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After Dinner Conversation believes humanity is improved by ethics and morals grounded in philosophical truth and that philosophical truth is discovered through intentional reflection and respectful debate. In order to facilitate that process, we have created a growing series of short stories across genres, a monthly magazine, and two podcasts. These accessible examples of abstract ethical and philosophical ideas are intended to draw out deeper discussions with friends, family, and students.
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From the Editor
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IF I’M BEING HONEST, running a literary magazine is mostly a slog. And then you read a sentence like “In the vacant plot of soil in the backyard of his house, tucked away between the neighbor’s walls, that dour man found joy, in a world where he otherwise only saw purpose,” from Pappou’s Garden. Or, “His [day] job was an argument against the existence of the soul,” from Reni Winter, Dead at 57, also in this issue. And all the work is worth it again.

When I was teaching, I used to play a game with my students; find a single sentence in the reading so perfect you could put it on a bumper sticker. It’s weird, I know, but stories can be overwhelming. Single sentences are easier to digest.

I think about this sentence almost daily, which says in part, “I don’t turn toward the light because it means someday I’ll ‘win’ some sort of cosmic game. I turn toward it because it is the light.”

These sentences, and the ideas they convey, make me tear up. In fact, I can’t remember that last issue we published that didn’t make me tear up. And I think, “now that is art.”

If you share my belief in the value of art and our mission, please consider donating to the magazine. We would like to finally start paying our cover artist, who is absurdly talented and has been working for free the last few years. While we appreciate his generosity, he deserves to get paid. You can make a donation on our website, or subscribe via Patreon.
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Hatching Dragons
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Elana Gomel
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CONTENT DISCLOSURE: Mild Violence
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THE CALL CAME AT 3.40 pm and woke me up. Afternoon is the worst time of day. It is sandwiched between the morning when everything seems fresh and ripe with promise, and the evening when darkness gives you a decent pretext for going to bed. In the afternoon the sky is glassy, the sun merciless, and you feel passage of wasted time as physically as bleeding.

I was napping with my AC on full blast. I was old enough to remember the period when caring about climate change made people admire you rather than suspect you of collaborating with terrorists. That long-ago golden age. The time before dragons.

The call was from Rose of course, though she used another anonymous number. David only called for another lawyers’ meeting. And Cassie never did.

“SFO,” said Rose’s clipped voice in my ear. “Third terminal.”

I savored the burst of adrenaline. Unfortunately, I am immune to substance abuse. Alcohol passes through my body like water; pot gives me migraines; the antidepressants that I had been prescribed after the divorce had all the efficacy of sugar pills. My brain, with its “unique and precious software” as Rose put it, serves the state’s interests well. It does nothing for me.

I drove to the airport in my new SUV. Pale sunshine oozed down my windshield, curdled by the grit in the air. The Vacaville fire-dragon had been bad. Half of the town was smoking ruins by the time the dragon collapsed in upon itself, tunneling into a point of nothingness above the charred ground.

The traffic was light, so I got to SFO in record time. They were waiting for me: Rose and two of her interchangeable goons. I could never fix their faces in my memory. They all blended into one generic image like a stock photo: a thick neck, a crewcut, and a blank stare. I am not good at face recognition. I am not good at anything, except the one thing that makes me indispensable.

The goons took care of my parking and escorted me through the chaos of the airport, parting the crowds like twin avatars of Moses marching through the Red Sea. And if this was not enough to assure me of my importance, Rose Delano, the FBI director herself, was limping by my side.

“A new tip?” I asked her. She nodded. Her plastic face could not express emotions, but I knew there was anger churning behind the mask of shiny pink scar tissue.

It turned out to be a new eatery, called Food of the World and featuring smoked Icelandic char, Chilean wines, and Brazilian beer. I was glad it was not a luggage carousel. Nothing is worse than standing by the hypnotically floating succession of identical suitcases, peering at their scuffed leather and waiting for the sharp crack of a hatching.

The eatery had been evacuated. I stepped over the yellow tape. Rose moved to follow me, her hunched body in a ridiculously formal black suit hovering over the tape like a crow. I shook my head, and she stepped back. It was not to protect her. If the dragon hatched before I located the egg, a couple of extra yards would not make any difference. At the end of the day, the entire San Francisco International Airport could be a wilderness of ashes or a swamp overflowing with pungent slime. But I needed to be alone when I was working. Other people were a distraction to me—as David had never failed to point out.

I stopped in the middle of the eatery, taking it in: the lifeless fluorescent glare; the abandoned plastic plates, overflowing with dying vegetables and dead meat; the left-behind luggage; the xylophone of multicolored sodas in the fridge; the bulging shapes of wine bottles like a row of portly Victorian gentlemen... When I look, I need to empty out my mind. I need to be fully present in the moment—not second-guessing myself, not figuring out, not thinking at all—just looking. Perhaps that was why I failed, time and again, to train a successor. How could I explain my “method” when there was no method at all?

But I could see nothing except for the flotsam of transient lives. Panic welled up in my throat.

I glanced back at Rose. She must be frightened. We were standing next to a hand-grenade with a lit fuse. And yet she had come here to lend me moral support. I would appreciate the gesture more if I did not know her career depended on my success. Using a quack, as I was often called, to defuse the worst terrorist threat since 9/11 had her political rivals sniping at her heels like a pack of rabid dogs.

I squinted at the salad bar under the sloping glass cover. The colors were smudged somehow: the red ripeness of tomatoes clotting into maroon; the cheerful green of arugula deepened into somber sage... It looked strange but then I realized it was because the glass of the case was oily, painted with swirls of fatty deposits. I went back staring at the wine bottles, their uniform darkness promising some secret locked inside, even though I knew it was dangerous to succumb to the obvious symbolism of everyday life.

Behind me, I heard the tapping of Rose’s high-heeled shoe on the floor.

Rose was not born with a curved spine and a shiny plastic mask for a face. The Orlando dragon, one of the first ones to evolve beyond the simplicity of fire- and smoke-drakes, had made her what she was now. There had been so many more since then: water-dragons, to turn tap water into poison; flesh-dragons, to breed swarms of flying leeches that burrowed into the bodies of the victims; slime-dragons, to vomit forth waves of suffocating, greasy foam...

Grease! I sprinted toward the salad bar, ran my hand over the glass and felt it give, stickily, like a liquefying corpse.

“This!” I yelled, pointing to the bar.

The agents moved with a lightning speed, and I just managed to flop down and roll out of the way as a hailstorm of bullets shattered the case. The noise was deafening but still could not drown the screams in the terminal. I wondered how many people would be prevented by PTSD from ever entering an airport again. Carbon taxes and pandemics had failed to stem the flow of air traffic. Not the Children of Gaia counted on dragons doing their work for them.

They had failed to reckon with humanity’s unsatiable appetite for leisure travel. And they had failed to reckon with me.

The rattle of bullets died down and I risked raising my head. The salad bar grew broken glass instead of lettuce. Streams of wine and rivulets of soda mingled in a complicated beverage delta on the floor. But my eyes were instantly drawn to a smashed tray that used to hold cooked quinoa, and I felt the tension drain out of my body.

The tray was swollen and puffy. The scattered grains of quinoa, inflated to the size of a ball bearing, quivered, jelly-like. And from a pile of chopped vegetables, a single curved talon, as big as my hand, stuck out.

I had been right. I had detected the dragon egg correctly—once again—without having any idea how I was doing it.

* * *
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I WAITED FOR CASSIE to call until I could plausibly lie to myself that it was too late, and she was already in bed. Of course, I knew she was probably chatting or texting with her girlfriends. David never insisted on reasonable hours. Nevertheless, I was a bad mother. He was a stay-at-home dad, a perfect parent. The fact that it was my money that made it possible for him to go freelance, while having full custody, was irrelevant.

I could call or text Cassie myself... to have my call rejected and my text go unanswered. And then tomorrow there would be a brief impersonal response, and behind it I could hear David’s mildly reproachful voice, saying, “Cas, she is your mum!” and Cassie’s resentful grunt. So, I went to bed. Not to sleep—I would doze off after midnight if I was lucky—but to feel safe and protected in my cocoon. I had piled up old books on the other side of the bed where David used to sleep. I turned on the TV. Surrounded by books and fragrant candles, I could cope with the state of the world. Sometimes I thought it would be nice to have a pet, but I was allergic to cats. As for dogs... one of the first eggs I had discovered was in a sweet little Chihuahua.

The discovery of a dragon egg at SFO was not on top of the newscast. Unsurprising, considering what was. A dragon had hatched in the Old City of Basel in Switzerland. The newsfeed showed shell-shocked people staring pleadingly into the camera as if expecting to see the faces of their lost loved ones on the other side of the screen. A giant Catherine wheel was sagging over the demolished cathedral; a 700-year-old bridge was reduced to a path of rubble across the shallow Rhine. It had been a stone drake, a heavy lumbering beast, shedding rocks as it worked its way through the Marketplatz crowds.

I turned the TV off and lay on my back, staring at the ceiling dappled with writhing shadows from the candles. The sales of home candles and decorative lights had gone down because people mistakenly associated them with firedrakes. In fact, dragon eggs could be placed in any object, and there was no apparent connection between the incubator and the type of dragon that hatched from it. People had died handling a loaf of bread or a pet rabbit. The terrorists were not choosy what objects they used to drive home their point that humans were killing our planet. No surprise that so many people had become recluses, locking themselves in their homes and refusing any human contact. The emissions had gone down because fewer cars drove around. But not enough. At least, not enough for the Children of Gaia.

The paradox was that I, with my home cocoon, was the only human being on the planet who could have gone out all I wanted. I was not in danger of picking up a dragon egg in its everyday disguise. I
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	In the early 1900’s, the British women advocating for women’s right to vote, after decades of being ignored and abused, adopted the motto “deeds not words” and started smashing and burning buildings, finally winning the right to vote. Were they right in turning to radical protest to achieve their goals after decades of being ignored? How is the situation in the story the same, or different?

	Current climate activists have taken to destroying famous works of art in museums as a form of protest. How does destroying art compare to what they are doing in the story? What forms of radical protest are acceptable, and which are a bridge to far?

	Does the seriousness of the crisis (and immediacy) have bearing on which forms of radical or violent protest are acceptable?

	The main character argues that “any rational person” will view people who kill others in defense of their causes as “crazy and evil.”  Do you agree? Would any “rational person” answer the same way you did regarding questions #1-#3?

	Are there ways for governments to prevent terrorists from being created as a form of resistance? Are there ways for government to end terrorism besides giving the terrorists exactly what they want? What if, what the terrorists want, is totally unreasonable? 
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