Chapter 23

21 September 2017, 19:56 DMT; Dawnmist Village

It was a disaster…at least for the Chinese.

Kell dumped the last of the black stone rails and posts from his cart onto the pasture overlooking the northern edge of their farm and Gev’s tracts, a stretch of sloped ground right up against the volcano that had a small stream on its north edge and a natural steep terrace-like dropoff along the western border, to check the latest reports from his own internet snoopers and spiders and the latest reports from the department’s slightly more extensive spy network inside the Chinese computer system.  The damage to their invasion fleet had been absolutely ghastly, in their terms, and just as Kell had planned and hoped, they had no absolute proof that the dragons did it.  They highly suspected that the dragons had something to do with it, because of the unnatural storm and the fact that they never saw anything, in addition to the subs reporting that every single sonar on all 14 subs had malfunctioned at exactly the same time.  They’d lost 9,102 men in the attack, the most of which had been on the freighters and oilers, for they’d gone down so quickly that, on average, half the crew of the ship died before they could even get on deck.  They’d been trapped in flooding interior compartments by automatic safety doors, and drowned.  They’d lost 37 ships, and as of the last report, the seaworthy ships were towing the 121 disabled vessels to Jayapura, Indonesia, with a large fleet of tugs and support ships en route from China to start sorting things out.

But it was the loss of the carrier that had them most furious.  They’d lost billions of dollars when that ship was sunk, and they were most infuriated over the fact that they had no idea how it sunk.  The department had their sat systems hacked, and the sky dragons had fried its antenna mast, so they received no telemetry or data from the ship as it went down, and the Chinese had not designed her with a disaster buoy to provide critical information about where, how, and why a ship sank.  Those buoys were standard issue equipment on most Naval ships from most any nation, but for some reason the Chinese never added it to their flagship supercarrier…probably never believing that it could possibly sink.  All they had were reports from other captains in the fleet, who had heard the Mao Tse Tung’s captain report that he’d collided with something and was taking on water, and then nothing else.  The captain had died, he went down with his ship.

Everyone was more or less waiting to see what the Chinese did next, but as far as the council was concerned, the threat of the Chinese had been neutralized.  What happened afterwards was the realm of the department, the council believed, and they’d already turned their attention to the next major issue for the island not counting the food shortage, which was the scions.  Jussa had listened to Kell’s concerns about that in a meeting that morning, and agreed that getting at least one scion back in operation was absolutely critical for the earth dragons, for the island, and for magic in general.  The earth dragons absolutely had to have a means to escape the island in the event of some kind of calamitous natural disaster—like the volcano deciding it wanted to explode rather than erupt—or another invasion that managed to make it to the island.  The chromatics and sky dragons were still recovering from recasting the cloaking spells, but Jussa would make that the top priority when council returned to session.


The department wasn’t done with the Chinese, however.  They were hiding a secret, the secret of why they were so hot to get control of the dragons, even to the point of risking global war, and Ferroth wanted to know why.  When a scion was restored, Kell had the feeling that he’d be spending a lot of time in China. They also had to keep an eye on how the Chinese reacted, and Ferroth had already authorized the department to take steps if the Chinese started trying to destabilize the world’s political or financial foundations.  Chaos in the human world might cause them problems, so Ferroth was going to make sure the Chinese got smacked back into line in a hurry. 


Kell was certainly hoping that that was the last time he’d have to go before the council for quite a while.  Kell had taken on almost a bit of celebrity since the completion of the mission, surprising quite a few dragons that an earth dragon that young had successfully led the mission against the Chinese invasion, and truth be told, he didn’t like it that much.  But what he did like was that almost overnight, quite a few dragons suddenly had a hell of a lot more respect for the department.  They were finally starting to understand that the department didn’t just bring them cable TV and install lights, they were the dragons that dealt with the outside world…and when the outside world had tried to intrude on their sanctuary, it was the department drakes that had led the counterattack to beat them back and protect the island.  It was also giving the earth dragons as a whole a lot more respect as well.  Right now, the other dragons were treating them like glass because of what they were and what they meant to magic.  But every dragon knew that the department was an earth dragon operation, and the success of the department in protecting Draconia was showing the other dragons that while earth dragons didn’t have magic, it didn’t make them helpless, nor did it make them weak.

There are many different kinds of power, and the dragons were starting to see that the earth dragons had a lot of power…just not in the way most dragons reckoned such things.


“Very good, youngling.  You think you can get another load before dark?” Keth asked as he and Kanna dug post holes for the fence they were about to raise.


“We should,” Kell replied as Kammi herded the hatchlings up the hill.  They’d all been helping him dig stone rails and posts from the stone shelf not far from the entrance of the cove, a place that Shii’s pod allowed them to quarry rock without them having to barter quarry rights from the above-water quarries on the north side of the island.  It was another chance for the hatchlings and his intended to learn the family skill.  “One more load should be it,” he said, glancing at the pile.  Keth and Kanna had been digging rails all day, and in the morning, they’d be building the fence.  Keth was just getting as much done as he could to speed things up tomorrow.

“It should,” Keth nodded as Kanna moved even further away, then she dug a post hole in about two seconds by driving her forepaw into the ground about a meter and pulling out the soil.  They’d been cutting out the rails in a uniform length, so she knew exactly how far apart to make the posts.


“Come on, hatchlings, one more load before dark,” Kell called as he got back under the yoke bar of the cart, putting it just in front of his wingjoints, then he turned the cart around and started back towards the burrow.  The three young earth dragons jumped up into the cart rather than walk, talking excitedly as Kammi fell into step beside him, but Kell didn’t mind that much.  They barely weighed enough for him to notice them in the cart.  “Holding up, intended?”


“Of course I’m holding up,” she replied in a frosty tone that made Kitta burst into a fit of giggling.  “And you’d better watch it, little girl, I happen to live in the same burrow as you,” she threatened, looking back into the cart.


“Not for much longer,” Kitta teased.


“You think I can’t come in there and show you who’s bigger and meaner, little whelp?” she retorted.


“Stop making empty threats,” Kell told her, which earned him a whack on the hip from the underside of her tail.  “And save your energy.  Did you see tomorrow’s task list?”


“Ugh,” Kammi grunted.  “It’s gonna take us all day to do all that work.  I wanted to help Patron finish the fence tomorrow afternoon, but I’m not sure it’s gonna happen.”


“I’m just glad I get to actually work,” Kell grunted.  “After almost three weeks of preparing, it’s nice to get back to good old boring work.”


“I can understand that,” Kammi nodded, glancing at him.  “By the way, Jukra told me that they’ve sealed off the water tunnel back where it connects to the village tunnel, so it’s ours now.”


“Good.  We’ll have to get some dehumidifiers for the lower levels.”


A shadow passed over them, and all five of them looked up just in time to see a big fire drake flap its wings heavily in preparation to land.  Kell recognized her as Gressa as her back feet touched the youthful sawgrass, then she folded her wings and advanced up to them quickly.  The three hatchlings gawked a tiny bit at the huge fire drake—they didn’t see other dragons from so close up very often—but Kell and Kammi just nodded to her.  “Gressa, what are you doing down here?”


“I wanted to talk to you,” she replied.  She fell into step with them, dwarfing all five of them.  She was longer than Kell was even with the cart hitched to himself  “May I remain?”


“Of course,” he told her.  The other dragons had done very well respecting earth dragon territory since the rules were changed.


“With the threat of the Chinese eliminated, at least for now, we aren’t preparing for an attack.  I have free time again,” she said.  “I was wondering if perhaps I could take lessons in English from someone in the department?  I’d like to complete my education, and the fire dragons need at least one English speaker.  I learned more in the week I remained on the island after the council left, but I still have much more to learn.”


“You’re not far from fluent now,” he told her, then he looked back, appraising her carefully.  “I think you might fit down the tunnel to Sanctuary City, but you won’t fit in the department office very well.  It wasn’t built to handle someone your size.”

“I don’t have to go down there to get lessons,” she said dismissively.


“Actually, you probably will, we’re all really busy right now,” Kammi told her.  “We’re still trying to restore all department services to the island.  We’re teaching Irago English, we could probably convince them to give the lessons out in the main gallery where you’ll fit.”


“I know you’re busy.  Thank you for getting power back to my den, by the way.  When will the TV be back on?”


Kell laughed.  “For you, in time for the next football game,” he told her.  “The cable’s not on a high priority, but since you were so helpful to us dealing with the humans, well, I think we can set something up for you,” he said lightly.


“Sure can,” Kammi replied easily.  “If you hadn’t been there, it woulda been much harder on us.”


“Really?  What?”


“We can get you wifi access and install a computer in your den,” Kammi told her.  “We can set it so it makes your TV work, and you’ll also have the computer there to surf the sports websites.  It probably won’t be tomorrow, but I’m pretty sure we can get there before Sunday.”


“That would be fine!” she said eagerly.  “I grew quite fond of the sports webbing pages when we were with the humans.  They taught me how the computer page viewer worked, so I could do it myself.”


“Web pages,” Kell corrected, “and we’d be happy to.  You helped us, we help you.  That’s a fair barter.”


“We can filch one of the surplus computers in the storeroom,” Kammi said with a sly smile.  “It won’t need much just to stream TV from our intranet and surf the web.  We’ll just set it so her TV is her monitor.”


“We could also install some programs to help you continue to learn English,” Kell mused.


“That would also be quite fine,” she said with a nod.


“Whereabouts is your den?  On what side of the island?”


“It overlooks Blackstone Village,” she answered. 


“That’ll make it easy,” Kammi said with a dismissive gesture of her forepaw.  “We already have a wireless node up and running that covers that part of the island.  All we’ll need is the site antenna for her den, some cabling, and the box itself,” she told Kell.  “It would only take a couple of hours tops.”

“Yup, but finding that couple of hours is gonna be the trick,” Kell said.


“As long as you can have it done before the football game, I’ll be happy,” Gressa supplied.


“We’ll make sure.  Come to the farm tomorrow at sunrise and we’ll try to get you down into the city, see if you fit,” he said, glancing at her again.  “I’m almost positive you will, we dug the connecting tunnel so it would be big enough for us to get our equipment back out.  You’re not much bigger than the generator they pulled out of the city yesterday, and they got that out with no problems.”


“Just be ready to be a little bored, Irago’s starting at the beginning,” Kammi said.  “And I doubt that they’ll have an earth drake to spare to give you dedicated lessons.”


“I’m sure I’ll learn something listening to the lessons,” she assured them, then she looked at them.  “Pray tell, would the computer you install allow me to speak with the Hunters?  I grew rather fond of several of them, and would like to talk to them.”


“Actually, yeah, we could set that up, and they can speak English to you,” Kell said.  “In fact, we could set it up as a conference.  You teach them draconic until Hinado can get back to it, they teach you English.”


“I think we’re getting into the realm of getting approval here, intended, but it does sound like a really good idea,” Kammi said.  “Jenny and the others need to learn draconic, and well, here’s a dragon that can teach them,” she said, pointing the thumbclaw of her wing at Gressa.  “And they can teach her English.  We’ll just have to teach her how to use the conference program.”


“Shouldn’t be that hard, Gressa’s a very intelligent drake,” Kell said, which made Gressa smile.  “Tell you what, Gressa.  Let us talk to chief in the morning and convince him that it’s a good idea.  If we can talk him into it, we’ll have your computer set up a whole lot faster, because then it becomes department business.  He’ll put it on our task list.”

“What about the council?”


“This is department business,” Kell said simply.  “Teaching English is our responsibility, and that’s mainly what you’re asking us for.  If you happen to teach Jenny and the others draconic at the same time, that’s your business.  Chief Ferroth is the drake to see to get approval for something like this.” 


“If you say so, I’ll leave the politics to dragons that know about it,” Gressa shrugged.  “I will return to your farm tomorrow evening to get your answer, is that alright?”


“Just fine,” Kell told her.


“Very well, I’ll be off then.  It’s nearly time to get our evening allotments,” she said, then she frowned.  “I’m starting to wish that I knew how to fish.  Many dragons are still fishing on their own for extra food.”


“You wouldn’t enjoy the way we do it,” Kammi laughed.  “We do it underwater.”


Gressa shuddered.  “Absolutely not,” she agreed.


“Why is that?” Kav asked, one of the hatchlings finally getting brave enough to talk to a much bigger dragon.


“Because fire dragons will not dive into the ocean, little hatchling,” she replied, looking back at him.  “All that water, it makes my scales crawl just thinking about it.”


“Fire dragons don’t like water, Kav,” Kell told him.  “For obvious reasons.”


“Call it a racial prejudice,” Gressa nodded.  “We know it won’t do us harm, but still, no fire dragon would ever willingly dive into water like that.”


“I never knew that.”


“There is still much for you to learn, small one,” Gressa told him with a very gentle voice, looking back the three of them.  “The courage to ask questions will bring you the answers you seek. That is the fire dragon way.”


“Timidity has never been Kav’s problem,” Kell said dryly, which made Kammi laugh.


“I will see you tomorrow evening, Kell, Kammi,” she said to them.  “Until then.  Fare well, my brave hatchlings,” she added, looking back at them, then she veered off enough to open her wings and climb into the air, causing a large blast of wind to rush over the earth drakes.


“Woah!” Konn breathed. “I’ve never been that close to a fire dragon before!”


“They’re certainly big, aren’t they?” Kammi asked lightly.


“She seemed nice,” Kitta noted.


“Gressa’s okay for a fire dragon,” Kell told them.  “She’s one of the smart ones.  I can handle the smart ones.”


“Gaia’s truth,” Kammi grinned.


That work would be later, because they had something to do.  Kell left the cart at a rocky point by the beach, so they didn’t ruin their sandy beach, and all five of them dove into the water.  Kell led them out of the cove and a little to the north, then he surfaced with his siblings and Kammi following him.  “Alright, let’s try to get this done before sunset.  We’ll do it the same as before,” he said to them.  “And don’t drown, Kammi.”


“Lick my tail, Kell,” she retorted, which made Kitta giggle again.


After all that insanity with the Chinese, it felt good to be doing something simple and meaningful.  Kell and Kammi dug out long sections of rock in quick succession, Kammi able to stay under longer and longer with every breath.  The three hatchlings were digging out their own sections, working together and practicing the family skill of both managing their oxygen and doing it properly.  They were digging the sections they’d split into posts as Kell and Kammi dug out the sections they’d split into rails.  Kell paused to observe the younglings, and he nodded at their technique, doing it exactly as they were taught, displaying the nearly genetic digging ability that all earth dragons possessed.  They instinctively knew how to dig, how to excavate, and even to a lesser extent how to build, it was stamped directly into earth dragon DNA.  They would cut out the edges of the block, score it at the bottom, then the three of them would snap it off and carry it up to the shore, and they were digging out a post block every four or five minutes.  Kell did a lot more digging than Kammi, but that was because he could still hold his breath more than twice as long as she could.  But with some work and training, she’d catch up to him fairly quickly.  Kell wouldn’t be able to extend the time he could hold his breath much, since he was already close to the limit, where Kammi had a lot of improvement to go before she reached her maximum.


In the 90 minutes they had before it got too dark to do anything, they’d managed to dig up the last of the post and rail blocks they’d need for the fence.  They’d have to split them up and shape them, but that could wait until tomorrow.  The hard part was quarrying them, and that was done.  Kell herded the hatchlings out of the water and followed them up onto the rocks, shaking the water off his wings in much the same way the water dragons did before folding them.  Kammi looked a little tired—digging underwater was far harder than the standard way—but she wasn’t so tired that she pinned Kitta to the ground and tormented her, his sister giggling and squirming.  “Be sassy to me, will ya?  You had this coming, earthworm!” Kammi declared.  Kav and Konn looked a jump from defending their sister from Kammi’s torture, but Kell stopped them with an outstretched wing.

“Let them sort it out,” he said.  “We need to get the cart loaded and up to the pasture.”

Kammi tormented Kitta for only a moment or two more before she relented, then they loaded the cart.  Kell sent the hatchlings to the burrow to get dinner out of the pantry as he and Kammi went back to the pasture, his vision shifting into thermographic as they started up the slope.  It was the point where the other dragons all stayed in their dens, or at the very least didn’t fly without precautions, but for the earth dragons, it was the time to socialize and visit.  Earth dragons would probably be nocturnal if not for the need to be awake during the daylight hours to tend their crops and herds, since they saw perfectly well in the darkness when virtually no other creatures could.

Most of the time.  Kell and Kammi both looked up when they heard the leathery flap of wings and saw a white light, and they both smiled brightly when Prisma landed just before them, a little heavily, using her magic to light her way.    Scillinting refractions from the magical light over her head shimmered off her rainbow-colored wings, the result of tiny, shiny colored scales that covered the membranes of her wings.  The effect was actually quite pretty.  “Fluffy!” Kammi called, bounding forward and rearing up to sit on her tail, offering her paws.  Prisma did the same, taking her forepaws in greeting.  “Feeling better?”


“Enough to get down here,” she replied in a weary voice.  “The youngest of us will recover the fastest, as we didn’t do as much work as our elders, but I am still very tired.  I hope to return to the department tomorrow.  Classes are cancelled for another four days,” she said with obvious disappointment.

“Why are you flying at night, Prisma?”


“Because I am starving, Kell,” she replied honestly, looking at him.  “I came to hope to beg a meal from your stores.  It’s too late to get an allotment and too dark to fish.  They don’t move around after dark, I’ve come to discover.  You are my only hope to avoid a very unpleasant night.”


“We have enough to share,” Kell told her.  “The hatchlings are in the burrow.  Go announce yourself and tell them that I said you could eat.”


“Thank you, thank you, Kell,” she said with gratitude, daring to come over and put a fond paw on his shoulder, then the crossed in front of him, heading for the burrow entrance.

“I’ll go with her, you don’t need me to help you pull the cart,” Kammi said with a sly smile, turning and following.


“Someone just ended up with the entire task list tomorrow,” he warned.


“You wouldn’t do that to your intended,” she said haughtily as she padded away with Prisma.


“Watch me,” he called, which made both females laugh.


Kell hauled the stone blocks up to where the others were set out, and he started unloading them as his parents ambled back to him.  “Where are the others?  There’s still work to be done,” Keth said with a slight edge to his voice.


“I sent the hatchlings to the burrow to start gathering dinner, and Prisma asked to join us.  She’s finally strong enough to move, and she has no food in her den, so she came to us hoping for a meal.  Kammi went with her.”


“Oh, that’s fine.  I’m glad she’s up and about.  Such a dear little thing,” Kanna said.  “I’m quite fond of her.”


“Almost everyone in the department is too,” Kell chuckled as his parents started helping him unload the cart.  “Half of them can’t believe they’re friends with a fluffy.”

“She doesn’t act like most chromatics,” Keth noted as he reached for another post.


“I know, that’s probably why she gets along with us so well,” Kell nodded as he and Kanna set down one of the long blocks.


“How is that sky drake managing?”


“Surprisingly well,” he replied.  “He’s very quiet most of the time, but he seems to be very smart, and he endeared many in the department to him when he did so well out on the mission.  He seems a dependable drake, and chief likes that in his workers.  Our work is too important for it to be done by dragons we can’t depend on to do it right.  He might actually make it, but we’ll have to see.”

Keth was quiet a moment.  “I had something of a question, youngling.”


“Go on, Sire.”


“Since everything seems to be calming down a bit, I was wondering if the rules about interacting with the humans over the computer might be changed.  I find myself growing more and more curious about how Jenny is doing, and I would like to use the facebook page she keeps to leave her messages.”


“You could always call her, Sire.  I have her number.”


“It’s a little more than that,” he said.  “The humans know about us now, and it was my thought that if some few of us start interacting with the human world over the internet, it might be beneficial.  You know, use the twitter and the facebook.  I find myself curious about the farming techniques the humans use, and I’d like to communicate, not read articles, to actually have conversations with others.  I don’t have to identify myself as an earth dragon, but the rules as they are now don’t even permit me to use the social networking under an assumed identity.  Only the department drakes have that permission.”

Kell paused as he reached for a block, then leaned back on his tail a little more.  “That’s actually a very good point, Sire,” he said in a musing voice.  “Things have changed.  I’m not sure if the council would permit it, but we should at the very least bring it up.  Maybe a little communication back and forth over the internet would be good for both us and them.  And maybe it is time for us to start establishing an official internet presence,” he pondered aloud.  “An official website, a facebook page, and so on.  I know that the internet division already has a webpage coded and we have the facebook page and domain name reserved, we’ve kept them just in case.  But letting dragons outside the department start to delve into social media is something I should bring up with the chief,” he said with a nod.  “And probably the council, too.  We’ll see what they think about it.”


“If it would be no bother,” Keth said.


“A good idea is never a bother, Sire.”


They unloaded the rest of the cart, and Kell pulled it back to the burrow with his parents.  He put it away in one of the external storage rooms and then joined his family and Prisma in the kitchen, where they ate all their meals, the six dragons sitting around their low table.  Seeing Prisma sit beside Keth reminded him that she was larger than all of them, if not by very much, but she would grow larger as she aged.  Chromatics continued to grow well after they reached adulthood, which was unique among the five races.  Kell may grow maybe 20 or more centimeters at the shoulder and might put on an extra half meter of length, but that would be it.  He was the smallest adult male drake on the island his age or older, and it was almost fitting that he was courting the smallest adult female drake on the island. Prisma was telling his family and Kammi about casting the spell, which was done at the geographic center of the island, in the valley of sorts between the extinct peak and the active peak of the volcano, a grueling spell that took over four hours to cast and left them all so exhausted that they all but crawled back to their dens, and the dragons actively controlling the magic had to be carried there by the fire dragons that were attending.  Kell joined them as she finished, and Kanna pushed a bowl of huge radishes at him.  “When will they start on the scion?”

“If I remember correctly, they can’t create one until the end of November, when the magical forces will align to make the spell possible,” she answered.  “But if what you said about the council is right, then they’ll begin the preparations very soon.  I know little about the magic that creates a scion, that’s highly advanced magic, but I have no doubt it’s going to require a large number of familiars and fetishes to enact.”


“Sounds like the sky dragons are going to be doing a lot of plant hunting,” Kammi noted.


“I’m sure they’ll enjoy it, they love getting missions that allow them to venture into areas usually denied to them,” Prisma said as she ate another of Hett’s sweet onions.  Like most other dragons, she wasn’t too fond of radishes, and Kanna was too much the hostess to make her eat something she didn’t like.  “How goes the planting, Keth?”

“We’ve got most of it done,” he answered.  “We’re going to plant some corn and tomatoes, they do well in the rainy season, but we’ve got all of our other crops sowed.”


“I do love tomatoes,” Prisma said.  “What about the food on the human ships, Kell?”


“They haven’t gotten it all here yet, but it’s being added to the allotments, at least after they sort it out,” he replied.  “I doubt that all of it will stay good with the freighters being underwater, some of it had to have gotten flooded when they sank.  Right now, they’re bringing the carrier, and that takes a whole lot of water dragons to move.  We needed to get the carrier back here before the Chinese try to get submersibles down to inspect it.”


“That’s gonna be a lot of work for us,” Kammi said.  “Me and Kell I mean.  We’re the only ones that can really hold our breath, and no doubt chief will want us to go through the carrier before the water dragons start chopping it up.”


“Surral and Shii’s bubble spell doesn’t guarantee you those kinds of jobs anymore, Kammi,” Prisma told her.  “Quite a few water dragons have learned it, and Surral and Shii  have received notice from the sages, Surral especially.  Few even among the water dragons realized they had such skill in magic.”


“Like most water dragons, Prisma, they’re quiet and modest.  And since Surral spends most of his time out fishing, few get to see his magical skills. He rarely uses them outside view of the pod.”

“Speaking of the ships, what news from China?”


“Right now, we’re just waiting to see what they do,” Kammi replied.  “We’re watching their high-level communications.  So far, there’s a whole lot of blaming going on, and they’re still trying to figure out just what in Gaia happened.   That’s why we had the water dragons move the carrier, so they can’t get a look at it.”

“Given how bad they were beaten, I’m not sure if they’ll try something like that again.  But, the fact that the resorted to force first means that whatever it is we have that they want, they want it so bad that they were willing to risk a global war among the humans to get it.  When they get the scion back up, I foresee a whole lot of visits to China in my future.”


“Not just you, odds are chief’ll send all of us,” Kammi added.  “You’ll just do the missions where you have to speak to the Chinese.”


“I still feel certain that they have ancient sky dragon tomes, and are trying to kindle their own magical training by getting the means to read those books,” Prisma said.


“That’s possible,” Kell nodded.  “But it’s pretty clear that the Chinese knew a lot more about us than anyone else, part of their histories that weren’t purged, so it’s also possible they were coming down here for no other reason than to conquer us, so they could have magic all to themselves.  The orders their military commanders have seem to suggest it.”


“Well, they learned real quick just what magic can do,” Kammi grinned.  “When we attacked their fleet.”


“They didn’t see anything, which was the entire point,” Kell said.  “They can’t prove we did it.  They suspect it, but they can’t prove it.”


After dinner, Kell called Keth into the chamber where he kept his home computer.  Keth was a typical earth dragon in that he was computer literate—was actually pretty savvy behind a keyboard for that matter—and he used his computer to help manage his farm.  It held records of all his inventories, land management plans, planting schedules, and future planting projections.  He even ran statistical programs to monitor the yields of the tracts, to adjust his land usage to keep the land at maximum productivity without impacting crop yields.  He also had a long and detailed file on his computer that documented his breeding program for the giant radishes for which the farm was famous, carefully maintained so Keth knew exactly what was working and what wasn’t to make his radishes the largest and most robust on the island.

And there was a new file on his desktop labeled Sweet Onions.  He was going to try to out-do Hett with his own onions.


“What is it, youngling?” Keth asked as he padded into the room.


“I’m removing the filters and getting your computer access through the firewall that keeps you from leaving messages on most internet websites,” he replied.  “And I’m starting you a facebook page and twitter account.”


“Without Ferroth’s approval?”


“I know how he’s going to answer, so why wait?” he shrugged.  “I’m also going to install a phone emulation program that will allow you to call cell phones off the island.  And I put Jenny’s phone number, facebook page, and twitter handle in your book,” he added, pointing to the address book icon on his desktop, which held the on-island numbers for the cell phones the earth dragons used to talk to each other.  “Just be warned, Sire.  If you call Jenny, she’ll be able to call you back.  So make sure you don’t mind her calling you before you take that step.”

“I’m rather fond of her, youngling,” he replied calmly.  “What do I need to know about using the facebook and twitter?”

“Keep your computer in English when you do, computers off the island don’t recognize the draconic language packs we use here,” he said.  “And it won’t be as fast as using the island’s intranet.  We have some very strong firewalls up between us and the internet when it comes to leaving messages and similar activities, so don’t worry if it takes a few seconds to load or update.  When it comes to trading messages with the humans, don’t reveal that you’re a dragon, at least not until we have official permission to start interacting with humans over the internet, and don’t reveal where we are.  As far as the outside world’s concerned, you’re a farmer.  That’s it.  If someone asks about you, just tell them that you never give out that information because it makes you feel uncomfortable.”


“Sounds easy enough.”


Keth watched as Kell set up his facebook page and then customized it to make it look rather impressive, then he learned how it worked.  Keth was internet literate since he surfed many websites in search of new information about farming and agricultural science, so he picked up the art of facebook quickly.  He then got a ten minute course on the proper use of twitter, then he learned about instagram and a few of the other lesser known social networking sites.


Kell’s phone rang while he was explaining the “language” of the internet, educating Keth on the abbreviations commonly used in most communications.  Kell still had his tablet strapped to his forearm, so he activated his speaker.  “Kell,” he said.


“Are you the one putting a new box through the firewall?” Kintel asked.


“Yes, that’s me,” he replied.  “I’m going to talk to chief about it in the morning.”


“Alright.  I was about to shut you down,” he chuckled.


“Like you could keep me out,” Kell teased lightly.


“You’re not that good, Kell,” Kintel replied tauntingly, then he cut the call.


Kell laughed.  “Sounds like the spikes are out and the tail is cocked,” he mused to himself.

“Don’t get into a war with your supervisor, Kell, it can only end badly.”


Kell laughed again.  “Wise advice, Sire, wise advice.”


22 September 2017, 09:41 DMT; Sanctuary City

Kell got his revenge on Kammi, because she was out there doing their task sheet alone.


Kell and Ferroth were in his new office, spacious and open, Kell explaining what he did for Keth and then broaching the subject of allowing the dragons to start limited interaction with humanity over the internet.  They’d already gone over Gressa’s needs, and Ferroth had checked off on getting a computer up to her den, but he was adamant that they’d need council approval for her to teach draconic to the Hunters.  But, he was also fairly sure they’d allow it, so Kell would go up and do the installation himself as soon as they were done with their meeting.  Gressa they would trust with a computer, since she’d proved that she was one of the smart fire dragons, and she could actually get a lot of use out of it since she could speak and read English fairly well.  Their computers translated webpages into draconic, but it lost a lot in the translation since dragons didn’t have words for many of the innovations the humans thought up since they moved to the island.  The earth dragons had imported those words into the draconic language, but since they were the only ones that used them, few other dragons would have any idea what they were talking about.

And also no doubt she’d become very popular in fire dragon circles for her access to ESPN and other sports websites, getting news before the fire dragons saw it on TV.

“I should spike you for doing that without council approval, but I won’t,” Ferroth told him as he put his forepaws on his new desk, newly carved out of volcanic rock.  “Keth at least won’t do anything stupid.  But, as far as the idea goes, I think it might be a good idea, on a very limited basis.  Only dragons fluent in English should get that kind of access.  And I’ve been pondering the idea of putting up something official for a while now, but we’ve always had more to worry about than a web page,” he grunted, rapping his claws on the desk.  “It’ll have to wait a bit.  We’ll need the full council to approve going semi-public, but I think the six there now can approve Gressa teaching the Hunters draconic.  They were going to do that anyway as soon as Hinado could go back to teaching.”  He looked at his monitor, which was infragraphic.  “I have an appointment to speak to the council around noon.  You get what you need and go install that computer in Gressa’s den, but take your time.  If you dawdle long enough, I can get you an answer.”


“But I should go ahead and take a webcam with me, and install the conferencing program.”


“May as well, you’ll have to do it anyway,” he said with a slight smile.  “Make sure you throttle her firewall permissions so she can only use it to talk to Imakaii.  Gressa’s pretty damn smart for a fire dragon, she might start playing with it.  Gaia knows, we don’t need her learning Portuguese from some human in Brazil she randomly rings up while clicking buttons.”


Kell laughed.  “She’d probably do just that,” he agreed.  “I’ll take care of it.  Anything new from China?”

“Nothing yet, they’re still in punishment mode for their military,” he answered.  “The carrier should be here late tonight, maybe tomorrow morning.  Trekka’s going to lead a survey team into the carrier using hider amulets to remove the reactor core.  I want you to pick some department drakes to empty out the carrier’s armory.  Bring it down here.  We might have use for all those bombs and missiles,” he said in a grim kind of tone.


“I can do that,” he nodded.  “Let me go get everything I need, and I’ll go track down Gressa’s den and get started.”


“Alright.”

Kell gathered up all the equipment he’d need to do the job and walked up to Blackstone Village.  It was just inside the Darkwood and close to the edge of the volcano, not far from the lava flows on the north side of the island.  It had tunnels down into the village from several points that were actually rather far from the village, since it was considered the capitol village of the earth dragons and thus had the most dummy tunnels and side passages to confuse invaders.  He started up the side of the volcano, his onyx claws carrying him up as easily as walking across flat ground, until a fire wyrm finally took notice of him and landed heavily in front of him.  She was huge, one of the largest of the fire dragons, so big that she made Kell look like one of her hatchlings.  “Hold, earth drake,” she said, clinging to the side of the volcano with surprisingly agility.  “You are out of bounds.  Explain yourself.”


“I need to talk to Gressa, a fire drake.  I’m bringing equipment she asked for up to her den,” he said, opening his wing and showing her a large shoulder satchel.


“I can take them.”


“I’m installing them,” he elaborated.  “She’s asked for the use of a computer from the department, and I’m up here to install it for her.”


“Does this mean that the TV will be back on soon?” she asked with sudden enthusiasm.


Kell had the sense not to roll his eyes.  “Not yet, they’re still trying to repair the damage to the cables,” he told her.  “It’s going to be a week or two, just be patient.”


“But football season is happening!  We are missing games!” she protested.


“Tell you what.  We can’t get the cable back on yet, but we can set up some public projection-style TVs near the crater lake until we get the cable back on.  It might be crowded, but that’s about the best we can do for now.”

“Yes!  You must do that!” she declared.  “You must do so right now!”


“I have this to do first, but I’ll bring earth drakes up this afternoon and set it up,” he told her.  “Now, can you find Gressa and ask her to come find me?  I need her permission to enter her den.”


“I know the magic to send messages.  I will contact her immediately.  The faster you finish that, the faster you can put up that TV!”


Kell sighed.  Fire dragons.


The huge wyrm launched from the side of the volcano and spread her wings, banking to the south as Kell tapped speed dial for Ferroth on the tablet strapped to his forearm and started back up the steep slope.  “Chief,” he called.


“What is it, whelp?”


“We’re going to need three or four large projection units linked to the satellite and a team of drakes that can set them up.  I just had a nervous encounter with a fire wyrm that is very unhappy we don’t have her TV back on,” he replied.  “We can set them up on the east side of the caldera, that large flat space past the crater lake.  They all can’t fit there, but it’s something.  And for Gaia’s sake, we’d better get the cable back on soon or they’re gonna riot.  They’re missing football games.”


Ferroth actually laughed.  “That’s not a bad idea.  I guess with the attack successful they missed out on getting to fight, so the fire dragons need football to keep them busy.  I’ll get Kintel to get everything set up, and dispatch an installation team.  We can get something relatively decent up there to keep them happy until the cable’s back.”


Gressa landed on the side of the volcano just above him, her claws gripping the rock as she clung to it sideways, and she turned her head back towards him.  “I received a message from Frazza that you’re bringing the computer?”


Kell nodded.  “Just lead me to your den and we’ll get started.”

“And she said that you’re going to set up TVs like the ones back in Hawaii by the crater lake?”


“It was agree to it or have her bite my head off,” he replied, which made Gressa laugh.


“Frazza isn’t one known for being indirect about what she wants,” she said lightly.  “My den is very close, just up there,” she said, pointing up the slope and to the north.  “Come.”  She scrabbled up the rock nearly as deftly as an earth dragon, and Kell followed her.


Fire dragon dens were nothing like earth dragon dens.  He’d been in quite a few of them over the years, installing electricity, one of the things field agents did when they had spare time between missions.  Fire dragons preferred a single large cavern that was roughly elliptical, with a sleeping mound in the center made of rocks and loose sand and earth and all their possessions lined up along the walls. The den was excavated, and from the exacting dimensions, it was clearly done by earth dragons.  Fire dragons could dig out a den, but the didn’t have the precision that earth dragons did.  Fire dragons were pack rats, collectors, so the edges of the chamber were filled with all manner of objects and items that she’d either found, bartered, or taken as trophies or tribute from other fire dragons.  Some of the items were dragon-made, some were natural objects like oddly shaped or colored rocks, some were works of art, and some of them antiques, human items from before the fire dragons came to the island. Her TV was at the very back of the den, mounted on the wall well off the floor, with the power lines attached to the ceiling running across the den.  Gressa followed him into the very large and spacious den, a symbol of her status as a fire dragon to be reckoned with, but not so formidable that she could wrest one of the choice dens inside the active caldera away from its current occupants.  Kell went around her sleeping mound and set down the heavy pack he’d brought up holding his equipment.  The size of the sleeping mound told him that Gressa had a mate, and given her formidable reputation, there was little doubt in Kell’s mind she was the one that ruled the den.  “I’ll put your computer here.  You’ll have a wireless keyboard with an integrated trackball mouse, and you can also use the voice function of the TV to direct your computer.  I’ll install an antenna above your den entrance that will get you connection to our network, it’s important that you don’t damage it.”

“I’ll make sure of that,” she replied as she climbed up onto her mound and laid down.


Kell had the computer installed and was connecting it to the TV when another fire dragon entered the den.  It was a male drake, slightly smaller than Gressa, as well as two very young hatchlings, about the size of his own siblings.  Kell hadn’t known that Gressa had hatchlings.  The male stopped and looked at him as the two small fire drakes bounded into the den, one chasing the other, but they slid to a halt when they came around the sleeping mound and saw him.  “Kell, my mate Hazzath, and our hatchlings Zava and Kissar.  Mate, younglings, this is Kell of the Earth Drakes, the warrior drake among them.  He is to be treated with respect,” she declared.


“Welcome to our den, earth drake,” Hazzath said with a simple nod.  “You bring the computer machine mate spoke of?”


“I’m installing it right now,” he replied as he reared up and connected the video cables to the back of the TV.  “Since you’re both here, I can teach you how it works at the same time.”

“I learned some of it from the Hunters,” Gressa told him.  “They taught me the workings of the web while I was there, enough to find the web sites, especially the youtube and football games to watch, and how to search for things I want to see.  But I’m sure this one works better, since it is dragon made.”


Kell couldn’t help but agree with that, nodding as he came back down to all fours.  The TV was almost too high for him to reach.  Kell turned the computer on and set the keyboard down on the floor.  “Access TV turn on, access input two,” he called, and the TV screen blinked on.  The computer’s boot came up, and after just a few seconds, the GUI desktop settled in.  The computer automatically resized the screen for the TV and set optimum resolution.


“That looks very different from what the Hunters had,” Gressa said.


“We use a different program than they do, but it’s just as easy to use,” he replied, tapping on the keyboard.  The two fire drakes watched the screen in curiosity as the hatchlings wrestled in a clear area well away from anything they could break.  Kell configured the computer, then he set up a tutorial program they used with new earth drakes in the department that explained the basics of the graphical Linux OS they used.  “You two can watch this instructional show that explains how it works while I install the network antenna.  Remember, you can’t break this or you can’t watch TV.”

“Did you hear that, younglings?  You leave that object alone,” Gressa declared in a strong voice, which made the two stop.


“Yes, Matron,” the young male said.


“We’ll be careful, Matron,” the female agreed.


Kell had the antenna installed inside half an hour, since it was as easy as bolting it to the rock above the den entrance, pointing the directional antenna down to the bouncer they had at the edge of the forest, then running the cables across the ceiling.  The two hatchlings watched him curiosity as he seemingly walked across the ceiling, tying the network cable in with the power cables, going directly over the two fire dragons on the sleeping mound.  He went down the far wall like a giant squirrel, then dropped the cable to the floor behind the TV, dropped down, and installed a connector after he cut the cable.  He had to wait a couple of minutes for the tutorial to end, then he configured the networking connections and got Gressa’s box access through the firewall for conferencing Imakaii, and only Imakaii.  He let the conference program they used install off their cloud server as he went over how to bring up the web and how to get TV on her computer with Gressa and Hazzath.  “So, we just press this button on the keyboard and it turns on the TV?” Hazzath asked in surprised, pointing at it with a claw.


“That’s it, that button is programmed to do all the work for you, it streams the TV off our own system.  It works just like the TV you’re used to once you have it turned on.  Press it again if you want to watch TV on one window while you look at web pages on another, and press this button to turn the TV window off completely.”  He hit the shortcut button on the keyboard, and the GUI was replaced with a full screen TV window set on the default channel.  “You change channels either with voice command or by typing the channel number on the keyboard.  Access TV, ESPN,” he called.  He had the TV sending those commands to the computer, and the computer recognized it and changed channels.  “Access TV, set default channel, NFL Network.  There, the TV will automatically go to NFL network when you turn it on,” he told them.  The computer will make the TV work exactly the same way it worked before, so you shouldn’t have any problems.”


“That will be fine,” Hazzath said, looking down at the keyboard.

“The web browser will work exactly like the one the Hunters used, Gressa,” he continued.  “I can show you some of its functions if you want.”


“I’m sure I can figure it out.  That’s half the fun,” she said with a light smile.  “Now, you do need to show me how I can talk to the Hunters.”


“I can show you from your side, but since they don’t know who you are, I’ll have to talk to Jenny so they can set it up from their side.  Here, I’ll show you how to start the program and bring up the Hunters.”  He explained the program to her, how to select which person she wanted to talk to, which was easy since Kell had already programmed her address book.  He then showed her the email program, since the firewall would let her send and receive email with the Hunters.


“Most clever,” Hazzath said in surprise.  “I can send a typed message to anyone in the world with this device?”

“Not anyone, right now it will only let you do so with the Hunters,” Kell told him.  “But if the council lifts the restrictions, you just might.  Right now, only the department drakes have that kind of access.”


“I suppose that is a wise thing, since I have no idea how this works.  I might through my inexperience do something that brings harm to the island,” he noted.


Kell was impressed; Hazzath was far smarter than the average fire dragon, just like Gressa.  “That’s exactly why we have it set up that way,” Kell nodded.  “If you need any help with it, Gressa, just send me an email, I put myself in your address book.  The computer will allow you to use the conference program and email with any dragon on the island.  It’s just off the island that it’s restricted.”


“Most, most clever,” Hazzath mused.  “It’s almost as effective as magic.”


“That’s why we use it, Hazzath,” Kell told him as he started packing his tools.  “If you don’t need anything else, I’m going to go install those projection systems in the caldera so the fire dragons can watch at least a little TV before we get the cable back on.”


“Not us, we have our own TV right here,” Gressa said with a beatific smile, patting the keyboard.  “There will be no fighting for seats for us, mate.”


“If they start shedding blood up there, we’ll take the TVs down,” Kell said firmly.  “So they’d better behave themselves.”


“You had best make the rules plain to noble Hirrag and Sessara so they might lay down the law,” Hazzath suggested.  “If those rules come from our council members, no fire dragon would dare break them.”


“That is a good idea, Hazzath,” Kell nodded as he buckled on his shoulder satchel.

“Access TV, NFL Network,” Gressa called, and then he lost both the adults to the evils of the digital succubus known as TV.


He had no doubt that neither of them would leave their den for at least a day…or until hunger drove them out.


There was nearly a mob of fire dragons at the caldera by the time he got back to the department and joined the contingent that was building the projection system.  They put it all on the food elevators and came out where the earth dragons distributed allotments, and there were fire dragons sitting along the edge of the caldera, looking down with growing eagerness and excitement.  Nevra looked around nervously as Kell led the ten earth drakes out, then she scurried forward when Hota pushed her from behind.  “Okay, this is gonna be a little scary,” Nevra observed.


“Only if we take too long,” Kell replied, then he raised his head and shouted.  “We need one of the esteemed council members Hirrag or Sessara to come here. Can someone summon one of them for us?” he boomed.  He almost laughed when Sessara made herself noticed by taking off from the edge of the caldera, then she landed beside them.  “Esteemed council member,” he said with a nod to her as they started again.


“What do you need, Kell?” she asked as she started walking with them, dwarfing all ten earth drakes.


“To set some ground rules about etiquette around the TVs,” he replied.  “Mainly that there won’t be any fighting.  If just one fight breaks out over seating, we pull the projectors and you wait until we get the cable fixed before you can watch football.”


She actually laughed.  “That will keep them in line all by itself,” she said lightly.  “I’ll make it clear to them that they will act with decorum, and that they won’t overflow and block the allotment area.”


“Yeah, that would also be a good idea,” he agreed.  “It should take us a couple of hours to get them up. Just keep them up there and off the caldera floor until we’re done.  We’ll be nervous enough doing this with all those vultures lurking,” he noted, which made Lakra laugh.

“If there is anything we can do to help, you will have a few thousand volunteers,” Sessara said lightly.


Kell looked at her.  “Actually, you might be able to help us, esteemed council member.  I was told you’re one of the most skilled fire drakes when it comes to magic.”


“I am,” she nodded proudly.


“Then you may be just what we need to make a couple of screens large enough so dragons sitting up there can see clearly,” he said, pointing.  “We can install a big enough sound system so they can hear, but we don’t have portable projection screens large enough to make them visible from that far away.”


“I know just the spell that will help you,” she said confidently.  “I can enlarge your screens by magic, and it will be permanent.”


“Then please join us, esteemed council member,” Kell said grandly, making an urging motion with his wing.


Sessara was very helpful.  The eleven earth drakes erected four different portable projection screens, and she enlarged all four of them using her magic, to the size of a drive-in theater’s screen.  Half his team had to go back to the city for anchors, support cables to stabilize the projectors against wind, and a sound system they could set up about in the center of the caldera, right by the lake, and then they had to waterproof everything…which was again done by magic.  Kell had them set up the projector screens in the center and face the four directions so the dragons could either sit over in the open area by the east side or along the caldera rim, and he placed the main control computer on the west side, closest to the lake.  Kell got Sella up to the caldera, and she warded their water-sensitive equipment with a spell that would repel all water from the spell’s border, promising to come up once daily to refresh it since it wasn’t permanent.  “Because of the sound issue, only one screen will have sound, that one,” Kell told Sessara.  “The other screens can be set to different channels, but they won’t have audio.  But, you can turn on captioning so dragons can read what’s going on.  On game day, someone can come up here and change them to the channels showing the games, but you’ll have to pick which one you want to be running sound.  I can give you that responsibility, if you want it, esteemed council member.”

“Do they work like regular TVs?”


Kell nodded.  “But since all four controllers are right there, we’ve assigned them numbers.  That screen is TV one, it’s the one that controls the sound.  That one is TV two, that one is TV three, and that one is TV four.  To change channels, address the TV you want, like this.  Access TV one, turn on,” he called, and the earth drakes flinched almost in unison when the fire dragons that could see that screen roared as the projector displayed a TV screen.  “Access TV one, ESPN.”  The image shimmered to display Sportcenter, and the fire dragons roared their approval once again.  “If you want to control all four at once, use TV all.  Access TV all, turn on.”  The other three screens shimmered to life, causing even more roaring.

“Easy enough.  Is that all you have to do?”


“That’s it.  It’s up and running.  Access TV one, audio on.”  The reports on Sportcenter were suddenly audible, their voices echoing off the sides of the caldera.  “You can control the volume just like a regular TV.”


“Excellent, Kell.  You have made a great many friends today,” she said with a light smile.  “Access TV all, ESPN.”


Kell got something to eat at the farm, then he went back to the department to find out what Ferroth wanted him to do.  Instead of sending him out to join Kammi, he ended up poring through the latest communiqués that were intercepted from the Chinese.  The politicians had about worked through their temper tantrum of sacking generals and admirals, and were now debating their official response to the attack.  Some of them wanted to declare war on the United States, thinking them behind the attack with some new weapon, but others had correctly deduced that it was the dragons themselves that had done it, and that gave them pause.  Kell marked the ones that urged caution and restraint, for they might have knowledge of the sky dragon tomes the dragons suspected the Chinese had.  As Kell went through the data, he read that the Chinese weren’t going to give up on the idea.  Where brute force had failed, and the ghastly cost of the lost ships made them very wary to try again, they were now discussing political, diplomatic, and clandestine ways by which they could get control of the island, and some of the hawks among them were rallying for a smaller military force to sneak down to the island and try to take it, that their huge armada had telegraphed the attack.  A smaller force striking by surprise, they argued, had just as much chance as the massive invasion.

But thankfully, none of them were considering launching nuclear weapons against the island in retaliation for the attack.


They weren’t giving up.  They were sending recon ships and planes down to try to study the dragons from a distance, and they were accelerating the schedule for getting one of their new spy satellites up that could keep watch over the island.  They had four satellites up, but they were in locked orbits that didn’t let them see into that area of the south Pacific with any detail…when they designed them and put them orbit, they’d never thought they’d need to look at an empty stretch of ocean, so they hadn’t built them with the ability to easily change their orbital tracks.  Chinese satellites weren’t as sophisticated as American or French or British ones, which could change their orbits rather easily. Chinese spy satellites were designed to overfly important areas, and had limited fuel aboard that was reserved for keeping them in their designed orbits.


Rather amusingly, the Chinese made up for this deficiency by hacking Google satellites and getting real-time images from them, before Google could censor and redact the imagery to comply with international law.


But they were going to continue their standoff with the rest of the world over the island, to make everyone think that the Chinese had the right to claim or annex the island, and that meant they’d continue their diplomatic confrontation with the United States.  They would also do everything in their power to prevent the United Nations from granting the dragons the rights of a sentient species, including using their veto power on the Security Council, intimidating the nations they could bully to vote against it.

Well, two could play that game.


Ferroth looked into Kell’s new, larger office, already cluttered with much of his junk.  “The council agreed to let Gressa teach the Hunters,” he relayed.  “Call Jenny and let her know.”


“Can do, chief,” he replied as the earth drake stumped past his door.  He put on his earset and dialed Jenny’s number, and she answered before it finished the first ring.


“Hey Kell, what’s up?” she asked.


“We have some news for you,” he replied.  “First, the council has set up some draconic tutoring for you and the other Hunters.”


“Really?  Who?”


“Gressa,” he replied.  “She’s not coming there, she’s going to use a teleconferencing program.  I’ve already installed it for her, and I have her contact address you can use to get in touch with her…though, you probably won’t have much luck,” he chuckled.  “We set her up with internet access, and since the cable’s still down, she’s using it to stream TV.  She’s pretty computer literate for a fire dragon.”

“Thank us for that, we taught her when she was on the volcano,” she replied.  “What’s her address?”

Kell gave it to her.  “You might want to give her a new address for a computer in a conference room.  Oh, and she can use that computer to call your phone, so be ready for it.”


“I happen to like Gressa, thank you very much, Kell,” she replied primly, which made him chuckle.  “And speaking of dragons I like, did you know that Keth called me this morning?”

“I know, I set up the den computer so he can use the phone emulator,” he replied.  “I also removed the firewall blocks preventing him from sending messages through the web, so he can post on twitter and facebook and other sites.”


“That’s new, I’ve snooped through your firewall.  It’s pretty tight.”


“Oh, you have, have you?”


“You hack my phone, I hack your firewall, Kell,” she replied tauntingly.


“Sounds like it’s time for an island-wide power outage at Imakaii,” he mused.


She laughed.  “Good luck, they keep most of the important controls on cold systems,” she shot back.  “So, I take it Keth has a facebook page?”


“And a twitter account,” he replied lightly.


“So, what’s his facebook page?  I wanna go look at it.”


“Just don’t give away who he is, Jenny,” he warned after telling her.


“I won’t do that,” she assured him.  “Nice!  I can see you made it for him.”


“That’s my Sire, Jenny.  I’d be embarrassed if it looked stupid,” he replied indignantly, which made her laugh.


“You did let him use his real name.”


“The human world only knows my name, Jenny,” he said easily.  “Everything else is nice and vague.”

“Yeah, I see,” she replied.  “Anyway, let me get on this.  I’ll call you back in a bit with an address you can give Gressa that will connect her to the computer in the conference room.  That has a projection screen, so we can all see her.  Oh, any word yet on the talismans?”


“None yet.  Keep your shirt on, woman, you’ll get them when you get them.”


“Okay, okay.  I’ll call you back in a little bit.”


“Alright.”  They said their goodbyes, and Kell went back to studying what they’d pulled from the Chinese.  Somehow, he had the feeling that they might have to do more to make the Chinese back off. They’d taken the hint, but it hadn’t sunk in quite yet.

24 September, 21:45 DMT; Dawnmist Village

Carting out the last load of waste rock was almost like a little ceremony.

The expansion of Kell’s den was complete.


After Kell took it over to the pile and dumped it—Keth had plans for that waste rock—he turned and looked back as Kammi swept the dust and crumbs up the ramp and ejected them with enough force to send the small stones peppering into the cove.  They’d excavated an entire lower level and added two rooms to the upper level, then added a mushroom cellar below the second, a job that would have been too much for just two drakes to finish in a few days.  But Kammi had already dug out the entire first level expansion before Kell had time to do any work, done it all on her own, and his family had helped them dig out the second level over the last two days, once all the seeds were planted and the fence was built.  They’d just finished the mushroom cellar, the last room of the expanded burrow, and now the burrow was ready to be occupied.  The ground around the entrance was different, since they’d had to repair it where the sky dragons had dug it out, and Kammi had pulled in favors to repair the entry chamber with concrete.


The entry chamber had been enlarged to fit Anthra in it, then it opened to the main living chamber, which contained the pantry and dining table, and his old sleeping chamber was now a storeroom and pantry for food and stuff that wasn’t that important.  Their sleeping chamber was one of the new ones, a much larger chamber with a large sleeping mound, and the other two rooms were for work.  One was a home office that would hold their computers and gear, and the other a workshop where they could build or repair computers or other equipment.


The second level had five rooms as well, and it was devoted to family.  Four of the rooms down there were designed to be sleeping chambers but would serve as storerooms, and the fifth was built to be a brood chamber.  They’d had to dig out a bathroom as well, boring a pipeline down to the sewage drain that served the upper floor, but they’d also connected the lower level with the tunnel connecting to the cove, and placed a door there to keep the dank air out of the burrow.  But it did serve as a direct tunnel from the burrow to the cove, allowing the water drakes to come in or him to go out without being seen.  The mushroom cellar was dug down from the main hallway of the second floor, and Kammi had made it fairly big; Kammi loved mushrooms, so having a nice big cellar for growing them meant she’d have plenty of them to eat without having to barter for them.

Kammi gave him a bright smile when he came back over, and the two of them sat on their haunches at the entry, looking down into the entry chamber.  “Well, intended, we’re all done,” she replied with relief.  “Let’s start moving in.  I want to sleep here tonight.”


“With as much junk as we have?  That’s going to take all night,” he protested.


“Alright, let’s at least get what we need over here, but we are staying here tonight.  We’ll move as much out as we can, then get the rest tomorrow, then we can do the wiring and install the lights later, when we have time.  We have power on the first level, that’s all we really need right now.”


“Why the rush?”


“Didn’t Patron tell you?  He’s hired two families as farmhands, so we need to clear out to give them space,” she replied.  “They’re from the northeast side of the island.  Two mated pairs, and one of them has hatchlings just old enough to leave the burrow.  I guess the whelps will have some other whelps to play with now,” Kammi chuckled.

“Sire does need the help.  With the new tracts from Gev and the rush to get crops grown, he’ll probably need four adult drakes just to take the strain off of him.  Especially with us more or less going back to work,” he noted.  “When are they supposed to move in?”


“The ones without hatchlings are supposed to move tomorrow.  They’ve just mated, from what Patron told me, so they’re striking out on their own after working on their family farms.  The other pair are longtime farmhands.”  That was common enough.  All the land on the island was already owned, so the earth dragons that didn’t inherit the family farm either worked the family farm as extra paws or moved to another dragon’s farm.  Keth’s two brothers had moved to other farms when their sire had awarded the farm to Keth, both of them a tiny bit bitter about not inheriting.  When it came to inheriting something as important as a farm, only the most capable offspring, the best farmer, was given that honor.  Keth was a farmer to the tips of his horns and tail spikes.  Only a small portion of the earth dragon population were actual farm owners, the rest were either extended family or farmhands, who received a share in the farm’s bounty as payment for their help.  When they moved into Keth’s burrow, they would become like extended family themselves, living with Keth, eating with him, sharing in the work and in the rewards.  And since Keth’s farm was so large and prosperous, it let him be a little picky choosing his farmhands.  Kell had no doubt that Keth had thoroughly checked out those two mated pairs to make sure they could handle the responsibility of working the largest farm in Dawnmist, and one of the most productive farms on the island.  Keth was highly respected for his farming skill, to the point where other farmers constantly came over to ask his advice.  Which he was always glad to give, Keth was not arrogant over his success, willing to help others achieve the same success he had.

And those two families would see their reputation on the island increase after landing jobs working for Keth.  Keth would teach them everything he knew about farming, and when they left his employment, they’d be all but fought over by other farmers to hire them on and bring that expertise to their own farms…if they ever left.  Their former farmhands had worked for Keth for some 30 years, and their clutch of three had been born in the same brood chamber that hatched Kell and his deceased brothers and his younger siblings.  Ten years ago, they managed to buy their own farm with Keth’s help, so they moved off the farm, and Keth had managed to keep it running smoothly once the hatchlings were old enough to work.  The old farmhands bartered some of the land at the edge of the lava flows and converted it back to farmland, a process that took nearly a year, stripping the hardened lava off the soil beneath and revitalizing it after years of being baked under cooling lava.  Keth and Kanna had helped them prepare the land, and they were now prospering.  It was a tiny farm as Kell would reckon things, but for a mated pair with hatchlings of their own who had worked as farmhands their whole lives, having that little farm was a dream come true.


In earth dragon society, one could be no higher than a farm owner, even if that farm was barely an acre in size.  And they weren’t the only ones that had gone in after the lava flowing from the volcano shifted to the west on a permanent basis and reclaimed the farmland the volcano had covered over.

Kell and Kammi represented the new order in earth dragon society, the technical workers.  Kell knew how to run the farm, he couldn’t help but know how, but he’d never own it.  That would go to one of his younger siblings.  Kell, and others like him, they were an entirely new class of earth dragon, non-producing dragons that worked almost exclusively in another kind of job.  They’d always had a group like that, the builders, but with the bringing of human technology to the island, new classes of workers had appeared.  Department drakes, factory workers, industrial builders like Fredda, drakes that worked in non-farm jobs, but who were all like Kell and Kammi, born and raised on a farm and knowing the farming business.

But Kell could foresee an interesting scenario take shape in about 80 years, when the young drakes and wyrms working non-farm jobs raised clutches of their own that would have very little or no farming experience.  That was almost unthinkable in earth dragon society, earth dragons that couldn’t farm, but he could see it coming.  Kell still lived on his family farm, so his hatchlings would learn the art of it, but drakes living permanently down in Sanctuary City, drakes living in burrows along the edges of the volcano so they didn’t take up valuable farmland, their hatchlings wouldn’t grow up learning about the most important aspect of earth dragon life, the farm.  Unless those younglings were put on a farm and trained in their species’ primary focus, they’d be near-anathemas once they grew up.  If they couldn’t get jobs in a factory or something, they’d have no farming skills, and that would severely hamper them.  If they couldn’t earn food, they’d have to grow it…and if they didn’t know how to grow it, they were in big trouble.


“We should have all our junk out by then.  I think you need to go through all your stuff and pare down.  Seriously, girl, how did you even sleep in your burrow with that much junk?”


“I had walkways,” she replied with a grin.  “And I’m not getting rid of anything.  All of it can be useful.  Maybe not immediately, but it will be.”


Ralla rose up and landed on the edge of the bluff.  “Kell, Kammi,” he said.


“Ralla!  When did you get back?”


“Just now.  They have the carrier here,” he replied.  “It’s on the north shelf, not far from the hook spur.  Patriarch wants you there, they have a problem.”


“What?”


“The water inside the carrier is noticeably warmer than the water outside,” he replied.  “He thinks there might be something very wrong.”


He looked at Kammi.  “Call chief and tell him then get there as fast as you can, have him get Jirran and Trekka down here to help us,” he replied.  “I’ll go ahead and take a look.  Ralla, tell the water dragons to get the hell away from that carrier now,” he told him.  “It’s possible that the reactor wasn’t shut down before it sank.”


“I’ll have Trekka bring the control box and four hider amulets,” Kammi said, then she turned and ran for the main burrow.


Kell and Ralla dove into the water, and Ralla paused to sing Kell’s warning as he raced out of the cove and turned north.  He could run faster than he could swim, but the north shelf wasn’t right up against the island, it was actually about 200 meters offshore and about 100 meters down, deep enough so that no satellite would see the carrier, since it was laying angled on its keel.  The conn tower would have been sticking up out of the water if it was level.  Kell had to be guided by Ralla’s bioluminescence in the darkness, but it didn’t take long for him to reach a ring of water dragons.  Shii approached and placed a breathing bubble around his head, and he nodded to her.  “Kammi called it into the department.  They’re bringing equipment.  I’ll go ahead and at least take a first look,” he said.  “Don’t come within 100 dram of the carrier until I give you an all clear,” he told them, looking at several dozen water dragon faces.  “How long will this bubble last, Matriarch?”

She used magic to write ghostly letters of light in the water in front of him; Surral must not have taught her his trick of writing on the surface of the bubble yet.  Fifteen minutes, she wrote.


“More than enough time.  Remember, at least a hundred dram away from the carrier.  And send a water dragon to the shore to guide the other field agents to the ship.”


Shii pointed at a young male, and he turned and darted into the gloom.


“I’m going to need some light,” Kell said.  “I can’t see a thing.”

Shii created a ball of magical light and affixed it over Kell’s head, behind his eyes so it didn’t blind him, and he nodded and swam on.  He moved slowly, until the carrier’s bulk appeared in the gloom before him, and he started by checking the hull.  The light interfered with his thermo, but a paw on the hull told him that it was cool, as cool as the water outside.  He found the hangar he’d ripped open and entered it, and saw where they’d removed the nuclear missiles.  Kell advanced across the hangar and put a paw on one of the closed hatches, and found it cool to the touch.  He drove his claws into the bulkhead around the door and tore a hole in it, pulling the steel aside like paper, and he looked down the passageway.  The water inside felt a little warmer than the water outside, but not by much.  There was a body within the companionway beyond the door, and it was not pretty.  The body had compressed from the sinking from the water but hadn’t gone so deep that the pressure squashed it to jelly and bone fragments, and had bloated a little from decomposition while on the bottom, then when it came up, the suspended gases inside the corpse expanded.  The body had several ugly gashes and tears on it from the pressure of the gases inside, including a missing arm and several exposed ribs from the bursting of something inside it.  A rap of claws on metal made him look back.  All three field agents were swimming into the hangar, each of them carrying gear and their heads enclosed in breathing bubbles.  “That was fast,” Kell noted.


“I’ve been keeping the gear at Blackstone,” Trekka replied.  “I had someone run it out to us as we got here.  They told us we have fifteen minutes,” he said, holding up a hider amulet.  Kell let them put it on him.


“We all can’t go,” he said.  “If the breathing bubbles expire deep in the ship, you two won’t get out,” he warned.  “Let me and Kammi do this, we can hold our breaths long enough to get back out.  You two keep time.  At eight minutes, bang on something so we know it’s time to pull out.  You bring a Geiger counter?”


“Right here,” Jirran said, offering it to him.


Kell and Kammi touched the crystal of the hider amulets at the same time, and they both underwent the not entirely pleasant sensation of being magically transformed into something human-like, not entirely human but humanoid in shape.  It took some getting used to when he first became a field agent, walking on two legs, feeling all scrunched up and compressed, like he was in a trash compactor.  His dragon body was replaced with something that Hollywood would love to see in a horror movie, a scaly bipedal reptile-man with a humanized face—so he didn’t attract too much attention—with the same basic coloration as his dragon body on the humanoid one.  Kammi shivered a little once the hider amulet changed her, then Kell took the Geiger counter and turned it on.  “Seven minutes,” he said.

“Got it.  Be careful in there,” Jirran replied.


The two of them walked down the passageway—they still weighed the same despite being smaller, so they had little trouble walking underwater, it was just slower than in the air.  The Geiger counter didn’t show anything abnormal as they advanced into the ship, Kell relying on his study of the ship’s technical specs to know his way around.  “It is warmer in here,” Kammi noted as they went down a narrow stairway, heading for engineering.


“It’s not radiation.  Maybe the steam system ruptured in the attack, and its heat has bled into the interior of the ship,” Kell reasoned as he pushed another dead body out of the way, his claws puncturing the bloated flesh and making it stick to his hand.  He shook the corpse off.  “We only have four minutes until we have to turn around.”


“I think you’re right, intended,” she said.  “But let’s get as close as we can.”


They used all four minutes to get as close to the reactor chamber as they could, and the Geiger counter read nothing but normal background radiation.  They heard faint banging of metal on metal, the signal to return, so they turned around.   “We’d better cut our way into the reactor chamber from the hull,” Kammi said.   “We’re going to need the water dragons to be close by to recharge the magic of this spell.”


“Surral knows a way to make them last a long time, we’ll need him here to show the others,” Kell told her as they went back up the narrow stairs.


When they got back to the other two field agents, he saw that Shii was in the hangar with them.  “I checked the radiation levels before I gave you the counter, it’s safe here,” Jirran told him.


“Good.  Matriarch, we need Patriarch here, he knows a way to make the bubble spell last for hours,” Kell told her.  “Guys, we’re going to cut our way into the reactor chamber from outside, so the water dragons can at least get line of sight on us.  I’ll need to get the ship’s blueprint before we do that.  I need to go back to my den and get my waterproof tablet.”

Shii pointed at herself, then turned and lanced out of the hangar.


“Shii’s going to get it,” Kammi supplied for Trekka and Jirran.  “She’ll get it way faster than we will.  I just hope Patron knows where you keep it.”


“He does,” Kell replied.  “Let’s go out and get the water dragons back over here,” he said, then he touched the crystal of his amulet and transformed back to normal, shaking himself afterwards.  That was never pleasant.


Ten minutes later, it wasn’t just Shii that returned.  Surral arrived with her, as did Essan, Jussa, Geon, Anthra, and Ferroth, the three earth dragons carried by water dragons and with breathing bubbles around their heads.  “What have you learned so far, whelps?” Ferroth asked.


“The exterior has normal radiation but the interior is warmer than the exterior, chief,” Kammi replied.  “Kell thinks it might be the steam system that heated the internal water when it ruptured after the ship sank.”


“I think we should cut our way into the ship and get close to the reactor, chief,” Kell offered.  “That way the water dragons have line of sight on us if they need to use magic, and it’ll be easier to extract the fuel rods if we can cart them out of a big hole.”

“That sounds like a plan,” Ferroth said as Kell accepted his tablet from Shii, in its waterproof case.  He strapped it to his foreleg and turned it on, then brought up the carrier’s blueprints, which were still in its memory.


So the ship is safe? Jussa wrote in the water using magic.


“The outside is, esteemed council member,” Trekka replied.  “We’re about to find out if the interior is as well.  I suggest you keep only two or three water dragons at the entrance of the hole we’re about to cut, and have them shield themselves using magic.  We’re going to cut our way into the ship as close to the reactor room as we can and get readings.”


“Patriarch, we need breathing bubbles that’ll last longer than fifteen minutes,” Kell said, looking at Surral.  “The one you did for me for the attack lasted for over an hour.”


Surral nodded, then he held up his forepaw.  Exhale, he wrote on the surface of his bubble.  He did so, and flinched a bit when the original bubble popped, but was replaced almost immediately by a new one.  That will last well over an hour, he wrote, and Kell nodded.  Surral repeated it for all four field agents, then they gathered around him as he looked over the blueprints.  He looked at the ship, back at his tablet, then pointed.  “We need to go to the other side,” he told them.  “Me and Kammi will do the cutting.  Jirran, you keep an eye on the Geiger counter.  Trekka, Jirran, you’re the lucky drakes that’ll be doing the core extraction, so Trekka, you carry the control box.  We’ll get you there, you take care of it.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Trekka nodded.


Surral and Shii followed them to the other side, everyone else retreating to a safe distance, and after Kell found the spot he was looking for, they began.  They cut through a series of bulkheads with their claws as Jirran kept constant watch on the Geiger counter.  The interior got warmer and warmer as they cut through several bulkheads, but the radiation remained the same.  They encountered floating debris and a few dozen bloated and torn bodies, up against the ceilings in the compartments they opened to the sea.  They stopped as Kell consulted his tablet again, then tapped on the wall.  “The reactor is down a companionway that opens on the other side of this bulkhead,” he told the others.  “How is it, Jirran?”

“Still within normal range, but a tiny bit higher.”


“Let’s cut a test hole and see what it’s like on the other side,” Kammi suggested.


“Sounds good.”


Kammi did the honors, cutting a hole big enough for Jirran to push the counter’s probe into it.  “A little hotter, but still within normal range.  I don’t think the reactor’s breached.”


“Then maybe this heat is from the steam system, bleeding heat into the interior water,” Kammi mused, then she cut a hole big enough for Trekka and Jirran to get in.  “Want us to wait here or go with you?” she asked.

“I think we can handle it.  Bang on something when we’re getting close to losing our air bubbles,” Jirran said as he touched the crystal on his hider amulet.  His body shimmered, and a rush of water heralded his transformation into the scaly near-human the amulets gave to them.  He took the counter back from Kammi, now much larger in his hands as Trekka also changed.  The two of them climbed into the hole and started down the companionway towards the reactor room.


Kell turned back to look down the hole they’d cut to get in.  “No radiation!” he shouted, certain the sound would reach Shii and Surral.  He was right, for not seconds later, the two larger water drakes advanced towards them.  They were too big to fit easily into the holes they’d cut, but they managed to wriggle in to where they were only two bulkheads away.  What word? Surral wrote on his bubble.


“Jirran and Trekka are about to start extracting the fuel rods,” he replied.  “It’s probably going to take them about an hour.  We’ll wait out here for them until they’re done.”


How hard will it be for them? Shii wrote in the water before them.


“Chinese reactors are actually fairly easy to access.  They only have to open two hatches to get at the fuel rods.  These reactors are built so the rods can be changed with a minimum of work, due to the dangers involved to the humans.  What the humans do is install a unit that already holds the fuel rods into the reactor, then swap out the entire unit when the fuel rods have to be replaced.   That box Trekka was carrying was a box we built that the control rod assembly will fit inside, a box that’s made of steel and lead lined to protect against radiation.  Trekka will simply open the reactor and take out the box holding the fuel rods, then place it in that carrying box for extra protection, at least if the reactor’s safety protocols kicked in and the reactor executed an emergency shutdown.  If it didn’t, they’ll have to open the reactor chamber and remove the fuel rods themselves and put them in the control assembly, which they’ll have to do very fast or the rods will overheat.  After that, they’ll make sure the reactor room isn’t dangerous to you and then pull out.  They’ll have to take the fuel rods over to the hole we dug immediately, because the control box isn’t designed to contain the rods for very long.  Even in their control box, they’ll overheat and melt down if they’re not kept cool, it just takes longer than if they’re not in the control box.”

Sounds fairly simple, if the reactor turned itself off correctly, Surral wrote on his bubble.


“It should have.  That system is self contained, automatic, and mainly mechanical,” Kell told them.  “All it has to do is retract the fuel rods back into the control unit, where they’re isolated from each other.  It’s the proximity of the rods to each other without control rods between them that causes the fast heating,” he explained.  “When they’re isolated by control rods, the heating is much slower, slow enough for them to be kept contained with a cooling system.  The reactor is designed to automatically retract the rods into the control assembly, putting control rods between the fuel rods, if any major aberration appears in the system.  Well, the carrier sinking qualifies as a major aberration.”

So after you finish, one of you will have to take the rods to Clawbreak Island immediately.

“That or have those fuel rods melt down within an hour,” he replied.


The four dragons waited about 50 minutes, and Jirran appeared at the hole.  “The control unit’s intact, Trekka’s putting it in the carry box right now,” he replied.  “He needs to get them over to the shaft as fast as he can.”


We can help with that, Shii wrote.  I’ll take him.  I will use magic to keep the box he carries very cold.

“That might help, if the spell leeches the heat from inside as well as outside,” Kell noted.


It is an area of effect.  Everything within the boundary of the spell will be magically chilled, both inside and out.

“That’s perfect,” Kell nodded.  “The spell will act like a cooling system.”


How big are these rods? Surral wrote, a curious look on his face.


“About this long,” Kammi said, holding her paws about a meter and a half apart.  “The reactor raises them up into the chamber when it’s in use, and retracts them back down into the control assembly when it’s not.  That’s why the emergency system should have worked, all it has to do is unlock the rods, then gravity assists a simple spring system that drops them back down into the control assembly.”

Trekka’s human-like face appeared, and he pushed the large steel box out of the hole.  Kell took it as the two of them climbed out.  “Everything went smoothly, the rods were already retracted and the automated cooling system was still working,” he reported.  “Now I have to get these things to the disposal shaft.  I just hope they have the earth dragons there to bury them.”


“Chief was here, I’m sure they’re already there,” Kell said as Jirran and Trekka both touched the amulets around their chests, and returned to their draconic forms.  That caused two pulses of displaced water to wash over them.  “Shii is going to get you to the island, Trekka, and she’s going to use magic to keep the control box cool,” he reported.


“Outstanding.  We need to start out, Matriarch.  Every minute matters right now,” he said as he took the box back from Kammi.


Trekka followed Shii back towards the exterior of the ship, and Kell looked to Jirran.  “What were the radiation levels?”


“A tiny bit hot, but nothing life-threatening.  Just the usual inside a reactor room,” he answered.  “The ship is safe for us to chop up.”


“Good,” Kell said.  “Let’s get out of here and report back to the council.”


The four dragons on the council were where they’d been, so the field agents reported everything they’d done.  So the ship is not radioactive? Jussa wrote.


Kell shook his head.  “The reactor room has slightly elevated radiation levels, but that’s somewhat normal.  I heavily suggest that you let earth dragons remove the reactor itself when the time comes, for maximum safety, but it’s completely safe where it is.  The reactor core is out and the ship’s safe to approach.  We can start salvaging the ship for its steel and equipment at any time.”

“Outstanding,” Anthra said proudly.  “The department once again demonstrates why it is so important to all dragons.”


“Well done, young ones,” Geon agreed, as Essan and Jussa nodded.


“We have more to do.  Chief tasked us to start emptying the armory before the saltwater does so much damage to the weapons that they become unstable,” Kell said, looking to Ferroth.


The water dragons will assist.  If these weapons might become dangerous, then we must get them out of the water, Jussa wrote.


“We’re going to store them in Sanctuary City for now, where they pose no threat to any dragon,” Ferroth related.  “We need to get the aircraft munitions mainly, the bombs and missiles.  The gun ammunition will be safe underwater for a while longer.”


Patriarch Surral, gather a group of water dragons and have them place the weapons at the end of the lava tube, so the earth dragons don’t have to carry them very far, he wrote, mainly for the benefit of the earth dragons.  The field agents will coordinate, tell us what must be taken and where it is.  Surral nodded, then turned and vanished into the dark water.


“Kell, you handle it.  Jirran, get down to the city and manage the intake and storage, have them store them in the lower industrial gallery where the TV factory was set up.  Kammi, you get to the end of the lava tube and make sure the water dragons completely dry out the munitions once they get there, inside and out.  When they’re dry, inspect the munitions for any sign of saltwater corrosion.  Kintel will meet you there so he can inventory everything.”


“You got it, chief,” Jirran said.


“On the way, chief,” Kammi mirrored, then the two of them turned and swam away.  Jirran headed for the coast, but Kammi swam to the south; she’d get to the lava tube faster swimming.  Two water dragons peeled off and followed them, to make sure they got there safely.”


“I’ll inventory everything we take out and make sure it matches what Kintel gets in,” Kell added.


“Get it done, whelp.”


Moving into the new burrow was put on hold.  With Ralla staying by his side to maintain his breathing bubble, Kell spent nearly nine hours through the night systematically emptying out the carrier’s armory, removing bombs, missiles, plane-dropped torpedoes, and crate after crate of the ammunition the carrier’s Phalanx guns used.  He also cut into the ship’s small arms armory and cleaned out all their Chinese-made AK-15 rifles, the newest incarnation of the venerable AK-47, small arms ammunition, and their rifles, pistols, and grenades.  Kell ensured that they got everything, all the way down to carrying out one of the newest Chinese Wong Du pistols, one of China’s newest arms makers with their newest handgun, commissioned by the Chinese military to supply their officers with sidearms.  They were basically just copies of the Beretta 9mm the American military used, but they were very good copies, rugged and dependable.  The carrier was the flagship, so everything about it was cutting edge, even down to the rifles and pistols that were issued to its complement of sailors and marines.  The AK-15s and Du Wong pistols were issued to the personnel of the Mao Tse Tung before they went out to any other military unit.  After that was done, Kell had the water dragons pull out one of the SU-27 fighters that had been in the hangar, the least damaged one, with just some damage to one of its wings from the fall and gentle landing on the bottom of the sea.  After measuring it, he found that it would fit down the lava tube if the wings and tailfins were folded.  The department would love tearing it apart and learning about its advanced avionics and other systems, and since the sky dragons might be facing them in combat, knowing everything about them would make that much safer for them.  He also had them cut the wings off one of the Chinese surveillance planes, but he cut off its radar dish himself to make sure it wasn’t damaged, then sent those on to the city as well for inspection.  Getting a good look at Chinese radar systems would also be useful.


It was sunrise by the time Kell finally surfaced off the north coast of the island, the Darkwood just to the south and the lava flows to the north.  He was a little tired, as were the water dragons, but everything was either in the city or in the lava tube waiting to be carried in and stored, the reactor fuel rods and plutonium cores were at that moment only about an hour from being buried under nearly two kilometers of solid rock, and tons and tons of usable resources for the dragons were waiting to be harvested from the carrier.  Steel, wiring, fiber optic cable, preformed pipes, fiberglass, generators, boilers, copper, aluminum, everything in that carrier either had a use for the dragons or could be scrapped for its construction materials.  He was sure that Fredda would definitely want to get her paws on the ten electric generators the carrier held, huge ones capable of powering the entire carrier.  The carrier usually only had three running at any one time, but in the spirit of true redundancy, they had ten in their power system…which was good planning, actually.  On a ship that was designed to see combat, having triple redundancy in their power generation system was only smart.

Kell climbed up onto the shore of the island, and was honestly surprised when Hinado, Faralla, and Trejem landed—at least Trejem did—followed immediately by Hirrag and Sessara.  The water and earth dragon members of the council waded out behind Kell, leaving him surrounded by much larger and much more august dragons than himself.  “Esteemed council members,” Kell said, nodding his head.  “It’s good to see you up and about again.”


“Thank you.  I still feel very tired, but there is work that must be done.  What is the status of the operation?” Trejem asked.


“We’re finished,” he replied.  “The carrier’s nuclear reactor fuel rods were extracted, and I was told that the earth dragons are almost done burying them.  The carrier’s bombs and other weapons have been removed and placed in storage in Sanctuary City, and the ship is ready to be salvaged for is materials.”


“Anything else of note to report?”


“Not at this time, esteemed council member,” Kell replied.  “The Chinese haven’t decided on what their next move will be after we defeated their fleet.  So the outside world is waiting to see what happens next.”


“As are we, it seems,” Essan noted as he shook the water off his wings before folding them.  “The department has arranged for a fire dragon to continue teaching the human magicians draconic over the computer machine,” he told the sky dragons and chromatic.  “Gressa of the fire drakes has agreed to teach them from her den here until Hinado can organize their education.”


“That was forward thinking,” Hinado answered with a nod.  “They must learn draconic before we can teach them anything of substance.”

“Speaking of the human magicians, the sages have completed the formulae for their talismans for Hinado, and the fire dragons have finished resmelting the metals to make them acceptable,” Trejem told them.  “They had to be properly prepared for them to be suitable for use in the talismans.  Anthra, we need your best earth dragon crafters available to make them.  Kell, we were told that you are to make one of them, Jenny’s talisman.”

“Yes, I was going to make hers, hers and Greg’s and Davie’s.  Jenny and her family are very good friends of mine, I promised her I’d make the talismans for her family myself.  All the field agents were going to be making talismans.”


“Then we must borrow them from Ferroth for a short time, Anthra,” Hinado said.  “This project is very important.”


“I’m sure we can make the arrangements, Hinado,” she replied.  “Now that the carrier’s reactor core has been removed and buried, I don’t think they have anything else so important left to do that Ferroth would say no.”

“How long will it take to fashion the talismans?” Sessara asked.


“It might take a couple of days for each talisman, esteemed council member,” Kell replied.  “They’re very small and rather delicate, and we have to make everything from scratch, including the links in the chains of the necklace.  And given what they are and how important they are, we’re going to take our time and make sure we do it exactly right.”


 “Very good,” Trejem nodded.  “Anything else to report while we’re here, Kell?”


“Only one thing,” he said.  “It’s more of advance warning than anything else.  Ferroth will probably be coming to you to ask for a change in the rules about dragons communicating with the outside world with the humans, over the internet,” he replied.


“What is this internet?  The computers talking to each other?”


“Just that, Trejem,” Geon nodded.


“With us setting things up so Gressa can talk to the Hunters over the internet to teach them draconic, it got us to thinking that perhaps we should relax the rules a little.  There are quite a few dragons on the island that the department would trust to allow them to communicate discreetly with the humans, such as my own Patron, Keth.  He speaks English and knows what to say and what not to say, and he’s been using the internet to improve his knowledge of farming by reading human research on the matter.  He also has a personal relationship with Jenny, and wants to communicate with her.”

“We’ll discuss it with Ferroth,” Jussa told him.  “But if we allow such a thing, only those the department deems competent to do so would be given that privilege.”


“We’ve also been discussing making our presence in the human world a bit more official,” Kell told them.  “Increase our internet presence, start slowly introducing ourselves to the common human civilian instead of only the diplomats among their governments.”


“Is this a wise thing to do?” Trejem asked Geon and Anthra.


“It has some potential, Trejem,” Geon replied.  “If done correctly.  The humans are still wildly curious about us, and there’s an opportunity there to gain some popularity with countries beyond America.  We’ll need global support to get the resolutions we need through the United Nations, especially if the Chinese are going to oppose them.”


“We’ll discuss the matter at length with Ferroth, Kell,” Jussa told him.  “We’ll need to debate the issue among ourselves.”


“I understand, esteemed council member.  Oh yes, I forgot.  Jenny has made some inquires about us making another visit to the island,” he added.  “The earth dragons do have some more work to do there, and we’ll have to deliver the talismans, so we could do both at the same time.  A few earth dragons could go back to the island and finish the work we need to do there, probably a couple of builders this time with more expertise than we have.  Jukra and one or two of his best builders there to direct us would be ideal.”


“Only with suitable protection,” Hirrag injected.  “Earth dragons should not go anywhere off this island without escort, at least no earth dragon but the field agents.  They have proven themselves in the eyes of the fire dragons.”

Kell was about to make a tart response, but he nodded respectfully when Hirrag remembered that field agents didn’t need protection.


“Perhaps another meeting with the President is in order, to discuss the coming United Nations resolutions in more detail,” Jussa offered.  “And I’m sure the sages would like to examine Julia Walker again, to check on her progress.”


“They would, actually,” Trejem agreed with a nod.  “I think that is a good idea, Jussa.  We can organize a more comprehensive visit to Imakaii with the dragons we need to get everything done, and discuss the resolutions with President Walker and further examine Julia Walker as they do their work.”

“We’ll take it up later, once those of us who have been awake all night have the opportunity to rest,” Jussa said, stifling a yawn.  “We all need some rest, both us and the sky dragons and Trejem, only just recovered from their efforts.  We shall meet at four hours before sunset at the aerie.  Anthra, could you inform Ferroth?  We have matters to discuss with him.”


“By your leave, esteemed council members, I’ll be going home,” Kell said.


“Yes, get some rest, young one, and good work,” Geon told him.
