Chapter 18

29 August 2017, 03:52 DMT; Sanctuary City

With enough velocity to send water spraying in every direction, Kell broached the surface of the water tube’s watery border and landed some two meters from the edge.  His spread wings cascading water, he advanced into the tunnel and shook them to urge it along, then folded them back as Kammi’s head parted the roiling water he left behind.  She didn’t vault out of the water as he did, instead climbing out as she sucked in air greedily, her body brightening to his thermographic vision as the water that absorbed her heat either dripped off or warmed up.

The trip back had been very fast, but otherwise uneventful.  They spent most of the time discussing Ralla’s information, and how it was going to complicate things.  Kell was almost of a mind that the chromatics had engineered this rebellion and power struggle on purpose, just so they had a viable reason to not come to the bargaining table.  Prisma seemed utterly convinced that such a thing just shouldn’t happen, mainly because the sages wouldn’t allow the chromatics to fight among themselves.  But it seemed that the sages were truly staying out of it, letting the younger chromatics settle the matter themselves, which backed up Kell’s theory that the whole thing was just a ploy.  There was so much to do, and the earth dragons would need to come out soon, if only because summer was coming and with it the change in the weather patterns that caused it to rain much more.  Not that seasons meant that much on a sub-tropical island in the south Pacific, but there were changes in weather that came with the seasons.  Winters on the island were warm and delightful, the seasonal winds discouraging all rain except the afternoon showers caused by the island itself.  The spring and summer brought weather systems over the island that caused significantly more rain, which caused the earth dragons to change their crops; potatoes and other root vegetables didn’t like excessively wet conditions.  They grew rain-tolerant crops on the lower tracts during the summer, pumpkins, eggplants, squash, tomatoes, and saved their root crops such as potatoes, radishes, and carrots for upper fields that drained quickly, fields that they designed to let them grow root crops without the excessive water rotting them in the ground. Every farm had crop rotation plans like that.  But, the coming of the rainy season made it even more critical for the earth dragons to get back outside and get to work saving their farms, before the daily thunderstorms and heavy downpours scoured the entire lowlands of their fertile soil.  Every day they stayed in their city was another day that they lost vital topsoil to erosion.

The other dragons intended to put their paws into it, however.  All three of the other races were firmly convinced of Prisma’s revelation, and as such, were willing to accept the earth dragon demands…and indeed, attitudes among the other dragons were already changing.  The fire dragons had gotten very protective in a hurry, afraid that an earth dragon coming to harm might damage magic, and while the sky dragons were still very angry over the death of Ivaiya, the fact that venting their anger on the very dragons that gave them the ability to fly put them in something of a moral quandary.  Despite what the earth dragons meant to magic, there were a few sky dragons that, like the chromatics, were still spiteful enough to threaten the earth dragons.  But the problem they had was that it was mostly the younger sky dragons that refused to let go of their prejudiced hate, and the other sky dragons wouldn’t tolerate them trying to avenge Ivaiya.  About the only thing that could stop a sky dragon in the air was another sky dragon, and a younger sky dragon was no match for a seasoned, mature sky dragon, long in age and far more experienced in both flight and magic.


Sky dragons didn’t slow down as they aged, they only got faster.


The water dragons didn’t have to move much from their original position.  They had always been the allies of the earth dragons, the two races having more in common with each other than any of the other races, and the relationship between Keth’s and Shii’s families were a perfect example of that.  Only in the lowlands did dragons of different races live so close together, literally side by side, where on the volcanoes they segregated themselves by race along the two mountaintops.  The revelation really just proved that the water dragons had been right all along to care for their earth dragon cousins.

Prisma floated out of the water, looking a bit silly with her antenna and tail feathers soaked and drooping, and behind her was Geon, the breathing bubble around his head vanishing once it lost contact with the water.  Jirran was the last one out that wasn’t a water dragon, with Essan, who had joined them just at the edge of the island, climbing out behind him.  Hinado had stayed outside to spread the word to the other dragons, and prepare them for Hirrag’s return later that day.  Hirrag would be flying back on his own, was probably already on his way back, and Sessara would be bringing the females and hatchlings back tomorrow.


Kammi hit the intercom box on the wall near the water.  “We’re back,” she declared.  “Is anyone up?”


“Of course there is,” came a reply.  “The chief and Anthra will meet you in the office as soon as you get up here.”


“Sheesh, I guess they think little things like maybe wanting something to eat or getting some sleep don’t mean anything,” she grunted.


“I doubt they’ll hold us there long,” Kell said back to her as he started up the tunnel.

He was right.  Ferroth and Anthra only kept them long enough to get their impressions of the summit, listening to Geon mainly, then Ferroth asked the four field agents for their observations.  All four agreed that the Americans were being a little too accommodating to be entirely trustworthy, and agreed that the Americans would resist when the dragons started branching out to other nations.  They discussed China’s moves, and Ferroth brought them up to speed.  “They’re in full war mode,” he told the field agents as the council members listened.  “They’re mobilizing their military assets and they have entire buildings full of war hackers warming up their boxes.  The dragons leaving isn’t changing their plans, they still intend to levy sanctions on the Americans in two days.”


“Which will send the entire global economy into a tailspin,” Trekka grunted.


“We’re digging up their military plans now,” Ferroth continued, looking at Trekka.  “The first thing they’re sending are surveillance aircraft, to try to find the island.  Once they find the island, they’ll send a task force, including two of their four aircraft carriers and enough troop transports to scare the piss out of any other country that might want to try to take the island from them.  Some hundred thousand men, tanks, armor, engineers, everything they need to dig in and turn this place into a fortress,” Ferroth growled.  “If they can land that on the island, even we might have a very hard time trying to beat them back.  That’s a hell of a lot of soldiers.”

“Yeah, so we can’t let them land,” Kammi said.  “The water dragons can deal with the task force.”


“Carefully,” Essan noted.  “Water dragons don’t show up on sonar, but that’s no reason to be reckless.”


“Right, we can’t let them figure out how it’s happening.  But, we also can’t be quite so merciful as we first planned to be,” Kell grunted.


“What are you saying, Kell?”


“I’m saying that sinking some of those ships might be necessary,” he answered.  “Not the troop transports, but the cargo freighters, and maybe a couple of the larger warships.  Maybe even one of the aircraft carriers.”

“Sinking a modern ship isn’t quite that easy,” Essan said with a frown.  “They can stay afloat with big holes in them.”


“I know, that’s why you’ll need me there,” Kell said with an expression that made it clear that he didn’t like what he was suggesting.  “Earth dragon claws can tear right through the hull.  I can dig a gash from bow to stern and make it impossible for them to keep it afloat.”


“Send an earth dragon out into harm’s way?” Essan protested.


“I’m not an earth dragon, Essan, I’m a field agent,” Kell shot right back.  “That wouldn’t be the first time I’ve risked my life doing my job, and it won’t be the last.  I don’t like the idea that I might kill men who can’t get off the ship in time, but we have to look at our own safety…and our own needs.  They’re sending those ships down here to conquer us.  Well, once we sink them, those ships and everything on them become ours as soon as the water dragons drag them back to the island.  We sink them, the water dragons salvage them, and that’s materials and equipment we don’t have to buy.”


“That’s actually not a bad idea,” Kammi said despite herself.  “That’s a whole lot of steel, as well as some other raw materials we need, like wires, pipes, and cables.  Even some machinery.”


“And it’s material we don’t have to barter for, just as Kell said,” Trekka agreed.  “That will let what gold we have go further.”


“How fast could you sink one of their ships?” Ferroth asked.


“Pretty fast,” Kell replied.  “Modern damage control is very effective, most ships can survive hitting a mine or taking a torpedo and not sinking, but they’re not designed to deal with widespread damage, like, say, a gash that runs all the way down the ship below the waterline.  The key to sinking a modern ship is to get around its compartmentalized construction.”


“We could bring a few icebergs up from the antarctic,” Essan offered.  “Just ram them, that should sink the ships.”


“And damage things we might salvage,” Girk piped in.  “Actually, Kell has the best idea.  Sink them while doing as little damage as possible.  As long as the equipment survives hitting the bottom, it’s equipment we can salvage.  The electric power generators on a ship the size of an aircraft carrier could power the entire island, we wouldn’t have to build our own.  And they’re built to tolerate getting flooded, so we could probably get them back in working order after getting them dried out.”

“Are Chinese ships nuclear?” Essan asked.


“They have ten nuclear powered ships, and two of them are their aircraft carriers,” Kell answered.  “They’ve started building a fleet of nuclear submarines, but I’m not counting those, just surface ships.”


“So, if we sink an aircraft carrier, we have a reactor to deal with.”


“We can manage that,” Kammi assured him.  “Earth dragons aren’t hurt by uranium, and we can store the fuel rods down here.  This is a whole lot of solid rock separating the material from the island.  It should be safe enough.”


“Actually, I’d have Jukra dig out a storage bunker even deeper if we take on something like nuclear fuel rods,” Anthra said.  “Putting them almost into the mantle should be deep enough.”


“We could sink the ships without an earth dragon,” Essan said.  “But if the point is to capture the ships, then we don’t need to sink them.  We can capture them without sinking them.”


“The point of sinking the ship is to force the crew off,” Kell told him.  “If we tried to capture a ship, there would always be crew members who barricade themselves inside the ships, seal off the watertight doors, and we’d have to fight them…and you’d still need earth dragons if you try that.  You can be killed by bullets, Essan.  I can’t.  Also, when we sink the ship, the Chinese don’t know we captured it.  If they knew we captured the ship, it would lead to all kinds of political problems later on, like them demanding we give it back.  If we sink it, then the international law of salvage comes into play.  Anyone can salvage a ship, and it’s legal.  The Chinese couldn’t say jack about it.”

“Ah.  Alright,” Essan nodded.  “But we could still sink the ship without needing an earth dragon.  We could froth the water, make it too aerated to support the ship, or simply ram it with a water spear.  That would easily go through the hull.”


“So, you’re saying you don’t want an earth dragon along to help?”


“I will not risk you that way,” he replied immediately.  “You are too precious.”


“And here I thought being so important would be a good thing,” Kammi said sourly.  “I didn’t expect them to want to chain me to the pedestal they put me on.”


“I had a similar discussion with Sessara,” Kell grunted.  “I’ll tell you the same thing I told her, Essan.  We may be earth dragons, but our job requires us to put ourselves in danger from time to time.  You’re just going to have to live with it.  When you sally out to sink those ships, I will be going with you, and I’ll be there to help you sink the ones I decide we need to sink, because it’s my job to know which ships to sink and which to spare, it’s my job to use what I know to protect the water dragons from possible harm when they attack.  And if it requires tooth to claw battle with the humans, that’s my job too, because nothing short of an eight inch gun I’d be facing attacking a naval ship is going to hurt me, marines don’t usually carry explosives or anti-tank weaponry while defending a ship, it tends to sink your own ship.  I won’t like to do it, but I will.  The department and the field agents were created for exactly this, to know humans and know how to protect ourselves from them, and that’s going to include me being along when the water dragons attack those ships so you have my expertise available to you, which may save water dragon lives.  I work well with Patriarch Surral out in the open water, and he’ll make sure I don’t drown.”


“You believe we’ll let you do such a thing?”


“Stop me,” he said bluntly, which made Ferroth give a dark chuckle.


“Kell gets to the point, Essan,” Ferroth said.  “What we are doesn’t change what we do.  The five young drakes you see in this room were risking their lives long before the other dragons cared about the lives they were risking.  Just because you think we’re too valuable to risk now, that doesn’t change our point of view.  We are the department.”


Girk almost beamed at being included with the other field agents, though he’d never been sent on a field mission.  Essan, on the other hand, looked quite irritated at Ferroth’s declaration.

“So, you’d better get things organized with Patriarch Surral so he can take Kell out when you attack the ships.  We’ll tell you when and where they’ll be, then you deal with them.”


“And if I refuse?”


“They’re so cute when they think they have a choice,” Kammi said impishly, which earned her a glare from Essan.


“That’s what the department does, Essan, and we’re not going to stop just because you don’t like it,” Ferroth declared.  “Now, I’m sure the others are pretty damn tired and very hungry, and we’re not going to hold them here with more debate.”


“Yes,” Anthra agreed, looking at Geon.  “All of you get some food, get some rest.  And good work out there,” she finished.

“While you guys are resting, we’ll dig up the engineering plans on Chinese naval ships so you can get around their damage control,” Ferroth told them.  “It’ll be a good project for our earth drake computer jockeys that aren’t field agents.”


“Sounds good,” Kammi said, then she yawned.  “I’m not sure which I want more, food or sleep.”


“You can always dream that you’re eating,” Trekka quipped with a light look.


“Lick my tail, Trekka,” she retorted.

30 August 2017, 19:27 DMT; Sanctuary City

Things up top were definitely as chaotic as Ralla suggested.


The chromatics were all stirred up.  It was almost a state of open civil war.  The libraries had always been the nexus of chromatic society, and those libraries were now the staging grounds of the two factions.  One faction was led by the council chromatic and the council of chromatic elders, the chromatic ruling body, and in their corner they had many of the older chromatics.  The other faction was led by a renegade elder chromatic and numbered most of the younger adult chromatics, which showed a split within chromatic society.  The older dragons were siding with the council chromatic because they were fully indoctrinated in the chromatic society, which told them to obey those above them and demand obedience from those below them.  The council and the council chromatic were their superiors, so they were doing what they were told almost out of reflex.  The younger dragons, who still had some fire in them that had yet to be put out by the strangling nature of chromatic society when it came to free thinking, had the gall to actually think that the council chromatic was making a mistake.  One did not question the actions of a superior in chromatic society.


And it was all Jussa’s fault, they learned.  Jussa had had the clever foresight to spread the truth across the island before the chromatics had a response organized, and their attempt to quash Jussa’s information actually did more harm than good.  The fact that they tried to actively suppress the revelation and replace it with a truly outlandish theory that basically boiled down to the water dragons are lying rather than try to explain things in a rational manner the way the water dragons did got quite a few chromatics thinking, mainly the younger ones.  Had the chromatics countered with an alternate theory that could debate the issue, they may not have caused the reaction they did.  But, since they had no real retort for the powerful evidence the other dragons presented, they instead resorted to simply calling them liars without offering their own side of the story.  That made the younger chromatics even more suspicious, and allowed the rogue elder to sway them to his side.

So, it actually came down to two sides; those who believed the water dragons, and those who didn’t.  The older chromatics were more educated, but in some ways, they were less smart than the youngers, because they were so conditioned to blindly follow their ruling council that they were willing to believe even the most ridiculous of claims they made.


It had even less of an effect on the other dragons.  The fire dragons were, in their way, even worse than the chromatics in that regard.  Hirrag said he believed something different, and since he was the biggest bully on the block, everyone else either believed what he believed or kept the fact that they didn’t very quiet.  Hirrag had the power to command every other fire dragon to do his bidding, it was his privilege as the fire wyrm council member, so if he told them the water dragons were telling the truth, that was that.  Whether they believed it or not didn’t matter, it was that Hirrag believed it, and Hirrag was the boss.  The sky dragons, on the other hand, were a bit more esoteric about it.  Some of them believed the water dragons, and some didn’t, and there was active discourse over the matter…polite discourse.  They debated the issue with the reason that the chromatics should have been using, but the fact that Hinado believed Jussa’s claims, and Faralla by proxy since he defaulted to Hinado’s personal experience in the matter, was a very convicinging argument in those debates.  Hinado was highly respected in sky dragon society, and he had been personally present when it was proven that earth dragons were the source of magic.  If he said that it had proved it to his satisfaction, that was a strong weight tipping the scales in Hinado’s favor.  Some sky dragons believed Jussa, some sky dragons believed the chromatics, but unlike the chromatics, the ones that believed the chromatics were willing to give Hinado the benefit of the doubt.  If he was right, he was right.  If he was wrong, he’d admit he was wrong, and it did no real further damage to the situation.


The only real point where the sky dragons were angry with Hinado was over the demands.  Hinado was fully on board with them, and when he told the sky dragons they had to help rebuild the farms they destroyed, they were more than a little miffed.  Quite a few sky dragons shared Ivaiya’s contempt for earth dragons, and they were mainly the ones that didn’t believe Jussa’s claims that the earth dragons were the source of magic.  But, unlike the chromatics, those sky dragons ceded to their council members and the majority with voiced objection, but without violent retaliation.  They weren’t happy about it, but they weren’t going to attack their own and cause a civil war over it.  They were being far more civilized about their internal difference of opinion than the chromatics were.  They could voice their dissent in a civilized manner, and Hinado acknowledged that dissent, also in a civilized manner.

 Down below, the earth dragons were involved in two different but no less important activities.  Anthra oversaw one, and Geon the other.  Anthra was coordinating their imminent return to the surface, holding many conferences with Fredda and Jukra over what they’d need to rebuild, what the farms would need, tools, help, everything.  Anthra then started telling the lay earth dragon just how bad the damage was about that then, but doing so with an emphasis on the fact that since the earth dragons had won, they could have their moment of anger as long as they let it go.  After all, once everything was put back together, then they’d never have to worry about it again.  Keth had gotten pictures of his farm from Sella, and while the damage was extensive and it caused him to nearly break into tears, he got over it and his mind started working on how to not just rebuild, but make it better.  The earth dragon need to constantly tinker was starting to approach the problem as a chance to remodel, as it were, to make improvements that would have been either very hard to accomplish or downright impossible on a farm that was actively producing.

But there was some realignment.  Gev, at seeing the state of his farm, shocked everyone in Dawnmist when he sold half of his land to Keth, holding back just enough to feed his family comfortably and make a little extra on the side.  “I’ve wanted to expand the store anyway, this gives me an excuse,” he explained when Gev and Keth finalized the deal.  “My lifemate rather likes the idea of being a shopkeeper.  She says it’s much less work focusing on one rather than trying to do both.”


And so, Keth and their family farm became not just the largest farm in Dawnmist, but one of the largest farms on the island…and that meant that he’d have even more work to do, since Gev’s tracts had been the most extensively damaged tracts in Dawnmist, due to the topography that channeled much of the free-flowing rainwater across his land in corrosive sheets.  That had been a boon when he had crops in the ground, but when there was nothing holding the earth in place, it ravaged his topsoil.

Keth, however, was smart enough to deal with it.  After finalizing the deal, he and Kanna spent all day in the burrow, drawing up recovery plans that now included their four new tracts.


Geon oversaw the war effort, and that was centered in the department offices.   They had three teams going in preparation for the Chinese, each with its own objectives and mission.  The first team was spearheaded by the field agents with the senior agent Trekka in command, leading all the computer specialists in the department in their preparations to take it to the Chinese in the way they loved to take it to everyone else, over the internet.  The team was further broken down into two units, one of which would intercept orders and communications, and the other would actively attack Chinese computer assets.  Military systems, financial systems infrastructure, nothing was being left out in their preparations.  From causing chaos in the military chain of command to disrupting power and other services to such things as misdirecting shipments of needed goods, the hackers would all but force China to unplug from the internet to protect themselves, which would serve the double purpose of robbing their hackers of the connections they needed to do the same thing.  The Chinese actually had plans to prevent cyberwarfare, tight throttles and controls and firewalls at their main internet access hubs that gave the Chinese censorship power over what came in, but the weakness in their design was that whoever had control of those main nodes had control of China’s entire national computer network.  And once they had control, the only way to shut them down would be to literally pull the plugs that physically connected China to the rest of the internet.  And once they did that, there was always satellite.

The second team, led by Kintel, was undertaking observation, intelligence, and intercepting communications.  Drakes sat at computers monitoring computer traffic, observed both military and civilian communications like Chinese radio and TV, looking for anything unusual, and other drakes were studying satellite imagery to ensure that where the intelligence the computer teams were gleaning matched the physical location of military and civilian assets.  They coordinated those assets on large maps that kept track of everything, from naval ships to individual army units, and finding out as much as they could, even to the point where they were studying food and water consumption figures of army units that were slated for the invasion force.  They were even trying to find out the names of the greenest privates in those units, where they already knew the names of the senior enlisted personnel and officers.  The department always found out everything they could about anything that interested them, and that curiosity was unleashed.

The third section of the department focused on the dissemination of the information the intelligence team provided, and coordination of various agencies.  That was headed by Ferroth himself, and it was his job to provide information to President Walker and his agencies, walking that delicate line between giving them what they needed but not revealing too much, something that only Ferroth could do to his own satisfaction.  He and Jussa organized water dragon patrols, and he helped Hinado streamline sky dragon aerial patrols, on top of getting some sky dragon overflights of Chinese military bases to make sure the satellite images matched what was really going on.  Those, Hinado or Faralla did themselves, since the earth dragons really didn’t trust any other sky dragon.

With typical organization, these new divisions within the department had quickly smoothed themselves out into well-oiled machines, so well oiled that the earth dragons were monitoring Sessara and the females’ journey back to the island via satellite in real time.  They were only a few kilomters out, preparing to land back on their volcano, and their arrival was going to push things.  With all the fire dragons back, Hirrag intended to push the issue with the chromatics despite the fact that there was really nobody in control of the chromatics at the moment.  They were divided into two factions, and both factions claimed support from the sages…who remained completely and utterly silent.  In fact, they weren’t even appearing in public, something that had both Prisma and Kell both curious and worried.  Kell suspected that the council chromatic had literally locked them up in their library to prevent them from removing him from his position of power, executing his own private coup, but not expecting a second coup to rise up from the younger chromatics to challenge his authority.  Prisma, however, had a different theory, one she was discussing with him as he tweaked code meant to attack the power grid that ran the city of Beijing.


“You really think they’re doing it on purpose?” Kell asked.


She nodded.  “It made no sense to me until I approached the problem from their side. The sages could stop it all with a single word, but they are not.  They are letting it happen.”

“And the council chromatic couldn’t imprison them in the library?  Or even kill them?”


“Not the sages,” she replied.  “They are our most expert users of magic, Kell.  The entire Council of Seven could not hope to defeat them in magical combat.  They are silent because they wish to be silent.  And once I understood this, their motives are more clear.”


“You think they’re letting the Council of Seven hang themselves.”


“Yes and no,” she answered.  “I believe that the sages are not unanimous in their intent, and the sages never do anything until unanimous consent is achieved.  And while they debate the matter, they allow the council chromatic to run amok…deliberately.  His actions will poison the platform of those who hold his position, and when the sages finally do move, those that believe as he does will have no foundation upon which to stand.  They will be neutralized.”


“So, they are letting him hang himself, but hang everyone who doesn’t want to agree to our demands along with him.”


She nodded again.  “The sages may hold themselves above politics, but there is not a sage that did not rise up to that title through political expertise.  They are all formidable players in the game.”


“Cute,” Kell noted, looking back at his monitor.  “And I’m sure the council chromatic figured out the same thing.”


“As I am sure the sages took into account.”


Ralla, however, brought more light to the subject when he stopped in after bringing a report.  “It’s completely broken down,” he told them.  “The sages have come out, but they didn’t do a single thing to stop it.  They declared that what was going on was a test from Gaia, and the chromatics had to prove their worthiness by doing her will.  But, they didn’t say what they should do.  They all but told the chromatics to fight it out in a trial by combat.”

“That’s not good,” Kell growled.  “We need them to accept the demands so we can come out.”


“Actually, even if they did, we’d still be right here,” Girk noted from his terminal.  “We have everything set up down here, where up there, it’s all destroyed.”


“That’s true,” Trekka nodded from his terminal.  “But not everyone’s in the department, Girk.  The farmers need to get out there and start recovering the farms before all our topsoil ends up in the ocean.  The summer rains are coming.”

“The sages are wise,” Prisma murmured.  “They are setting up the council to fall.”


“That or allowing them to claim Gaia’s favor if they win,” Kammi said sourly.


“How can they win?  In a few short months, no dragons save the water dragons will be able to even fly,” she replied.  “And that does not assume that the other dragons allow it get that far.  The fire dragons very well may beat the chromatics into submission.  With magic weakened, it gives the fires more and more power every day.”


“How so?” Girk asked.


“Because they don’t rely solely on magic,” she replied, looking at him with a blink of her glowing white eyes, then she shivered her rainbow-colored wings a little.  Kell found chromatic wings to be strangely attractive, since the multicolored hue was an effect of tiny scales that covered the membranes of their wings, scales so fine that made her wing membranes as supple and flexible as any other dragon’s, but those tiny scales did give chromatic wing membranes more resiliency.  They didn’t tear their membranes half as often as other dragons, but like all other dragons, those membranes healed quickly when they did tear.  “For every day that passes, it takes more and more effort for the chromatics to cast spells.  The fires may use magic, but their sheer size and brute power don’t require magic.”


“When Hirrag moves, all he has to do is tire out the chromatics with his superior numbers, then it comes down to fangs and claws,” Kammi finished giving Prisma a playful look.  “The fluffies can’t possibly stand up to that.  Hirrag will just beat them down.”


“I will make you stop calling me that,” Prisma warned with a slight smile.


“Bring it, fluffball, I’m not afraid of you,” she replied swaggeringly.


“There is one way we could stop it,” Girk said, mainly to himself.


“How so?” Prisma asked him.


“Well, if they’re fighting over the truth of us, if one of us went out there and proved it beyond any shadow of a doubt, then even the chromatic elders would have to admit it.”


“If they’re rational,” Kell told him.  “But they’re not being rational.  The council chromatic and his lackeys are fighting to maintain their power, and little things like truth are very inconvenient at times like that.”


“But, you do have something of an idea, Girk,” Prisma noted, clicking her teeth.  “Kell.”


“Yeah?”


“Among all the field agents, among all earth dragons, you are renowned for being the most courageous.”


“What?” he asked in surprise.


“You do things no other earth dragon will do,” she replied.  “If I asked it of you, would you do something very dangerous?”


“What?”


“Go outside,” she replied.  “If my honored teacher is battling the elders, he will need every advantage he can get.  Well, what advantage would he hold if his chromatics are fully charged with magical power, where the elders are not?”


“You mean send me up there to be a battery?” Kell asked, which made Kammi laugh.


“A what?”


“Nevermind.  Yes, I’d do something like that, as long as I don’t take more than ten steps from the water.  Not even a sky dragon will come after me if I’m underwater.”


“Easily arranged.  We can use your farm.  You know the submarine topography of the cove like the back of your paw, and if you’re standing on the edge of the bluff, you’re just a dive away from the water.”


“Can you get your old teacher there?”


“I can, but it requires me to go outside as well,” she replied, frowning a little.  “And they want to kill me as much as him.  I know him well enough to send him a magical message, to arrange things.”


“Just go out at night with a couple of water dragons shielding you from scrying,” Trekka suggested.  “The sky dragons can’t see you, the chromatics can’t sniff you out.”


“I’m sure Shii and Surral would help,” Kell offered.


“That might be useful for more than just the chromatics,” Kammi said.  “I’m sure Hirrag would appreciate an earth dragon on the volcano to charge up his troops.  We power them up, they protect us.  Not even the most rabid chromatic is going to try to get into that caldera right now, and we’d be safe enough in a fire dragon den, under Hirrag’s personal protection.  We can juice up his troops, and then they can really take it to the council fluffy.”


“That’s actually not a bad idea,” Ferroth grunted as he stomped into the agent office.  “In fact, it’s such a good idea that Hirrag has asked for an earth dragon to come to the caldera, so one of us can power up his fire dragons.  Anthra sent me down here to see which of you is crazy enough to go outside and stay outside for a couple of days in the company of the fire dragons.”


“I’ll do it,” Girk volunteered almost immediately.  “As long as Hirrag provides protection.”


“They’ve also asked for some food,” Ferroth grunted.  “The water dragons will have to suspend fishing for a few days to raise the Appomattox and get it back to the Americans.  As big as that thing is, it’ll take most of them to raise it.”


“Shame we don’t take it for ourselves and see what kind of toys they have in that thing,” Kammi chuckled.


“You know how the council feels about us playing with nuclear fuel,” Ferroth replied.  “If that was a diesel sub, it’d probably already be in the north cove being taken apart.”


“Well, it’s not our fault the radiation hurts them but not us,” Kammi protested, throwing her paws up.  “And like we were reckless with the fuel rods we did extract from that sunken Russian sub!  Not a single radiation leak!”


“True, but it scared the hell out of them when we salvaged that thing,” Ferroth said with a dark smile.  “Too bad they forbade us from keeping those fuel rods.  I had ideas for those things.”

“You and us both,” Jirran said lightly.  “But they’ll have to look the other way when we go after those Chinese ships.  The carriers are nuclear, and we can’t just let one of those carriers steam into our waters, not when it can launch planes to bomb the island.  Besides, you know how much steel we can get out of a carrier?”


“I’m already working on that.  Anyway, I heard what Prisma suggested, and I’ll pass it up to Anthra and Geon.  They have to authorize something like that.  Prisma, you get the meeting arranged, you don’t need council approval to take a quick trip outside to send that message, just make sure Matriarch Shii and Patriarch Surral are with you to shield you from the chromatics.  Girk, come with me.  If you’re willing to do this, the Earth Council wants to talk to you about it.”


“Sure thing, chief,” he answered, twisting away from his terminal and dropping back down to all fours.


“Kell, could you summon the Matriarch and Patriarch?” Prisma asked.


“Anyone can do it, goof,” Kell chuckled, going over to the intercom, then hitting the button that activated an underwater speaker they’d installed.  It sent out a simple beeping tone that told the water dragons that the earth dragons needed to talk to one of them.  “There, someone will be along in a bit,” he said easily.


Sella was the water dragon that answered the call, and she and Prisma scurried off to organize their mission.  The other agents ended up staying even later as they finished up Girk’s part of the day’s task list while he was up talking with the Earth Council, since they couldn’t call it a day until the task list was finished.  After wrapping things up, they managed to make it back to the burrow in time to sit down and eat with the family, though the famly had put off eating until they arrived.  Kell again mused at how completely Kammi fit in with his family, playing with the hatchlings but yet able to hold her own in conversation with his parents.  She was young enough to be playful but educated enough to be taken seriously in council, and he was starting to consider the possibility that he and Kammi just might be compatible.  They certainly got along, smashingly, with common interests and genuine affection for each other based on more than their shared career…and Kanna was already considering who to invite to their lifebonding ceremony.  She had certainly made up her mind.  They were sitting side by side at the table, as they almost always did, when a call from the entry room interrupted their meal.  Anthra ambled in after Keth beckoned her to enter, squeezing through the entry passage and taking up most of the free space in the dining room after getting most of her bulk through the entryway.  “Welcome, Anthra,” Keth said with a nod.  “Care to join us?”

“I’ve just finished dinner, but thank you for the offer,” she replied.  “Kell, Prisma made the arrangements.  Would you mind going out tonight?”


“I don’t mind.  Is Girk already out?”


She nodded.  “As soon as the sun went down,” she answered.  “He’s entrenched in Hirrag’s personal den with ten fire dragons guarding the entrance, already digging his own little private burrow in Hirrag’s den.  Prisma made sure to stress to him to stay inside the den at all times, so the stone absorbs his aura and doesn’t empower anyone not literally right in the den with him.  That will let him empower the fire dragons, but not anyone else.”


“Cute,” Kell noted.  “I guess I’ll do the same?”


She shook her head.  “You’re not staying out there, Kell.  You’ll go out, meet the rebel chromatics, then after a couple of hours, you’ll come back.  Prisma said that with magic so drained, only dragons in close physical proximity to you will get any benefit from you being outside.  But since Girk is staying out, he’s staying underground even though he’s outside, so the majority of his aura is absorbed by stone.  Prisma’s already recalculated the deadline times to take Girk being mostly outside into account.  She even told him how deep to dig his personal burrow so he doesn’t enrich magic over time while outside.  When not actively empowering the fire dragons, he’ll stay in his burrow, which Hirrag approves.  In that burrow, he’s much harder to get at, and even if they do, they’ll have Girk himself to contend with in a burrow so small that he can’t possibly miss.”

“That’s one very smart young female,” Keth noted.


“She is,” Anthra nodded in agreement.  “Prisma will meet you by the water tube entrance at ten, Kell.  Shii and Surral will be going with you.”


“Good, I’ll have them to talk to at least,” he said.


“I don’t like you going out there alone. I should be going with you!” Kammi protested.


“We already have one earth dragon out there in harm’s way, Kammi.  We won’t risk any more than necessary,” Anthra told her gently, but resolutely.  “But we know that if we needed you out there, young one, you’d do us proud.”


Kammi almost beamed at Anthra.


Ten wasn’t all that far off, and with them dawdling over dinner, he left Kammi to help his parents put the hatchlings down for the night and ambled out to the huge doors they’d built in front of the water tube entrance.  He padded between the two 20 millimeter cannons, loaded and ready, and saw Prisma sitting on her haunches sedately with Shii and Surral standing behind her, talking with each other.  “Shii, Surral,” he said fondly, accepting nuzzles from both of them, feeling quite content close to his other, adopted parents.  “Did Prisma explain things?”

Surral nodded.  “We’ll be shielding you and her as long as you’re out,” he answered.  “Essan and a few other water dragons will be there as well for additional protection, lurking in the cove.  Essan is conferring with the elder chromatic right now as they await your arrival, Kell.  From what I was told, this chromatic goes by Trejem.”


“He actually gave his name?” Kell gasped.


“What passes for one,” Shii replied.  “It’s not his real name, just how he allows others to address him.  But still, that is quite a change among the chromatics.  The only chromatic I knew that went by a name sits right here.”


“Well, local customs and all,” Prisma said demurely.  “Besides, I rather fancy the name the field agents bestowed upon me.”


“It’s a name you earned, young one, so of course it suits you,” Surral told her with a nod.  “Come along, Kell, they’re waiting for us to appear.”


“You talked to them?” Kell asked as he and Prisma started down the tube, carefully picking their way through the obstacles piled up on the far side of the open door.


“Yes.  They’re waiting inside the tunnels leading to Dawnmist.  The youngers are somewhat smaller than the older chromatics, so they can fit within the passages fairly easily.  In fact, they’re using Dawnmist as their base of operations,” he noted lightly.  “Prisma’s maps let them navigate the tunnels, and while Trejem can’t fit in the tunnels near the village, he can fit in our den,” he chuckled.  “He’s using the air chamber to hide right now.  The chamber hides him from scrying magic, and while the air is a bit stale, he’s been using what magic he has left replenishing the oxygen.  He’s an accomplished magician,” Surral added with an approving nod.


“He’s one of our elders, Patriarch, he should be,” Prisma said in defense of her teacher.  “And that’s quite clever.  The earth dragon villages are among the last places the elders would look for those against them.”


“They can’t fit in most of those tunnels, Prisma,” Shii chuckled.  “They were built so Anthra can just barely squeeze through, but only through one route along the passages.  And you know how those tunnels are down there.”


She nodded.  “Unless you know exactly where you’re going, a dragon of any size would quickly get hopelessly stuck,” she noted.

“Exactly.  The youngers are all but untouchable in Dawnmist because only hatchlings, water drakes, and young chromatics can fit in those tunnels, and it gives them a direct pathway right to where we’re going to be without ever being seen.”


“Very clever.”


“They were using Cliffside village, but when you made contact, Trejem moved them to Dawnmist to take advantage of things,” Shii noted.


“Ah, Cliffside.  Actually a fairly wise choice,” Prisma nodded.  “The labyrinth tunnels are somewhat easier to negotiate, and the entry tunnels are well hidden from sky dragon observers and the most distant from chromatic dens along the south peak.  I do hope that the chromatics aren’t disturbing the villages,” she fretted.


“There’s little down there left,” Kell said.


“No, I don’t mean that.  The art.  I don’t want them to damage the art, or try to remove it off the walls to take home with them.”


“They’d better not,” Kell said with a dark glance at her.  “Some of the reliefs in Dawnmist have been there since the village was excavated.”


“Exactly my worry,” she told him.  “I’ll make it quite clear to them that they do not alter or damage anything in the villages.”  She then chuckled.  “But what they are doing is clever, very clever.  The earth dragon villages continue to serve our cause, friend Kell, even with the earth dragons being down here.  They are the one place a young, small dragon can go and be assured that their elders will not follow.”

“We can arrange some supplies for them,” Surral said absently.  “With the water entrance, we can ferry in food without any sky dragon seeing it.”


“And now you know why earth dragons are small, Prisma,” Kell chuckled.  “Being small is an advantage when one lives underground.”


“In addition to requiring far less food than larger dragons,” she nodded.  “A species adapted to underground existence would needs be able to stretch sparse food supplies to the utmost.  And earth dragons do not change,” she added, glancing at him.  “You are now as you were before the humans evolved from their primitive ancestors.  Before there were even water dragons and chromatics.”


“When nature finds something that works, she stays with it,” he shrugged.


When they reached the water, Shii turned and stopped Kell with a swish of her tail.  “Wait here, dear friend,” she told him.  “We’ll take Prisma out and ensure it’s safe, then Surral will come back and fetch you.”


“Alright,” he said, sitting on his haunches and shivering his wings, warming them up in preparation to swim.


He only had to wait about ten minutes before Surral’s head poked out of the water.  He said nothing, but Kell stood up and waded into the water as he slipped back under, took a deep breath, then dove in.  The water was a tiny bit warmer than usual, the summer currents bringing warmer water, and he quickly centered himself in the tube and used his wings to all but fly, moving with speed and grace, his wingtips coming close to the edges without touching.  He’d swam up and down the tunnel so many times he could literally do it blind now, knew exactly where he was all the time, to the point where he turned upwards in blackness and didn’t slam his head on a ceiling, instead flaring his wings to slow down just so his head came up out of the water.  He took in a breath as his vision adjusted to the the moonless night, his thermographic vision clearing after being muted by the water, and he could see some fifty or sixty chromatics sitting in a loose throng on the bluff just off from the remains of his burrow.  They were remaining quiet, using no magical lights, which meant that they could barely see more than five meters in any direction.  Shii was up there, and Surral broached the water and landed on the edge of the bluff; he couldn’t tell, but he was almost positive they were actively shielding the group from scrying.  Kell copied Surral’s move, diving down, lancing forward, then angling up and letting his momentum carry him all the way to the top of the bluff.  He landed on the edge and stopped right where he was, with his hindquarters nearly hanging off the edge, then sat down with  his tail drooping along the bluff’s edge, the spiked tip almost in the water.  He was dead serious about not taking more than ten steps from the water.


“Kell,” Prisma called in a low tone, then a single magical light appeared between the paws of the largest of the chromatics, nearly three times Prisma’s petite size.  This was definitely an elder, somewhat larger than Shii and Surral, bigger than Anthra by a distinct margin, and someone who would never hope to make it to Dawnmist.  He’d get stuck in the tunnels long before he got there.


“I can feel it,” the chromatic elder said reverently.  “I can feel it!”


“Did you think I was mistaken, revered teacher?” Prisma asked, a bit archly.


“No, no, of course not, it’s just—seeing it for myself is a bit of a surprise,” he replied, approaching Kell on one foreleg, the dim ball of light over his unused paw as he held it up and out.  “Thank you for coming out, Kell,” he said, nodding in his direction.  “I am Trejem, professor of the Academy and former member of the Council of Seven.”

Kell narrowed his eyes, the amber glow of them flickering in and out due to the dimness of the light.  “I’m not here to be cozy,” Kell replied bluntly.  “The only reason we even agreed to this is because you accept our demands.”


“They are quite reasonable,” Trejem said with an answering nod.  “We would have need to negotiate some of the finer points, mainly the importation of technology, but all in all, I find them quite fair.  Even generous to us, whom you hold at your utter mercy.”


“The Earth Council wants this put behind us, and harsh punitive measures would only foster more antipathy,” he answered.  “All we want is to be left alone and left in peace.  The demands ensure that.”


“Gather in close to the earth dragon, my young friends,” he said in a low voice of command.  “Let his aura regenerate your magical powers.  But do not crowd him, nor block him from the water.  He must have need to make quick escape if any threat endangers him, and if such threat appears, defend him as he makes his retreat.  His safety is paramount.”


“I’m glad you understand that, my revered teacher,” Prisma said as she came over and sat down beside Kell.  “The earth dragons must be protected.  They are the very lifeblood of our magic.”


“Hirrag has made contact with me, and tells me that the young earth drake who deigned come help him is protected by the entire fire dragon race,” he said with a chuckle.  “Hirrag won’t even let me come anywhere near him.”


“Trust me, we earth dragons find it a bit disconcerting to be suddenly so popular,” Kell grunted.


“How do the earth dragons react to the revelation?” Trejem asked curiously.


Kell shrugged his wings.  “It just is,” he replied noncommitally.  “It’s not something we can control, and it directly impacts our own lives in no way.  We’re the same today as we were yesterday, and will be tomorrow.”

“Truly?” he asked in surprise.


“You don’t know us, professor,” Kell said steadily, staring at him.  “And you never did.”


The elder sighed.  “I can’t deny that,” he agreed.  “I have my own share of personal responsibility in this.  I was one of those who made the decisions that brought us to this state, and for that, Kell, I apologize to you and the other earth dragons,” he said in a serious and sincere tone.  “I never believed it would come to this, and I was very, very wrong.  Perhaps if I and my former colleagues on the Council of Seven had taken the time to know you, none of this would have happened.  But I guess even we can be seduced by a combination of fear and arrogance,” he said with surprising candor.  “Do the earth dragons fare well in their deep sanctuary?”


“Much better than the rest of you,” he snorted, which made Prisma chuckle.  “Has there been any violence up here?”


“Some, but we strive to avoid it,” Trejem answered.  “We simply wait for the other dragons to make their move, and we’ll support them.  The other races are against the council chromatic, especially the fire dragons.  Hirrag intends to move in a matter of days.  When he does, we will support him with our magic.”


“What’s he waiting for?  He has Sessara back, and the fire dragons outnumber the chromatics and the sky dragons put together,” he snorted.  “He can throw sheer numbers at the chromatics, especially with you against him.”


“I think he seeks not to simply beat them in the head until they do what he says, but make them see that they are wrong,” Trejem speculated, his expression thoughtful.  “After all, if they don’t understand, then what’s to stop them from trying again when things settle down?  Hirrag never came across to me as an especially intelligent fire dragon, but I find myself revising that impression.  He may not be smart, but he is cunning.”

“If I may be so bold, honored teacher, the proof sits before us,” one of the young chromatics spoke up.  “To stand before this earth dragon is proof beyond dispute.  I can  feel the aura of magic around him, and I can feel my magic strengthen.”


“But the problem, student, is that if brave Kell here marched up to the council, they would kill him without hesitation,” Trejem replied.  “But, if we were to subdue them in such a way that they could do no harm, then Kell were to come before them, that might make them understand how wong they are, they might understand that what they do now threatens all dragons.”


“They would try to kill me,” Kell corrected with a narrow-eyed glance at Trejem.


Trejem looked at him, and nodded.  “What of this external threat student Prisma mentioned?  The Chinese?”


Kell glanced at Prisma, then nodded himself.  “They’re marshalling their forces to invade the island,” he said.  “The other dragon races are preparing to beat them back.  They’re just leaving the chromatics out of it for now, they won’t be needed to attack the ships the Chinese plan to send down here.”


“That explains Hirrag’s reluctance to strike in force,” Trejem noted.  “He can’t risk debilitating the fangs and claws of the island if the threat exists that humans will try to attack us.  He would need his fire dragons healthy and battle ready for repelling human invaders.  I see,” he mused.  “It costs him no injured fire dragons to wait and let things develop, then strike at the proper moment when the elder chromatics have their attention fixed firmly on us.  Yes, that is most clever.”

“Both of us have had to give Hirrag more due,” Kell admitted.  “And all this time, I just thought he was a baked-brain brute that thought with his fangs.”


“He does act like that sometimes,” Trejem chuckled.  “But its seems that there was a mind under all that aggression, one we never noticed before.  Now describe this threat, if you would, honored earth drake.  I would know what threatens our home so I’ll be ready to help when it is time to move.”


Kell nodded, then he brushed the earth in front of him smooth and drew very crude maps.  He explained what the Chinese were after, and how they intended to go about it.  He then explained the dragon alliance with the Americans to thwart them, and the earth dragons’ early actions to prepare.


“You should see what the earth dragons can do with their computer devices,” Prisma told him.  “I have studied them, and have found them amazingly useful.  And not just for the earth dragons.  Honored teacher, we can benefit from the computers,” Prisma almost pleaded.  “They would help advance the study of magic by making our studies more efficient.  Just using the small computer they gave me, my own studies are now faster and more comprehensive.  I’m able to make notes quicker, I can recall all my notes at any time, and once I transcribe my books into the computer, I will have access to all of my books from a single device that I can take anywhere, with just the press of a button.  I will be able to recall on computer in seconds what may take me an hour of searching my books when done manually.”

“Truly?”


She nodded emphatically, then she reared up to sit on her tail and took the tablet they’d given her out of her shoulder satchel, which was encased in a waterproof clear plastic carrier.  “This device could revolutionalize the process of magical study,” she declared, holding it out for him to see.  “All this time, honored teacher, we could have benefitted from the technology the earth dragons brought from human lands.  And this chromatic will do so,” she declared.  “When all of this is over, the earth dragons have already agreed to install technology in my den so that I might use my computer to advance my magical education.”


“We won’t mind, it’s a service the department has always offered.  Besides, we like Prisma,” Kell said lightly, thumping her lightly on the hindquarters with the underside of his tail.


“And I enjoy working in the department,” she replied with a slight smile.  “I have learned a great deal, and learn more every day.  Perhaps when I finish my schooling, I might come work there.”


“Chief’s already more or less started planning for that,” Kell chuckled.


“We’ll explore the possibilities of that later, my young student,” Trejem told her.  “But for now, let us focus on the danger of the Chinese.  Explain what the other dragons intend to do in more detail, if you would please.”


Kell spent the two hours they wanted him topside getting into detail with Trejem over the upcoming operation against the Chinese, from department drakes attacking their computer networks all the way to the plans to sink and cripple the ships they intended to send, to minimize possible loss of life but to still turn the ships they didn’t sink back by simple matter of rendering them dead in the water.  He explained Hinado’s current patrol operation to hunt for Chinese surveillance planes that were hunting for the island, more or less everything that they’d done so far and what they planned to do next.  Trejem asked very few questions, but they were always insightful and to the point.  They drew rough maps in the dirt and debated possible invasion routes from China to the island, from northerly to southerly, and water dragon tactics to attack the ships without overly endangering themselves.  Kell was impressed by Trejem’s intellect, and his grasp on military tactics that the chromatics never really needed to use.  Field agents studied human battle tactics as a part of their jobs, from the small arms tactics that might be used against them to full-scale battle.  Kell had studied all the major battles of every war since the American Civil War, the birthplace of the modern combat tactical mindset, on land, sea, and then air starting in World War I.

“As long as we don’t get stupid, this won’t be that hard,” Kell surmised.  “We have an overwhelming advantage as the defenders, and we have dragons that can do things that human technology can’t copy and can’t stop.  Water dragons can’t be seen by sonar if they don’t want to be seen, and they can attack those ships from underwater, where they can hit the ships and be gone before they know what happened.”

“I agree,” Trejem nodded.  “And it is time for you to return, Kell.  Our time is up, but it was good time.  Just two hours close to you has regenerated my magic.”

“Are you ready to return?” Shii asked them.


Prisma nodded.  “I am in your charge, Matriarch,” she replied, turning and diving into the water.  Much like Kammi, Prisma had been availing herself of both the water tube and the tank, and had actually taken a few swimming lessons from Ralla and Sella.  As a result, she was a competent swimmer, at least as chromatics would rate things.  To Kell and the water dragons, she was barely adequate.  But, since Shii could put an air bubble around her to let her breathe, it gave her a little more maneuverability.  She still required a water dragon to get her down the tube, but if it was just swimming around, she wouldn’t drown.  Shii dove in after her, and they vanished under the water.


“Should you not have let Kell go first?” Trejem asked Surral.  “He is the more vulnerable one.”


“Not in the water he’s not,” Surral replied lightly.  “Come, dear friend.  Let’s go.”


Kell smiled wolfishly at Surral, and the two of them dove off the cove and, instead of heading for the tube mouth, Surral instead streaked out of the cove and into deeper water.  Kell followed him eagerly, understanding the invitation in that statement, and then the two of them turned south and raced off far faster than most human boats could hope to manage.  “So, what are we going to do?” he asked as they surfaced, still swimming.

“Oh, there’s got to be something out here we can hunt,” Surral replied with a grin. “I should have snuck you out of there months ago!”


“I’d have gone with you,” Kell laughed.  “So, you know, the orcas might be gathering for the penguins coming off the shelves,” he offered.

“We can’t be out for days,” Surral laughed.  “But we might catch a couple of schools of bluefins starting their summer migration a bit early.”


“Tuna?  I’m all for that,” Kell replied.


“That’s good to hear,” Shii said from behind him, and Kell laughed when Sella and Ralla surfaced just behind her.  He almost felt sorry for the hatchlings, missing out on a fishing expedition like this.


“It’s been too long since we did this,” Sella said, nuzzling Kell as she reached him.

“Alright then, dear friend, let’s go fishing,” Surral said with unbridled eagerness and passion.


There was almost something…religious about something so simple as fishing with a pod that was as close to him as his own family.  Shii and Surral had all but been second parents to him as he grew up, and Sella and Ralla were as much clutchmates to him as his departed brothers were.  They ranged out nearly 100 kilometers southeast of the island, in the route of the schools of bluefins as they migrated towards Antarctic waters to partake in the explosion of avaiable food that would be coming into bloom in just a week or two, and they spent literally all night hunting.  They did it the old fashioned way, working as a team to trap the fast-moving tuna and then cull their numbers, but never killing an entire school, eating their fill then catching tunat to take back with them.  Though it was dark and the water impaired his thermographic vision, there was just enough ambient light for his light-sensitive eyes to see by.  It made him the most inept member of the fishing group since he didn’t have sonar, but he was quick and agile in the water, and once he locked in on a tuna, he caught it most of the time.  He’d learned long ago how to use his tail and even his tail spikes as fins in the water, letting him turn quickly and turn very tightly, letting him stay on an agile tuna as it tried to evade him.  They stayed out until the false dawn started to paint the eastern sky, then Surral sent the others ahead with their catch in Shii’s aura current, then he and Surral spent some quality time together swimming back the old fashioned way.


“Thanks, dear friend,” Kell said with sincere warmth in his voice.  “I think I needed this.”


“I knew you needed some time to feel normal again, Kell,” Surral told him easily.  “But expect to face a very angry intended when you get home.”


Kell laughed.  “Yeah, Kammi won’t be too happy I ran off and fished without her.  So, I’ll dump my take of the tuna in front of her as a peace offering, and we’ll bring her next time,” he grinned.  “No lifemate of mine can go without knowing how to fish.  It would be a scandal!”


“If she can’t be a mud dragon, we’ll chase her away,” Surral replied lightly.  “Because she’s obviously not worthy of you.”


“So, how about tomorrow night?” he asked.


Surral laughed delightedly.  “Why not?  She can get out on her own.  Let’s see what she’s made of!”


“Midnight?”


“We’ll be there,” Surral nodded.  “There should be more moon tomorrow, that should help you two see better,” he said, looking up at the waxing crescent of the moon just coming out of new moon phase.  But for Kell, that sliver of soft white light combined with the bioluminscent glow of his water dragon partners that were acting as the decoys to push the tuna towards the non-glowing ambushers were enough to see the darting, dark shapes in the water…as long as they didn’t go too deep.  With a bit more light tomorrow night, he’d have much more visual acuity, and that would increase his personal kill count.


Surral was right that Kammi was not very happy with him when he got back.  She confronted him in the common room, sitting on her haunches with her tail swishing aggressively on the floor behind her…and she had her spikes extended.  “Where have you been?” she demanded.  “All we get was some cryptic messages from Prisma that Shii said they were keeping you out from a special task!  No warning, no information, no telling me when you’d get back!  I was worried about you!”


Without saying a word, Kell snapped his tail to the side, dragging a sled filled with tuna into the room with him, the lead rope tied to the middle of his nested rows of tail spikes.  Her eyes widened when she saw the tuna, the smell reached her, then she laughed unexpectedly.  “Alright, alright, so that’s what you were up to,” she said.  “Now why didn’t you take me?”


“Tonight,” was all he said, giving her a slight smile.


She all but cuddled up to him at that point, nuzzling him as she pushed herself against his side.  “Well, you know how to deflect my wrath, that scores a few points for you,” she said lightly.  “Now, if you want a complete flash wipe of this—“


“Yes, half of them are yours,” he told her.


She almost jumped up and down.  “What girl can say no to fresh tuna for breakfast!” she exclaimed, then literally jumped over him and attacked the sled.


Kammi almost made a pig out of herself gorging on tuna, and the smell of it roused the rest of his family.  He handed over his half of the take to Kanna, and she happily portioned them out for everyone.  “So, this was the urgent errand Shii said you had to run,” Keth said lightly just before he grabbed a small tuna in his teeth, turned his head up, and swallowed it whole.


“Yes, it was very urgent.  And there will be another urgent errand to run tonight,” he replied easily.  “So don’t expect much out of me after work.  I’ll be sleeping.”


“I get to go!” Kammi declared in glee.  “My first ever—uh, errand!”


“I suspected that Shii and Surral wouldn’t let you go long before taking you under their wing,” Kanna said with a smile.


“Aww, when can we go!” Kav complained.


“After all this is over and we’re back on the farm, they’ll take you out again.  But right now, it’s just not going to work,” Keth told his young son in a gentle voice.  “So be patient, my hatchling.  Time will bring what you desire.”


“I can’t wait to go home, even if there’s going to be so much to do,” Kitta sighed.  “Are the pictures as bad as reality, brother?”


Kell nodded grimly.  “It’s actually worse than the pictures,” he answered.  “And now that we have four tracts from Gev, it’s even worse.  His land was damaged more than ours.”


“Which is why I suspect he sold some of it,” Kanna noted clinically.  “But, I won’t complain, since he intends to double the size of his store and increase his inventory of offered wares.  Having a larger store with more variety right beside our farm will be very convenient.  No more walking up to Long Grass Village for Vedra’s larger store.”


“Vedra probably won’t be very happy when he hears about Gev’s plans,” Keth chuckled.  “He might expand his own store to compete for our barter.”


“He’d be a fool not to,” Kanna nodded.  “But he has more options, since the ranchers come to his store too.  Gev doesn’t have to stock for ranching goods.”

“Ranching.  Hmm,” Keth mused, rapping his claws on the table.  “Kell.”


“Yes, sire?”


“Gev’s two upper tracts are fairly flat, on that natural bluff of sorts that steps down from the volcano and steps down again into the lower tracts.  I wonder, instead of repairing that land for farming, we instead seeded it with switchgrass and sawgrass and put a few cows on it, how do you think that would go?”


“Start ranching?”


“Not ranching.  Just a few cows, for milk, and their manure would cut down on our fertilizer costs.  The grass would help us repair the tracts over time, and they were always vulnerable to erosion anyway.  They’re actually not worth that much due to their location.”


“In that case, I suggest a couple of milk cows, a stud bull, and a breeding pair of buffalo,” Kell replied, scratching a very light etching on the tabletop; the table was temporary anyway, and the hatchlings had been doodling on it since they made it.  “The tracts are about this shape.  We build a fence right here to keep them out of the lower tracts, let the volcano pen them in on the upland side, and they’d do fairly well.  The stream on the south border will give them all the water they need, and I don’t think five animals could denude out the grass.  And even if they can, we can just barter some hay from the ranches.  They don’t charge much for it.”


“Yes, and we can sell off the offspring for extra revenue,” Keth nodded, looking at his etching.  “We can dig out the stone rails for the fence underwater so we don’t have to lease quarrying rights from the northern villages.  I rather like that idea, young one.”


“I might be able to talk Jenny into getting us the animals,” Kell mused.  “We’ll buy them from Jenny instead of trying to wait for the breeding stock we brought down here to reproduce.  Hell, for that matter, we could barter with Jenny for wheat seed to replace what we lost, and maybe some seedlings or seed for other popular harvests.”


“Really?  How would we get them down here?” Kanna asked.


“We’re going to get shipments from them anyway, mother,” he answered.  “Even with our own stores added in, there’s not enough food left on the island for everyone for us to make it until we repair the farms and can get in a harvest.  So, I’ll just ask her to add what I barter from her personally to the shipments of food they’re selling us for the gold the water dragons have scavenged.”

“That might be a good idea, young one, and not just for us.  I think we should gather all the farmers together and see what kind of materials we’re going to need to recover quickly, and then barter with the humans for at least a portion of them.  Seeds, replacement topsoil, that sort of thing.  If we have plant seed waiting for us once we repair the tracts, it will speed up the first harvest.”


“One step ahead of you, Patron, we already did that,” Kammi smiled.  “The department has a list, and we gave it to the humans during the summit.  We even added a few things to it.”


“Like?”


“Like short-range two way radios so farmhands can communicate without having to leave the tracts,” she replied.  “Cheaper than the cell phones we were using, and it’ll take us a some time to get the cell towers rebuilt anyway.  We also added iron stock for forging tools, old-fashioned plows we can adapt so one of us can pull them, fertilizer, livestock, livestock feed, portable gas-powered generators so burrows can have power until we repair the power grid and rebuild the power plant, those kinds of things.  Just general tools and supplies to hold us over up top while we rebuild.”

“See, we weren’t told that,” Keth frowned.  “The Earth Council needs to work on its dissemination of information.”


“Things are pretty hectic right now,” Kammi said with a shrug.  “With the summit and the demands and now the Chinese, there’s a crisis a day going on up in council chambers.”


The night out made for a slightly long day.  Kell still had a lot to do at work, the task list was merciless, but earth dragons could go long periods of time without sleep.  He knocked out a good half of the task list by himself, then took a moment to call Jenny and see how things went, as well as try to do a little private bartering.  Jenny was slated to move to Imakaii, the name of the private CIA safe house and private resort of sorts where they hid the most important people who also expected some luxury, and he wasn’t sure when she was going to go there.  Kell also wasn’t sure if that was the name of the island, but he’d find the place without Jenny’s directions.  Jenny picked up on the first ring, and sounded rather chipper.  “And what do you want, Kell?” she asked lightly.

He chuckled.  “Just seeing how it’s going.  You still on Kilauea?”


“Yup,” she replied.  “Most of the Hunters are already on their way to the next assignment, and I’ll be leaving in the morning.  Just going through the debriefings now, which you are interrupting,” she said pointedly.


“Like your personal problems matter to me in any way,” he replied blandly, which made her laugh.  “But, if you’re busy, we’ll cut it short.  I’ll call sometime tomorrow, once you’re at your new gilded cage,” he said lightly.


“Sure thing, friend.  Talk to you tomorrow.”


It took him about an hour to track down Imakaii, because it was surprisingly well hidden.  Much as Jenny described, it was a private island just west of halfway through the thousand-mile long chain, which was listed as government property and marked on public maps as a wildlife sanctuary island, one of many through the chain.  It was nearly 90 kilometers to the closest village of any size, but there was a tiny fishing village on the closest island to it, which was 32 kilometers east.  It took some doing to get some images of the place, but he was impressed once he found them.  The island itself was a bit of an oddity where small volcanic islands was concerned, since it was nowhere near round or oval.  It was roughly rectangular in shape, some four kilometers long and about 1.5 kilometers wide at its widest point near the center, the interior dominated by a long lateral hill that was the extinct volcano and with lush green carpeting the whole island, broken only by the man-made construction on the island.  Imakaii literally was a playground.  It had a huge main house, fairly large boat dock set in deep water, which would allow good-sized boats to tie up, several outbuildings, a large pool, chopper pad, private landing strip, and even its own private golf course, some nine holes arrayed in a ring around the island’s eroded central hilltop, which was an extinct volcano eaten away to the point where it was now just a fairly rounded if large hill that dominated the center of the island.  The landing strip was on top of that long ridged hilltop, literally cut from the top of the hill, and long enough to accommodate a twin engine turboprop or small private jet. The island was surrounded on three sides by coral reefs, making a seaborne approach impossible from any direction but the south, into the very shallow lagoon near which the house and compound were built.

And recent satellite imagery showed two Naval vessels, a destroyer and a light cruiser, picketed near that southern approach.  It also showed a formation of six larger ships only about 170 nautical miles east and steaming in that direction, four Naval vessels and two transports, one of them an industrial engineering transport with heavy construction vehicles chained to the top and a crane mounted on the stern.

They were bringing construction equipment to the island…clever.  If Imakaii was going to become America’s secret magical academy, they were going to need to renovate a little bit.  The island’s location also would require some fortifications to be dug, for it had some unique advantages and disadvantages.  The advantages were complete isolation and control of the island.  Unlike a military base on the mainland, there would be no one creeping around the perimeter here, no press, no nothing, and its complete isolation from populated areas would allow the dragons to fly back and forth without being seen.  The disadvantage was also the advantage, and that was isolation.  A hostile naval force could blockade the island, and it was vulnerable to both aerial attack and amphibious invasion.  But, those disadvantages were outweighed by the complete privacy and isolation the island and its inhabitants would enjoy.

He called her back just before leaving the office, and she was still just as chipper, putting him on speakerphone and Davie’s voice bubbling in the background as she answered.  “Now what?” she demanded lightly.


Kell laughed.  “Don’t make me hack your toaster, woman,” he warned, which made her laugh brightly.


“You burn Greg’s toast, and he’ll take it out of your hide,” she replied.  “Now, what’s so important that you’d do the closest thing to pestering me an earth dragon manages?”


“Actually, I do have something I want to talk to you about, and it’s something rather personal,” he answered, ticking off the second to last item on the day’s task sheet.  Kammi and Jirran were both working on the last bit, securing their back doors into the Hang Seng to intentionally crash it should China declare war on the United States…not that it wouldn’t crash all by itself in just two days, when the sanctions were set to go into effect.  “Or, more to the point, something you can do for Keth.”


“Well, then let’s talk about that,” she said, putting Davie down from the sound of it.  “What does Keth want?”


“Nothing earth-shattering,” he replied.  “He was of a mind to barter some livestock and plant seed from the humans on top of the relief supplies we’ll buy with gold.  We don’t have that much to offer right now, but you said at the summit that humans would pay a fortune for earth dragon art, so perhaps I could make something for you in barter for what we need.”

“What does he want exactly?”


“Two dairy cows and a stud-worthy bull cow, none of which have been shot up with hormones.  He also needs a breeding pair of buffalo.  Also, sec, lemme get the list,” he said, digging up a small piece of slate earth dragons often used as paper.  “fifty kilograms of wheat seed, ten kilograms of carrot seed, ten kilograms of pumpkin seed, and ten kilograms of tomato seed.  Those are the plants we don’t think we can recover after the farms burned.  The potato crops actually sort of made it through, at least to where we can recover partial yields and get some seed back, and after checking the farm, we found that the rioters missed some of our seed stores in a deep cellar in the main storage room.  That gives us enough to replant everything but what I just told you.”


“Tomatoes, hmm?  He’s going to try his hand with them?”


“We’ve raised them before,” he replied.  “But while they take a lot of work, they start producing faster than many other crops and also have yields beyond a single harvest.  We’ll have consistent tomatoes coming off the vines during the entire planting cycle, and that’s going to be important.”


“Yeah, I can see that.  Well, you can go up and talk to Anthra and Geon, Kell, and tell them that Arlen will need to talk to them tomorrow.  We’re almost done gathering the materials you asked for, so it’ll just come down to bargaining a price for them, then setting up a delivery.”


“I’ll have them call Arlen in the morning,” he nodded, sending that note up to the council floor’s computers as an urgent message.  “So, can you get what sire wants?”


“I should be able to,” she replied.  “But you won’t be getting it from me, you’ll be getting it from the government.  I wouldn’t know the first thing about buying cows,” she laughed.  “But, I think I can convince them to accept something you can manage to give as barter.”


“Such as?”


“Such as you and a couple of other earth dragons coming to Imakaii and helping me with something,” she replied.


“What kind of something?”


“The kind that requires builders,” she replied lightly.  “I want a playground for Davie.  He’ll need as many things to do as possible given he’ll be the only child on the island.   I could have the construction teams build something, but I’d rather have the earth dragons do it.  I don’t want something, well, sterile.  I want something Davie knows was built just for him, and by the dragons themselves.  He’s already having some separation issues since the fire dragons left.  He really got attached to Sessara,” she noted.

“I think we could do that,” he mused.  “We’re too big to make tunnels and such for him, but I could build a playground for a human child easily, and maybe a few other things.”  He glanced over at his task list, which was completed for the day…but would be just as long tomorrow.  “Tell you what.  Let me go talk to the chief and Geon about it.  I know things are gonna go to hell in two days, but if we can manage a short visit over there, that’s good.  We’ll be coming there anyway, and earth dragons will need to dig some dens for the visiting fire and sky dragons, as well as burrows for ourselves.  We can do it way faster than the other dragons can.”


“Sounds good.  Now, while you’re here, you’re going to sit down with the four computer geeks on the team and talk about computers a little bit,” she added.  “Mainly about what you’re doing to China, and how we can help.”


“So, the true motive is revealed,” Kell chuckled.


“Think we’re not going to learn some of your tricks when you want something from us?” she retorted lightly.  “I’ll talk to Arlen about what Keth wants, and arrange it.  We’ll consider your visit to build Davie his playground and a little chat session with the four of us fair barter for the farm supplies.  I’ll have directions—“


“Directions?  Really?  Directions?” he cut her off, which made her burst out laughing.


“I shoulda known,” she replied with a trailing chuckle.  “Already know where it is, don’t ya?”


“I’m looking at it right now,” he replied, a bit flippantly.


She laughed helplessly.  “Curse you, evil dragon,” she teased.  “They showed me pictures of it.  It’s really nice.”


“It does look to be,” he agreed.  “Beach, nine hole golf course, pool, huge main house, however will you survive living in a luxury resort on a private tropical island.”

“We’ll find a way,” she replied lightly.  “Though it won’t be quite so pristine for long.  They’re sending in a construction crew to expand it.  They’re building an instruction center and a series of bungalows around the main compound for students.  They’re planning it so it can hold a hundred and fifty comfortably.  They’re talking about sacrificing the golf course if they have to expand, so we’d better learn how to play golf now.”  She was quiet a moment.  “Not that all our students will be there.  Hinado told me that both the President and First Lady are magicians.”


“We knew about the First Lady, but he didn’t tell us about the President,” Kell noted.


“Well, it’s not like he can quit his job and take lessons,” she chuckled wryly.  “But we’ll teach him and Misses Walker what Hinado teaches us as best we can, when we can.”

Ferroth stumped in and headed right to him as Jenny was talking, and since Kell had it on speaker, it wasn’t like he didn’t know what Kell was doing.  “Jenny, we were about to call you,” he called, looking at Kell’s monitor.


“Who’s that?”


“Jenny, that’s the chief, Ferroth,” Kell introduced.


“Oh.  Hi chief,” she replied with a light tone.


“Anthra and Geon wanted an update on things, and were about to call the Secretary of State.  Is he available?”


“He is anytime you call,” she replied immediately.  “Just use the number he gave Geon, it rings him personally.  And he was going to contact you, since he has news for you.  Since I have you here, chief, let me tell you what I told Kell.  We’d like a few earth dragons to come to Imakaii and do what you do best.  Kell bartered some goods from me in return for him building a playground for Davie, and he said that the fire and sky dragons that come visit will need dens.  We’d like them to dig them out so our visitors have places that they feel are theirs.   We want them to feel comfortable.”


“Making private deals, are ya whelp?” Ferroth accused in draconic, which made Kell laugh.


“On behalf of my sire I am,” he answered.  “Sire wants some wheat seed and a few livestock animals, and, well, I’m in a position to get them.”


“Actually, that’s not a bad idea,” Ferroth said in English. “We’d need a field agent to go to the island and make sure it’s safe anyway.  Kell can conduct a security inspection after he builds that playground for your son, and we could dig out some dens and burrows for the dragons that come to the island.  I’ll take it up to the Earth Council and they’ll make the decision.”


“So that means yes,” Jenny said lightly.


“When I tell them it’s a department affair, it turns into a yes,” Ferroth snorted, which made Jenny chuckle.

“Yeah, I figured I knew who really ran things down there,” she replied.  “Alright, I’ll let you get to that, friends.  I need to cook dinner for the boys, before they get all whiny.”


“I do not get whiny!” Greg protested in the background.


“See?  Whiny already,” she said teasingly, which made both Kell and Ferroth chuckle.


“Why do you think they want earth dragons there?” Kell asked after they said their goodbyes.


“Not sure, but we can figure out what they’re up to when we’re up there.  This kind of intelligence gathering will take some face to face discussion,” he noted, sitting on his haunches.  “While you’re up there, you can hack their on-site network,” he added absently.


Kell chuckled.  “They’ll be watching us way too carefully for us to do that,” he said slyly. “But since they want to go over what we’re doing to China, I will have access to their computer network,” he mused.

“Then that’s part of what they’re after.  We have our claws on China’s neck, and they want to see how we did it so they can do the same thing.  But, if they’re inviting us, I’d be an idiot not to take them up on it.  Getting a couple of field agents on the island just benefits us.” 


“Well, chief, I’m done for the day, so I’m going to go back to my burrow and get some sleep,” he said.


“Yeah, I heard you stayed out last night.  How was the fishing?”


Kell laughed.  “Productive,” he replied.  “Tuna for breakfast makes for a happy earth drake.  Don’t tell anyone, but I’m going out again tonight.”


“Nobody made any rule saying you couldn’t go,” Ferroth said with a shrug of his wings.  “Just be careful out there, whelp.”

“We will be,” he nodded.
