic.  The female magician of old could have theoretically used magic to swing her hammer, or imbue herself via magic with the strength required to swing the hammer, but the book stated plainly that the item had to be manufactured by hand, without magic.  The magician couldn’t simply use a spell that shaped the metal into the desired outcome, it would ruin the item.  It had to be fashioned by hand, with tools if they were required, which seemed amusing to her since the average man wasn’t really going to pound a piece of iron into the shape of a chain link with his bare fist.  Again, a very curious contradiction.


Finally, the book started delving into the one thing that she and most everyone in the White House and Pentagon wanted to know, and that was exactly what magic could and could not do.  Some of it, she’d already puzzled out, based in the rules of magic.  A magician couldn’t sit in a room in Arlington and look into the office of the Premier of China, but she could look into the next room rather easily.  She couldn’t kill with magic, but she could kill using magic.  As to what magic could do, the book reversed that by saying what magic couldn’t do, and left everything up to interpretation.  Magic couldn’t create life.  Magic couldn’t directly kill.  Magic couldn’t be used at great distances, had to be exercised in close proximity to the area of intended effect.  Magic also couldn’t affect that which was not real, the book warned.  Magic could take over a man’s body and make him a puppet, but it could not make him fall in love, for example.  Thoughts and emotions, desires and impulses, these were the realm of the mind, and that was an entirely different scope, the book noted.  Magic could only affect what was real, or what could be real.  So, magic couldn’t be used to take over someone’s mind, but it could be used to take over someone’s body.  There were some highly advanced magical techniques that would let a magician affect another’s mind, but only in a very, very limited manner.  And since it could affect what might be real, it could see into the future in a very limited and unreliable manner, since the future changed as often as waves crashed onto the beach…which was probably the origin of the myth of the Oracle of Delphi.  She was probably a magician with a special knack for using magic to predict the future.

One thing the book did mention, almost in passing, as if it were an afterthought, that got her religion shaken to the core was that it said that magic could affect the soul, and that every living thing had a soul.  The book defined a soul as the life-force, the spark of life that made the living what they were, and everything that lived had one, from a virus to a blue whale.  Magic considered a soul to be a real thing, but only the most powerful magicians ever in the history of history had had the power to affect a living soul on a direct level.  Like only three.  Ever.  In all of recorded history.  It had even named them, but the names were excised from the book, which hinted to her that all three had been chromatics, the most powerful users of magic in the world.


What troubled her the most, however, was that the book also said that reincarnation wasn’t a myth.  Souls that sufficiently evolved were able to return to life, often in a higher form of life.  A tree’s soul might come back as a squirrel, then as a dog, then as a wolf, then as an elephant, then as a dolphin, then maybe as a human.  The book described Darwin’s theory of evolution almost to the letter, but applying it to souls, not to species.  The book made no mention of things like Heaven or Hell, only saying that a disembodied soul was kept in Gaia’s embrace until it had the chance to live again, and that a soul could try a higher form of life if it was sufficiently evolved, remain as it was, or even “slum it” and return to a lower form of life if it so wished, perhaps to see if there was more to learn from that simpler existence.  The soul could even refuse to live again, and remain within Gaia’s embrace.

And naturally, the book stated that a soul could evolve no higher than a dragon, that dragons were the pinnacle of soul evolution, with humanity just one small step behind…but because dragons reproduced so slowly, that a great many human souls were capable of being reborn as a dragon, but just simply had to wait their turn…and after they died, they might have to come back as a human quite a few times before they had another chance.  The book noted that most human magicians were probably sufficiently evolved souls to be dragons…or had been dragons in past lives.

That twisted her brain.  Reincarnation was real?  Souls could evolve?  And she’d been committing mass murder every time she took an antibiotic, committing genocide against microbes, which according to the book had souls?  Freakin’ criminy, no wonder the Catholic church had so much trouble with magic, because this went against about everything Christianity professed.

Everything else, the book left deliberately vague, which hinted that such things were possible.  She might be able to use magic to change a man into a frog, using that age-old fairy tale, but she wouldn’t be able to fashion a love potion, since magic couldn’t affect emotions.

Seven hours after she started, reading non-stop, she put her tablet down and digested what she’d read, making a few final notes in the spiral she’d kept handy.  The one thing she’d taken from the book was how hard magic was, in every respect.  It was exceedingly hard to learn, it was just as hard to use.  A magician had to be nearly a fucking savant, capable of superhuman discipline and highly educated in multiple aspects, both purely scholastic and also downright blue-collar.  A well rounded magician was a master of physics, astronomy, chemistry, philosophy, blacksmithing, jewelry making, possibly even botany and zoology.  Magicians had to know so much about so many things, and that was just the preparation for the actual spellcasting.  If she wanted to do this, if she wanted to learn magic, she’d have to devote herself to both training her brain to do things no other human brain could do, and learn as much as she could about modern science, superstitious pseudo-sciences, and medieval craftsmanship.

Oh, and most organized Western religions would have major issues with the core teachings of magic, that the planet itself was a life form, that dragons were the highest form of life on the planet, and souls could be reincarnated and evolve.  The Christians, Jews, and Muslims in particular would go up in flames.  Those sounded more like Wicca and Buddhism, which shouldn’t have anything to do with each other since they were from opposite sides of the planet.  So, the Wiccans and Buddhists would find magic to be quite sensible, but a southern Baptist would have an apoplexy.

As she was ordered, she called the White House, and they connected her to President Walker.  She glanced at the clock on the tablet and saw that it was nearly 9:00pm, and she was suddenly glad she didn’t wake the president up.  “What do you have, Major?” Walker asked.


“I just finished reading the book, Mister President.”


“Your initial impression?”


“That magic is the hardest thing anyone would ever try to learn,” she replied.  “And its core tenets violate so many Christian beliefs that it might start a holy war.”


Walker chuckled.  “Seriously?”


“According to the book, the planet itself is alive, Mister President.  That’s the fundamental source of all magical power.  It calls this entity Gaia, and specifically states that she’s only a god, not the God.  It even mentions the God, making it clear that they’re two distinctly separate entities.”


“Yeah, that’d definitely ruffle some Christian’s feathers.”


“Oh, it gets worse, but I’ll leave that for my written report,” she chuckled.  “As to learning magic, it’d be the hardest thing I ever did,” she said honestly.  “The mental discipline alone is almost superhuman, and it has a lot of rules and conditions that you have to memorize.”


“Bottom line?”


“From a military standpoint, magic almost seems a waste of time,” she answered.  “It takes so much training, and magic is somewhat limited in the scope of a battlefield, since magic can be stopped by something as simple as a wall, and it takes a hell of a lot of magical power to do anything spectacular.  It’d be useful, sure, but not as useful as a tank, and the tank would be faster to get on the field than the magician, because of all the training he’d need before he’s effective.  From an intelligence standpoint, it’s far more useful.  According to the book, magic can’t read a person’s mind, so we won’t have any magicians running around casting ESP spells on people.  It states that things like thoughts and emotions aren’t real things, so magic can’t affect them, but it does say that magic that affects the senses does work, but it doesn’t exactly explain why.  There are a bunch of strange contradictions like that in the book, where it says magic can do something and then turn around and says it can’t, often in the same paragraph.  But, anyway, magic can let a magician in one room look into another room, would let a magician turn invisible, walk through walls, even fly, so that has some considerable potential.  The drawback is that this kind of magic is highly advanced, which will require a lot of training, and the magician has to be close to anything he’s trying to affect with magic.  A magician trying to use scrying magic has to be close to the room he’s trying to look into, for example.”


“So, the dragons can’t use magic to look into my office?”


“Not from their island, they can’t,” she replied.  “The dragon would have to be close to the White House to try something like that.”


“What else did you take from the book?”


“That magic may be a pain in the ass to learn, but it has a lot of uses beyond our technological capability.  When paired up with technology, it would create a formidable one-two punch, which is why I think the chromatics made a huge mistake doing what they did.  Look at the dragons.  The earth dragons provided the tech, the other dragons the magic, and they built something amazing…at least until the chromatics destroyed it all.”


Walker was quiet a moment.  “Alright, go ahead and write up a report on what you learned.  I’m going to start reading the book myself as soon as I finish dinner, and we’ll meet with Admiral Yates in the morning and compare our notes.  He’s reading it as I speak.  So is half the upper tiers of government and most of the top brass in the Pentagon,” he chuckled.  “Be ready to give a formal presentation on the matter tomorrow afternoon.”

“Can do, sir.  Is the translation software working for you?”


“It is now, it took the techs a while to get it working.”


“Sorry, sir, we couldn’t export it to Windows on such short notice,” she said.


“That’s alright, they have enough Linux and Unix machines here in the White House.  It’s another computer sitting on my desk until they figure it out, but it’s been interesting to play with.  I always thought unix and Linux was all text based, but the user screen on the Linux computer has a much nicer-looking desktop than my Windows computer.”

“I’ll lure you away from the evils of Windows yet, Mister President,” she said lightly.


“Oh, if you don’t mind, please bring the orginal book with you tomorrow.  I’d like to look at it again.”


“Certainly, sir, as long as the CIA doesn’t try to steal it,” she noted.


Walker chuckled.  “No, ownership of that book has already been settled, Major.  It’s your book.  The CIA has their own copy of the book now, they don’t need the original.”


“Good, I really didn’t want to have to kick Barker in the nether regions.”


Walker laughed.  “Now I see why I like you so much, Major,” he declared.  “You’re so diplomatic.”


“Well, I guess a girl can’t go wrong when the President likes her,” she said winsomely.


“Get to work, young lady, and stop flirting with me,” Walker chided.


“I’m a married woman, Mister President.  President or not, Greg would punch you in the nose if he thought you were getting forward,” she told him, which made him laugh.


“I’ll keep that in mind, Major,” he replied lightly.  “Be here at eight.”


“On the dot, Mister President.”


She closed her phone and got up, stretched, then finally opened the door and went downstairs.  Davie was sleeping on the couch, in his PJ’s, and Greg was sitting beside him, a cup of coffee in his hand as he flipped through channels on the remote with the other.  He smiled when she came into the room.  “He tried to wait up for you,” he said in a gentle tone, glancing down at their son.


“Then I guess it’s bedtime,” she said in a rich, nurturing voice, leaning down and putting her hand on his soft hair.  He didn’t wake up when she picked him up, noticing that he seemed to get heavier and heavier every day, that her baby was growing up…and that made her both proud and wistful.  He was such a smart boy, he had so much promise…and he was going to be so handsome, just like his father.  She could see it already.  She took him upstairs and settled him into his bed, sitting on the edge as she tucked him in, spending long moments gazing down at him with the love in her eyes that a parent could only hold for a child…her child.  She’d so hoped that he’d have brothers or sisters by now, but despite them trying, they’d had no luck so far.  She leaned down and kissed him tenderly on the forehead, then turned on his nightlight and crept from the room.

No matter how much work she had to do, she prayed that she never felt that she was too busy to tuck in her son.


11 June 2017, 03:02 DMT; beneath South Peak Volcano

Now things would get interesting.

Hota moved quietly up to the end of their ramped tunnel, the final leg of the bit of complicated digging they’d done to prepare for this.  The tunnelers had finished the final tunnel up into the five major storehouses for the island’s reserves just moments ago, and Hota, the overall commander of this mission, felt that now was the best time to do this.  Each tunnel was prepared for the mission, for the drakes had tunneled high, came back down underneath, then tunneled up to the floor in the back corner of each warehouse, forming a flat sinewave-curve in the tunnel that would make it much easier to block off when the time came.  Each tunnel also had five independent collapse points, set so just a good smack in the right place would bring the ceiling down, which would stall any attempt to dig out the tunnels and find the food they’d stolen and give them time to get it all into the cavern before the chromatics had any idea what was going on.  Just over his head was the floor of the warehouse, of warehouse #2 according to the plans, which primarily stored potatoes, radishes, and turnips, the edges already scored and ready for a good push to dislodge it, which would settle back into place and be nearly invisible, hiding just how and where they had come in.

The plan was simple, to take everything not in a freezer they could safely, then burn the rest.  The freezers were in another location, and with the power out, Hota had made a field decision to leave them be, let the fluffies have that food for as long as it would last, and focus on the food that would do them the most good.  There were fourteen earth drakes at each of the five tunnels, one carrying the bomb and the rest almost prancing in place, waiting for the command to go.  Luckily for them, the fluffies hadn’t considered the possibility of the earth dragons doing just what they’d done, tunnel up to the warehouses, and the warehouses had no guards inside of them.  There were two fire drakes standing guard at the entrances to the warehouses, but they’d be behind a very large, very heavy closed door and far away.  The teams already had orders to ignore the food close to the doors, that that food would be burned rather than stolen, to minimize the chance that a stray claw scraping on the floor might alert the guards that the stores were being plundered.

“Remember, everyone, complete silence once I lift this,” Hota reminded them in a low voice.  “Does anyone not know what to do?”  Nobody responded.  “Alright then.  Bredli, send the signal.”


Bredli, the youngest of the team, slapped his tail loudly against the floor, which send a pulse of sound back down the passage.  In tunnels with rock walls, sound carried a long way, and in response Hota heard four other distinct tail-slaps; the signal was acknowledged.  “Alright, go!” Hota hissed, then he lifted the floor stone up and out of the entrance and slid it aside.


The fourteen drakes swiflty and quietly began their task.  Five stayed inside to act as a relay team to get the boxes and baskets over the incline and down to where the five warehouse tunnels converged, where the drakes not on the invasion teams would quickly rush the food back down to Blackstone, past all the deadfalls in a series of relays where no dragon had to move more than fifty paces in either direction, and a team of ten drakes at the bottom would hastily stack the food in the chamber holding the subway entrance.  The relay system was the fastest way to move a lot of cargo at once, and speed was of the essence.  The chromatics came and inventoried the warehouses at dawn every morning, so they only had maybe two hours to do their work safely, guarding against the possibility that the chromatic might come early.  The invasion team started with the food closest to the hole as Fralda, the daughter of Fredda, quickly set the bomb down and enabled it.  That bomb was her responsibility, and she would stand right beside it in case it had to be manually activated.  She watched them with intense eyes as the team quickly got the closest crates and baskets into the tunnel, then started expanding out away from the entrance in an ever-expanding arc.  Hota stood by the entrance and made hasty notes on a neck-hung slate on the number of crates and baskets they managed to get, handing them off to Vran inside the tunnel as the others brought them to the tunnel, scratchng a mark, then receiving the next.

Everyone froze when they heard something thump against the door, some hundred paces up the huge excavated chamber.  Hota listented intently for a moment, then made a circling motion with his forepaw to get them going again.  It was just one of the fire drake’s tails bumping against the door.


After some indeterminate time of passing boxes and baskets down into the tunnel, Fralda got his attention, then patted her forearm three times. That was the signal that they were low on time, since she was the timekeeper of this operation.  Three pats was the first warning; they only had thirty minutes.  He nodded to her and repeated the signal as drakes brought him goods, and they nodded and stepped up the pace as much as they could without making noise, every drake being very careful not to scrabble their claws on the floor or bump things with their wings or tails.  Fire dragons had very sharp hearing, which was why no invasion team was to come within twenty paces of the warehouse door.

Two pats.


Hota reared up on his back feet and fanned his wings, the second signal.  Anyone not already grabbing a box could only grab one more.  His team brought their last grabs to the hole, and they carried them down into the tunnel rather than hand them over, Hota marking each crate or basket with a mark on his slate.  When the last of the runners was in the tunnel, Fralda gave one pat, and he nodded and retreated into the tunnel himself, taking hold of the edge of the floor stone.  Fralda bent to the task of arming the bomb, which was already counting down on a timer.  They’d have ten minutes once she hit that button, ten minutes to collapse the first segment of tunnel to block any backblow in case the bombs blew out the floor stone… but they shouldn’t.  The bombs were designed to explode softly, if that were possible, their intent to spread high-intensity flame through the room.  They weren’t meant to destroy with an explosion and shockwave, they were incendiaries, meant to set everything on fire.  But, to spread that fire, they did have to have some boom, and that was the balancing act Ferroth juggled when he built them.  Hota slid the stone back in place and backed into the tunnel with Fralda right behind him, and Brenli slapped his tail twice to warn the others their bomb was armed and they were evacuating.  Hota listened intently as he backed up, heard an answering pair of slaps, then another, then another, then another.  That was all five bombs armed.  He waited as Fralda studied her stopwatch, hanging around her neck, then clicked it.  “Now!” she hissed in a low voice, then sprinted down the tunnel.  He made absolutely sure sure that everyone was behind the safe line, turned and slammed his tail spikes first into the ceiling, then ran like hell.  The ceiling, intentionally weakened, collapsed from the impact, sending a shower of heavy rocks and dust billowing into the tunnel in both direction.  The sound of the collapse would certainly alert the fire drakes, as would the series of other collapses sending dust up the tunnel and into his face, obscuring his vision, but they’d timed it so the bombs would detonate before the fire drakes had a chance to do anything about it.

And Fralda’s timing was impeccable.  The volcano shuddered as a dulled THWOOM rocked down the passage, and in rapid succession there were four more, filling the tunnel with dust, and Hota felt significant warmth against his tail as they retreated down the incline.  “Hurry, we have three minutes to get past deadfall two!” he barked loudly, his voice competing with the echoes of the explosion.  The rest of the deadfalls would take some actual work to make the ceilings collapse, a failsafe against the explosions triggering a premature collapse and trapping them in the tunnel section, but the movement of the air and dust down the tunnel told him that the other deadfalls hadn’t come down before their time.  Their retreat down the tunnel and the collapse of the other deadfalls was also on a tight schedule, putting as many collapsed tunnels between them and any investigation as possible, giving them as much time as they could manage to get their stolen booty into the subway tunnels and complete the collapse of Blackstone Village…his home village.


He mourned destroying his home, but they could always rebuild.  Deadfalls could be cleared, tunnels shored up, chambers made better.  If anything, it would give all the earth dragons the chance to do major renovations, and that always made an earth dragon happy.


At the convergence point, there was a bit of a traffic jam as the seventy drakes tried to filter down one tunnel, but they got it sorted out and hurried out of the small chamber they’d made at the juncture, which was the location of the second deadfall.  Hota and the team leaders of the other four teams bent to the task of collapsing the ceiling of the small chamber, digging out critical support beams, then racing out when they heard the ceiling give a loud, reverberating crack.  Another avalanche of dust raced down the tunnel after them, obscuring vision for a few moments, but a glance back showed Hota that the convergence chamber had completely caved in, which was exactly what they wanted.  They may clear the first deadfall quickly, but even using magic, clearing that mess was going to take them at least a couple of hours.

“I’d say the bombs worked,” Crald noted to him as they brought up the rear of the retreating column.


“Like a charm,” he agreed.  “I hope they did the job.”


“Ferroth built them himself, they did exactly what he intended them to do,” Crald replied sagely.  “Step it up down there, eight minutes to deadfall three!” he boomed.


They collapsed their way back down to Blackstone, where the factory workers that had stayed out after finishing their job were helping to organize a large room filled with food.  “Alright, eveyrone knows the plan!” Hota boomed over the commotion.  “We have forty minutes to get everything into the subway!  Anything not in the tunnel gets left behind, so move, move, move!”


Forming another relay, they passed down containers of food almost like a bucket brigade, as Fralda kept her full attention on her stopwatch.  No doubt by now they’d found the tunnels into the warehouses and were trying to figure out how to either get past the deadfalls or divine exactly where those collapsed tunnels went, which meant that a cadre of smaller fire drakes may be invading the Blackstone entry tunnels any minute.  They’d find them all collapsed, but the earth dragons were taking no chances, valuing the lives far more than the food.  Forty minutes was the maximum Hota felt safe to stay in Blackstone, so that was all the time they had to get as much food into the subway as possible.


The team tested that resolve when time ticked down, and when they were at one minute, there were still twenty baskets left.  “But it’s only twenty!” Fevil protested.  “It won’t take five minutes!”


“We are at time!” Hota snapped in reply.  “Leave them!”


“But—“


“Get in that tunnel, drake, now!” Hota snapped, slapping Fevil’s flank with the side of his tail.  Fevil sulkily jumped into the tunnel, leaving Hota alone in the chamber holding the subway entrance.  He sighed and looked up at the ceiling, taking measure, then turned and snapped his tail.  Each time he did, a spike launched, piercing a support high in the ceiling.  After the fourth support was weakened, the entire ceiling started to shift ominously, and that was his cue to get the hell out of there.  He dove into the entrance and dropped down into the subway spur tunnel, and then dashed away just as the entire tunnel shuddered and a dull roar of dust and small stones billowed from the subway entrance, crushing the baskets left behind when the chamber collapsed, covering over the subway entrance, just as Anthra had ordered.


His hundred or so drakes all stayed still as the mini-earthquake ran its course, and as the dust started to settle, Fralda came up to him.  “We’re done,” she declared, stopping her stopwatch with a press of a button.


“Thank Gaia it went smoothly,” he sighed in relief.  “Alright, everyone, let’s get this moved over to the Dawnmist tunnel.  It’s a day’s wait until it’s dark enough for the water drakes to get it and use to safety.  We have more to do, but damn fine work, everyone.  That went perfectly.”


“Just the way we practiced it,” Crald nodded.  “Now let’s collapse the spur tunnel and get this going.  Stravik, bring up the carts,” he shouted as the last echoes of the collapse rumbled through the tunnel.

11June 2017, 07:10 DMT; Council Aerie

He simply could not believe how badly they had underestimated the earth dragons.


He couldn’t bring himself to admit it until he saw the destruction they’d wrought, and he knew it was them.  The fire drakes guarding the stores had never seen anything, at least until the warehouse doors blew out with an explosion of fire that would have killed any other dragon had they been there.  The stores were all a complete loss, at least what stores were left.  Inspecting one of the warehouses made it clear that the charred remnants, fit only for a fire dragon, was not the entire stored inventory.  Those Gaia-cursed earth dragons had tunneled up into the storerooms, stolen what they could, and set fire to the rest.


They’d had a plan.


And more and more, he started to see that their plan had been uncannily clever, far more clever than most would attribute to their simple, dullard cousins.  Everything they’d done in the last couple of weeks came together in his mind, including the murder of Ivaiya, all of it an elaborate plot to go to ground with as much food as they could hide or steal.  The ultimatum left behind on Scion Aerie made perfect sense to him now, and it made him suspect that there might be a few treasonous water dragons that had helped the earth dragons come up with their scheme…that kind of planning and ability was obviously far beyond them.  It had to be Shii and her pod, the lot of them filthy grounder-lovers.  Oh, he had plans for those water drakes, yes he did.  They would live long enough to regret deeply the day they decided to make fools out of the chromatics.

But, that aside, one simple fact was now clear to him.  The earth dragons weren’t going to come out.  They had most of the food, and they’d destroyed most of what they couldn’t take with them.  Those cursed grounders were going to try to starve the other dragons, out of nothing but pure spite.  They had retreated into their villages, deep underground where magic couldn’t reach, even deeper than the villages.  His scrying could reach the villages, but they were empty.  All of them, empty, and their tunnels were all collapsed, even some chambers collapsed, to slow down and misdirect any dragons that tried to dig out the cave-ins.  The earth dragons must have dug down even deeper, beyond even his ability to scry, hiding far below the ground and feeling like they’d gotten the upper wing.


But they’d learn soon enough that they were wrong.  Now that he understood the nature of his opponent, that just because they weren’t very bright, it didn’t mean that they weren’t cunning and clever in their own way.  They’d had a plan and acted on it, which had flustered the chromatics’ own plans for the future.  But they’d boxed themselves into a corner in that they were now all underground, deep underground, and the only food they were going to have was what they took with them.  That proved that while they were cunning, their lack of intelligence hampered their clever little plot.  They couldn’t grow food down there.  And while the other dragons were facing a short-term food shortage in the short run, in the long run they had the advantage in that they could procure food.  The water dragons could still fish, the sky dragons could increase their hunting, and while magic couldn’t create food, it could help them gather food even without the earth dragons.


And there was always the humans.  They had almost unlimited food supplies, and that was a resource that they could easily tap.


Once the food they had ran out, the earth dragons would starve.  And Gaia curse them all, they could starve to death down in their holes.  Their deep hiding places could be their graves for all he cared.  They could live without the earth dragons, he’d prove it to all the others.  And as far as he was concerned, they’d be better off without them.  It would just take a little more work for everyone else, including the chromatics, but they’d make it.


They would make it.


Sessara and Hirrag alighted on the aerie and took their podiums, looking very concerned.  They’d just come back from inspecting the ruins of the storehouses, seeing the treachery of the grounders for themselves, and Jussa and Essan appeared up and over the edge of the floor, landing awkwardly behind their own podiums.  The sky dragons were already there waiting, both the dim-witted Beyori and the newest member of the council, Ivaiya’s younger cousin Peyora.  Peyora was utterly enraged at the death of his cousin, and had been quite amenable to certain suggestions he’d made to him since his appointment.  Peyora would back anything the chromatics had in mind, as long as it caused the earth dragons pain.


“If we’re all ready for this emergency session to begin,” the chromatic declared, slapping his tail against the floor.  “First, the summation for our water dragon cousins.  Over the night, earth dragon saboteurs burrowed up into the storerooms for our foodstocks and burned them out,” he declared.  “The tunnels they used were found, but they collapsed them behind them to prevent pursuit.  Scrying leads the tunnels down into Blackstone Village, but like the other earth dragon villages, it’s abandoned.  The earth dragons have burrowed even deeper underground to hide from us, and it’s clear now that they have no intention of coming out, not after this treachery.”


“How much food do we have left?” Sessara asked.


“Four weeks,” he replied.  “At least stored.  The earth dragons missed the freezers, and most of that food is still good.  We’ve used magic to refreeze those stocks to preserve them.  Those reserves will hold us over as we reorganize our food production to take the earth dragons out of our plans.  They’ve made their choice, and I say let them suffer with it.  They can stay down in their holes til they starve to death,” he declared, which made Peyora nod vigorously in agreement.


“So, you would sacrifice an entire branch of the dragon race to soothe your own indignity?” Jussa asked calmly, which made the chromatic snap a hot scillinting glare in his direction.  “Is the pettiness of the chromatics so extreme that you would kill to soothe your bruised egos?”


“Watch what you say, wyrm,” the chromatic warned.  “The earth dragons have betrayed the sacred covenant.”


“Only because you violated it first,” Essan told him.  “You wanted to take everything away from them, even their own seats on this council, breaking the laws upon which all our ancestors agreed when we came to this island.  They had every right to retaliate.  Had you tried to strip us of our seats on this council, we would have done the same.”


“I have done no such thing!”


“Not yet, but it’s what you have planned,” Jussa said in a quiet, ominous voice.  “We know everything, chromatic.  We know you plotted with Ivaiya to force all the earth dragons back on the farms, and we know you had a plot ready to take the earth dragons’ council seats away from them.  And we have a message for this council, from the earth dragons.

“They relate their defiance of this council and its decisions in the strongest possible terms, and they refuse to come out until the all of us, even we water dragons, are removed from this council and a new council formed.  They demand legal protections against another attempt to destroy their work, and demand sacred vows before Gaia herself that the other dragons will leave them in peace.  What they demand, my esteemed brothers and sisters, is equality, in every form of the word.  And until they receive it, they will not feed any of us.”


“Equality?  No filthy, Gaia-cursed, magic dead pseudo-dragon will ever be the equal of me!” Peyora screamed, sparks spitting out of his mouth.  “I would see them all die before I agree to such an absurdity!”


“Their position is a bit weak to make such outrageous demands,” Hirrag hissed in a chortle.  “Once they eat their food, what are they going to do?  Fly away?” he asked, which made Beyori laugh wheedlingly.


“Their position is far stronger than you think, Hirrag,” Essan said dryly.  “They’ve been preparing for this eventuality for quite a while.  They have more than enough food stored to outlast the island, three or four times over.”


“And you’ve seen these stores?” the chromatic asked in a dangerous hiss.


“I have,” he replied simply.  “They can stay underground for years, chromatic.”

“And the water dragons officially declare our support for their demands,” Jussa continued.  “What they ask is nothing more than what we should have afforded them the entire time.  Just because they can’t do magic, it doesn’t mean they aren’t dragons.”


“I should have known,” Peyora hissed.  “You live beside them, of course you take their side.  Are they your pets, Jussa?  Do they slip you a little extra food on the side where we can’t see it, buying your favor?  You are a true dragon, wyrm, yet you would put your support behind false dragons?  To the void with all of them!  They’re abominations that we should have exterminated millenia ago!”


“Really.  And what makes them false dragons, Peyora?  Does magic make the dragon?  Am I less of a dragon than you because you can fly faster than me?  Are you less of a dragon than me because you can’t breathe water?  Are we both less dragon than Sessara because we can’t breathe fire?  And are any of us even dragons at all if you measure us by our magic, since the chromatics have stronger magic than all of us combined?  We are all different, but we are still dragons.  The fact that the earth dragons can’t fly and can’t use magic only means that they’re different from us in a slightly bigger way.  But at their core, they are dragons, wyrm.  They are as dragon as any of us, including you, a fact that some dragons on this island have seemed to have forgotten…or perhaps they simply refuse to admit it.”


“Ridiculous!” Peyora snapped.


“Is it?” Essan asked.  “It sounds to me like you think we aren’t dragons either, Peyora,” he said grimly.  “Does living below you, down in the water, make us lesser than you?  Are we dragons, wyrm?”

“Of course you are, you can use magic,” he snorted.


“Magic is power, wyrm, but the earth dragons have a different kind of power, the power of generosity, of kindness, of caring,” Jussa said blandly.  “They have provided for us for centuries, they have done most of the work of us all and never complained, they have built many of the dens your dragons live in.  They have done so much for us and asked for only kindness in return, but even that was too much for some on this council to give.  You shame yourselves and our race with your petty hatred, and we will have nothing more to do with you.”


“The water dragons withdraw from the covenant,” Essan declared in a voice of doom.  “Due to the treacherous violation of the sacred oaths by the chromatic and sky dragons, who have broken the vows that formed this council.  This council is void, and we no longer recognize it.”


“So do we agree, wyrm and drake,” Jussa declared.  “The water dragons withdraw from the covenant, and we do so with the contentment of knowing that we do the right thing.  We would rather have the company of our lesser cousins than endure the arrogance of those who think that their differences make them better than their kin.  We will not feed you, we will not help you.  In this, all of you are on your own.  And as you fall from the sky from hunger, know that this is what you have brought upon yourselves.”

“When the earth dragons accept you back into the covenent, then we too shall return.  But until then, see how far your superiority gets you when your belly is empty.”


And with that, the two water dragons turned and vaulted off their podiums, and vanished under the level of the floor, leaving stunned silence in their wake.


“How…dare they,” Peyora hissed, but a barking growl from Sessara silenced him.


“Is what they say true?  Did you plan this?” she demanded.  “Did you intentionally drive the earth dragons underground, and cause them and the water dragons to stop feeding us?”


“Did you not vote right along with the rest of us, Sessara?” the chromatic shot back, which made her flinch.  “That’s right, you believed in our vision for the future.  Don’t look in only this direction.  But it is of no moment.  This does complicate matters somewhat, but we can endure.  We will endure,” he declared haughtily.  “We still have the advantage.  We will starve the earth dragons into crawling back to us on their bellies, and then they will do what we want!  After all, they can’t get any more food down in the ground, where we have the entire planet to provide.  Gaia will provide,” he declared.  “Now we must consider a new plan for food gathering and distribution, if the water dragons refuse to be part of the true dragon society,” he sneered.  “We have several options available to us.”

Sessara and Hirrag looked at each other, then Sessara gave the chromatic a ruby-eyed glare.  “No!” she snapped.  “Answer me, chromatic!  Did you break the sacred vows of the covenant?”


“I did not,” he replied darkly.  “And you tread upon dangerous ground, fire drake.”


“Why, because I question you?” she shot back.  “Is this council not where all dragons may come and debate as equals?  Are we lesser than you, chromatic?  Will we become your new earth dragons?”


“You’re being silly, Sessara.”


“I don’t think that she is,” Hirrag rumbled, giving the chromatic a cool stare with his glowing red eyes.  “Is what the water dragons say true?  Did you intend to remove the earth dragons from this council?”


“They never belonged here in the first place!” Peyora snapped.  “They belong in their dirt!  They belong in the void!  Let them all die!”


“Silence!” the chromatic barked.


“It’s clear even to us dull-witted fire dragons that you had some kind of plan, chromatic,” Hirrag declared.  “I see now, you had your chromatic take apart the department, and Ivaiya proved before the earth drake laid her out on this aerie that the sky dragons destroyed the power plant.  Did they do it because you told them to?”


The chromatic glared at Hirrag.  “Are you questioning me?” he demanded.


“Yes,” the wyrm declared, a gout of flame and smoke billowing out of his nostrils.  “Did you tell Ivaiya to destroy the power plant?”


“I did,” he replied with a snap.  “It had to be done!  Did you not see how the taint of the humans and their technology was starting to erode the foundations of proud dragon society?  We acted to prevent the complete destruction of our way of life!  We saved the dragons from the corruption that has consumed the grounders, twisted them into something not dragon!”


“Then you have broken the sacred vows of the covenant,” Hirrag growled.  “The water dragons are right.  This council is voided, and we will not suffer your fate when Gaia punishes you for your crimes.  The fire wyrms withdraw from the covenant, on the basis of the breaking of the sacred vows by the chromatics,” he declared.


“As do the fire drakes!  We won’t become your new slaves!” Sessara agreed.  “You figure out how you’re going to feed yourselves!  We want nothing to do with you until you repent before Gaia!”


“As must we repent, for we had our own paw in this,” Hirrag said in a low, growling tone.  “We allowed you to do this, and for that, we must atone.  Much as I think the earth dragons are weak, and believe that it is the right of the strong to force the weak to submit, it is done with strength and honor, not with lies and the breaking of the sacred vows.  We will not consort with oathbreakers,” he hissed.  “Come, Sessara, we must prepare for the lean times ahead.”

“Lead on, Hirrag.  You, I trust,” she said with a sneer at the chromatic, then the two fire dragons turned and vaulted into the air, leaving the stunned chromatic and sky dragons behind.


What…just happened?  In mere moments, the entirety of draconic society, everything the chromatics had meticuloulsy built over a thousand years…gone.  Gone.  Just like that.  The chromatic sat on his podium, completely at a loss.  This, this was something he had never even considered.  The water dragons siding wth the earth dragons?   The fire dragons defying the chromatics?  And both races withdrawing from the covenant?  It, it was almost unthinkable!


But it was truth.  He looked over the side of the aerie, and saw the water dragons all swimming out to sea…Jussa and Essan had come here only to deliver their proclamation, and on their return, the water dragons were leaving.  They were going out to sea, perhaps to another island, beyond the control and guidance of the chromatics.


They would regret it.  They would all regret it!  They couldn’t survive without the chromatics!  They’d see, they’d see!  The survivors would swim back and put their wings and noses on the ground in supplication, begging to be returned to the covenant!  The chromatics only had to endure, wait out the earth dragons, and after they all starved to death, then that little complication would be out of the way.


Yes.  Yes, they could do it.  With the sky dragons remaining, they could hold out…more than hold out, they could prosper.  They could thrive.  After all, the chromatics weren’t helpless.  They could provide for themselves, there were plenty of fish in the ocean and most chromatics knew magic to harvest them from the sea…and the gathering could itself be turned into practice.  It wasn’t a complete loss.  Already, plans formed in his mind to prepare for the return of the fire and water dragons, punish those who defied the chromatics, and make everything perfect for their new society, a society of purity, of magic in its most noble form, and purged of the human-tainted and the nonbelievers.  They would build something to rival Camelot, rival Rome, maybe even rival Atlantis.  They could do it.

He knew they could do it.


11 June 2017, 08:31 DMT; 12 miles west of Draconia

Jussa really didn’t have anything to say, but there was no harm in listening.


That Sessara had actually managed to track him down spoke much more of her than he expected.  Both the fire dragons showed little interest in anything related to the council, more concerned with flexing their muscles and demeaning everyone else, but the fire drake looked almost earnest in her expression as she flapped her wings madly to try to hover just over the water’s surface.  Like all fire dragons, Sessara had a phobia of the water, their bane, so it said something for her to try a hover with her back foot clawtips brushing against the waves.


“What do you want, Sessara?” he asked.  “We’ve made our decision.”


“We withdrew from the covenant too!” she told him in a frenzied tone.


That made his eyes widen a bit.  He enacted his magic to create a solid platform of water, climbing up onto it, and Sessara dropped down on it with a slightly wild-eyed look, but her determination was clear on her face.  “The chromatics broke their vows, Jussa.  We couldn’t support that!”


“But you supported everything else they’ve done, knowing what it has done to the earth dragons.  What it would do,” he said calmly.


“It’s the right of the strong to dominate the weak,” she declared pugnaciously.  “But it’s not the right of the strong to break their vows, nor support those who do!  Word given is word honored!  The chromatics have shamed the fire dragons!”

“Then I have much more respect for you now than I did an hour ago,” Jussa replied, sitting on his haunches.  “But what will you do now?”


She looked at him almost pleadingly.  “We don’t know,” she admitted.  “The water dragons are wise, Jussa!  I was hoping you could give me some advice to take back to Hirrag and the other elders.”


“You’re serious.  You would ask us for help.”

“We know we’re not that smart, Jussa,” she admitted, and he was surprised at her honesty.  “When me and Hirrag returned to the caldera, looked the other elders in the face, we realized that we had no idea what to do, and neither did they.  We’ve let the chromatics make our decisions for us for so long….” she trailed off.


“There’s no reason to fear, cousin,” Jussa said in a soothing voice.  “You will find friends in the water dragons.  Return to Hirrag.  Tell him that we know of a place, an island, where the fire dragons can go to sort things through in peace and quiet, and we will help you.  We will share our catches with you while you decide on a course of action.”


“You would do such a thing?”


“You are our cousins, Sessara, and we will always support our cousins when they have the courage to do the right thing,” he said gently, putting his forepaw on her shoulder.  “Do you know where the scarred rock is?”


“I do.”


“Then after you speak to Hirrag, fly there and meet me.  I’ll show you where you can go.  We won’t let you go hungry, little sister, and there, you can discuss matters calmly and decide what to do after taking the time to consider your best options.  And there are options, Sessara.  I have every confidence that you will discover for yourself that fire dragons are much smarter than they think they are,” he told her.


“You are a gift from Gaia, Jussa,” she said in a small voice, almost like a frightened hatchling.


“I am your cousin, Sessara, and we are family.  To water dragons, family is everything.”


“Thank you, Jussa,” she blurted, pushing her head up under his chin and nuzzling him.  “Thank you so much!”


“You’d best hurry, there is much to do and little time.  I’ll meet you at the scarred rock.”


“I’ll be there soon with Hirrag,” she replied, then turned and vaulted into the air, flapping her wings briskly to gain altitude.


Jussa watched her go, then he chuckled lightly to himself.  Well, well, well, he had little doubt that the chromatic had to be quite flummoxed about now.  The water dragons leave him, and then the fire dragons whom he had long dominated finally find their backbone and defy him.  Now he only had the sky dragons under his control.  Admittedly, that would make it easier for the chromatics and sky dragons to survive, but without the council, without the covenant…what purpose did it serve?  The chromatic had sought to put the earth dragons in their place, but instead he ended up shattering draconic society.


It would eventually reform, it would reform because over the centuries, the dragons had not only learned to live together, but felt more secure and content in the presence of their own, but it would look nothing like what the chromatic was expecting.  The earth dragons had Gaia on their side, Jussa was certain of it, and she would ensure that it was the chromatics that were put in their place.


They’d needed a good taking-down for the last five or six centuries anyway.


He dissolved the platform and turned southwest, heading for the solitary pillar of rock, the core of a long-eroded volcano, some ten or so leagues from the island.  It wouldn’t take Sessara long to tell Hirrag, and the fire dragons could fly faster than he could swim, so he’d best get started.  It might unnerve them if they arrived and he wasn’t there waiting.  He’d show them one of the tiny uninhabited islands southeast of the island, a place where the fire dragons could gather and discuss their options without the urgency of empty bellies clouding their judgment.  Though they were brutish and a bit dim, the fire dragons did have honor, and with enough time to mull things over calmly and rationally, they’d made good decisions.

And the water dragons would be happy to share their catches with them.  They would gladly support any dragon who did what was right, even when it harmed themselves…and withdrawing from the covenant was certainly harmful to the fire dragons.  For the first time in over a millennium, they’d have to think for themselves, make their own choices, and live with the consequences if they made the wrong ones.


But they’d do the right thing.  He was sure of it.
