Chapter 19

1 September 2017, 04:23 DMT:  17 miles south-southeast of Draconia

Kammi was going to work out.

She’d never fished before, not the way the water dragons did it, but she showed her field agent training in that she learned fast and wasn’t afraid to either try or fail.  After learning the basics behind water dragon fishing, which in the old ways meant actually fishing and not using their water magic to collect the fish like an earth dragon might pull radishes out of the ground, she went from hindrance to at least not a hindrance after her first experience.  She couldn’t swim as fast as Kell, turn as quickly, or stay submerged even as third as long as he could, but she was good at making a lot of noise and driving the tuna towards the water drakes.  She didn’t catch a single thing, unable to keep up with or turn with the tuna, but in her own way she did help the pod have a successful expedition, the entire pod.  Jerral, Hura, and Kii had come with them, the three water drake hatchlings both getting some exercise and honing their skills fishing in the old traditions.  Surral was quite adamant about any offspring of his being able to fish without magic, even though Surral himself was even better at fishing with magic than he was doing it the hard way.  But, fishing without magic was something Surral enjoyed as a sport, and Kell had to agree, it was a great deal of fun.  Surral was renowned as one of the most skilled fishers among the earth dragons, and he kept that reputation because he insisted that knowing how to fish without magic made a water dragon a better fisher with magic.

So, after four hours of hunting tuna, the pod had netted quite a haul, half of which was Kell and Kammi’s, and they were on their way back to the island.

They stayed in constant contact with the island, however.  Water dragons were singing the news across the oceans on the hour, and even over the night, there was news.  Trejem of the chromatics had asked for an earth dragon to come out, and since Kell and Kammi were busy, Jirran had answered the call to come out for an hour and “top off” the younger chromatics, because today would be the day.  Jirran had sent that news out as soon as he got back underground, and word of it reached the pod as they swam back.  Hirrag intended to move today, before the water dragons were called away to raise the submarine and the day after every fire dragon cycled through Hirrag’s den and received magical power from Girk, and also before word somehow got back to the council chromatics that an earth dragon was on the surface, charging up the dragons that intended to oppose them.  Hirrag showed quite a bit of tactical savvy in planning his strike, giving his side time to arm themselves and prepare, but not so long that he gave his opposition time to think a way out of the bad situation they were in.  And it was a bad situation.  The chromatics would tire out after just a half-dozen major spells, the kinds of spells a dragon might throw around in combat, and then they’d have to fall back on fangs and claws.  And chromatics were absolutely no match for a fire dragon in the realm of physical combat.  No dragon really was.  When it came to facing a fire dragon tooth to talon, every dragon except earth dragons fled from them.  Only earth dragons had the physical power and sheer contrariness to fight a fire dragon in his own realm of advantage, because though earth dragons were small, they were physically powerful and the most agile and light-footed of all dragons, since they had far less weight to move around, at least on land.  Sky dragons were more agile in the air and water dragons more agile in the water, but standing on the earth was the sole means of getting around an earth dragon had, so they were the most fleet of all dragons.


And there were the tail spikes.  Those tail spikes gave more fire dragons nighmares than anything else on the island.


The exact plan Hirrag had wasn’t sent out, but they didn’t really need to know it.  Kell and Kammi also knew that unless they received direct orders from the Earth Council, they wouldn’t be going back inside.  Trejem and Hirrag might need a couple of earth dragons close by, but not so close by that their presence empowered the council chromatic and his lackeys.  Girk was a brave young drake, but he had no practical field experience, and there was no telling how he might react to his first taste of field work being a pitched battle between fire dragons and chromatics.  Kell and Kammi already made plans to stay in the family burrow, for their burrow was deep enough underground to prevent their magic from empowering their enemies, but close by in case they were needed, and monitor things from there.  They also had a generator in there, and they could get some power going and keep the city below apprised of what was happening.  The sky dragons had tried and failed to dig out their family burrow, because it was very deep and under the bedrock.  They’d only managed to dig in to the entry chamber, but gave up when they saw all that solid rock surrounding the lone passage out of that chamber, a passage far too small for even the youngest of the adult sky drakes.


Of course, the magical wards that Surral had placed over the burrow had also discouraged them.  From what Kell had heard, a sky dragon tried to send a lightning bolt into the burrow to set fire to anything that might be in the next room, but Surral’s defensive magic had sent it right back at him.  Lightning couldn’t hurt a sky dragon, but it most likely scared the hell out of him and made him and the others abandon the attempt, fearful of what other magical protections might be placed over the innocent-looking burrow.

“I’m not sure if the fire dragons will need us, but we’ll be staying close to the island if they do,” Surral was saying as the island came into hazy view in the first vestiges of dawn.  “They may need us for our healing magic if anything.”


“Younglings, I want you to stay with Kell and Kammi at all times,” Shii ordered.  “The wards we have over the burrow will prevent any dragon from detecting them, but they still need protection.  You will be that protection when we are not there,” she told them, which made Kii, the oldest of the clutch of three, beam in pride at being given real responsibility.  “Don’t get under their feet, but don’t let anyone into the burrow except those you know to belong there.”

“I’ve been practicing my shield spells, Matriarch,” Jerral said animatedly.  “And with Kell and Kammi on our side of the shield, it gives us magic and anyone trying to get in none.”


“Wise thinking, young one,” Surral said professionally.  “Lay both a shield and a ward at every critical juncture of the burrow, but mind that your Matriarch and myself already have some protections laid down.  Assense every area before you start casting.  Kell, Kammi, stay down on the lower levels.  Deep.”


“We will, Patriarch,” Kammi answered.  “That’s where the generator is anyway.”


“So is the ELF transmitter.  It’s still down in our mushroom cellar,” Kell added.  “We can use that to send messages down into the city, but we need one of you to go in there and tell them to turn on the receiver.”


“I can do it, I have to go in anyway and bring the news,” Ralla answered, then he dove underwater with a slap of his fluked tail on the surface.


“We’ll have any messages that need be sent to the earth dragons brought to your burrow, it’s faster if you do it,” Surral told them.  “Younglings, that’s your other job.  Accept messages at the entry and take them down to the mushroom cellar.”


“We’ll do you proud, Patriarch,” Hura said with quiet dignity.  She was like that.


“Let me go to Jussa and see what he intends to do,” Surral said with quiet intensity.  He was definitely preparing himself for possible fighting.  “I leave the younglings to you, my lifemate.”


“I will care for them most carefully, lifemate,” she answered with a nod, and Surral submerged.


“Kammi, we’re going to need a door,” Kell said as he saw the cove emerge from the darkness and gloom.  Since they were swimming around 30 knots, Kammi’s top speed, they’d be there within a half an hour.  “Nothing fancy.  We’ll just use the debris in the entry chamber to block off the passage as best we can.”


“It’s gonna take cement to fix that,” Kammi growled.


“After this is over, yeah,” he nodded.  “But sire’s been thinking of enlarging the entry room anyway.  Anthra’s too big to really fit in it very well.”


“Sella, go ahead and warn the chromatics of our approach, if they’re on the farm,” Shii ordered.  “Even the twenty paces from the beach to the burrow should not be taken in this light without protection.  It’s almost light enough for sky dragons to see.  If they’re not on the farm, return to us so that we might shield our friends from sight as they leave the safety of the water.”


“I’ll see to it, Matriarch,” Sella replied, then she too dove under the water and streaked ahead.


“We will submerge now,” Shii declared.  “Kammi, come to me.”


“Yes, Matriarch.”


Once they went underwater, they went much faster.  Kell was right behind Shii as she carried Kammi along with her, a breathing bubble around both of their heads, with the younglings to each side and behind them, a defensive formation.  Sella didn’t return as they approached, the water dark and Shii the only thing Kell could really see in the gloom, but she brought them to a halt when they reached the opening of the cove in the growing light, rocky contours Kell knew as well as his own burrow.  Shii used magic to write glowing writing in the water; the chromatics are ready.  Straight to the beach, straight to the burrow.  Kell and Kammi both nodded, and Shii gestured for Kell to hold his breath, a pre-arranged signal if a water dragon had to end a breathing bubble.  Kell took in his breath and nodded to her, and the bubble popped, letting the warm water crash into his face and head with surprising force.  He shook his head and saw her motion, so he snapped his wings and lanced into the cove, turning to the left to follow the long sheltered miniature bay, his wings propelling him through the water so fast that he would easily be mistaken for a water dragon in the gloom.  He snapped to the right when he reached the beach and angled up, and literally exploded from the water five meters from the surf, where the ledge dropped off into the cove and allowed the beach to form.  He landed in the sand and was bounding straight for the burrow as several young chromatics watched, their eyes glowing with blazing incandescence as they used their magic to hide him from sky dragon eyes.  Kammi vaulted out of the water just as he reached the ruined entry ramp of the family burrow, and he stopped and waited for her as she galloped across the sawgrass between the entry and the beach.  He lunged down into the torn-out ramp, open to the air all the way down to the entry chamber, then picked their way through the tumbled stones to the entry room.  Kell quickly started gathering up some of the larger boulders as the three hatchlings appeared, diving right into the entry room and into the burrow, then he and Kammi piled them up in front of the entryway to the main burrow just enough to slow anyone down trying to get in.  The elder chromatic Trejem appeared at the top of the chasm-like opening, looking down at them with glowing white eyes.


“Two young ones will remain in the Dawnmist tunnel to assist you if needed,” he told them.  “Stay safe, young earth drakes.”


“Nothing’s getting at us down here,” Kammi grinned up at him.  “You have no idea how big this burrow really is.”


“Then stay deep and stay safe,” he replied, gesturing with a paw.  A big boulder lifted up from the ruined floor of the entry chamber, and both of them stepped back as he placed it on top of the stones they’d already piled.  There was enough room for a dragon to reach in, but not enough for them to fit through the entry or unleash a breath weapon into the passage without moving the boulder…which would be a bad idea with a defender behind it to make it a full contact sport.

“Let’s get to work!” Kammi barked as all three water drake younglings used magic to create small lights so they could see.  They knew enough to make them just bright enough to see, but not so bright that they interfered with the thermographic vision of the earth drakes..  “Hura, Jerral, do those magic things.  Kii, come with us, we might need your help with the generator.”


“Go ahead,” Kell said lightly when all three looked to him.  “Hura, see if the emergency water tank is in good condition too, if you don’t mind.”


“Sure thing, Kell,” she answered, and she bounded down the entry passage and into the main common room.

“You get the generator, intended, I’ll go to the ELF transmitter.”


The generator was down on the lowest level, in a large room with an air vent for exhaust, with a higher ceiling than the passageway to help trap exhaust fumes inside the room.  The room also had negative air pressure thanks to that air vent, causing air on the lowest level to flow into the generator room and out the air vent, which further trapped any possible exhaust inside the room.  Kell checked the fuel and oil, and finding them good, he primed it and yanked on the cord.  The generator sputtered a little, coughed a couple of times, then it caught and started to rev up.  He let it get up to speed and stabilize, then he hit the switch that started the generator side of it.  The lights in the burrow flickered, then came up as the generator handled the initial surge that came from being activated on active lines, something that they really weren’t supposed to do.  But after so long, Kell had honestly forgotten that the lights down here had been left on.  “Go through the burrow and turn off anything electrical we don’t need, Kii,” he told the eldest of the clutch.  “I don’t want to stress this thing out.”

“I will,” she answered with a nod.  “I’ll see what the clutchmates are doing while I’m up there.”

After checking the fuel tank they had in the room to see how much reserve gas they had, he hurried down to the deepest chamber in the burrow, the mushroom cellar.  The ELF transmitter was there, still bolted to the floor, and Kammi was cleaning some mold and moss off of it, as well as a couple of mushrooms.  “I hope it still works,” Kell chuckled.


“They’re built for dank conditions,” she replied immediately, popping a tiny mushroom into her mouth rather than toss it aside.  “What’ll matter is if they have the receiver turned on.”


“Well, let’s find out.”


Kammi put the earset on in front of her horns and turned on the unit.  It came up with just a little protest from a couple of fans, then the fans spun up and settled down.  She hit a few keys on the control pad, then pressed the transmit button.  “Sanctuary, this is the cellar.  Sanctuary, this is the cellar, come in,” she called into the microphone.  “You reading this?”


“We read you, cellar,” came a reply over the external speaker.  “A little weak, but readable.  Try boosting your output gain a little.”


“That you, Trekka?” Kammi asked as she did as he asked.


“Yup,” he answered.  “Hold on, I’m being kicked off.”


Another voice replaced his.  “Are you safe up there?” Kintel asked.


“Safe as can be,” she replied.  “We’re in position and ready.  The water dragons said they’ll relay messages through us rather than send a drake to deliver them, so keep this thing open and manned at all times.”


“Got it.  I’ll have someone put on the unit right now,” he replied.


“Things busy down there?”


“You know it.  The whole department is in,  every dragon on the Earth Council is crowding up the main office, and we have ten drakes set and ready to come out if they’re needed.  Any idea when this dance starts?”

“Nope, but knowing fire dragons, they won’t wait long once the sun comes up.”


“True enough,” Kintel agreed.  “Alright, I’ve got an operator.”


“Who’s on the other side of this?” came a curious voice.


Kammi laughed.  “Hrada, you have to learn to move faster when Kintel’s putting the eye out!”


“This is better than web surfing,” he replied in a tone that made Kammi laugh again.  “They want to know if there’s anyone up there to relay messages.”


“Yes,” she answered.  “We can get messages out.”


“Good, then get it out that we’re ready to move if we’re needed.”


“Will do.”  Hura half-slid down the ramp into the cellar, causing Kammi to glance over at her.  “We’ll call in every thirty minutes if there’s nothing to report.”


“The emergency tank is about half full, Kell,” she replied.  “That should be enough water to last a whole week.  But there’s no food.”


“Shii still has the catch,” Kammi grunted.  “Well, I think we’ll survive a day without eating.  Besides, there’s always the hatchlings if we really get hungry,” she added lightly, giving Hura a playfully predatory look.


“We can always get the chromatics to bring us food if it comes down to it.  When you and Jerral finish putting up your shield, arrange it so there’s a drake at the entry and a drake in here at all times, in case they pass a message.”


“We’ll work it out,” she nodded, then she turned and went back up the ramp.


“You ride jockey on the ELF, intended, I’ll go lurk near the entrance.”


“Sounds like a plan.  Don’t sandblast anyone by accident,” she grinned at him.


Kell climbed the ramp himself, both grim and a little relieved.  Not that he relished the idea of the dragons fighting each other, but this had to be get solved, and fast.  The chromatics were threatening the entire island with their childish behavior, so intent on holding onto power that they would rather destroy what they couldn’t hold rather than let it go.


But, in this, they would be observers at the very most.  Trapped in the burrow, there was little they could do except be close by in case they were needed.


Unless….


He blinked.  Then his eyes narrowed, and he took on a calculating expression.


“Kammi,” he called down the ramp.


“Yeah?”


“I’m going out.”


“What?  They told us to stay in here!”


“There’s something we forgot.  I’ll be alright, I’m just going into the village.  Just hold down the fort til I get back.”


“Well, alright.  But be careful!”


“I will, I promise.”

He stopped and looked behind himself, at his tail.  With steely eyes, he relaxed his spikes from their anchors, then with a gentle shake, dislodged them.  Chiming tinkles shimmered in the passage as his seventeen clear spikes clattered to the stone floor, then rustled to a stop as he stalked away.


For what he had in mind, not only would he not need them, but he wouldn’t be able to do what he had to do if he had them.

1 September 2017, 06:37 DMT; Council Aerie

They stood upon a precipice of change, and were but one step from flinging themselves into the void of uncertainty.

Jussa sat on his haunches on top of his podium, a place he had not been very often in the last couple of months.  Six of the nine podiums were occupied, the six council members settling in as they began this most momentous of council sessions.  Jussa couldn’t help but glance to his left, where the two empty earth dragons podiums stood, and to his right, where the lone chromatic podium rested, and feel the great weight of uncertainty press in on him from both of those sides.  The earth dragons were still deep underground save for three, three field agents who had come up to be close by in case they were needed, and the chromatics were divided and one tiny step from open civil war.  The council was not complete, but there were enough of them there to convene…not that the rules really mattered at this point.

There was nothing in the covenant about what they were about to do.  But, Jussa believed they were opearating in the spirit of the covenant, which had been formed to ensure the protection and prosperity of all dragons on this island.  They were moving to heal the wounds that the chromatics had caused and bring the island to at least a sense of closure.


“If we are all ready, then I would suggest that we begin,” he declared as more and more dragons landed on the aerie, water dragons, fire dragons, and sky dragons.  “Hirrag, it is you who has called this session of the dragon’s council.  Therefore, it is to you that the floor is yielded.”


Hirrag lifted his head higher, towering over every other dragon on the aerie.  “I thank you, Jussa,” he replied.  “I put forth to this council and to Draconia as a whole that the council chromatic and the Council of Seven have violated both the rule and the spirit of the covenant.  They have brought harm to every dragon on the island, even themselves, and have used deception and cowardly sabotage to bring about harm to the earth dragons, whom they sought to strip of their rightful place upon this very council.  I put forth before this council the resolution that for these acts, the current council chromatic be ejected from this body, and the Council of Seven be reprimanded most harshly by this council for their craven deeds.”

“I believe that we should approach each proposal independently,” Hinado said, shivering his huge wings.  “I agree that the council chromatic has to go, but I think we should allow the chromatics to handle the disciplining of their leaders.  If we don’t let them straighten that part of it out on their own, it might cause us more problems on the other side of the storm front.”


“I know little of what happened before I was selected for this post, but one thing I do know is that no matter what dragons believe about the earth dragons, what the chromatics have done is inexcusable,” Faralla added.  “But, it is not the chromatics by themselves that have shown a darkness inside them,” he said with a sober expression.  “The sky dragons as well have shown a blackness of heart.  We looked down upon the earth dragons and saw only pitiable creatures denied the gifts of the rest of us, but instead of nurturing those we felt were below us, we instead believed ourselves to be their betters, and let arrogance and cruelty taint us.  After all, it wasn’t the chromatics that destroyed the earth dragon farms and dug out their burrows.  We have our own blame in this, and we will put things right.”


“We too share the responsibility for this mess,” Sessara said with stoic pride.  “We allowed the chromatics to do our thinking for us, and allowed them to use us to bring harm to not just the earth dragons, but the entire island.  We very nearly brought irreparable harm to magic itself.  But Gaia teaches us that the only mistake is the one that is not rectified, and we are here to rectify our error.”


“The time for recriminations is past,” Essan stated.  “The earth dragons themselves wish only to get this past us, so that we might heal and rebuild, and I agree.  We need them back on the surface, and the only thing holding them underground now is the chromatics.  So, let us solve this problem, here and now.  I believe that the time has come to vote.”

“Then let us settle this,” Jussa nodded.  “The matter before the council is thus:  a vote to remove the chromatic from this body, and allow the chromatics to appoint a successor.  What say you, esteemed council members?”


The vote took only seconds, and went exactly as Jussa expected.  He slapped his tail on the floor behind his podium.  “Very well, in a vote of six for, none against, and three abstentions, the matter is passed.  Effective immediately, the chromatic representative of the dragon’s council is forcibly removed from his post.  Since he was the current chair of council, we must immediately elect a new chair to serve the remainder of his term.  Who places their name into consideration?”


“There is only one choice.  I place into consideration Jussa of the water wyrms,” Hirrag declared.


After a rumble of assent, Jussa sighed a little.  “By acclimation, the matter is passed.  I would have preferred another, but if you wish me to chair, then I will do my best.”  He rose up a little on his forelegs.  “As our first order of business, I set forth before this body that we are in a time of crisis, and as such, the rules of crisis must be invoked.  Is there objection?”  When he saw nods and heard silence, he slapped his tail again.  “Very well, by general acclimation, I declare that we may proceed under the rules of crisis.  I therefore place into consideration for immediate vote this matter,” he said, nodding to his aide.  The water drake carried several stone tablets out into the middle and set them down.  “These are the six written demands of the earth dragons, transcribed into stone as per draconic law.  I attest before this council that they are faithful and complete copies of the original documents,” he declared.  “Clerk of the seat, read the documents.”


The dozens and dozens of dragons, council members, workers, and spectators, listened as Jussa’s aide read the list of demands of the earth dragons, the six demands for changes in rule and policy. The aide read them quickly and in a strong voice, and for many of the spectators, it was the first time they’d actually heard the demands read as the earth dragons wrote them.  When the aide was done, he placed the three stone tablets on the gold circle in the middle, then returned behind Jussa’s podium.


“I place before this council the resolution that these demands be immediately accepted and adopted, complete with the changes of rules for this very body.  Hirrag?” he asked, looking across the aerie.


“Aye.”


“Sessara?”


“Aye.”


He turned his head.  “Faralla?”


He hesitated only a second.  “Aye.”


“Hinado?”


“Aye.”


He turned to look at the water drake.  “Essan?”


“I vote aye.”


“As for the water wyrm seat, I vote aye as well,” Jussa said.  “In a vote of six for, zero against, and two abstentions, the matter is passed.  The council adopts the changes of law and council rules proposed by the earth dragons.  From this moment forth, the Earth Council accepts responsibility for the portioning of allotments for all non-producing dragons.  The lowlands are considered out of bounds for all but earth and water dragons, and the upper peaks with the exception of Council Aerie and a route to it to be constructed later to be out of bounds for earth dragons.  The earth dragons take responsibility for the department and its operations, and from this moment forth, any matter brought before council may be rejected by a vote of veto by both seats of a dragon race.  The finer points of these issues will be settled in future discussion and debate, but only when the council is fully attended by all dragons elected to this council, not only the six currently present.  It is also set forth by these demands that there will be no punitive measures or recriminations by either side in this matter.  The conditions of the agreement give leave for this council to debate the extent to which the earth dragons may import human technology onto the island, give this council jurisdiction over matters of diplomacy with the humans, and there is still the matter of the sky dragons destroying the earth dragon farms, which by this agreement will be handled separately.  But, since the earth dragons have shown integrity, I am confident that they will be fair.”

He looked around the aerie.  “Now then, on to the final bit of business this council will handle before it adjourns.  As this is body operates under the rules of crisis, that includes giving this council the authorization to vote on matters of grave import.  And there is a matter of grave import before us now.  The chromatics have not agreed to the demands of the earth dragons, and even now threaten the very existence of Draconia with their resistance to blunt, inescapable truth.  As the chromatics have rejected all reasonable attempts to negotiate, it is my sad and heavy duty to put before this council that the chromatics are threatening the very existence of the island.  Their utter refusal to accept reality jeopardizes our entire society.  And as such, it gives this ruling body the legal authorization to bring them to heel.  As acting chair in a matter of crisis, I set forth a warrant of arrest for the council chromatic and the chromatics known as the Council of Seven.  Hirrag, as the fire wyrm seat and overseer of the fangs and claws of the island, I charge you the task of locating the renegade council chromatic and the chromatics known as the Council of Seven and bringing them before this body to answer the charges, by force if necessary.  You also have authorization to exercise force against any that would seek to hinder or impair you in your pursuit of council justice.  Is there objection to this declaration?”


“Not from me, there’s not,” Hirrag said with an almost ominously eager smile, all fangs.


“Then, without dissent, the warrant of arrest is so foresworn.  Hirrag, the matter is now in your paws.  And with that, I move that this body stand in adjournment until such time as the charged dragons are captured and brought before us.  Is there objection?”


There was silence.


“Then we stand in recess.”


The council dragons stepped down, and Hirrag immediately took to the air with Sessara right behind him.  Essan fell into step beside Jussa as they approached the edge of the aerie.  “You know they can re-appoint the council chromatic right back to the council.  If they even recognize that we were capable of impeaching him in the first place.”


“I know, but for now, it gives us the legal right to move without him,” Jussa nodded.  “I’m going to be with Hirrag, my friend, he might need me.  Do the others have everything prepared?”


“All is ready, my friend.”


“Then let’s get this overwith,” he said with a sigh of dread.


1 September 2017, 08:19 DMT; The Library of Chroma

He couldn’t believe that it had come to this.


Chromatics swarmed all over the library as they prepared to evacuate.  If the sky dragons that were with them were right, the entire fire dragon race was gathering in the caldera of the north peak, and they had orders to come after him and the Council of Seven, to arrest them.  Arrest them!  According to their sky dragon allies, the council had met wthout him, kicked him off the council, voted to accept the demands, and then declared the council chromatic and the Council of Seven to be outlaws and set Hirrag on them…and that massive oaf actually believed he had the right to arrest them!  They couldn’t persuade the dim fire dragons that they had absolutely no legal right to do so, the fire dragons were far too savage.  The prospect of going to war was like the most intoxicating drug to the barbaric brutes, and now they were working themselves into a bloodlust.  When they came, they wouldn’t care that they had no right to do what they were doing.  All they would care about was that someone told them they could fight, and that was all they wanted to hear.  And there were far too many fire dragons.  They were the second most populous of the dragon races, only outnumbered by the treacherous earth dragons, and there were so many of them that they nearly outnumbered the entire chromatic race twice over.  His loyal chromatics would be overrun by the fire dragons’ overwhelming numbers.

But to run was the coward’s folly.  The chromatics were the rulers of this island, the rulers of the fire dragons, the rulers of all of them, and they would prove that they were worthy of the sacred charge Gaia placed upon them.  Gaia had decreed that the chromatics would rule over all other dragons, and today, they would be forced to carry out Gaia’s will directly by subjugating the fire dragons in combat.  That they were outnumbered almost three to one was a liability, but Gaia would be with them, for it was Gaia’s will that they were upholding.  But trying to hold up in the library was not wise.  The building was never constructed to fend off a siege, and there were too many irreplacable treasures inside.  Besides, the sages were in the same building, and though they were not aiding them in this, the chromatics would not put their sages in mortal jeopardy.


The council chromatic snarled a little at that thought.  Just what did the sages think they were proving?  Wasn’t it clear to them that the elder chromatics were the ones in Gaia’s favor?  It didn’t matter what the earth dragons were, they could be put back in their place without doing magic any possible harm; in fact, it would only protect magic by putting the magic-givers in firm and complete control of the chromatics, there to supply them with unlimited magical power whenever they so willed it.  Trejem was wrong about them.  They were not blessed by Gaia, they were cursed by Gaia.  They carried the curse of granting magic to everyone except themselves, denied the one thing that made the dragons better than every other form of life on the planet.  Gaia had cursed them, played the cruelest of jokes on them, forcing them to be the granters of magic they could never use.  If anything, that fact only further bolstered his position and his plans.  He would see the cursed earth dragons put on their farms and forever under chromatic control, he would carry out Gaia’s will and put the cursed earth dragons in the place Gaia had made for them.

They were born to be what they were.  Inferior.  Slaves.


“Get the supplies in your shoulder satchels and get ready to move,” he barked.


“Where shall we go, esteemed council member?” one of them asked.


He returned a wicked smile.  “To the earth dragon village of Darkwood,” he replied with a dark smile  “We’ve widened a passageway so that the largest of us will just fit.  That will restrict the number of fire dragons that can come in after us.  Most of them will be too big.  And they will be restricted in the use of their breath weapons outside for fear of burning down the forest.”


“Wise, esteemed council member,” the chromatic nodded, then hurried off.


Of course it was wise, he’d thought of it.


But he certainly didn’t feel all that wise.  It was almost intolerable, the idea that they were being forced to abandon the Library of Chroma, that it had come to this, come to a battle with the other dragons for the supremacy of the island.  But Gaia was with them, he knew it.  He would retreat from the library for a more defensible position, and from there, he would lead the chromatics to victory against the fire dragons, and prove to everyone that the chromatics were both destined and fit to rule.

He oversaw the last of the preparations, as food was gathered, magical tomes readied for moving.  The village had its own small river running through it that would supply unlimited water, so they only had to worry about food.  And with access to the other earth dragon villages, his smallest chromatics could use the undgerground tunnel to slip out from other villages to forage or conduct missions.  Things would be on a purely defensive standing for some few weeks, until the fire dragons gave up trying to root them out, and the earth dragons would stay like the cowards they were in their deep hole so long as the chromatics refused to accept their demands.  Besides, knowing what the earth dragons were, the other dragons wouldn’t allow them to try to take back their village.  They would keep them out of harm’s way, treat them like the slaves that they were by dictating to them what they could and could not do.  That was the lot of the earth dragon, to be under the dominion of others.


Just as the council chromatic finished organizing his dragons, there was a shuddering blow placed on the door.  Its magical wardings held, prevented it from being opened, but the sudden impact on the door caused immediate and tense silence within the room.  The sky dragons hadn’t warned them that the fire dragons had started to move!  There was another impact on the door, then half the chromatics in the room flinched when black claws ripped through the door and tore down to the floor, then again, then again.  The clawmarks were low on the door, barely halfway up its height, but those claws ripped through the stone quickly.  The bottom half of the door collapsed into rubble, and on the other side of it wasn’t a pack of angry fire dragons, there was only an earth dragon.


A single earth dragon.


It glared into the main chamber as it dropped back to all fours and sat on the far side of the hole it tore into the doorway, almost laughable in its arrogant swagger.  It was a tiny thing, barely a third the size of the average chromatic, but it sat there with arrogant haughtiness as if it were the size of the island itself.  The crystalline horns gave the creature a different appearance, but the council chromatic almost cackled in glee when he recognized the small creature.


Kell.


“It’s over, fluffy,” the earth drake declared as it stared at them through the hole in the door, then he stepped through the hole, a hole far too small for anyone else to use.  Every chromatic almost automatically looked at the earth drake’s tail, and the council chromatic noted, with some relief, that he had not a single spike in his tail.  He had somehow lost them all, and without those spikes, he was completely defenseless.  He was a lamb sauntering into the slaughterhouse.  But there was more.  As he came through the door, removed the stone separating them, he could feel the magical aura of the little earth drake, a radiance of golden warmth that immediately started to refresh and recharge the dwindling stores of magical energy inside him.  The earth dragon was giving off an aura of pure magic, just as Jussa described…but that was no matter.  This particular earth dragon had been a thorn in his paw for far too long, and he would never leave the library alive.  “The fire dragons are on their way right now to tear this place down to the foundations.  But I can see that you know that,” he noted, looking around.

The council chromatic laughed lightly.  “Gaia truly favors me if she sets you before me like a dawning day present,” he said with eagerness, stepping out in front of the others.  “I’ll get to kill you before we leave.”


“Good luck with that, fluffy,” he replied, coming to a stop and sitting on his haunches, and the council chromatic padded right up to him, until they were almost nose to nose, looking down at him with dreadful anticipation.  Without his spikes, he was defenseless, and he was too small for his claws or bite to threaten a dragon his size.  And his aura of magic reinvigorated him by the second, strengthening his magical powers.  “Even if you could manage it, the instant Hirrag sees my dead body, he’ll go into a psychotic rage that none of you will survive,” he said with a dark, fanged smile.  “You see, the other dragons already won’t so much as let us walk across a room without protection. They don’t want to see magic harmed, so they’re almost annoying protective.  But I’m a field agent, I can take care of myself,” he added with a barbed smile in his eyes.


“Clearly, the field agents are suicidal,” the council chromatic said, rearing up and sitting on his tail, as magical light sprang into existence around one of his forepaws.


“Don’t kill him, esteemed council member, he will grant us magic in the time to come!” one of the chromatics behind him called.


“Oh, you’re not going to kill me that easily,” the little earth drake said with a nasty smile.


“You have no spikes.  You can do nothing,” the council chromatic said with a malevolent smile.


“Oh really,” the little earth drake replied in a drawl, then he flexed his toes, driving his claws into the stone floor.  “The earth dragons will forgive the other chromatics, fluffy, but you, we will never forgive.  You are the one that brought about the destruction of our farms, the disruption of our lives, and you have risked the very island itself and jeopardized the lives of every dragon that dwells upon it.  Your hatred of us has put our society at risk and even now jeopardizes the well being and security of all dragons.  For that, fluffy, you must be punished.”


“And what will you do without your spikes, little drake?” he mused lightly.


“I’m going to kill you,” he replied with cold eyes, then he sucked in his breath.  The chromatics watched him with almost amused interest as he seemed to hunch down over his feet, but there was no surge of magic he could sense with his feathery antenna, no using some latent spell placed over him by some other dragon.  Without his spikes he was nothing.  He snapped his head forward and opened his maw—

—And pure hell blasted out of his mouth!


A white-hot cascading jet of liquid streamed out of the tiny drake’s mouth.  It arced the very short distance between them, and it hit the council chromatic squarely in the chest.  The liquid was lava, liquid rock, but so hot that even lava would be the cool surf lapping the shores compared to this.  The chromatic didn’t even have time to register what was happening to him before the white-hot liquid rock enveloped his chest and the splatter from the impact sprayed lethal liquid over his neck, legs, even his head, over the enitre front of his body, charring flesh, splitting bone, vaporizing blood.  In an instant, less than a split second, the council chromatic’s spirit was ripped from his body as instantaneous death severed the link before flesh and soul.


The council chromatic tumbled into darkness, but tumbled towards glowing eyes deep within, deep down, eyes that looked upon him with baleful anger and bitter disappointment.


In that instant, his soul knew.  It knew everything…and it knew how terribly wrong it had been.

The gasps through the room were almost simultaneous as the charred body of the council chromatic was driven back, the dragons behind him scattering and several crying out as spatters of lava hit them.  The body crashed to the stone floor, flames licking over exposed, blackened bone, sudden heat filling the room as the white-hot liquid surrendered its heat to the air.  The chromatics had no idea what had just happened, until one of them puzzled out the only explanation they could find.  “He has a breath weapon!  Kill him before he can use it again!”


Overcome with sudden chagrin and fury, several chromatics sucked in their breath, which caused the little earth drake to turn and bolt through the small hole he made in the door.

Twisting away just as the door exploded from the intense heat, Kell snapped out his wings and dove off the platform, diving into the caldera of the extinct volcano with its deep crater lake at the center.  His angle was steep, more a controlled fall down the slope of the volcano than a glide, but it had done what it was meant to do, and that was send the chromatics into total blind panic and make them lose control…and there was nothing more effective in panicking a chromatic than to take out the one giving them orders.  Besides, for everything that bastard dragon had done, he deserved to get his face burned off.  His clawed feet bounced off the volcano as his wings guided his half-fall, half-glide along the rocky face, bits of smoking stone drifting by lazily as their descent overtook his.


He figured he had less than twenty seconds to get to cover before a sky dragon got him.  They hadn’t seen him come up the volcano because he’d used the secret passage up to the ruins of the food storage chambers the earth dragons had raided, clearing out the cave-ins in a frenzy of digging to get to the mountaintop from underground, and had managed to climb up the rest of the way; it wasn’t very far from the storage chambers to the chromatic headquarters.  Kell’s camouflage had served him well, letting him blend in with the rock and making it hard for the sky dragons to see him in the short time he was exposed.  A glance up and behind showed that the chromatics were pouring out of the building and diving at him, looks of pure fury on their faces.  A lightning bolt slammed into the rock not two meters to his left, loosed by a sky dragon, but the ridge of rock that was his objective loomed just under him.  He hooked his claws into the stone and tore deep rents in the rock as he slowed just enough, then went over the ridge, snagged the lip, and swung into the passage holding one of the storage chambers.  He tumbled to the floor in a heap of kicking feet and wings and thrashing tail, but quickly got his feet under him and raced down into the unlit passage.  The passage was large, wide, more than large enough for any dragon but Hirrag to fit comfortably, but the darkness worked in his favor, forcing the other dragons to pause if only for a second to conjure magical light.  The tunnels below the earth were the domain of the earth dragons, and the liabilities they caused others were advantages for them.  He dove into a side passage with a sudden blinding blaze of light behind him, just got his tail into the passage when another chromatic breath weapon blasted by, filling the tunnel with blinding light and searing heat. The heat was no problem, but the blaze of light left him a little dazed, crashing into his eyes when they were in thermographic mode, leaving him to shake his head a few times before taking off again.  Several chromatics turned into the passage behind him, but Kell passed into the charred, ash-choked storage chamber that the earth dragons had firebombed.  The breach into the passage was on the far side, the slab of stone that had hidden it shattered from the heat to leave a visible hole, and it was a long run across a large, empty chamber with some hundred or so furious chromatics hot on his tail.

But that’s what field agents did…the dirty jobs.


Kell was much smaller than the chromatics chasing him, but he was an earth drake, and that meant that when it came to moving around on the ground, he was far superior to other dragons.  Earth dragons could run very fast, Kell eating up the distance in a graceful lope as his wings and tail guided him to his objective, his panther-like body stretching out and his claws digging furrows in the stone under him with every stride.


But he knew he wasn’t going to make it, not when his opponents had a ranged attack at their disposal.  He skidded to a halt about twenty meters from the hole and snapped his wings over his face and head as one of the chromatics sucked his breath in, then intense, searing heat rampaged over Kell’s body, shimmering along his scales.  The heat wasn’t the the problem, the problem was the blazing light, closing his eyes and using his wings to further shield them from the light so he wouldn’t be dazed.  Chromatics knew that earth dragons were resistant to fire dragon breath, but chromatics had never really tried to use them against earth dragons before, so they really didn’t know until it was too late that they were largely ineffective.


And it was his turn.  Sucking in his breath, finding that pressure within him and bringing it forth, he turned and unleashed a concentrated jet of nearly white-hot liquid rock.  Not at the chromatics, but at the wall over the tunnel.  The liquid rock impacted the wall and splattered in every direction, but most of it dropped straight down into the tunnel.  Kell used that split second as the chromatics behind him flinched, slowed, having seen him do that once before and already learned to fear it, using the fleeting moment of fear to dash forward and literally dive into the tunnel, his belly sliding over the lava he had expelled seconds before as he squirmed into the constricting tunnel, made just big enough for an earth drake to get in.  The liquid rock actually lubricated his squirm into the tunnel, his spikeless tail vanishing into the hole just as the chromatics tried again with magic.  Several magical missles and bolts of lightning pounded into the liquid rock oozing on the wall over the tunnel, sending spatters and globs down onto Kell’s hindquarters and tail as he made the turn into the horizontal portion of the tunnel, a tunnel just barely wide enough for him to turn around.  He looked up through the hole and saw one chromatic slide to a halt just over the tunnel mouth, squealing in pain as his paws came down in the lava.  Chromatics were not immune to heat the way fire dragons were, and that was the entire reason he did what he did.  The entire area around the tunnel mouth and the bottom of the vertical part was awash in red-hot liquid rock, and it was a lethal obstacle to anyone that might follow him except another earth dragon or a fire dragon.  Their only recourse would be to use magic to cool the lava, but that would take time, and it also put more volume in the tunnel mouth, further constricting it and making it impossible for any of them to follow him.

“You made that too easy, thinking that just because I don’t have spikes, that I’m harmless!” Kell barked in condescending laughter from inside his hole.  “Now your council fluffy is dead and the rest of you are disorganized so Hirrag can stomp you into the ground!  Enjoy your beating, idiots!”

The screams of outrage and chagrin up there was the sweetest music.  Kell’s scornful laughter trailed away to them as he scampered down the forgotten tunnel, before they got the idea to send some spell in after him.


But, the confrontation did prove something to him, something very, very important.  He reached a cave-in he hadn’t cleared, since he’d come out through one of the other storerooms, and set to work digging through it.  He had to get back to the burrow, this was something that Kammi needed to know.


And he left chaos in his wake.


Hirrag felt his blood sing in his ears as he and his fire dragons dove on a pack of disorganized chromatics swarming around the Library of Chroma and the interior slope of the caldera behind it.  Something had happened that had gotten them completely out of sorts, chromatics flying in every direction, and Hirrag was never one to pass up a gift from Gaia.  The first chromatics didn’t see them until it was too late, as huge, powerful fire dragons slammed into smaller chromatics, favoring pure physical power over magic when it came to diving on unsuspecting prey.  Hirrag literally swatted a chromatic out of the air, the dragon slamming into the caldera wall with stunning force, then the chromatic slid down the slope in a boneless heap.  He’d given orders to not kill unless absolutely necessary, but that didn’t mean that they couldn’t leave some chromatics with some good, lasting scars to remind them of what happened when they dared oppose the might of the fire dragons.  His fire dragons outnumbered the chromatics by nearly four to one, and in seconds, the entire air surrounding the library was filled with lancing, turning dragons, sizzling bolts of pure magic flying in every direction, and cones of intense light that the chromatics used not to injure fire dragons, but to try to blind them.  Hirrag banked and loosed a lance of pure magical energy at a chromatic turning in the other direction, hitting a mystical shield the enemy had managed to raise, but he simply did so again, and again, and again, knowing that the effort it would take his enemy to hold his defense was far more than Hirrag’s effort in conjuring his power bolts.  Hirrag and his fire dragons were fully charged with magical energy thanks to the cooperation of the earth drake Girk, and while every cast drained those reserves, they had far more reserves than their opponents.

That this would be a victory was never in doubt.  The only doubt was in how long it would take them to subdue the chromatics and capture their quarry.


Though they were disorganized, leaderless, they were still valiant, and they continued to fight.  Magical spells sizzled back and forth through the air as the chromatics battled to get clear of the library, trying to protect the building by giving the fire dragons no reason to attack it…and Hirrag would honor that.  They were not at war with a building, they were at war with renegade chromatics.  “Do your best not to damage the library,” he called as his sixth bolt tore through the shielding of his opponent and struck him in the shoulder, drawing a cry of pain as shocked wing muslces refused to function.  The left wing of the chromatic cramped up, and without it, he immediately fell into a spin that gave him a stunning impact with the caldera slope once the air under him suddenly turned to stone.  He turned just in time to avoid a lightning bolt from a young sky dragon, then flicked his tail and sent a dozen tiny missles of magical force back along that arc of lightning.  The missles forced the sky dragon to dart away, but the missles followed, and would follow for quite a while.  The missles were a special spell the fire dragons had devised to deal with sky dragons, for the missles were even faster than they were but couldn’t turn as fast, which forced sky dragons to constantly twist and turn to avoid being hit, and a sky dragon unable to concetrate on anything but himself was no threat to anyone else.


Sessara streaked by, raking her claws over the back of a chromatic, tearing at her wing membranes and ripping a squeal of pain from her, tearing big enough gashes through them to steal her lift.  She turned her head and unleashed a very tightly controlled blast of fire at another, the fire curling around a mystical shield, then she quickly banked out of the way of a retaliatory beam of pale blue light from the chromatic’s paw, a spell of cold that would affect fire dragons far more than others.  But other dragons weren’t as nimble in the air, and the walls of the caldera had more than chromatics laying upon them.  But this Hirrag knew was unavoidable, that the chromatics would cause casualties, casualties that water dragons were awkwardly landing to tend…both fire dragons and chromatics.  But, they were making their allegiance clear by launching blasts of water upwards at the chromatics.  One such chromatic was struck by the jet of scalding hot water and knocked from the air, crashing into the volcano, and he ended up being tended by the very water drake that had brought him down.  Jussa and Essan were landing on the library ledge, by a door with a hole torn in it, and then things got even more chaotic when the other chromatics arrived. Their wings shaded black by a magic spell to tell them apart, the younger chromatics attacked their elders with the large elder Trejem leading them, barking out commands and using his powerful magic against those he once called brother.  Trejem was the only chromatic elder with his magical powers at full strength, and it showed almost immediately as he used a powerful spell to drive a cluster of a dozen chromatics out of the air, slashing his forepaw in their direction and causing them all to get driven aside as if swatted by a gigantic hand.  Had those chromatics had their full power, they might have had the magic to defend against that attack, but Trejem was just too overhwelming.

Hirrag landed on the ledge at Jussa’s beckoning, annoyed to be taken away from the fighting.  “What is it?”


“It seems we didn’t get here first, esteemed council member,” Jussa said dryly, looking into the open doorway.  Hirrag craned his neck over the water wyrm and looked in, even as the smell of charred flesh reached his nose.  There was a body in there, a chromatic whose head, neck, and chest had been reduced to charcoal and ash, laying in a pool of cooling lava with licks of flame eating at unburned flesh.  “One of the earth drakes is about.”

“Find him and protect him,” Hirrag declared.  “But I have no doubt as to who that is that lays dead.”


“The council chromatic,” Essan surmised, looking at the corpse.  The lava had been sprayed right in the dragon’s face, from point blank range.  There wasn’t that much left from the shoulders up, just blackened bone and charred skull…and it made his shudder.  That had to be a horrific way to die.  But, there was a sense of justice about it.  The council chromatic had sought to ruin the lives of the earth dragons, and one of the earth dragons had exacted the ultimate revenge.  From the look of it, he had just walked in here and burned the chromatic down, and odds were the fire dragons had struck just moments after the attack, when the chromatics were disorganized and infuriated.  And probably shocked.  Only the council and the rogue chromatic Prisma knew that earth dragons had breath weapons.  And the earth drake had used that to get close to the chromatic, so he could kill him.


“Press the advantage!” Hirrag boomed in a magically augmented voice.  “The chromatic leader lays dead!  Do not let them organize a chain of command!”  He vaulted from the landing and rejoined the battle, slamming his tail into a banking chromatic that was trying to get altitude, smashing it through the roof of the library in a cloud of dust.  “Battle on, my fire dragons!  Victory is within our jaws!”
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It could have been a hurried sprint across the yard from the tunnel to the burrow, but nobody was paying any attention.


He looked up and saw them, circling and dancing and darting above the south peak.  Dragons at war.  Blasts of magical light, gouts of fire, incandescent beams of light, the occasional bolt of lightning, the fire dragons were pressing the attack against the elder chromatics and their small number of sky dragon supporters.  Though it looked like chaos from the ground, Kell knew that the fire dragons knew exactly what they were doing, and they had the chromatics off balance.  Chromatics did not respond well when there was no clear leader, and Hirrag wasn’t giving the Council of Seven the chance to establish any sort of command.  The chaos of battle was an organized symphony of martial beauty to a fire dragon, where every bank, every spell, every blast of flame was a brush of paint on the canvas of glory.


It was over for the chromatics.  They weren’t going to admit it for a while, until the fire dragons beat them down, however.  Chromatic arrogance and pride would not allow them to surrender, not to dragons they saw as inferior to them. That arrogance had at times past been their advantage, but this day it was their greatest weakness.  Kell had used the arrogance of the council chromatic to get close enough to kill him, letting him think he had the advantage, and in typical chromatic fashion, his need to gloat had been his downfall.  Having his supposed victim dead to rights, he could not resist taunting Kell, rubbing it in, rather than strike and be done with it.   Had the chromatic attacked the instant Kell tore through the door, he might have had a chance.  But to see a spikeless earth drake, it was too much for his arrogant pride to just let go so easily.  The feeling of superiority had to be extended as long as possible, savored, experienced, then he could finish.


And it cost him in the form of a very quick, very painful death.


Now Kell faced another kind of adversary as he dove down into the torn-out entry chamber, between the two young chromatics who had moved from the Dawnmist tunnel to flank the entry, serving as guards for the two precious earth dragons hiding within.  They urged him forward quickly when he appeared over them, then he darted between them and into the burrow, where the chromatics floated rocks into the tunnel to make it very hard for anything not the size of an earth drake to get through.  He turned and looked back.  “Get a message to Hirrag,” he called.  “Tell him that the council chromatic is dead.”


The two young chromatics looked at him with surprise, then one of them nodded.  “I will send the message immediately,” she assured.  “Now retreat to the deep burrow, earth drake.  Retreat to safety!”


“I can take care of myself,” Kell growled as he turned and bounded down into the tunnels of his family burrow, tunnels he knew so well he could navigate them with his eyes closed.  However, that kind of bravado wouldn’t hold up long.  Kammi was going to be furious when she found out what he did, and he wasn’t exactly looking forward to telling her.  But he’d better; if she found out from someone else, well, that human adage hell hath no fury like a woman scorned would be applicable in this situation.


He wasn’t afraid of Kammi.  Not one bit.  He just had common sense.


She was still in the mushroom cellar, Jerral and Kii sitting with her, but Hura was nowhere around, probably prowling the burrow.  He came down the ramp as she turned and looked at him.  “What took you so long?”

“Well, it’s a long climb up the volcano,” he said dryly.


She turned and gave him an ugly look.  “What were you doing up there?  You said you were going to Dawnmist!”


“I had to go through Dawnmist to reach the tunnels the builders dug up into the storage rooms,” he told her.  “I had to pay a little visit to the council chromatic.”


“Did you kill him?” Jerral asked breathlessly.


“He looked exceptionally dead when I tore out of there,” he replied blandly.  “Unless chromatics can live with all the flesh burned off the upper half of their bodies, anyway.”


“Eww!” Kii shuddered.


“You did what?” Kammi gasped.  “You ran out there and took matters into your own paws without taking me?” she boomed, whirling on him.


Uh oh.


The water drakes had the sense to get out of the way.  Kammi crashed into him, drove him up on his back feet, then over onto his back as the smaller earth drake upended him, then pounced on top of him.  Her claws raked and scrabbled over his hide, and her teeth found purchase on his neck and face several times, but she didn’t bite down very hard, and her claws didn’t tear through his scales or skin…though they left some gouges.  Kell squirmed under her, surprised that a smaller, lighter drake could hold him down, but she proved that when she put her paws on his wings and slammed them down, forcing the rest of his body to go along or risk broken wings.  She gave him an almost adoringly furious look, huffing, dust and sand filtering out from between the teeth in her lower jaw, sifting and drizzling down onto his chest and base of his neck.  “I can’t believe you!” she raged.  “I’m a field agent, same as you!  I should have been there to bite that arrogant fluffy ass in the neck!”

“I know, I’m sorry,” he answered, looking up at her.  “But I figured if nobody knew I was going, not even you, I’d have a better chance of getting to him.  Sky dragons key on movement, the less movement, the better chance I’d get there undetected.”


She narrowed her eyes, giving him a withering glare, dust and smoke still coming out of her mouth in grayish puffs.  “Kammi?”


Her eyes blazed with sudden yellow radiance.  She sucked in her breath sharply, her claws digging into his wings.  “Kammi!” he gasped.  He had no idea if his immunity to his own element would protect him against her breath weapon!


She lunged her head down, and just as Kell flinched, she blew a mouthful of hot sand in his face.  It wasn’t unleashed with the incredible force that she could have put behind it, but it was enough to get in his nose and make him sneeze.


Jerral and Kii laughed as Kammi grinned down at him, then she licked the tip of his nose playfully.  “You bitch, you scared me half to death!” Kell accused in English, since draconic lacked sufficient cursewords.


“I’ll do a lot worse if you ever run off like that without either telling me or taking me ever again,” she retorted.  “You are my intended, Kell!  I don’t like being left behind!”  He wheezed when she flopped down on top of him, then licked his muzzle and cheek fondly.  “But good work, intended, taking out that fluffy!” she finally said, using the fact that his horns more or less pinned his head in a curled upward position to nuzzle him when he couldn’t get away.

“Eww, don’t do that in front of us!” Jerral protested.


“You won’t be saying eww in about fifteen years, sea slug,” Kammi shot back slyly, glancing at him.  “Now let me send that info downstairs, I’m sure Anthra and Geon will be thrilled.”  She got off of him and returned to the ELF, and Kell twisted over and got back on his feet, pushing off with a wing to quickly get his feet under him.  Kii was giggling as he shivered, getting at least a shred of dignity back, and she laughed when he gave her a short look.


“Go find your sister, you traitor,” he told her.


She laughed again and bounded up onto the ramp.


“Big news from up top,” Kammi said at the machine.  “The council chromatic is dead. Repeat, the council chromatic is dead,” she said, adjusting the microphone.  “Kell got him!” she declared.


“What was he doing out of the burrow?” came a response.


“Just Kell being a field agent, he took initiative,” she said, giving him a fanged smile.  “Doesn’t have a spike left on his tail, so it must have been extra-holey!”


“Actually, I hit him with lava,” Kell said modestly.  “From point blank range.”


“Ouch,” Kammi noted, then she chuckled.  “Barbecued fluffy.”


“He’s probably still roasting,” Kell noted dryly.


Geon’s voice came over the speaker.  “If you’ve used up your spikes, stay out of it, Kell,” he warned.  “Your breath weapons don’t have the same range.”


“I’ll make sure that he doesn’t leave,” Kammi said.  “He ran off without telling me.  And he didn’t take me with him!”


“No fighting you two,” Geon chuckled.  “Get a message out if you can, me and Anthra are coming out,” he said.  “We need to be there to take our places on the council.  Shii and Surral are bringing us up to your burrow.”


“Anthra won’t fit in our burrow.”


“Yes, but she’ll fit in the storage chamber.  And nothing will get down the ramp alive with two of us in there.”


“We have two fluffies standing guard at the burrow mouth, we’ll have them stay with you instead,” Kammi answered.  “Me and Kell are far safer down here in Patron’s burrow than you will be in the storage room.”


“Arrange it, young one,” he answered.  “Also, get word to Hirrag that if it is in any way possible, get Girk to the burrow.  We want all the earth dragons up top to be in one place.  Safety in numbers, you know.”


“They can probably do it,” Kammi noted, glancing at Kell.


“I’ll have the fluffies send it,” he said, then he turned and bounded up the ramp.


It took all of twenty minutes.  Kell told the chromatics, they sent the message, and fifteen minutes later, Hinado flashed out of nowhere and landed at the top of the opened entry chamber, and he had Girk with him.  The banded drake dropped down into the opened entry chamber and grinned at Kell impishly as he rushed inside, and Hinado nodded to him and spread his wings, then vanished with a single wingbeat.  Kii and Hura ventured outside to see if Geon and Anthra were there, and when Hura came back, she nodded.  “They’re in the storage chamber, Kell,” she informed him.  “The two chromatics are standing guard there, and I’ll be running any messages out.  Kii is staying with them to help shield them from scrying.”


“I’m glad your parents taught you how to do that so early,” Kell chuckled.


“With everything that’s gone on in the last couple of months, they felt it might be needful,” she replied gravely.  “They were right.”


“They’re very wise drakes, youngling,” Kell nodded.  “You alright, Girk?”


“Glad to be back with earth dragons,” he laughed.  “Fire dragons are terrible conversation after about an hour.”


“Tell me about it,” he agreed as they ventured into the burrow.  “How did things go?”


“Easily,” he answered.  “Hirrag had like twenty fire dragons guarding the entrance to his burrow at all times, and he’d have them come into his den in groups to just be close to me without the stone getting in the way.  Guess that’s all it really takes.”


“Important to remember,” he said pointedly.


Girk chuckled.  “We’re keeping Sanctuary City, so the option is always there,” he noted, then glanced back.  “All I did was sit around and learn way more about football than I ever cared to know.  Hirrag was almost as bad as my mother,” he grunted.  “Did you get attacked?”


“No,” he said, glancing back at his tail, which was completely spikeless.  “I dropped them on purpose so I could get close to the council chromatic.  He thought that since I had no spikes, I was no threat.”


Girk laughed brightly.  “Clever!  He dead?”


“Very,” Kell drawled.


“Good going!” he grinned.  “Now, have you told Kammi yet?”


“Yes, and I still have all my toes, thank you very much,” he said blandly, which made Kii burst out laughing.


“She scared him silly,” she relayed with a treachrously amused expression.


“She wouldn’t be Kammi if she didn’t,” Girk grinned.  “Now tell me what’s going on.  I didn’t get much info under Hirrag’s wing…sometimes literally,” he snorted.

“Welcome to the new world, Girk.  We’re important now,” Kell grated.


“I’m starting to understand how you feel about it,” he nodded.


“Geon and Anthra are up here now, in the storage chamber,” he relayed as they went down to the next level.  “They want to be at paw when this is all over, so they can rejoin the council.  They brought you here so we’re all in one place, and I have no doubt that there’s a few fire and sky dragons hovering over the farm to make sure nobody tries anything.  They’re still fighting it out up there.”


“I saw some of it when Hinado carried me out,” he nodded.  “The chromatics didn’t look to be doing very well.”


“They’re outnumbered and outgunned.  This isn’t much more than a beatdown,” Kell answered with a grunt.  “The other dragons are smacking some sense into them, no more, no less.”


“That’s a good description of it,” Girk agreed.  “So, we just hang out here until it’s over?”


“Kammi’s sending messages down to the city using the ELF, so we’re more like a communications post right now,” he answered.


“Clever, I didn’t know it was still here.”


“Yeah, we sorta forgot about it in all the chaos,” Kell noted.  “But it’s coming in very handy now.”


“Girk!  Nice seeing you!” Kammi said brightly as the two of them came down the ramp into the cellar.


“Nice to be back with my own,” he chuckled.  “So, I heard you scared the scales off Kell.”


Kii burst out into laughter again.


“Revenge is coming, little drakeling,” Kell told her in an ugly tone, which made her laugh harder.


“He deserved it, running off like that without taking me,” she growled, giving Kell a warning look.  “But I’m not arguing with the results.”


“So, now we play messenger and just wait,” Girk reasoned.


“Yeah.  But it shouldn’t take long,” Kell said, sitting on his haunches.  “The chromatics really don’t stand a chance.” 
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It was over.


The dragon’s council mounted their podiums as six chromatics were herded before them.  All six showed signs of battle, lacerations, burns, one of them had all the feathers burned off of his tail, and all of them were almost stumbling from exhaustion.  They had fought fairly well, as Jussa would estimate such things, but they had honestly had no chance.  The dragons they faced all had full command of their magical powers, and once the chromatics expended their breath weapons and cast what few spells they could, they were defenseless.  The larger, stronger fire dragons had overwhelmed them with sheer numbers, had exhausted them, and then had defeated them.


They looked defeated.  They looked lethargic, dazed, one of them looking around with vacant eyes as if he had palsy in his neck.  One stumbled and fell, then was helped up by her companions, until they were herded into the center of the aerie, standing on the golden stones of the center circle.  “Sit,” Jussa called in a strong voice, and they all did so, some of them with relief.  “Well done, esteemed council member,” he said, looking to Hirrag.  “The valor of the fire dragons has been proved this day.”


“We are the fangs and claws of the island, esteemed council member,” he replied with a simple nod.


“Chromatics of the Council of Seven, a warrant of arrest has been forsworn against you, and the fire dragons have executed that warrant with swift and dutiful action,” he addressed the six chromatics.


“Arrest?  By what authority do you arrest us?” the oldest female asked, outrage giving her strength.


“That would be ours,” came a voice from behind them.  The six chromatics gasped as the earth wyrm Anthra climbed up over the edge of the aerie, the earth drake Geon just behind her.  “The chromatics turned their backs on the authority of this council, and so we have brought you to heel.”


“Esteemed council member,” Jussa said with a nod.  “I’m glad you could make it.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t miss this,” she replied with a dark smile at the six weary chromatics.  She climbed up onto her podium, and when she sat on her haunches, Jussa could feel the aura of magic around her, bathing him in its invigorating warmth.  It was an aura that had been concealed behind the ambient magic in the world before the earth dragons retreated to their sanctuary, but now that that magic had faded, the true power of the earth dragons was a blaring trumpet to the sky that none on the aerie could ignore.  She fanned her wings a few times, almost majestically, then folded them back against and over her flanks.  “You used deceit and treachery to destroy our homes and disrupt the harmony of this island.  Now you stand before this council to answer for your actions.”


“We did no such thing!” one of them protested.  “We were protecting the ancient traditions of dragonkind, which your dragons were threatening!”


“And what part of your plan of protecting draconic culture involved stripping us of our right to sit on this council?” Geon asked flintily, giving them a narrow-eyed stare.


The six of them fell silent.


“Exactly,” Anthra snorted, then she turned to look at Jussa.  “You know where we stand, esteemed council member.  The punishment need not be harsh.  Harshness will only fester old wounds.  But the council chromatic—“

“Is beyond our justice,” Jussa said dryly.  “It seems that someone exacted the ultimate punishment against him.”


“Someone killed him?”


“Yes, someone killed him,” a voice called from the side.  Kell the earth drake climbed over the edge with the female intended of his, Kammi, and a slightly larger earth drake with thick black bands on his neck, the earth drake Girk.  “I did,” he declared, which made Kammi give him a short look.


“Your attack was quite timely, Kell,” Hirrag told him.  “It left the chromatics without leadership.”


“That was the idea, esteemed council member,” he said as the three earth drakes approached to the edge of the ring of podiums, then stopped between the earth and water seats.  “But it had to be done.  It was clear to everyone that the council chromatic would never see reason.  He was too consumed by his hatred to ever accept defeat.”


“A truth, but I’m not sure it required the vigilante action of execution, Kell,” Jussa said mildly.


“After everything he did, you think he didn’t deserve it?” Kell flared, rising up on his haunches and pointing.  “Go look over the edge, Jussa!  That mess down there, those destroyed farms, gaping holes, the empty bellies, the fact we just fought each other when there’s going to be a fleet of human ships coming our way in a matter of weeks, they’re all his fault!  He deserved far more than me melting his face off!”


A few of the chromatics shuddered.  They had probably seen it, and it must not have been pretty.


“I did not say you were wrong, Kell, I simply said that something less, gruesome, could have been done.”


“Well, I for one approve,” Geon said calmly, looking down at the three earth drakes.  “And it removes the only real problem we had.”


“Truly,” Sessara agreed.


“We digress,” Hinado called.  “We are here to dispense the justice of the council upon the Council of Seven for the crimes of lying to this council, destroying earth dragon property, causing a disruption of the production of food that has brought hunger and harm to every dragon on this island, and engaging in a conspiracy to deprive the earth dragons of their rights, their property, and strip them of their seats upon this very council.”


Jussa drew himself up.  “As was agreed by this council, your punishment is thus.  A public rebuke will be read at every council and pod session when next they meet, and you are hereby stripped of your positions on the ruling council of the chromatics.  You will spend your time aiding the earth dragons in the reclamation of their farms, but will not suffer magical interdiction.  You will instead use your magic at the behest of the earth dragons to help them restore their farms and rebuild their lives.  When every farm and ranch on the island are fully repaired and in working order, your punishment will be complete.  In that time, it is our hope that you will understand how terribly wrong you were about them.”


“You can’t do that!” one of them declared indignantly.


“We can,” came a new voice.  Ten aged, wizened chromatics flitted down from the air and landed just before the empty podium of the chromatic seat.  “We told you that this was your test, that the will of Gaia would prevail.  And you have failed,” the female told them.  “We gave you one final chance to reverse yourself from this self-destructive course, because true wisdom teaches us that all dragons, no matter how wrong, must be given the chance to do what is right on his own before they are set right by others.  You ignored your chance to set things right, and so now they will be set right for you.  You allowed the hatred the council chromatic held in his heart to poison you, and that has made you unfit to stand in positions of authority among the chromatics.  Only with time and contemplation over what you have done will restore our trust in you.  You have failed the chromatics, you have failed all of Draconia, and we are very disappointed in you.”

The six chromatics looked at the ten wizened old chromatics in something approaching horror.

“You will stand forth and accept the punishment pronounced upon you with dignity,” one of the other sages told them, a bit harshly.  “The destruction and ruination that lies on those lowlands is your responsibility, and you will help set things right.”


“Well spoken, most wise,” Jussa said with a nod.  “Since you are here, it comes to you, sages of the chromatics, to choose a new council chromatic to take your race’s rightful place among us.  It is unseemly that all races of dragons are not represented in this council, especially right now.”


“We have already agreed to a replacement,” one of the sages declared.  “Let he who had the courage to stand against his peers and do what was right stand forth now and represent the chromatics in all matters of importance.”

Another chromatic landed seconds later, whom they all identified as the professor, Trejem.  He climbed up onto his podium with a grave expression, shivered his wings, then folded them back.  “I am not worthy of this position,” he said.  “I was one of those who agreed to the course of action that brought us to this point, and for that, I most humbly apologize,” he said, lowering his head in Anthra and Geon’s direction.  “I believed that I was acting in the best interest of all dragon kind, at least until I saw the extent of the hatred that the former holder of this seat had inside him.  He would have shattered the island and driven us to the brink of ruin to satisfy his lust to subjugate the earth dragons under his paws, and it was all completely unnecessary.  Had we simply approached the earth dragons and explained our concerns, I’m positive now we could have reached an agreement.  Now I see that this wasn’t about the earth dragons and their technology, it was about nothing more than my prior colleague’s need to place himself above others, to prove his superiority by bringing misery to those he felt were lesser than him.”


“At least you understand, and for that much, we can accept you,” Anthra told him.  “And it is time to move on.  We must clean up this mess, rebuild, and then we move on and put this behind us.  There will be no recriminations, no punishments outside of the just punishment handed out to these six,” she said, sweeping her glowing amber eyes over the six exhausted, frightened chromatics.  “For the other chromatics and the sky dragons that opposed us, there will be amnesty.  They were simply misled, and we will not punish them for that.


“However,”she added in a grating voice.  “The actions prior to this do need to be addressed.  The sky dragons destroyed our power plant, our factories, and our farms, and we demand that they assist us in rebuilding what they destroyed.”


“And you will get their assistance,” Hinado answered evenly.  “The sky dragons not involved in protecting the island will be at your service, Anthra.  We will help in any way we can.  After all, we eat the food that comes from those farms as well, so all of us must help repair them as quickly as possible, before the summer rains come.”

“Well said, Hinado,” Sessara nodded.  “If not for the threat of the humans encroaching on our territory, we would be right there with you.  But I’m afraid that at this time, the need to defend the island trumps the need to repair the farms. If we do not meet the threat of the invading humans with every fire dragon we can muster, there may be no farms to repair.”


“And we understand that need,” Anthra nodded.  “The fire dragons are needed to perform their role as the fangs and claws of the island.  We can handle rebuilding, and we will let you do what you do best, my fire dragon cousins.  Protect the island.”


Sessara and Hirrag nodded silently.


“Take them to be healed and allow them to rest,” Trejem said, looking at his former colleagues.  “They will begin their penance at sunrise tomorrow.”


Fire dragons herded the six exhausted chromatics from the central circle.


Trejem rose up to sit in an erect posture.  “On behalf of the chromatics, esteemed council, we hereby accept the demands levied by the earth dragons.  Though some of my chromatics may be forced to accept those demands at clawpoint, nevertheless, the demands are acceded to by this council seat.  We absolutely must bring the earth dragons back to the surface.  Not only does magic depend on it, but the summer rains are but weeks away, and there is much work to do.”


“You should go explain things to your dragons, esteemed colleague,” Jussa ventured.


“It won’t be that hard, honored council leader, since the fire dragons are holding all the insurgents by the crater lake while the water dragons tend their wounds,” he said dryly.


“We have just come from there, where certain truths were laid upon them,” one of the sages growled.  “They will cause this council no trouble, I assure you.  We have made our displeasure very plain.”

“And for that, you have our gratitude, most wise,” Jussa said mildly.


“However, we would ask a boon of you, earth drakes,” the sage said, turning to the field agents.  “There is absolutely no argument about the source of magic when one of you stands before them.  I would ask one of you, or all of you, to go to the lake and show the chromatics just what they were doing.”


“I believe we can arrange that,” Geon said, looking at the three of them.  “It’s what field agents do, after all.”


“So, you want us to go down there and smack some fluffies in the face with our tails?  I’m in,” Kammi said, which made Jussa give her a light, amused look.


He then he slapped his tail on the floor.  “At this time, I think we should adjourn for a short time.  There are some things that need to be done, orders to be relayed, injuries to tend, and of course, some faces to tail-smack,” he added dryly, which made Kammi grin wickedly in his direction.  “We will reconvene in two hours.”


“Plenty of time,” Kammi said, prancing a bit as she advanced into the circle. 


Kell sighed and shook his head, which made Girk snort from a suppressed laugh and give him a highly amused look.
