Chapter 6

29 May 2017, 22:48 DMT; 902 nautical miles south-southwest of Pearl Harbor, Hawaii

Surral’s trick was at least partially effective, if a bit creepy.


Using his control over water, Surral created something of a magical bubble of air around Kell’s head that actively diffused oxygen from the water and scrubbed the carbon dioxide out of the air the same way the air scrubbers in their den’s air cave did.  Kell spent the waning daylight about ten meters under, deep enough that a sky dragon couldn’t see his silhouette, breathing using the air bubble.  The air bubble did allow him to breathe, but that far down, the water pressure all but smacked the air out of his lungs if he tried, which required Surral to further use water magic to ease the pressure so his chest could expand.  That tired Surral out faster than the water drake anticipated, but by then the sun was going down, so it became a moot point.  Once it got dark, Kell swam just under the surface and poked his head out for air as necessary, using his wings to propel himself through the water at about 50 knots, so fast that only a speedboat could hope to keep up with him.  Kell wasn’t just the strongest swimmer of the earth drakes, he was also the fastest swimmer.  He had so much experience at it thanks to his deep friendship with Sella, he could swim circles around anything but a water dragon.

Surral guided him as they swam back to where the ships had been, then the water drake left him to tread water as he searched for where the ships had gone.  About twenty minutes later, he came back and guided Kell southeast about 35 miles, where the carrier and its supporting task force were steaming at about 5 knots to the south-southeast, moving at a somewhat lazy pace as ships like that reckoned things.  A carrier was no speed demon, but it could do 15 knots if they were very serious about it, and probably even faster if they were really serious about it.  The carrier was surrounded by 12 other vessels, destroyers, cruisers, logistic ships, and with an attack sub lurking beneath the waves.  Surral and Kell wove through the ships about two hours after sunset, coming up behind the carrier, who was in the act of turning into the wind, a sign that it was about to launch aircraft.

“I’ll need your help getting up there,” Kell said.  “How high do you think you can get me?”


“High enough,” Surral replied. “I couldn’t possibly carry you in the air, but I can get you high enough to reach the deck.”


“Sounds like a plan.  Just stay close, dear friend.  If I run into any trouble, I’ll just dive off.  After I get things arranged, I’ll come to the edge and wave you up so you can join us.”


“I’ll keep an eye on things.  Alright, ready?”


“Yeah.  Fire when ready.”


Kell knew how he was going to do it, so he wasn’t surprised when the water around him suddenly grabbed him, then he was catapulted out of the ocean like a clay pigeon…and in a way, he felt like one.  If their proximity radar keyed on him, he might eat about 2,000 depleted uranium slugs from their Phalanx system.  Those wouldn’t kill him, but being hit by them wouldn’t be very pleasant.  He waited until he reached the apex of his ascent to spread his wings, then turned and angled so he would glide down onto the back end of the carrier.  He almost missed because the ship was still turning, but he also didn’t approach without the ship detecting him.  There was a blaring alarm as their landing radar picked him up, as he turned and tried to arrest his descent as much as possible since the deck was sliding out from under where he was aiming, and he just barely managed to hit the edge, his back legs scrambling and his tail hitting the nets they had under the edge to catch falling debris or inattentive sailors, landing just to the side of the painted and lighted runway.  Several deck workers pointed in his direction as he ambled out from the edge, getting his tail on the deck, and spotlights from the conn tower fixed on him quickly.  He flinched from the bright lights, but made no hostile moves, just sat down on his haunches, folded his wings, and waited for someone to approach.  When two green-shirted men did edge towards him, he looked at them calmly.  “Summon your ship captain,” Kell shouted in English, which made the one on the left stagger back and fall down.  The other one turned and fled, and the one on the deck scrabbled backwards on his feet and elbows, then turn, roll to his feet, and run screaming.

Kell sighed.  Humans.


About two minutes later, a company of Marines reached the scene, armed with assault rifles.  They spread out around Kell and kept him covered, barking orders at him not to move.  He just sat there, his tail swishing back and forth a little on the deck as he regarded the men without fear, then focused his gaze on a man in a duty khakis that had some oak leaves on his collar.  He wasn’t the captain, but he was high-ranking, given he was a Lieutenant Commander.  “Do you speak for the captain?” Kell shouted as the man approached, but he stopped dead when he heard Kell speaking English.


“I-I do,” he stammered, then they both paused as a Hawkeye flew low and slow over them, obviously aborting an attempted landing.


“Then have your captain call in to your central command and get hold of the office of the Secretary of State,” he replied.  “Have him tell the Secretary’s office only this:  Kell of the earth drakes is on board this ship, and wants to talk.  They’ll know what to do, and they’ll give you orders.  Do you understand?”


“I—Yes, I understand,” the officer said.


“Then go.  Time is an issue here, biped,” Kell ordered.  The man gawked at him, then turned and fled back towards the conn tower.  Kell glanced at the Marines around him, some of their guns shaking from nerves.  “Put them down, boys.  You couldn’t hurt me with them anyway,” he said easily, laying down on the deck to look less threatening.  He focused on one young Marine that had a fleur-de-lis drawn on his helmet.  “Saints fan?” he asked the young black man, which made the soldier blink.

“How do you know that?”


Kell chuckled.  “I know all about the human world.  I’m a Giants fan, personally.  Among my kind, though, it’s the Los Angeles Dragons that are the most popular.  For obvious reasons,” he said easily, which made one Marine give a nervous chuckle.  “I still can’t believe they changed the name when they moved the team from Jacksonville.  I didn’t think that the Jaguars was a bad name at all.”


What ensued was a rather nervous five minute discussion about football between Kell and the burly black man, talking about the retirement of Drew Brees some two years ago and the collapse of the team since then.  Finally, though, an older man came across the deck, running towards him as fast as possible.  The man was in a naval khaki duty uniform, and the eagles on his collar told him that this was the ship captain.  He pulled up short just behind the Marines and gawked at Kell for a moment, then cleared his throat.  “The Secretary of State told me to welcome you aboard, Ambassador Kell,” he said nervously.  “My name is Captain Bradley.  What can we do for you?”


“First, you can get me down into the hangar. I can’t be seen on deck,” he replied.  “Second, you can set up a feed so I can communicate with the Secretary from down there.  Third, you can stop the ship right where it is.  Fourth, you can tell the Marines to put their guns away before one of them does something silly,” he sniffed.  “And fifth, you can let me call forth my fellow dragon, who needs to be there when I speak to the Secretary.”

“Marines, stand down!” the captain barked.  “This is a welcome guest of the Secretary of State!  I’ll need to return to the bridge to relay the orders, Ambassador.  Sergeant, escort the Ambassador to the nearest aircraft elevator,” the captain ordered of one of the Marines.  “See to his comfort until an officer arrives to take charge of the situation.  We’ll take you down to the hangar deck and set up a conference call so you can speak to the Secretary of State, and I’ll have the ship set anchor at this position.  Is that satisfactory?”

“More than, Captain, thank you,” Kell said, standing back up, which made several Marines take a couple of wary steps back.  He turned and looked down over the side, and saw Surral lurking in the water.  He waved a single wing to Surral calmly, then the others gasped when the sleek water drake rose up into the lights and landed on the deck beside Kell, shaking the water off his wings before folding them.  He motioned for Surral to follow, then turned and started for the stern aircraft elevator with a surprised Marine hurrying behind them.  “Calm down, Sergeant,” Kell said easily.  “And congratulations, you and your men just got catapulted into a security clearance way past Top Secret,” he drawled, which made the Marine laugh despite himself.

“I was thinking something like that myself,” the man agreed.  “How men in black suits may show up on board any minute.”


“Nothing quite that dramatic, but only a very few in your government know about us, and you can safely assume you’ll be sworn to secrecy,” he said, glancing back at the man with some amusement.


They reached the elevator, and Kell got in the middle of it and sat down, Surral giving the deck elevator a suspicious look before doing the same.  The Sergeant stood about ten feet from them, finally slinging his weapon back over his shoulder, and the elevator started down.  “If you don’t mind my asking where nobody can overhear, exactly what are you?”


Kell chuckled.  “I’m an earth drake,” he replied.  “A dragon.  My larger friend is a water drake.”


“Dragons are real?”


“Isn’t it obvious?” Kell replied lightly, which made the man chuckle.


“Are, are elves and such real too?”


“I couldn’t tell you,” he replied.  “If they are, they keep themselves hidden.  But who’s to say if they are or not?” he shrugged.


“Both of you are dragons?”


He nodded.  “Patriarch Surral here is a water dragon.  I’m an earth dragon.  We may look differently, but we are cousins in that we’re both dragons.  Excuse him that he doesn’t speak very good English, but mind that he probably does understand what you’re saying,” Kell said lightly, glancing at Surral.


“Enough to understand about half of it,” Surral chuckled in draconic.  “I wasn’t as attentive as lifemate in Sella’s lessons.”

The elevator opened to a large hangar deck, which started with a huge chamber where planes were pulled from the deeper hangar spaces and staged for the ride up.  Several officers were already there, and one of them was setting up a computer on a table and podium that had been hastily dragged from some room somewhere.  A couple of enlisted technicians gawked at Kell and Surral as they slowly walked forward, then they went back to setting up a large TV monitor on the table, preparing a video conference, Kell surmised.  A Commander scurried up to him and bowed.  “Ambassadors, I’m Commander Jordan, the ship’s first officer, or exo,” he introduced.  “We’re setting up a video conference for you to speak with Secretary Kent, it should be ready in just a few minutes. Do you require anything?”

“No, I’m fine,” he replied as he sat on his haunches.  “Do you need anything, Patriarch?”

“I’m good,” he replied, sitting as well.


“Did, uh, you have a good flight?” the Sergeant asked as the exo hurried over the desk to fuss at the techs to move faster.


“Yes, the three or so seconds I was in the air was very enjoyable,” he said with a cryptic smile, which confused the Sergeant, and that made Surral laugh.  The exo, seeming to finally notice the Marine, called him away, to stand on the far side of the table until they figured out what to do about him.


It took the techs about five more minutes to get everything set up.  The TV blinked on, and Secretary of State Kent’s face appeared in a split screen with Jenny, who gave him a bright smile.  Kent looked a tiny bit groggy, and his tie was a little askew, betraying the fact that it was only about five in the morning in Washington, D.C.  Jenny was clearly sitting in front of her computer at home, but she had her uniform on.  “Is the Captain there?” Kent asked.


“He’s on his way now, Mister Secretary,” the exo replied from off camera.


“Very good.  Whoever is in command there, clear the room of all but absolutely essential personnel at once and secure the area.  Delta protocol, officer.  Delta protocol.”


“Yes, sir,” he replied.  “Clear the hangar deck!” the exo boomed.  “Lieutenant, Ensign, you stay, everyone else off the deck!  Close the hangar doors!  Raise the elevator and secure it on the upper deck!  Sergeant, place guards at all entrances to this hangar, and those men have authorization to use deadly force if anyone except Captain Bradley or those he designates tries to enter this hangar!” the exo told him.


“Aye aye, sir!” the Sergeant replied, yanking his radio off his belt and calling his squad.


It took the naval people about ten minutes to get everything sorted out, all the hangar doors closed, the elevator raised and for the captain to arrive.  Once they had everything situated, the captain told the Secretary he could commence, and Jenny gave him a laugh.  “How did you get there, Kell?” she asked immediately.


“It was a very long swim,” he said dryly.  “Patriarch Surral here came with me, he’s how I got up on the ship.  Mind that the Patriarch only understands broken English, and I’ll be translating for him.  First thing, Mister Secretary, understand this.  We are not here.  If the council somehow makes contact with you, do not mention this visit.  I come as an emissary of only the earth and water dragons.  Do you understand?”


“A little unorthodox, but that’s alright,” he replied, nodding into the camera.


“Oh no,” Jenny breathed.  “What happened?”


“Nothing good,” Kell growled, sitting on his haunches and stretching out his wings absently.  “The department is gone, Jenny.  The fluffies shut it down.”

“Already?”


“They’re not hiding what they’re doing anymore.  They bullied Hinado, the sky drake, completely off the island, and the sky drake they replaced him with couldn’t count his toes with a calculator.  He votes however Ivaiya votes, and that gives the chromatic an unbreakable majority.  He can put anything he wants up for a vote, and we can’t stop him.  So they’re not being subtle anymore.”


“Oh dear,” Jenny fretted.


“Oh, it gets better,” Kell growled.  “Did you watch that video I sent you?”


“You know I did.  I showed it to the President as fast as I could get to the White House.”


“Then you have an idea of what’s going on?”


“Fairly,” she nodded.  “The chromatics are trying to take apart everything the earth dragons have built.”


“Exactly.  The earth dragons are preparing to go underground and stay there, the water dragons are going to dive into the deep water and leave the others to fend for themselves, and it’s our plan to starve the other dragons into submission,” he told them evenly.  “We provide the food.  If we stop feeding them, if we go on strike and put ourselves out of their reach, we hope that they’ll have no choice but to come to terms with us.  As long as we have enough food to outlast them, then they either submit to our demands or starve.”


“Like the food riots,” Jenny breathed.


Kell nodded.  “But this time there will be no political negotiations,” he said in a grating tone.  “The water dragons won’t bail out the others this time.  They know what’s going on, and they’re on our side.  The earth dragons will accept nothing less than complete submission to our demands, and guarantees sworn before Gaia herself that the other dragons will never bother us in this way again.  We will return to farming and return to feeding them, but it will be on our terms, not theirs.”


“I was afraid something like that happen,” Jenny sighed.


“Oh, it’s already escalating.  Today, the fluffies somehow sabotaged our power plant,” he told her in an icy voice.  “The damage is severe.  We may never get the plant up and running again, not with things the way they are now, given I don’t think we can repair it with parts we have available on the island.  The island has no power, and the chromatics are going to use that fact to try to take complete control of everything.  With the power gone, we think they intend to try to force us to give them all the food, since we’ll lose a quarter of our stocks to rot once the freezers warm up.  If they get control of the food, then they’ll have us.  It also hamstrings the earth dragons’ ability to communicate quickly and secretly.  No power means no computer network, and that means no phones, no messaging, no emails, nothing.  We’ve already had to fall back to sending messengers, and that’s a very dangerous thing to do right now.  A message is only as secure as the messenger carrying it. It also means that the council can no longer call you,” he stressed.  “If the dragons want to communicate, it’ll have to be like this, face to face.  I seriously doubt the council will send an emissary to talk to you, so expect nothing but silence from the council from here out.

“So, that’s basically where thing stand among the dragons, Mister Secretary,” Kell finished.  “We’re about five wingbeats away from what you might call a civil war.  The earth dragons won’t stand for the chromatics trying to destroy everything we’ve built, and we intend to go underground, out of their reach, and stay there until we starve them into submission.  The only thing you might have happen is, after a while, there may be reports of dragon sightings, when hunger drives the dragons to leave the island in search of food.  I know for a fact that when we go underground, the chromatics will give the sky dragons permission to hunt, so there will be sightings of them diving on game, and possibly livestock.  Until we force them to swear before Gaia herself to leave us in peace, the earth dragons will not come back out.  It’s just going to come down to who has more food on hand when we go underground,” he said with a sigh.  “And that’s one reason why they sent me here.  We need your help,” he said evenly.


“Exactly what help do you need, Kell?” Kent asked.


“Food,” he replied.  “If the chromatics do indeed use the loss of power on the island to try to take control of all the food, we won’t have everything in place to go underground with enough food to outlast them. We need all of our stored stocks in addition to at least a portion of the harvest of this rotation’s crops to have the food we need, but the chromatics are moving so swiftly that they might force us under before we can manage it.  They already suspect that we’re moving against them.  In a way, I think this attack on the power plant was as much an attempt to disrupt our computers as it is a ploy to take our food, an effective double-pronged attack.  And when it all happens, we’ll be trapped underground while they have the sky dragons to help feed them, and if worse comes to worst, they can use the scions to go out into your world to steal food.  We won’t have that luxury.  The earth dragon council members sent me here on their own to beg food from you so we can survive what’s coming,” he said in a humble voice.


“All you want is food?” Kent asked.


Kell nodded.   “The council has enough food stockpiled to last the entire island a year.  Factor in the fact that only the sky, fire, and chromatics will be eating it as well as a loss of about a quarter of the stocks with the loss of the freezers, that number stays at about a year.  We’d have to match those stores, and we just can’t do it without all of our stored stocks and a portion of our next harvest, which we’ll have to harvest and take underground without losing it to them.  We can do that easily, but things are moving fast here, Mister Secretary.  The chromatics have a plan, and they’re executing it.  We’re doing everything we can to slow them down and throw them off track, give us enough time to harvest the food we need and take it underground, but right now, I have to say it, they’re winning.  In just a few weeks, they’ve raised the tithes to where we have to wear our claws to the nub just to meet it and feed ourselves, they’ve shut down the department, and now they’ve destroyed our power plant.  They’d already been nosing around the farms to see how much food we have stored, and we’re all certain that they were seeing how much we had in preparation of sabotaging our power plant, to take what food we have in the name of replacing what they lose to the lost freezers and further lock us down on our farms and force us to spend every waking moment trying to raise enough food just to survive.  When they do that, we’ll have to go underground, because we’d have to fight them to prevent them from taking our food.  Right now they can’t get at our stocks, we’re moving it all underground, but they’ll demand it.  And when they do, we’ll have no choice but to go underground ourselves.  We can’t really fight the others and win, there’s too many of them.  But we grow the food, so all we have to do is stop feeding them and starve them into submission.  As long as we can outlast them, we’ll force them to do what we want.  But as things stand now, Geon and Anthra aren’t certain we can do that…so here I am,” he sighed.  “We don’t really have anything we can trade, Mister Secretary.  All we can do is beg for your help,” he said, lowering his nose and wings to the deck, the pose of a humble dragon begging something of another.

President Walker’s face appeared on the monitor between the Secretary and Jenny.  He was sitting in his situation room, and despite the early hour for them, looked alert and somewhat chipper.  President Walker was definitely a morning person.  “Kell, good to see you,” he said easily.  “I’ve been listening to an audio feed while my aides set up the video.  I heard everything you told Secretary Kent.  I think we can see ourselves clear to give you food aid,” he said.  “Completely off the books, of course,” he added lightly.  “You just tell me how much you need and where to deliver it, and I’ll see that it gets done.”


Kell sighed explosively.  “You have no idea how relieved I am to hear that, Mister President.  I’ll have to figure out how much we need.  They didn’t really give me a number, things were too crazy and I had to get out here quick.  They had to get me out here the instant we found out about the sabotage, because right now, time is our greatest enemy.”

He glanced off camera for a second.  “How did you get out there?” he asked curiously.


Kell laughed.  “I’m not known as the best swimmer among the earth dragons for dog paddling around the cove, Mister President,” he replied.  “I can swim all the way to Hawaii if I have to.  And if I couldn’t have made it, well, I’d like you to meet Patriarch Surral, the patriarch of the pod of water dragons that live in the cove by our farm,” he said, nudging his nose towards Surral.  “If I’d have tired out, he’d have brought me the rest of the way…then teased me about it for the next ten years,” he said dryly, which made Surral laugh and nod in agreement.  “He doesn’t speak enough English to talk, but he does understand enough to more or less follow what we’re saying.  I will be translating anything he doesn’t understand.”

“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Patriarch,” Walker said with a nod.


“The honor, mine is,” Surral replied, bowing his head.


“Surral’s here to help plan when and where the food is dropped,” Kell explained.  “He knows these waters better than just about anyone.”


“Tell them I’ll need the most detailed nautical charts they have of this entire region,” Surral told him in draconic.  “I want to see just how much they do know while I’m here, and I’ll pick a nice spot that works for both of us.”


“Easily done,” Kell nodded, then switched to English.  “Patriarch needs nautical charts of this whole region,” he said.  “He needs to find the place he wants you to leave the food, and it won’t be easy since there’s nothing but water around here.”


“Captain, you have hard charts, right?” Walker asked.


“Yes, Mister President.  Commander Jordan, go get our charts.  Bring the charts to cover two hundred miles in every direction.”


“Aye-aye, sir!” Jordan barked, then he hurried towards the nearest door.


“I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to meet you while I was there, Patriarch,” Jenny said.


“I spend most of my time out fishing,” he said, which Kell translated.  “But the pod told me of you, human, and I must admit, I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to speak to you.”


“Mister President, it might be a good idea to have Jenny on the ships that bring the food,” Kell noted lightly, glancing at her.  “Just in case there needs to be another face to face meeting, you understand.  She can be there to calm things down.  I almost got shot getting up on this carrier,” he noted lightly.


“I think that’s a good idea,” Walker agreed.  “Major, you and the Secretary both will be on the relief ships, just in case there’s a need for diplomacy.”


“I’d be honored to be there,” Kent said with a genuine smile.


“Now, let’s figure out how much food you’re going to need,” Walker urged.


“Well, if we go with the worst case scenario and the council somehow prevents us from moving our foodstocks and takes it, enough to feed about fifteen hundred dragons for a year,” Kell replied.  “Earth dragons actually don’t eat all that much compared to the other dragons.  Assume that an earth dragon eats five times as much as the average human and we can work with that.”


“Alright.  It’ll have to be non-perishable staples.  Rice, grains, cheese, that kind of thing.”


“That’s actually preferable,” Kell said.  “Most earth dragons have never eaten food that’s not right out of the ground or off a ranch before, with the exception of bread.  We should avoid things like MREs and boxed foods, anything but rice that has to be cooked, we can handle cooking rice, and focus on raw foodstuffs, like rice, potatoes, cheese, anything we can store without refrigeration that’s not processed.  About the only processed food an earth dragon has ever eaten is bread, butter, and cheese.  Cheese, well, if you’re going to include that, make sure there’s a lot of it.  To us, cheese is a dessert, and it’ll be eaten quickly,” he chuckled.


The exo returned with his arms full of rolled-up maps, and he and the technicians methodically unrolled them and placed them on the floor in front of Surral. When enough of them were down for him to know where things were, the exo pointed out their current location, and Surral studied them for a moment, then reached out and tapped his clawtip at one spot on a chart.  “Here,” he said in English.  “It’s the best place,” he told Kell in draconic.  “Deep, well away from the island, and it’ll let us bring it straight to the tube without having to go around the island.  We can come right up the slope and into the tube.”


Kell nodded.  “He said that’s the best place,” Kell said evasively.  “The boxes need to be able to float, or at the very least, not sink to the bottom.  They can just be dropped over the side, and the water dragons will bring them home.  They have to be dropped at night, when the sky dragons can’t see what’s going on.  If the sky dragons see humans dumping boxes over the sides of their ships, they might get curious.”

“Captain, how long would it take freighters to reach that position from Hawaii?” Walker asked.


The captain moved a few charts out of the way and put his finger on that spot when Surral moved his claw, then marked it with a pen.  “In a very rough estimate without knowing how much cargo we’re talking about and what kinds of ships will be hauling it, about four to six days, Mister President,” he replied after studying it for a couple of moments.  “It’s about a thousand nautical miles south-southwest of Honolulu, and the average freighter steams at anywhere between seven to thirteen knots when it’s at full speed, depending on its load, engines, and age.  Just assuming that the freighters do ten knots at full speed, that’s about two hundred fifty nautical miles a day.  Factor in a little extra time for unforeseen delays, and four to six days.”

“How long do you think it’d take to gather up and pallet the supplies, Mister Secretary?” Walker asked.


“Maybe a week, sir,” he replied.  “The main point will be finding waterproof boxes to put it in.  If not for that, I could have a thousand tons of relief supplies palleted and ready for shipment from our international disaster response warehouse in ten hours.”


“Only the rice and food that’ll be ruined if it gets wet needs to be waterproof,” Kell mused.  “The rest of it, well, it won’t matter if it gets wet.  The water dragons can just dry it off of it when they get it home.  But since rice won’t keep after it gets wet, that has to stay dry.”


“Hmmm, in that case…I think I can work something out,” he said quickly.  “Excuse me for a moment, I’m going to make a couple of calls to see if it’ll work.  Be right back,” he said, then he got up out of his chair and vanished off the monitor.


“I’m surprised it got so ugly so fast, Kell,” Jenny said as they waited.


“Like I told you, we think the fluffies were just waiting for the chance to do this,” he grunted, sitting on his haunches and spreading his wings upwards stretch them a bit, a move that almost mystified the humans in the hangar.  “They’ve moved swiftly and with purpose ever since I got exposed.  So swiftly that we’re having a hard time countering them now.  They know exactly what they’re doing, while we struggle to figure out what their next step is and try to counter it.  None of us saw the sabotaging of the power plant coming. It took all of us completely by surprise.”


“Why so?” Walker asked.


“Because we’re not the only ones that use electricity, and like I said, about a quarter of our stockpiled food is frozen in cold rooms underground,” he replied.  “When they destroyed the power plant, it didn’t click for us until we saw what would happen, and how it would all play right into their talons.  The other dragons will be mad at us because the power failed, that their TVs and their lights and their radios don’t work anymore, and the chromatic on the council can use the failing freezers as an excuse to annex the food earth dragons store on their farms.  And if they do that, then we earth dragons will have so little left we’ll have to devote every waking moment to harvesting enough food just to keep from starving, because the increased tithes are still in effect.  We’d lose almost all of our harvests to the tithes, and with all our own stores taken by the council, we’d be on the edge of starvation.  Right where the fluffies want us,” he growled.  “They’re trying to drive us to the point where we’re at subsistence farming, scrabbling just to feed ourselves, which will all but put us in slavery.  It’s almost ironic that the dragons that grow most of the food would be the only ones starving, but that’s exactly what will happen if this plan the chromatics hatched carries through.”

“We wouldn’t let you starve, Kell,” Surral said easily.


“That may be, friend, but can your pod feed all of us?  It won’t just be my family staving,” Kell answered in English.  “Besides, the fluffies would take your catches as part of the tithes.  And if you outfish the tithes, they’ll just raise them,” he reasoned.  “The tithes aren’t there to raise food stockpiles against disaster, they’re there to starve us,” he said with a growl.  “Starve us and impoverish us.  With no foods to barter, we’d have nothing.” 

“Probably,” Surral grunted in English.


Kent returned, sitting back down and adjusting his microphone.  “My aides assure me we can come up with something that’ll work, but we’re running short on inventories to meet the demand.  Ambassador Kell, given that it seems that the water dragons will be helping you, do you think you’d need the entire year’s worth at once?” he asked.

“Not really,” Kell shrugged, looking at Surral.  “I don’t think the council realizes that I can swim this far.  Since only earth dragons speak English and can speak to the humans, I don’t think they realize that we’re doing this right now.  As long as we could find some way to contact you if we need more help, we could only ask you for help when we need it.”

“We’ll get back to that in a second,” Walker cut in.  “Kent, pack up what emergency supplies we have available and get it to Hawaii, where we’ll find some ships to put it on and get it out there.  I’ll have Admiral Yates organize that.  Captain Bradley, since you’re already neck deep in this, I want you to oversee the operation personally,” Walker ordered.  “Turn your task force back to Pearl and rendezvous with the freighters if they leave before you get back.  If you get back before they leave, then you incorporate them into your task force and escort them out.”


“Aye-aye, Mister President,” Bradley said quickly, almost saluting.  “I think we can also solve the contact problem, I can leave a single destroyer here, at this location, which Ambassador Kell can use to make contact.  They’ll know exactly where it is, and the destroyer can relay back the message.  They can just sit on the helo deck.  Since the Ambassador made note that he can’t be seen from the air, we’ll cover the helo deck against aerial observation.”


“That’s a good idea.  Do it,” Walker nodded.  Kell repeated that to Surral in draconic just in case he didn’t understand it all, and Surral frowned a little.


“Leave a lone ship out in the open ocean this close to the island?  Not a good idea,” he said.  “The sky dragons may get antsy with the sudden upheaval on the island.  That destroyer needs an escort.”


Kell repeated that.  “Surral thinks you shouldn’t leave the ship by itself, not with the chaos coming on the island,” he summarized.  “He said you should have at least two ships.  The sky dragons won’t get any funny ideas if there are two ships.”


“If you think it best, then that’s how it’ll be,” Walker said.  “Captain, leave behind two ships, and I’ll have some CAP from Pearl patrol a hundred miles north of the area in case the ships make a distress call, so they can respond.  We’ll just have to make sure the freighter crews have the clearance to do this, given they might come into contact with you.” 


“Actually, the freighters won’t really see anything,” Kell said.  “They just dump their cargo over the side and leave.  Just make sure the pallets float,” Kell chuckled.  “If the pallets go down to the bottom, it’ll ruin the food.”


“Actually, that’s part of the idea we have,” Kent nodded.  “We’ll vacuum wrap the food that can’t get wet and attach floatation buoys to the pallets, so they stay underwater but don’t sink to the bottom.  When we see the buoys go under, we know the dragons are collecting the pallets, and we can leave them to it.”


“Good idea, Arlan,” Walker nodded.

“Tell them that the water dragons will be watching for their convoy,” Surral told Kell.  “And when they reach the location, to have your Jenny stand out where we can see her at sunset every day until we’re ready.  We’ll give her a sign, and then they can unload the food.”


Kell relayed that.  “When the water dragons let you know they’re there, Jenny, have them unload the pallets.  The pod knows what you look like, so they’ll point you out and probably be the ones to make contact.”


“I can do that,” she nodded.


The Secretary’s aides piped in with raw numbers, how many tons of food, how many pallets, and so on and so on, and Kell realized just how much it was going to cost…millions of dollars.  And that was just the food they had on hand at that moment.  Add in the operational costs of the ships to bring it, jets to fly cover, a sub underwater…the dragons were costing America a lot of money.  He suddenly felt almost ashamed to ask for it, since it would be so much.  But, Ferroth and the council dragons were right, they needed it.  If the chromatics took their stored food, they’d either starve or be forced under the chromatics’ claws.  And either way, everything they’d ever built would be destroyed, and they would be serfs laboring on farms to grow food they wouldn’t even be allowed to eat.

Anthra was right.  He’d rather starve to death deep in Gaia’s embrace than live under the rule of the chromatics.


“We need to go soon,” Surral told him quietly.  “We’ve done what we came to do, and we’re needed back on the island.”


He nodded to his larger friend as Kent spoke again.  “We can have the disaster warehouse in full gear within the hour,” he said, looking at one of his aides and nodding.  “Undersecretary Gray estimates they have two hundred tons of emergency relief supplies that meet the restrictions.  He’s already having them separate it out and package it for transport.  With your permission, Mister President, I’d like to get Secretary Masters of Interior involved.  We’ll need to buy up some potato crops, since Ambassador Kell made specific mention of that crop.  We can pull in some potatoes and get them out to the earth dragons.”

“Yes, earth dragons do love their potatoes,” Jenny chuckled, giving Kell a smile.


“Damn right we do,” he agreed.  “But, Patriarch reminds me that we can’t be here much longer.  Right now, we’re both very much needed back home,” Kell said evenly.  “They need every set of claws they can muster right now.”

“We can handle things from here, Kell,” Walker told him.  “But we could send you back with a satellite phone so you can call.”


Kell shook his head.  “It won’t work on the island, and besides, you could add a GPS program into the phone to find my location,” he said bluntly. 


Jenny chuckled.  “I told you he knows better, Mister President,” she said, giving him a wink.

“Well, then we’ll stick with the destroyers,” Walker said with a slight smile. “If you need to contact us, Kell, either swim out or send a water dragon to the ships with a written message.  Captain Bradley will make sure they have proper orders so they won’t shoot at them.”


“It’d be me, sir, I’m one of only two dragons that speak enough English and can actually get to the ships.  But, if we need to talk to you again, I’ll just swim back out here,” he chuckled.  “Certain snarky patriarchs not needed,” he added, bumping Surral with the underside of his tail, which made Surral laugh.  “As long as the destroyer captain doesn’t mind me gouging holes in his hull climbing the side, anyway.”


“I think he’d mind that, Kell,” Walker mused.


“How did you get up there without clawing up the carrier?” Jenny asked.


Kell looked over at Surral.  “He punted me,” he replied.  “Used the water like a slingshot and got me high enough to glide to the deck.”


“That’s pretty clever,” Jenny said with admiration, nodding at Surral, who just preened.


“Don’t encourage him,” Kell said lightly, which made Surral nudge him with his shoulder.  “I’ll tell the earth dragons that you’re willing to help, and in a way, this may work out.  I’m not sure we could have found places to store an entire year’s worth of food, not at this particular moment.  We’ve barely started building our underground sanctuary, and if we manage to pull in our own foodstocks without the council taking them, what little room there is in there is going to be taken up.  But, for what it’s worth, my friends, thank you.  After fifty years of moving among you, afraid of what would happen if you found out about us, it makes me happier than you could possibly understand to see that our faith in the humanity of the bipeds was not misplaced.  In our hour of need, you have reached your hands out to us, and for that, we are eternally grateful.  This day, you may have saved the entire way of life of the earth dragons.  For that, you will be part of our histories and lore for all time, and those histories will speak kindly of you.”

“I don’t see it quite that way, Kell,” Walker smiled.  “I see this as a first step towards a more permanent relationship with your island.  When this is over, and the earth dragons have won their independence, I hope to have an embassy there.  We won’t intrude on your lives, but since we do know you’re there now, we would like diplomatic contact.  A single ambassador living in a little cottage, maybe on the edge of your farm, I don’t think that’s much to ask in return.”


Kell chuckled.  “If the earth dragons have their way, Mister President, you’ll get exactly that,” he said simply.  “But we have to go now.  We have to make arrangements, and they need me for my claws and strong back right now, not my ability to speak English.”


“Then we’ll call this done.  In ten days, Kell, have the water dragons at the rendezvous point.  It’ll take us three days to get the food there, then I’ll give them seven days to get it down, because little problems always come up and slow things down.  So, ten days from today,  we should be there.”


“We will waiting,” Surral said haltingly.  “Be waiting.  We will be waiting.”


“I’ll be there on the ship, Patriarch.  Look for me when you’re ready to start,” Jenny added.


Surral smiled toothily at her.  “Sella adores you, Jenny Edwards,” he told her.  “I see why.”


“I actually miss her,” Jenny chuckled.  “A single day just wasn’t enough on the island.”


“Sounds like we’re done, then,” Kell nodded, looking to the captain.  “Captain Bradley, could you lower the elevator for us, please?  We’ll just jump off from here.”


“Certainly, Ambassador,” he said with a nod.  “Exo, have them lower the elevator.  I’ll leave a destroyer and cruiser here, Ambassador, at this exact location.  If you need us, come here.”


“We’ll do that, Captain, and thank you,” Kell nodded.  “Have your ship crews stay alert, Captain.  When things explode on the island, the sky dragons might get rash.  Keep your men alert.”


“I’ll make sure of it,” Bradley replied.  “Any tips on how we protect ourselves?”


“Keep your men inside as much as possible, and electrically ground anything you need to run.  A sky dragon would attack a ship with its lightning, so keep your men inside and out of harm’s way.  Your radar won’t pick them up, and you’ll never see them until it’s too late, so the only real way to go about it is to not give them the chance in the first place.”


“They’re that fast?”


“They’re even faster,” Kell said simply as the elevator started to descend, the whine of the motors cascading across the hangar.  The hangar doors opened, and the elevator deck came into view.  “Mister Secretary, Mister President, thank you again,” Kell said, nodding towards the monitor.  “Jenny, drop me a letter when you come with the supplies, the water dragons will get it to me.”

“Of course I will, my friend,” she smiled.


“We have to go,” Surral said again, nudging him with his wing.


Kell nodded.  “Ten days, we’ll be there,” he promised.


“And as long as nothing goes wrong, so will we,” Kent answered.  Surral turned and bounded towards the open doorway, the elevator deck almost down, then he jumped atop it and vaulted out into the emptiness beyond, spreading his wings to glide down to the water.


“Good luck, Kell,” Walker said seriously.


“We’ll need it, Mister President,” he grunted, then he nodded to the captain, turned and did the same.  He vaulted over the low guardrail at the edge of the elevator and opened his wings, then glided in a steep slope down to the water.  He folded his wings and dove in, then went deep and turned to follow Surral, who was going southeast instead of southwest, not turning towards the island quite yet…which was probably wise.  They had to have sonar, and their sonar might pick Kell up.  It would never pick up Surral unless he wanted it to, but Kell couldn’t manipulate the water to absorb the sound waves the way Surral could.  Kell spread his wings and pushed off, speeding off behind Surral, following his glow in the darkness, quickly leaving the ships behind.

29 May 2017, 23:32 HDT; 902 nautical miles south-southwest of Hawaii


“Sonar has them, sir, depth twelve feet, bearing one six three and moving away at forty-three knots,” the exo relayed from the bridge, which had active sonar fixed on the dragons.


“That fast?  Holy—“ Bradley breathed, then realized that the President was still on the conference.


“Kell said he was a fast swimmer, that proves it,” Walker chuckled.  “Get here as fast as you can, Major.  We need to talk.  Secretary, get it done.”


“At once, Mister President,” Kent replied.


“I’m on the way right now, sir,” the Major answered.


“Any other orders, Mister President?” Bradley asked.


“Just get back to Pearl as fast as you can, Captain,” Walker replied.  “Official orders are coming down the pipe, but you already know what to do.  Leave two ships, and make sure they stay alert, but don’t get trigger happy.  I don’t want them shooting at Kell.”


“I’ll brief the ship commanders personally,” Bradley nodded to the monitor.

The President’s feed cut out, and then the Secretary of State, but the Marine Major was still on, looking to about to cut the feed.  From what Bradley had figured out, the Major was the specialist here, the one that knew about these dragons.  Knew them personally.  “Major,” Bradley said before she disappeared.  “Is there anything important I need to send down?  I don’t want my ship captains doing something foolish.”


The Major smiled, a cute dimpled one.  “Just be polite,” she replied.


He glanced towards the open hangar door.  “I never thought anything that big could move that fast,” he breathed.


“Those are the small dragons, Captain,” she said lightly, then her feed cut out.

They were small?  The smaller one had to be seven feet high, the bigger one ten feet high.  And that was small?  Bradley wasn’t sure he wanted to see a big one.


30 May 2017, 13:15 DMT; Sanctuary City

It had been a long swim back, but one filled with hope rather than worry.  If the humans were going to help them, then it solved a whole lot of problems as long as they could keep the human involvement secret.  The biggest concern had been them being forced underground without enough food to survive, but as long as they were careful about how they got the food aid into the cavern.

But there were other things to worry about, and much more immediate.  The council was supposedly in session at that very moment, and they had no idea what they were discussing.  They figured that it started with the power plant, and would end with something explosive. With Onyx there—well, Jirran, there were no field agents anymore—they had all the cables cut and tipped, and were laying it out along with power cable they hoped to use soon.  The cavern had no power, but the water dragons had brought in two diesel generators for them to use for their powered cutting tools the builders used for precision work, which they’d use to test the network when they had the core of it built.  One rack of servers were also in the cavern, brought in by Sella, and they already had them installed in racks and placed on the second floor of the tower they were building inside the cavern.  They were two thirds done with it, and the second floor was one of the few places they could go to stay out of the way.  They cordoned off a portion of it for the computers, and that would be the permanent network control center.  Once they got in the rest of the servers, they’d fire it up and configure the initial network control servers.

He hated not knowing what was going on.  What they were doing was important, but now more than ever, with whatever was going on up on that aerie transpiring at that very moment, he wanted to be out there.  They were cut off in the cavern, with only messengers to bring them word from outside.  They did have the ELF set up with a battery-powered transceiver for emergencies, but they wouldn’t use that unless it was something dire.  So, while he was almost aching for news, he didn’t want it coming over the ELF.  He focused on the job, like being out on a field mission, staying alert, keeping aware of his surroundings…because he had a very bad feeling.


He wasn’t the only one.  Everyone in the cavern knew what was going on, and now everyone was working with almost frenzied dedication.  Kell wasn’t the only one that had virtually no sleep last night, coming in and giving his report to the council dragons, then heading straight to the cavern and getting to work.  They had yet another floor up and were building the supports for the next one, getting higher and higher, closer to the domed ceiling, and tunnelers were frantically digging out chambers under the floor, to the sides, building the extensive network of chambers and galleries that would house 1500 or so earth dragons and store all of their possessions and equipment.  The completed floors in the main cavern would barely hold everyone, but not their stored food and gear, so they were doing it right, building an entire city deep under the volcano.  The cavern would be main storage for their equipment, living quarters for drakes that needed to be close to that equipment, village council leaders, and headquarters for their council and government, and the excavated galleries would be mainly food storage and other living quarters for everyone else.  Everyone would be cramped for a while, until they dug out enough chambers to make it more like a real city…at least if things happened the way Kell suspected they would.

He had no illusions about it.  He expected everyone to be down here within ten days.  The chromatics were drunk with power, had destroyed their power plant, and they weren’t going to be subtle or coy about it now.  The fire dragons voted with the council chromatic because they really weren’t smart enough to think for themselves, and now they had two sky dragons that were either all for the chromatics’ plan or were too stupid to understand what it meant.  Ivaiya’s hatred of the earth dragons seemed so intense that she was willing to shatter a thousand years of peace, and with them running Hinado off the council, off the island, the council chromatic now had free reign.  It wouldn’t take them more than three days to say or do something that infuriated the earth dragons, things would snowball, and the earth dragons would go to ground.  That was what he expected, and it was what Ferroth expected as well.

The symbol of that came down the lava tube and up the ramps.  Food was already being brought in, and it was a fairly efficient system they were using.  The earth dragons were carting it to either Dawnmist or Three Hills, the two villages connected by tunnel, and from there it was being taken to the ramp.  Water dragons were carrying it from the ramp to the water’s edge in the lava tube, and earth dragons in the cavern were hiking the four miles down, picking it up, and bringing it for storage, using either yoke baskets or one of the ten carts they’d managed to get down so far.  From what Kell heard, it was piling up at the end of the tube, since the others could move it faster than they could store it, but as long as it was down here, it was safe.  It was pretty safe in the village silos as well, for they were deep, but it was just a matter of time before the other dragons either found a way to use magic to get at the food or just dig up the silos.  Fire dragons were actually good diggers, since their claws could handle the wear, and their size was an advantage when it came to something simple like digging a giant hole to get at food buried underground.

Kell knew little about magic, but he did know that it would be a major undertaking for the chromatics to use magic to get at the silos.  Sella explained that the earth itself was highly resistant to the use of magic, and stone was especially hard to affect.  It was why anyone but a chromatic that knew enough magic to affect earth would hire an earth dragon to dig something out rather than use magic, because, simply put, an earth dragon was far more efficient.  That would give them some time, since the silos were still so deep that even with magic, it was going to take them a long time to get there.  It would probably be faster for them to have the fire dragons dig it out than try to use magic.

That was why the cavern was so perfect.  It was so deep, maybe a mile underground, and with no entrance but through the water tube that required a four mile hike through a tunnel that was too small for the fire wyrms, it seriously hampered any attempt by the others to reach them.  The fire dragons would have to dig for months to get them out, and that was even assuming that they’d know where to dig.  That far underground, not even scrying would reach.  There was too much stone between the chromatic and its target.


He hated not knowing.  They could be fighting up there for all he knew, the chromatics could have ordered the fire dragons to attack the farms, Anthra and Geon might have killed the fluffy right on the council aerie, he had no idea, and that drove him crazy.  For an earth drake whose very job it was to find things out, being in a position where he didn’t know was both unusual and infuriating.  All he could do was finish the project, build a computer network they couldn’t even use for some time, then help the other builders in any way possible to prepare for the mass exodus they all knew was coming.

There was no doubt now.  Before, they were planning for the possibility, that there was a slim chance the chromatics would either see reason or be thwarted by the council somehow  Now, they knew it was going to happen.  The chromatics had showed their hands when they sabotaged the power plant, showing that this was now all-out war.  They were using the council and working outside of it, and they wanted nothing less than to totally destroy the entire earth dragon way of life and turn them into farm-bound slaves.

He had a chill go up his spine when saw a light in the lava tube, then Geon coming out of the lava tube, carrying a yoke basket filled with food.  Kell rushed up to him as another drake took the basket and headed for where they were storing the food, and saw that Geon looked very grim.  “It was bad,” Kell predicted.


“Oh, it was bad, alright,” he replied as Sella came up behind Geon, who was carrying a battery powered undersea lantern, hanging around her neck like a medallion.  “The chromatic started council by saying we’re so incompetent that we blew up our own power plant, and it went right down the volcano from there.”


“And the bottom line?”


“There’ll be four hundred drakes in here by midnight, working to make it ready,” he replied.


“Well, not that I’m not glad to see you, Geon, but you could have sent a messenger to tell us that,” he said.


“Oh, I’m here for good,” he growled.  “I was kicked off the council.”


“What?”


“I told you things went downhill,” he grunted.  “Not that the council will be meeting any time soon anyway.  Anthra has a maximum of five days to name a replacement before any official votes can be made, so she’s going to use the whole five days, tell the village councils not to hold elections until the evening of the fourth day.  The longer we can stall the council to remove any illusion of legality of what they’re doing, the more time we have.”

“What got you kicked off?”


“Oh, the two spikes in the base of the chromatic’s podium,” he said darkly.  “The other two missed.  I really need to work on my aim.”


“You tried to spike the chromatic?” he asked, almost stunned.


“You bet your tail I did,” he said with a vicious expression.  “He did exactly what we were afraid he’d try to do.”


“The food?”


He nodded.  “He called for a vote to annex private earth dragon food stocks to replace what they’ll lose when the frozen food thaws out.  That was about when I gave him something far more immediate to think about.”


“You did it on purpose.”


“Yup,” he nodded.  “That was our strategy.  Me trying to murder the council chromatic would distract the council from the vote, and we were right.  Now Anthra can delay the council by five days while she drags her tail organizing the village council votes.  I was supposed to miss, but Gaia help me, when I loosed my spikes, I wanted to kill that unmitigated ass.  The important thing is that the vote was never made, and now we have five days to stall before they can make it.  We have five days to move all our food down here,” he declared, then he looked at Kell.  “And you need to go back to your farm, Kell.  Anthra has a lot to go over with you.”

“Me?  Why me?”


“Because you are my replacement.”


“What?”


“We decided that we needed you on the council.  We debated any number of candidates, but your field training and your thorough understanding of technology is going to be useful to Anthra, Kell.  You may be young, but you’re smart, and you have enough experience in high-pressure situations for us to trust that you’ll know what to do.”


“Why not Ferroth?”


“Because Ferroth has too much to do to be tied up with council,” he replied.  “While he works in the background, you’ll be the public face, but you won’t be a figurehead.  Me and Anthra are very proud of you in how you’ve handled yourself through all of this, Kell.  If anything, the last two weeks or so have proved that trust in you is not misplaced.  So, young one, I’m sending you the message, go back to your farm.  I’ll be taking over down here, and I’ll make sure everything gets done.  You’re needed up top.”


“But they’re trying to kill me.”


“And that’s why you won’t set foot outside until the voting is done and you’re elected to be my replacement,” he replied simply.  “Once you’re named to the council, though, they won’t dare touch you.  Not even the council fluffy would have the fangs to try to have you killed when you’re on the council, it would start a complete riot among the earth dragons.  And, it will give you complete freedom to move around.  No place except a private den or burrow is denied access to a council member.  Not even a chromatic’s library.”


“Oh.  Ohhhh,” he breathed.


“We chose you for more than one reason, young one,” he chuckled.  “Anthra will explain everything to you.”

“Alright.  You coming or staying, Sella?”


“Coming, they need me to ferry baskets,” she replied.  “The esteemed council member wanted to discuss some things.”


“Being the only water dragon that’s fluent in English, we had a lot to discuss with her,” Geon smiled.


Kell and Sella headed back down the tube, moving out of the way of a convoy of earth drakes carrying yoke baskets.  “Can you believe this insanity, friend?” he grunted to her.  “Me, on the council?”


“What’s insane about that, friend?” she said lightly.  “You would have ended up on the council some day.”


He looked back at her, and she just smiled.  “You’re funny.”


“I’m being serious,” she replied.  “You’re one of the smartest dragons I know, Kell.  You’re smart, you’re dedicated, and you’re capable.  You’ll be a great council member.”


“For what, maybe five days?”


“Then for those five days, you will do what you do best, dear friend,” she said warmly.  “Make us proud of you.”


“Pft,” he hissed through his teeth.  “I think this is a bad idea.  I’m needed down here.”


“You’re needed where you’ll do the most good, friend, and that’s right up there, in the middle of everything.  It’s what you were trained to do, and it’s where I know you want to be, despite what you’re saying now,” she said lightly.


“I think that’s a little too much in the thick of it.  Besides, when I try to spike that fluffy, I won’t miss.”


“That may be one reason they’re putting you on the council,” she said, her smile a little malicious when he glanced back at her.  “The chromatic knows you have something of a reputation for taking no foolishness, friend.  He might ponder his own mortality knowing that there’s nothing between you and him but empty air.”


“Okay, that’s a good reason to be on the council,” he corrected, which made her laugh.

Sella ended up carrying him, if only because his presence in the tube slowed down the food movement efforts.  And it wasn’t just Shii’s pod moving baskets and boxes of food.  Several water dragons Kell didn’t know passed them, carting their stocks into the cavern.  Kell risked the very short distance between the shore and his family burrow, vaulting out of the water and running straight for the ramp, water streaming off of him, and made the ramp without a sudden shadow appearing over him.  He found Anthra in the entry chamber, a little cramped in the small room.  She looked back over her wing at him and smiled.  “I see Geon made good time,” he said.

“With all due respect, Anthra, this is crazy,” he told her.


“Sometimes crazy works,” she replied evenly, which made him laugh despite himself.  “We have a lot to go over, Kell.  You have to learn the rules of council, and five days is cutting it close.  Many of them have absolutely nothing to do with us, but you need to understand them if the chromatic tries to use them himself.  We’ll discuss it here for now, but when the sun sets, you’ll move down to the village, where we can talk in a less confining situation,” she said, looking around.  “I’ve already told all the village council leaders that they will elect you to the council, but to publicly seem to debate any number of some two dozen different candidates.  The other dragons know we can be almost silly when it comes to deliberating on such issues.  It took them almost two months to elect Geon, but council rules only prevent votes for five days.  So after five days, you need to be on that council.  I can only cast votes by proxy for the earth drake if there is an earth drake on the council.  With the seat vacated, all votes are considered abstained from the earth drake.”


“I understand, and I think this is a very bad idea, Anthra.  But, if I have to do it, then I’d better learn how to do it right.  So let me go get my tablet so I can record these lessons, then we can start.”


“Good idea, young one,” she nodded.  “And ask Kanna if she could bring me something to eat, please?”


 4 June, 2017; 04:42 DMT; Dawnmist Village

This.  Was.  Insane.


Kell was sitting outside of the sleeping chamber he’d been using down in the village since moving down here, his shoulder bag hanging off his wingjoint and feeling both nervous and ridiculous.  Last night he had been formally elected to the council by a majority of village councils voting him in, and with the vote proclaimed valid by Anthra, it meant that he, Kell, was now the youngest dragon ever to serve on the council of dragons.


For five long days, he’d been preparing for this.  Anthra had come to the village at dawn every day, and spent the entire day teaching him the intricacies of council, both its defined laws and rules and also its customs and peculiarities.  But, she didn’t just teach him the rules, she explained how they came to be.  For example, he had known that the council was not allowed to meet unless the sun was in the sky, but he didn’t know that it was a rule set up so that the flying dragons didn’t have to risk flying at night.  He also didn’t know that at the time of the council’s creation right after the arrived on the island, the council was actually held on a high knoll on the north side of the island that had subsequently been buried under a series of lava flows.  They had met there to both give them a sense of being somewhere high, but also giving earth dragons access to the council circle.  After lava destroyed the original aerie, a new one was built at the very top of the volcano with the idea that the highest council of law on the island should meet on the highest point on the island. Back then, there were no ramps, and the earth dragons had to climb the volcano in order to reach the aerie   By the second day, Kell was actually enjoying the lessons, for they were a lesson in draconic history as much as they were a set of laws and rules about council dragons, their responsibilities, and their privileges.

And they had privileges.  For one, as Anthra had already told him, no place that was considered public could be denied to a council member.  A council member couldn’t intrude on someone’s den, but if Kell wanted to walk into one of the chromatic libraries, they had to let him in.  For another, a council member was given the privilege of an unlimited allotment, so long as they didn’t give that food to anyone else.  Council members got to eat as much as they wanted.  And also as Anthra hinted, the very fact that he was a council member gave him both protection from typical dragon spats and the ability to summon other dragons as his personal escorts and bodyguards.  No dragon was allowed to willingly harm a council member, not even in personal disputes, with the lone exception of a council member invading the private den of another without permission.  But, if he wanted to feel safe, or safer, he could demand fire drakes escort him, and a sky dragon could be summoned at any time he was on the aerie as a dispatch for carrying messages.  The earth dragons on council didn’t bother with fire drakes, earth dragons were more than capable of taking care of themselves, but Anthra and Geon did employ sky drakes to carry messages for them.

He really didn’t like the idea of this.  He’d have to face down the chromatic that had first tried to have him executed, then probably arranged for the sky dragon that was assigned to try to kill him.  He’d have to look him in the face and be if not polite, then distantly courteous. But, one of the only good parts of this was that the other dragons didn’t know that the earth drakes had selected a replacement.  When Kell mounted the podium on the aerie, it would be the first and only indication that a decision had been made.  He’d have to engage the chromatic and Ivaiya in what could only be called verbal warfare, doing anything and everything he could to stall, delay, or block votes.  The tools he’d have on hand for that would be few and far between, since the chromatic was currently the chair of the council for the next two years, and was the one that could officially call for votes.  The chair changed every three years, but since it required a vote to attain the chair, the chromatic had held it for the last 25 years.  If the chromatic called for a vote, then they had to vote.  But there were some ways that council members could either slow down or block a vote.  Anthra and Geon had used one of the more radical and desperate ones to stop all votes for five days, but all they’d talked about yesterday was the ways they could block or stall those votes from here out, as long as possible, to give the earth dragons every possible second to move their food, equipment, and supplies into the cavern.  Anthra and Kell had planned a couple of equally radical and desperate ideas themselves, but in reality, it was all they could do.  In their situation, radical and desperate was their only real option.

But at least that was easier now.  The subway tunnel had been completed through nearly two thirds of the villages due to the incredible diligence and effort of the tunnelers, and what was most important, it connected those villages to Dawnmist and the tunnel that got the food into the cavern.  They didn’t have to move the food by cart out where it could be seen anymore, making it look like typical farmer bartering, sending food to Three Hills and Dawnmist and carting back seedlings, fertilizer, pots, jars, TVs, anything that might be part of a barter that wasn’t food.  With the tunnel open from Darkwood village all the way around to Breakwater village, it gave them exactly what they needed to move large amounts of food without having to make it look inconspicuous.  They already had 63% of their food underground, and they’d have the rest of it in the cavern in three days.  So in reality, they only had to stall the council over the food for three days.  And when they allowed small chromatics to search for the food and find nothing, well, that was their problem.  Anthra had already set up a cover story, and everyone was ready for it.  When she gave the signal, fires would erupt from every earth dragon village on the island, and Anthra would declare that the earth dragons burned their foodstocks rather than hand them over to the council, as a matter of protest.  Things would go downhill rapidly after that, but it would at least be a viable enough excuse to allay any suspicion as to where the food went until all the earth dragons disappeared.

Not that there were that many visible now.  There were 553 earth dragons in the cavern, working feverishly to prepare it for the other thousand, and nearly half of them were underground, moving supplies and equipment.  The farms only had one or two drakes on them to keep up appearances and manage what crops they’d be able to harvest before they went underground, which would have to be harvested and carried straight to the cavern.  Most of the fields were getting a little weed-choked, and Anthra had just shifted more dragons to the farms the day before to get them under control; if the other dragons saw the earth dragons neglecting their fields, that would throw up a major red flag, as the humans would say.  They had to maintain the illusion that they had no idea what was coming, that they weren’t making any plans, even as Ferroth distracted the others with his very visible little operation going on over in the computer factory…which might be one reason the chromatic wanted chromatics in the factory.  To keep an eye on Ferroth more than anything else.

Javan ambled up to him and nodded, patting him on the flank with his wing.  “It’s the big day, esteemed council member,” he said lightly.


“Don’t call me that,” he grunted.  “We all know this is just part of a plot, even they will.”


“But that doesn’t make you anything less than a council member right here, right now, Kell,” he said simply.  “You are an esteemed council member.”


“For the next five days.”


“Then make them eventful ones, my friend,” he said simply.  “Let them know you were there.”


“Now that I intend to do,” he said with a dark nod, then he turned for the public tunnel that led to the nearest ramp up the volcano.  Anthra met him at the end of the tunnel, sitting by the edge of the Lewenn farm, and she stood up when he came out.  “Morning, Anthra.”


“Morning, Kell.  Are you ready?”


“As I’ll ever be,” he sighed, which made her chuckle.


“You’ll do fine.  Remember, you are a council member.  Don’t let them try to bully you into silence.  You know the rules.”


“Thanks to you.”


“That’ll just put them even more off guard,” she smiled wolfishly.

They discussed the coming day as they walked up the ramps, as the murky predawn yielded to bright, warm, sunny early summer day, promising to be a beautiful one that would usually make his sire almost happy to be alive.  But right now, Keth and the rest of his family were doing what everyone else was doing, putting only one or two on the farm to keep up appearances while everyone else carried boxes and baskets of food.  The other dragons and their aides and lackeys were already there by the time they arrived, as were Anthra’s own staff of earth drakes, and the other council members looked almost absently at the two of them…at least until Kell sighed, reared back, then jumped up onto the raised podium that was the seat of the earth drake.  Anthra climbed up onto hers, then sat sedately on her haunches as the other dragons stared at Kell.

“I should have the fire wyrm just kill you now, drake,” the chromatic said with dark, eager amusement.


“Fellow council members, might I introduce the new seat of the earth drakes, Kell, son of Patron Keth and Matron Kanna, resident of Dawnmist village,” Anthra declared.  “The village council leaders elected him by majority ballot yesterday evening.  I witnessed the balloting, so I declare it valid.”


“Well, something of a surprise, them electing someone so young,” Jussa said, looking over at him with a smile.  Jussa was to his immediate right.  “But often, our earth drake cousins see things we do not.  So I bid you welcome, my friend.  Serve with distinction.”


“Are you serious?  They put a hatchling on the council?” Ivaiya said hotly.  “He has no right to be here!”


“I have more right than you, Ivaiya,” Kell snapped in reply.  “At least I was elected by a majority of my earth drake peers.  You were chosen for that seat by your father.”


“How dare you!” she shrieked, snapping her wings out and almost knocking the sky drake Beyori off his podium.


“While I sit upon this podium, I dare all kinds of things,” Kell replied, glaring across the aerie at her.  “The earth drakes chose me because of my training in technology and my history as a field agent, which will be experience that will be needed in the time to come.  I was selected by my race by our own established methods, they were legal, and now you’re stuck with it, and with me.  I’m not going anywhere, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”


“So, a half-whelped youngling presumes to speak to his elders as an equal?” the fire wyrm, Hirrag, snorted, smoke billowing from his nostrils.


“I am your equal, Hirrag,” Kell retorted.  “My podium isn’t lower than yours.  On this council, we all stand as equals…unless you perhaps consider yourself more equal than certain others?” he asked flintily.

Hirrag bristled, glaring past the fire drake and Anthra at him.  Anthra just gave him an amused look, enjoying his sideways insult.  “Well, if Anthra upholds the legality of the selection, then it’s a settled issue,” the chromatic said easily, all but giving Kell a vicious, eager smile.  “The council recognizes Kell, son of Patron Keth and Matron Kanna, as the earth drake seat.  Serve long, serve well, earth drake.”

“Serve long, serve well,” the other dragons mirrored, some of them quite reluctantly.


“So, now that all that business is settled and out of the way, let’s return to matters of importance.  We’ve had five days for the investigation into the failure of the power plant to progress, and I will be introducing witnesses into our debate to enlighten us.  But first, there is open business before us.  There is the matter of the proposed vote that was never completed before the last earth drake so quickly left our presence,” he said, giving Kell an amused glance.


And that was Kell’s cue to employ the first stalling tactic he and Anthra had worked up.  “I object to such a vote,” Kell declared.  “Because I wasn’t on the council when the vote was brought forth, I demand that all testimony and reports related to the vote be repeated, so I may make an informed decision.”


“There were no reports or testimony,” the chromatic chuckled.


“Then how can you make an informed decision if you haven’t even allowed the council to investigate the matter?  Since I have the right to object to the vote, I also have the right to demand a formal inquiry into the matter.  I will not make my decision based on hearsay.”


The chromatic gave Anthra a dark look.  “I see you prepared him well for that seat,” he said acidly.


“Oh, you have no idea how well prepared he is for this task, chromatic,” Anthra purred.  “I had five days to prepare the candidates for the council seat.  No matter who ended up on that podium, he or she was going to be ready.”


“Kell correctly cites council rules,” Essan mused lightly.  “He has the right to demand a formal inquiry.”


“Preposterous.  I invoked the rules of disaster in the matter,” the chromatic said with annoyance.  “That supersedes a call for inquiry.”


“The rules of disaster are binding for only three days after invocation,” Anthra shot back with a dark smile.  “That was five days ago.  The rules of disaster are no longer in effect, and since this matter is already on the floor, it cannot be set aside for a different vote without the mandatory period of ten days before it can be brought again.  So choose, chromatic.  Invoke the rules of disaster and force a delay of this vote for ten days, or call a formal inquiry,” she challenged.

“Clever,” Jussa said, giving her a look of sly respect.  “She has your tail pinned to the floor, chromatic.  Either call for an inquiry or retire the matter for ten days.”


The chromatic glared at Jussa.  “I call for an official inquiry,” he growled.


Anthra looked down at Kell and winked her glowing amber eye, which made him smile slightly in return.  Just as Anthra suspected, the chromatic had forgotten that rather obscure rule, and they’d used it to stall him.


They literally spent the rest of the day haranguing over the composition and goals of the inquiry.  The chromatic naturally tried to stack it completely with chromatics, which the earth and water dragons fought tooth and talon.  But when it came down to the goals of the inquiry, Kell and Anthra had to be somewhat careful.  The inquiry couldn’t be allowed to go in and look at the food, so they had to define the goal strictly to studying the need for the council to take the drastic action of all but stealing the private food of farming earth dragons to move to the official stores.  Anthra lobbied heavily for an alternative option to be studied where the food would be annexed only if certain conditions were met, such as a natural disaster or nothing short of human soldiers landing on the island in war machines and attacking them.  Of course, Kell and Anthra lost every argument they made, but they were expecting to.  Anthra had told Kell to be a incendiary as possible to provoke emotional outbursts, and he more than enjoyed getting under the scales of the other council members, who really hated the idea of such a young dragon being on that council.  They didn’t think he was old enough to debate any matter of importance, but while Kell was intentionally provoking them, he also blindsided them with highly logical arguments and positions that made it clear to them that his youth did not make him stupid, often right after saying something that got them mad, as if to rile them up them hit them over the head with logic while they were all huffy, which made them feel stupid on top of angry.  His training as a field agent actually helped him, letting him react quickly and calmly to shifting arguments, think rationally and make proper decisions quickly.  Sessara, the fire drake, seemed particularly riled at Kell but also strangely impressed by his reasoning, as well as his ability to inflame the other council members even as he met them head to head in the realm of debate and showed he wasn’t going to be backed into a corner.  The twenty minute argument he had with the chromatic demonstrated the fact that Kell wasn’t going to be pushed around, because he literally shouted down the chromatic, then used a few aggressive slashes of his tail to make the chromatic flinch away from him, show the entire council that the chromatic was afraid of him.

The council only had one short break for a meal, and the rest of the time was spent in a state of constant contention, as the staffs of every council member worked feverishly as the council debated, working quickly to research positions, study council law, or send runners or sky drakes to contact potential witnesses.  By sunset, Kell felt physically drained despite having done nothing but sit all day, when the setting of the sun forced the council to end.  It had been continued by the chromatic so they’d pick it right back up in the morning, but it gave everyone involved a night to prepare more researched, formal arguments.  He and Anthra stepped down off the podiums as the sky dragons vaulted high into the air, and Jussa stepped off beside him and patted him on the back and wings with his own.  “I think you’re going to do fine, young Kell,” he chuckled.  “You certainly have the bravado of youth.  There were a couple of times I thought Hirrag was going to charge across the aerie at you.”

“So did I, why do you think I spent almost the entire council with my spikes out?” he replied, which made Essan laugh.


To his surprise, Sessara ventured over as the water dragons launched off the edge of the aerie, her boxy snout just inches from his, her glowing ruby eyes boring down into him, reinforcing the fact that Kell was, by far, the smallest dragon on that aerie, even when taking the aides into account. He met her stare almost defiantly, which just made her laugh.  “I thought the earth drakes were crazy when I saw you climb that podium, Kell.  I don’t think they’re crazy now,” she told him, then turned and clawed into the air with her wings, heading north and towards the active volcano.


“Well, that’s the closest thing you’ll ever get to a complement out of a fire dragon,” Anthra mused as the two of them watched her disappear under the platform.  “Your sire invited me over for dinner, so I’ll see you as soon as I speak to the village leader over at Darkwood.  He had a matter of importance to discuss with me, and we have our own matters of importance to discuss.”


“Alright.  See you there,” he said, spreading his wings, bunching his legs, then jumping out into the abyss.  His wings caught the air, and he quickly angled into a descending glide that would bring him down on his family farm.  Keth and Kanna were standing out waiting for him as he landed, bounding to a stop between the wheat and carrot fields, and his younger siblings charged out of the burrow and almost gang tackled him.


“Kell!  Kell!  How did it go, Kell?” Kav asked excitedly.


“Our brother the council member!” Kitta declared, hanging off his neck by her claws.  “Lenva was so jealous when I told her!”


“Shame on you, lording it over our neighbors,” he chided, which made her giggle.  “Sire, mother,” he said as he carried his siblings over.


“How did it go, young one?” Keth asked.


“It was very nervous,” he replied.  “Anthra said that it would be a little while before she gets here for dinner.  She had an appointment with the council leader over at Darkwood.”


“That’s fine.  We’re going to eat on the beach, Anthra invited Shii’s pod to join us so she can get to know them.  So, tell us about your first day as our council member!” Kanna said happily.


“Not you too!” he complained, which made her laugh.


“A mother has every right to be proud when her son is named to the council!” she protested.  “I couldn’t believe it when Javan brought us the news this morning!”


“I’m surprised the earth drakes didn’t riot when they found out someone my age was elected,” Kell chuckled.


“There was some curiosity about it, but no earth drake that knows you thinks it was a poor decision,” Keth said simply.  “You may be young, my son, but you are everything a council member should be.”


“For however long I manage to make it before I follow Geon’s path and spike that arrogant fluffy,” he growled, which made all of them laugh.


The public subterfuge out of the way—everyone in his family knew the truth that he was chosen days ago—they moved to the beach.  Shii’s pod had caught some tuna, one of the most sought-after kinds of fish among the earth dragons, and they brought it to the meal along with choice vegetables form Keth’s stores, a cow they’d bartered, and other bartered foodstuffs to make it a banquet as much as a meal.  Kell sat among friends and family and related most of events of the day to them, along with the incredible tension that existed up on that aerie, tension that Anthra and Geon had dealt with for years.  The recent movements by the chromatics only ramped up the tension that was always present, and after just one day, his respect for Anthra and Geon went even higher than the volcano.  “I swear to Gaia herself, I thought that the fire wyrm was going charge across the platform more than once,” he told them with a nervous chuckle.  “He hates me.  Every time I talked, you could see the smoke come out of his nose.  I think he was stoking up just hoping I gave him a reason to breathe on me.”

Sella laughed, nudging him with her shoulder.  “I’m sure the water dragons there would have put you out,” she smiled.


“But that’s the way it was all day.  I don’t see how Anthra doesn’t have ulcers by now.”


“Well, if it was that stressful, I should take you for a swim to help you relax.  Unless you’re too pompous to swim with the commoners now,” she teased.


In answer, Kell turned and used his tail to hook her, then he snapped her right off the beach and into the water.  The others laughed as he bounded across the beach and dove right at her as she surfaced, driving her right back under the water.  The water frothed and splashed as the two of them mock-fought just under the water’s surface, the occasional wing or tail splashing out of the water then slapping back down into it.  But fighting Sella in the water was a sure way to lose, so it wasn’t long before she had him pinned to the bottom, grinning at him in the fading light of the sunset.  She always won in the water, but he got a few good bites in on her, including a nice one right on the base of her neck.  She let him up and let him surface to breathe after he admitted defeat and surrendered with dignity.  Sella knew him so well, she knew exactly how long he could stay down, even after something like a little mock-fighting.  When he surfaced, he saw Anthra coming down onto the beach as Surral and Shii lit several torches with magic, illuminating the beach for the water dragons.  “I’m sorry I’m late, but thankfully I’m no later,” she said.  “Kell, whatever are you doing?”

“Not being allowed to let my new station go to my head,” he replied dryly, glancing over at Sella, who laughed, submerged, and came back up underneath him, carrying him over to the beach.

“Can’t let his high and mightiness swim under his own power,” she said tauntingly.  “Such important dragons doing manual labor?  Unthinkable!”


“I’m gonna bite you somewhere painful and long-lasting, Sella,” he warned, which made everyone laugh.


“Ooooh, tuna!  I love tuna!” Anthra said brightly when she looked down and saw the food they’d laid out on a large canvas tarp to cover the sand, used for just such things.  Earth dragons didn’t mind a little earth on their food, but water dragons didn’t like sand all over their food.

They curtailed serious conversation in favor of eating, for it was a long-standing tradition not to speak of weighty matters during a meal.  After the meal, however, Anthra sat and discussed the day’s events with Keth, Kanna, Shii, and Surral as Kell took a quick swim with Sella.  They couldn’t really discuss anything sensitive outside, not with the very real possibility that the chromatics were scrying against them, so Anthra was just telling them about their day’s wrangling.  He came out and sat with them when she started talking about tomorrow.  “We should have everything settled about this inquiry by tomorrow, so we’ll move on to the power plant,” she said darkly.  “That’s not going to be any less contentious.  The day after it happened, the chromatic said in open council that it was gross earth dragon incompetence that led to the accident.”

“That was no accident,” Surral stated.


“We know, but he’s already declared he’s bringing witnesses to testify, most likely a long string of fluffies that will lie through their fangs, as well as the plant owner and operator, which he’ll try to make look like a total idiot.”


“Have you talked to him?”


“Oh yes, he’ll be ready to testify.”


“Did you ever find out what caused it?” Shii asked.


“We did,” she nodded to her.  “The real wrangling is going to come when we tell the council what needs done to repair it.  We don’t have the parts we need on the island, and we can’t make them.  With no department, the council will have to authorize the field mission to acquire the parts.  We’re not sure they’ll let us.”


“How long will it take them to fix it?”


“Weeks,” she replied.  “They have to completely rebuild all three generators.”

“What will we do without the generators?” Kii asked.


“As best we can, youngling.  Ferroth believes we can build some wind turbines to generate electricity, we have all the materials we need for that.  Until we find a solution, we have to go back to the way things were sixty years go, when we had no power.  It wasn’t all that long ago,” she chuckled, looking down at the hatchling.  “But it was before your time, little one.”

“I remember when the builders ran the power lines to into the burrow,” Kell mused.  “I spent hours just watching the light turn on and off.  I think that was when I got so fascinated by human technology, seeing that light just turn on when I hit a button.  It was like…like earth dragons finally had magic,” he said.


“You have magic, dear friend,” Sella told him warmly, leaning on him til he fell over, then draping herself half over him like she tended to do.  “It’s right here,” she added, tapping his head with her claw.  “If anything, the last fifty years have proved that the earth dragons are far more clever than anyone else ever believed.  Well, anyone but us,” she winked.  “Our pod has known the secret of the earth dragons for generations.”


“Yes, and I think that scares some,” Anthra said dryly.  “Before, nothing had ever caught our fancy other than our farms, at least until we saw the planes in the sky.  I guess for the other dragons, it’s a dangerous thing to dream.”

“What about before?” Sella asked.  “I know the histories of the water dragons before the island.  What did the earth dragons do?”


“Exactly what we do now,” Anthra told her.  “We have always been farmers, Sella, since the first day we came out of our tunnels and saw the sun.  As the humans spread across the land, we retreated further and further, until most of us were in northwestern Europe.  In Sweden and Norway mostly, farming the high valleys.  But even there, the humans started encroaching, and it very nearly came to war when the chromatics came to us and told us of their plan to move all the dragons far, far from humans, to a place they would never be able to reach.  It seemed that the humans had learned the secrets of iron, and they were actually killing dragons,” she mused.  “The humans breed so fast, like flies, we knew we’d never win a protracted war with them, and all attempts to parlay had failed, so the dragons decided to move to this island.  And we’ve been here ever since,” she said simply.


“What happened between the chromatics and the humans to make them enemies?  Didn’t the chromatics teach humans the secrets of magic?”


“They did, but the rise of the catholic church destroyed magic in the human civilization,” she answered.  “The Catholics deemed it witchcraft, and they murdered all the human magicians.  Not that I hold hatred in my heart for them, they are simply wrong, but it was a grave blow to the chromatics.  It wasn’t long after the second Pope ordered the magicians killed for being demons spawned of Satan that they adopted their ways of secrecy.  The church leaders completely eradicated all references of the dragons from human history and told the church to teach the humans that dragons were evil, and that caused us to eventually leave human lands,” she told them.  She didn’t notice that she had the rapt attention of all six youngling.  “We got along with the Celts and the Vikings, traded with the Vikings, but as the church spread into Scandinavia, even we saw that eventually they’d come after us as well, so we agreed to move to this island with the others.”

“What was it like in the human world?” Kav asked.


Anthra laughed.  “I’m not that old, young one,” she smiled.  “My great-great grandsire was, though, and the stories have passed through my family.  He was just a hatchling when the sky dragons carried his family here.  The only one here that has first-paw knowledge of the human world is right there,” she added, pointing at Kell, who was still under Sella.

“Not the human world our ancestors left, that’s for sure,” Kell chuckled, then he looked up at Sella in irritation when she bit lightly at his horns.  “You’re going to break your teeth doing that.”

“Mine grow back.  Do yours?” she challenged lightly.


“Would you like to grow a few back?” he retorted.  “Bite harder.”

The fun was interrupted, however, when three earth drakes padded down onto the beach.  “Anthra, we’re here,” one of them called.  It was Fredda, the earth drake that managed the power plant.


“Just in time, Fredda,” Anthra nodded.  “I need him now, Sella, so leave him be.”


“Saved by work,” she teased lightly, then she let him up.


“You were saved,” he snorted playfully as he regained his feet.  Kell and Anthra then left the picnic with apologies, and started around the island to get a first-paw look at the damaged power plant.  As they walked. Fredda and her two technicians described the damage to them, then discussed how it had happened.  “Oh, I have absolutely no doubts,” Fredda growled.  “What happened wasn’t natural.  Each of the turbines is isolated from the others.  They have their own control systems and everything.  For all three to suffer a catastrophic failure with absolutely no warning, it’s just not possible.”


“No warning at all?”


“Not a single light or alarm on the board,” Nevrel, one of the two technicians, answered.  “The first indication we had that anything was wrong was when generator number two more or less exploded.  It’s a miracle no drakes were killed, with all the steam pouring out of it.”

“Generator one went out not ten seconds later, then generator three,” Govit continued.  “There was some damage to number three from the explosion of number two, but the damage was external.  We found no damage from the outside going in that went deep enough to reach the turbine driveshaft, and that’s what failed on all three.”


“Some kind of design flaw?”


“Well, the Iceland plants haven’t exploded and they’ve been running longer than ours, so I’d say no,” Fredda replied.  “And all three turbines haven’t been run the same number of hours.  What kind of miracle would cause all three to fail at once when they don’t’ have the same service hours?”


“Alright, so we can reliably rule out any natural or design issues.  That just leaves sabotage.”


“Magical sabotage, it had to be.”


“Jussa found no evidence of magic in the generators, so if they used magic, they were very subtle about it,” Anthra said as they trotted down the path.


“They wouldn’t have to use the magic in the generator to have it fail like that,” Govit challenged. “The turbine arms reached such high temperatures so fast that they all but melted.  What if the saboteur used magic to raise the temperature of the steam entering the turbines, like, say, to the melting point of the steel of the driveshafts?  It would soften the shafts, and at the speeds they turn, that would make them bend, ten they’d shatter the generators from the inside.  Just like they were.”


“The pieces of the shafts we’ve recovered were warped,” Fredda grunted.  “That could have done it, and I don’t think that would leave a magical trace.”


“It might, I don’t know.  I’m not familiar enough with magic to know,” Anthra noted.


“Maybe not magic,” Kell said darkly.  “Wouldn’t a fire dragon breathing on the steam pipes coming into the plant accomplish that?  What temperature is the steam when it comes into the building, Govit?”

“One hundred sixty degrees Celsius at two hundred pounds per square kilogram of pressure,” he answered.  “That temperature and pressure has to be precise, because that’s actually how we control the RPMs of the generators.  They govern steam temperature and pressure in the well building to send steam over to the generators at optimum parameters.  Anthra, would Jussa pick up the use of a breath weapon?”


She shook her head.  “That kind of magic is very subtle, he might have missed it.  But wouldn’t the pipes show evidence they were superheated by a fire’s breath?”


“Yes they would,” Govit replied immediately.  “And we didn’t check outside.”


“Wouldn’t have the plant’s safety systems shut things down when they detected the superheated steam?” Kell asked Fredda.


“They should have,” she replied.  “Any variation outside operating parameters is supposed to trigger an emergency shutdown.  But half of the sensor system is in the pipe exchange building over the pipe wells.  They were put in a separate building for safety reasons.  If the fire dragon attacked the pipes between the transfer building and the generator building,” she said, trailing off.  “It might have not been enough time.  That superheated steam rolling in right out of nowhere, behind where the first bank of sensors said the steam leaving the well building was normal, the system may simply have not had enough time to initiate a shutdown.  The superheated steam would have caused an RPM spike even as the heat thermally expanded the turbine, making it seize in the driveshaft, then the whole thing would blow up with all that pressure and energy and nowhere for it to go.”


“Isn’t there a last-ditch relief system?”


“It’s designed to relieve pressure, not temperature, Kell,” she replied.  “The sudden temperature increase would raise the pressure, but not enough to cause a full emergency vent.  It would cause the valves to partially open to try to reduce the incoming pressure.  But it wasn’t the pressure that caused the damage, it was the heat.  The generators were never designed for thousand degree steam to boil through them, and the manual heat gauges we have registered a heat spike of nine hundred twenty-seven degrees Celsius right before the whole thing went up.”


“Gaia’s claws, that hot?  About the only thing that could get something that hot is a fire dragon’s breath,” Anthra blurted.

“That should have triggered am automatic shutdown,” Kell fretted.  “And it should have showed up on the boards.”


“Well, all six operators swear to Gaia herself they saw no warnings and didn’t hear any alarms.”


“Then maybe Jussa didn’t look for the magic in the right place,” Kell said, looking at Anthra.


“The operators?”


He nodded.  “Wouldn’t hiding the lights and muting the sirens count as magic that confuses the senses?”


“Sky dragon magic,” Anthra growled.


“But that doesn’t explain why the system didn’t automatically shut down,” Fredda pressed.


“True, but it does answer why nobody saw anything amiss until the generators started melting,” Anthra said.


They arrived and immediately started investigating.  They had a portable generator hooked up to the computer control system so they could get some data, some logs of the event, and Kell pored over that as Anthra inspected the building. The majority of the mess had been cleaned up, but the three destroyed generators still stood on their cement pads, the middle one shattered from within like a popped balloon, and the generators to each side with blackened pits and scars all over them.  The left one’s back end was mangled, and the right one looked to have been engulfed in flames, leaving it blackened and twisted.  Strangely, the computer’s logs showed no evidence of an attempt to automatically shut down until after the catastrophic event began.  Whatever happened had to happen so fast that everything was working normally, than BAM, instant chaos.

Sky dragons…that got him to thinking.  He sat on his haunches in front of the computer terminal and tapped away on the draconic keyboard, entering a series of parameters to test something of a theory.  “What are you doing, Kell?” Anthra asked.


“Seeing if I’m right.  Fredda, did the plant have surveillance cameras?” he shouted.


“No, Kell,” she replied from down on the floor.  “We never saw a need for them.  Silly of us, wasn’t it?” she called ruefully.


“Well, that would let them in,” he grunted.


“What do you think happened?”


“Not fire dragons.  Sky dragons,” he replied.  “And more than one.  You know more about sky dragons than I do, Anthra.  How many does it take for them to control the weather?”


“It depends on what they’re trying to do.”


“So, how many would it take to change the natural behavior of steam?  After all, steam and clouds are the same thing, just much hotter.”


She blinked.  “Maybe five,” she replied.  “You think that’s how they did it?”


“I think it’s a distinct possibility,” he replied, adding more data to the computer.  “You heard Fredda. The turbines depend on the steam pressure to manage their RPMs, meaning they’re basically a flywheel system.  If a group of sky dragons attacked the steam inside the generator, they could blow the whole thing up without any systems seeing anything wrong.  They could either super-pressurize it or superheat it, either would cause the generator to melt down.  Or, they could stop it,” he said.  “If the steam suddenly stopped, the driveshaft would all but shatter, going from whatever RPM it runs to dead zero in a heartbeat.”

“That doesn’t account for the heat.”


“I know, so I think they superheated the steam inside the generators.  I remember what they said, that it was hot enough to melt lead in here after the pipes ruptured.  They wouldn’t have to have any technological skill or knowledge to understand that if the thing runs on steam, then attacking the steam it runs on will break it.  They didn’t have to know how it worked.”


“Sky dragons, eh?  Why didn’t the earth dragons see them?  Their cloaking magic doesn’t hide their heat.”


“Because they keep the lights on in here all the time,” Kell replied.  “I’ve been here enough to know that.  Too bright to see heat.”


“Ah, that’d do it,” she agreed.  “And if there were sky dragons in here when the generators blew, there might be some evidence of it, something the other dragons wouldn’t be looking for.”


“Well then, go show them what to look for while I finish this,” he said lightly.


“I am your senior on the council, whelp,” she replied lightly, thumping him with her tail.  “Now I see why Ferroth complains so much about you and the other field agents.”


“If we weren’t saucy, we wouldn’t be able to do our jobs,” he replied lightly.  “We were not chosen for timidity.”


She laughed.  “I can see that.  But yes, let me go look around.  You finish…well, whatever that is.”


Kell’s suspicions turned out to be right.  When he plugged in the data for a sudden superheating of steam inside the generators, the computer predicted effects that were pretty much down on the main floor right now.  The exhaust pipes carrying the steam back to the condenser were the ones that all ruptured, due to the intense heat and the sudden pressure that heat induced, further backing his theory.  And when Anthra found a fragment of a single shimmering scale and a few drops of blood in the far corner, where they’d yet to clean up, he knew it was sky dragons.  One of them was injured by flying shrapnel, something that would not happen to an earth dragon, since earth dragons couldn’t be harmed by metal, even metal moving at high speeds.  Oh, they felt the impact when fast-moving metal hit them, but the metal itself would not penetrate their hides.  The only metal that could kill them was metal with enough pure force behind it to carry enough kinetic energy to kill, like a train or a fast-moving semi.  But an earth dragon caught in the building when the generators failed wouldn’t have been wounded by flying shrapnel.  It would have bounced off of them, maybe left a burn if the metal was molten, might have left some bruises under the hide from the kinetic energy, but there wouldn’t have been blood, and there wouldn’t have been any lost scales.

Besides, the scale fragment was obviously from a sky dragon.


It took them about two hours to piece it all together.  The sky dragons had entered through one of the large doors they tended to leave open to get fresh air into the building, and had stayed up by the ceiling of the huge room until they acted.  They used their combined power to affect weather to attack the steam in the turbines, affecting what was to them was just a really hot cloud, superheating the steam flowing through the turbines that turned the generator arms.  That superheating flash-expanded the driveshafts and turbine blades, caused the shafts to seize in the drive train cavity, then BOOM.  The injury of one of the sky dragons disrupted their magic, but it had been enough to destroy the other two generators, making it so hot inside that it melted the copper wiring of the generators, caused an electrical short that arc-welded sections of the interior drive cavity and thermal expansion-induced seizure, and that shattered the main drive shafts without making the generators explode.  But it did sling molten copper all over the place.

“Alright, we’re done, Fredda,” Anthra told her.  “Clean it up as best you can and do whatever repairs you can manage with what you have.   But, until we can get clearance for a field mission to go get the proper parts, I’m afraid we’re down,” she sighed.


“Well, we might be able to get one generator working,” she said speculatively.  “If we cannibalize everything and take what steel we have and machine a new main turbine shaft.  I’ll paw-make the shaft with my own claws if I have to.”


“Do what you can, Fredda.”


“I will, esteemed council members,” she said, dipping her snout a little.


Kell and Anthra left the power plant on their own and discussed it on their way back to Anthra’s burrow, which was closer, and then discussed what would happen tomorrow.  “We can’t stop them setting whatever terms for the inquiry they want, but they’ll want to make it fast,” she told him.


“I know.  Then we’ll fight about the power plant.  And from there, who knows.”


“Welcome to being an earth dragon on the council, young friend.  It’s a daily exercise in futility, and a constant challenge to maintain my composure in the face of blatant bigotry and discrimination.”


“I never knew your job was this hard,” he grunted.  “I have way more respect for you and Geon both now, Anthra.”


“You’ve only had one day under your claws, but there’s hope for you, young friend,” she chuckled.  “You certainly aren’t afraid to speak your mind.”


“It’s going to get worse tomorrow,” he said lightly.  “I’m going to have the staff bring up some visual aids.  I was chosen because I understand technology.  The council is going to find out just how much technology I understand tomorrow.  They can discount all the witnesses they want, but when I’m the one up there explaining things, they’ll find I’m much harder to ignore.”


Anthra laughed.  “They know that now,” she told him, bumping him fondly.
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Kell was not looking forward to this.


The staff for the earth dragons were already there, so Kell told them what he needed and let them go get it, then jumped up onto the podium as the sky dragons flitted down and alighted on their own.  Ivaiya glared viciously at him, but Beyori just looked around in slack-jawed disinterest.   Kell flapped his wings a couple of times to settle them and folded them over and against his flanks, staring right back at Ivaiya.


“You won’t be on that podium long, grounder,” she sneered.


“You’re right.  I won’t,” he replied evenly as the water dragons rather clumsily made their landings, then climbed atop their podiums.  “But you won’t have anything to do about it when I leave, windeater.  Until such time that I feel my contribution to this council is done, you’re stuck with me.  And I hope every time you look over here, it boils your blood, seeing an earth drake smarter than that winged imbecile there beside you that shares your blood,” he said with a vicious smile.

She hissed at him, showing him her fangs, but he was not impressed.  “Don’t like me, Ivaiya?  Good, because I don’t like you either,” he told her as the fire dragons landed.  “The fact that you don’t like me tells me that I’m doing everything right so far.”


“You should watch your words, young one,” Hirrag grumbled as he stepped up onto his podium.  “That the earth drakes put someone your age on that podium makes me doubt what little sense they have.”


“Time will tell if it was a wise choice or not,” Kell replied with a level stare as the chromatic descended, then landed just behind his podium.  He climbed atop it easily and sat down.


“If we’re all here and ready?” the chromatic asked easily, looking to be in quite a good mood. That wouldn’t last long, Kell reasoned with a slight smile to himself.  “Very well, then, let’s continue.  Clerk, read back the last five minutes of yesterday’s discussion, please, so we know where we left off.”


Much as Anthra predicted, the final dispensation of the inquiry was formed without anything the earth dragons wanted in it.  It was staffed completely with chromatics with the objective of doing nothing less than tallying the predicted loss of stored food due to the loss of power and calculating how much would be required to cover those losses…which would be just about exactly what the chromatics knew the earth dragons had stored, since they’d been able to go through their inventories.  The inquiry was then released to perform their task, and the chromatic reserved time in the afternoon on tomorrow’s council meeting for the chromatics to report their findings.  After a short break so the staff could finalize the records, they moved to the next order of business, the power plant.  “I’ve assembled a list of witnesses to give testimony in the matter—“ the chromatic began, but Kell cut him off.

“No witnesses will be required,” Kell interrupted.


“And why do you say that?”


“Well, who are these witnesses, chromatic?  Other chromatics?  Is there a single earth dragon on your list?”


“Of course not,” he replied airily.  “We need expert testimony.  The plant’s earth dragons will be called after the expert testimony so they can be held in account for their failure.”


Kell’s spikes flared and spread out almost involuntarily.  “So, the drakes that built and operate the power plant aren’t experts?” he asked pointedly.


“Given they let the thing blow up, I’d say no,” he replied easily, which made the fire and sky dragons laugh.


Kell jumped down off his podium and nodded to the dragons behind it.  “Well, it’s a good thing I’m here, then,” he said simply, looking up at the chromatic.  “You see, chromatic, I’m the field agent that went out and acquired the technology that built the power plant.  It was one of my first assignments.  So, I happen to know quite a bit about that power plant and how it operates.  Last night, after studying the remains of it, I figured out what happened that made it fail.”


“Oh really?  And just what was it, then?” the chromatic asked lightly.


He looked right at Ivaiya.  “Sabotage,” he replied.  “By sky dragons.”


“How dare you make such an accusation!” Ivaiya shouted, snapping her wings out and staring down at him.


“Not only do I stand by it, we have proof of it,” he replied easily.  Two earth drakes brought a large piece of slate up.  “I’m going to show you exactly how it was done.”


“I think we can dispense with the theatrics,” the chromatic said dryly.


“No, I want to hear this,” Jussa said, looking down at Kell with open curiosity.  “And how are you so sure it was sky dragons, Kell?”


 “A combination of things.  I managed to get the plant’s computers back up, so I know what the conditions were at the time of the attack.  The physical evidence left behind backs up my theory, and of course, we found a fragment of a sky dragon’s scale and some blood in the generator room,” he said, smiling darkly up at the sky wyrm.  “All that flying metal wouldn’t have made an earth dragon bleed, but sky dragons aren’t quite as immune to flying shards of half-melted metal as we are.  Haven’t been any incidents of sky dragons going to the chromatics for healing in the last few days, eh Ivaiya?”

She glared unholy death at him.


“I didn’t think so,” he murmured as the two grinning earth drakes erected the slate.  “Now, Jussa, this is how it was done.”


For nearly twenty minutes, Kell scratched out drawings on the slate the explained exactly how the generators and the plant operated, explaining in detail how the systems worked without getting too technical, letting the earth drakes holding the slate turn it to show the other dragons after he made new drawings.  He made sure to point out that the three generators were on separate systems, that the only point of commonality in the entire process was the main boiler where the steam that came up from the underground pipes was collected, and how it had to go through multiple control points that would have detected anything anomalous before it reached the generators.  Once he explained how it all worked, he then explained how it was sabotaged.  “Since the steam inside the turbine was the steam that was attacked, it bypassed all the safety systems and sensors, and since each generator is fed steam by an independent system, a malfunction in one steam system could not have possibly bled over into the other two.  It’s also why only the steam pipes leading out of the generator turbines burst, and why there was no warning at all when the generators failed.  The blood and scale fragment were found here, which makes sense if the sky dragon that shed them were up near the ceiling and to the side, being flung back after generator two exploded.  I have the plant drakes inspecting the girders near the roof for any sign they were struck by a dragon.  Most likely, they’ll find a few more scale fragments.  The sky dragons used their collective ability to influence the weather to affect the steam, which really is nothing but a really hot cloud, superheating it inside the turbines, which made them either explode or seize up and shatter from the inside out.  How many sky dragons would it take to enact that kind of magic, Ivaiya?  Five?  Our estimate is five, but we’d like some confirmation.”

Ivaiya stared coldly at him.


“I don’t expect an answer anyway,” he said dismissively, nodding to his assistants, then turning and jumping back up onto his podium as they carried away the slate.  “I may not know as much about magic as you do, revered council members, but I know enough about the technology I personally brought to this island to figure out how it was sabotaged.”


Anthra gave him a highly approving look, almost grinning, and the two fire dragons looked at each other, then turned cool glances in Ivaiya’s direction.  As Kell and Anthra suspected, the fire dragons didn’t know about the plot the chromatics and the sky dragons had going, just voting with them because it was what they usually did due to their bigotry against the earth dragons.  That the sky dragons sabotaged the power plant was news to them, and Kell had made a convincing case.


“Give the chromatic’s aide the scale fragment, Dralt,” Anthra called.  “We’ll offer it up as evidence.  I’m sure that one of the magical dragons can use magic to discern just which sky dragon shed it, and once we know that, we can summon him to the aerie and interrogate him.  Which will be done here and now, while we all see that that scale fragment does not get mysteriously lost or somehow misplaced.”


“I find your entire tale to be quite an exercise of imagination, Kell,” the chromatic said, a bit archly.  “And I discount it.  We have experts that will testify in this matter, which you are not.”

“Well, I don’t discount it,” Sessara said darkly.  “It makes sense to me, and I’ll admit I’m not the smartest dragon on this aerie.  Or perhaps I’m too dumb to understand the truth of things, chromatic?” she asked archly, giving him a hard look.  “I say divine that scale fragment to find out who owns it, then interrogate that sky dragon right here.”

“We have blood in the building as well, if the scale won’t do,” Kell spoke up lightly.  “It’s still on the wall.”


“That won’t be necessary.  This is a complete fallacy at worst, a poor attempt to blame the sky dragons for the failure of the earth dragons at best, and I will not waste this council’s time on such a ridiculous and blatantly biased theory,” the chromatic snapped.  “Our experts will explain exactly what happened, and where proper blame should be laid.”


“I think it just got explained to me, pretty damned effectively,” Sessara shot back.  “I find that the earth drake’s argument has merit.  If the plant is laid out as Kell described, I have to agree that it’s impossible for all three generators to fail at exactly the same time unless it was done deliberately.”


“We’ll show you the plant, Sessara,” Anthra offered.  “So you can see that Kell’s drawings are fairly accurate.”


“Sessara speaks truth,” Hirrag agreed.  “I seriously doubt the earth dragons intentionally blew up their own power plant, so I want to know who owns that scale fragment.”


The chromatic glared at Kell, who just waggled the spiked end of his tail in the chromatic’s direction.  “Amazing how a little thing like explaining how the plant works before your so-called experts could come up here and muddy the issue makes things so simple, isn’t it?” Kell asked with a darkly amused smile.


“I’d have to agree with the young earth drake,” Jussa said mildly.  “If that is the way the plant works, then sabotage is the only possible answer.  So, I also demand the owner of that scale fragment be identified.”


The chromatic glared all around the council aerie.  “Well, I find it to be utterly ludicrous, and I reject the entire presentation as blatant lies,” he hissed, turning and slapping the end of his tail at Dralt’s paw, making him drop the scale fragment.  The chromatic then turned a clawed finger to the fragment, and it burst into flame.  “I have no doubt they found that piece of scale laying on the mountainside and devised this entire fantasy to divert proper blame!”


“My, you wouldn’t be destroying that scale because it belongs to Ivaiya, would you?” Kell asked in a sudden moment of insight.  “An elder sky wyrm, I’m sure she’d have the magical training to do something like affect the steam in a turbine with just a few other sky dragons to help her.”


“Shut your maw, you filthy grounder!” Ivaiya spat, sparks dancing along her teeth.  “I should kill you for such an insult!”

“Just because we don’t have magic, it doesn’t mean we’re idiots, windeater.  If you want to keep playing these little games, you’d better understand that.  An earth dragon hatchling could have seen through your pathetic little plot.  Oh wait, I am a hatchling in your eyes, so I guess that means you just got outsmarted by a grounder hatchling.”


And that did it.  Ivaiya sucked in her breath, which made Kell tamp his feet a little and crouch in anticipation.  He had to wait for her to actually attack him.  If he didn’t, then the chromatic could twist everything around to blame him.  But if Ivaiya breathed at him first, then what came next was completely beyond the chromatic’s ability to spin.  But he knew she was committed to it, was too angry to stop herself, so he didn’t think she was just trying to fake him out when she snapped her neck forward.  An incandescent, almost painfully brilliant bolt of lightning blasted out of her maw, sizzled across the aerie, but it hit nothing but empty air.  Kell was in the air over the lightning, having jumped clear of it, and Ivaiya’s eyes tracked him even as he turned in the air with a single flap of his wings.  She spread her wings quickly to launch off the platform, but Kell’s tail had already snapped over him, and all seventeen of his spikes were in the air.  They pounded into the aerie floor in a rapid staccato like a machine gun’s bullets, sprouted from Ivaiya’s platform, and seven of them struck her starting at her shoulder and going half across her back at a diagonal angle towards her opposite back foot.  She shrieked in pain and shuddered, then collapsed onto the aerie, a faint gurgle issuing from her open maw.

By the time Kell landed on the floor just behind his podium, Ivaiya was already dead.


“Murder!” the chromatic gasped as Kell jumped back on his podium.


“She loosed first, she got what she deserved,” Jussa said, his glowing turquoise eyes a little wild given how close that lightning bolt came to him.


“I don’t play, fluffy,” Kell said coldly, glaring at him.  “The next dragon that tries to do that is going to be put right on the floor beside her.  You understand?”


The chromatic looked quite beside himself, because this was a direction he obviously hadn’t considered.  Kell’s constant badgering and contentious bickering became crystal clear to him in that moment, Kell could tell.  Kell had baited her into attacking him first, and she finally took it.  And now Ivaiya was dead, and the chromatic had lost his primary conspirator among the sky dragons. 

Just as Kell and Anthra had planned.


And as soon as Beyori spread the news among the sky dragons that Kell had killed Ivaiya, they would be enraged.  They’d come after him, try to kill him despite the fact that he was on the council, and that too was something that Kell and Anthra had planned.  In fact, they were counting on it.


“This is not over,” the chromatic hissed.  “Beyori, make the necessary arrangements for Ivaiya, and inform the sky elders that a new sky wyrm must be seated,” he said, almost choking on the words.  “We will adjourn for the day out of respect for her, but tomorrow, you will stand before us to answer for this crime,” he sneered at Kell.


“What crime?  Self defense?” Essan asked archly.  “We all saw it, chromatic!  She tried to kill him first!  Had she tried to hit me with a lightning bolt, I’d have killed her too!”


“This council is ended!” the chromatic almost screamed, then he turned and vaulted into the air, flying north as fast as he could possibly go, an iridescent streak.

Beyori just stared at Ivaiya’s corpse, her blood spreading across the polished basalt stones, the seven spikes protruding out of her back and the two gory wounds in her neck where she collapsed onto the spikes embedded in the floor.  “I don’t know what to do,” he finally said.


“What you were told to do,” Essan told him, a bit coldly.  “Arrange for sky dragons to come for Ivaiya so she can be put to rest in the traditions of your kind, and tell your elders that a new wyrm must be named to the council.  Go!” he barked, and the slack-jawed sky drake turned and streaked into the air.


“You have fast reflexes, young one,” Anthra noted to him.  “Had she turned that against me, I would not have been able to get out of the way.  I didn’t realize what she’d done until the bolt already went by.”


“I’m young, Anthra,” he replied with a grim look at the corpse.  He’d never killed another dragon before, but he did not in any way feel even a whit of remorse over it, even though they’d been planning for this, that he would have to kill someone on the council.  She got what she deserved.  “Youth does have some advantages.”


“Let us go to the village councils and inform them of this.  I have no doubt that this is the end of it,” she said darkly, looking at the corpse.  “It’s been a long time since a sky dragon was killed by an earth dragon.  The earth dragons need to know.”


“I’d keep them underground if I were you,” Hirrag said absently.  “The sky dragons will be out for blood.”


Again, more or less just as they planned.  “Dralt, Vedrik, Hunva, spread the news as quickly as you can.  Tell all earth dragons to go to their village council chambers, and for no reason should they go outside until they receive clearance directly from us.  Right now, I don’t want to see a single earth dragon outside, and they’re safest in the villages, well more out of reach of the sky dragons than a burrow would be.”


“At once, Anthra,” Dralt said, and the three earth drakes bounded off the edge of the aerie.


“I’ll go to Blackstone, you go straight to your farm and warn your family, then meet me for the council of council leaders,” she told him.


He nodded.  He jumped off the edge and dove, his wings spread as he hugged the side of the volcano just in case Beyori came back, knowing he didn’t have all that much time.  As soon as the sky dragons heard that he’d killed Ivaiya, they wouldn’t care that she attacked him first, and this was part of their plan.  The sky dragons on the warpath put all the earth dragons underground, out of sight, where they could continue their preparations and have a perfectly viable excuse not to be tending their farms.  They had prepared plans for him to kill either a sky dragon or a fire dragon, but it worked best with the sky dragons.  They were actually far more vindictive than fire dragons were.  He landed at the base of the volcano at a dead run, and he held it, running straight for his family burrow.  Kitta and Kav were weeding the wheat field as he charged in, and Konn had just went down into the burrow.  “Come in right now!” Kell screamed.  “Sire!  Mother!”

“What is it, youngling?” Keth asked, coming out of the main storage chamber not far from the burrow.


“Grab anything you don’t want to lose and head for the village council chamber, right now,” he said quickly.  “We don’t have much time.”


“What happened?”


“Ivaiya tried to kill me,” he said bluntly.  “Now she’s dead, and the sky dragons will be in a complete rage as soon as that idiot Beyori gets back to them and spreads the news.  They know I did it, so you have to be deep underground with everything that matters now,” he said intensely.  “They’ll come after you for it if they can’t get at me.”


Keth frowned, but he did turn towards the burrow.  “Alright,” he said.  “Come in, younglings!” he screamed.  “Kanna is with Shii, go get her.”


He charged over to the cliff and dove in, and was in the air chamber mere seconds later.  Kanna wasn’t in it, but he found her quickly deep in the den, marking the floor in their main storage area for that live holding tank Shii had been pondering.  Kell clamped his jaws on the end of her tail and yanked her, then he dragged her back to the air chamber as fast as his wings would push the water.  “What do you think you’re doing, youngling?” she said, a bit indignantly.


“Ivaiya tried to kill me in open council,” he declared to her and Shii.  “I killed her, and we may have ten minutes before the sky dragons find out and come looking for me.  So go back to the burrow and grab anything you can, then head for Dawnmist.  They can’t get at you that deep underground.”


“Go.  Go now!” Shii barked.  Kanna nodded, then dove back into the water.  “So, it’s come to this,” she told him.


“Just as we planned.  But I didn’t say that,” he told her seriously.


Shii gave him a sly look.  “Earth dragons.  So clever,” she murmured, then she slipped her head back under the water.


It was mad chaos in the burrow as they gathered up anything they could throw into baskets, knowing that anything they left behind would be trashed by a furious pack of blood-crazed sky dragons.  They collected up what was most important, however, and Keth and Kell herded the younglings across the short distance between the burrow opening and the Dawnmist tunnel. Kanna brought up the rear with two yoke baskets, a third hooked on her tail, and a fourth being drug behind her, things she refused to lose, forcing Kell to rush over and add to the three yoke baskets he was already carrying.  “Go, mother go!  Look!”


He pointed, and coming just over the volcano were a couple dozen huge-winged silhouettes.


“Go!” he screamed in honest fear.  That close?  It was going to be race.  He chased Kanna’s tail across the yard, breathed a sigh of relief when she lunged into the tunnel, and he saw the shadow cover him as he literally dove into the tunnel himself.  A jagged bolt of lightning blasted into the ground just outside the tunnel mouth, just barely missing him, and he all but pushed Kanna down the tunnel, knowing what was coming next.  Keth knew too, set just in front of them, and when they passed him, he turned and snapped his tail when the sunlight at the end of the tunnel was blocked.  There was a squeal of pain as his spikes found purchase in the sky dragon that had been preparing to launch a lightning bolt down the tunnel, and he brought up the rear as the three adults herded the three younglings deeper down the sloping tunnel.  “Faster!  Faster!” Keth barked, turning often to look.  Sky wyrms wouldn’t fit in the tunnel, but the smaller sky drakes would, and they might be mad enough to actually come in after them.  When they reached the curve, however, they relaxed a little.  It put them out of direct line of sight with the tunnel mouth, and that deep in with no way to turn around, the curve would discourage all but the most fanatical sky drakes.


“By Gaia’s love, are they insane?” Kanna said fearfully, looking back at the curve.  “You’re on the council, Kell!  If they killed you, it would be summary execution!  They could be killed for just trying!”


“They don’t care, mother,” he growled.  “They don’t care that Ivaiya tried to kill me first.  They only care that a grounder killed one of their own, and now they want revenge.  Anthra and the staff are already spreading the word.  In an hour, every earth dragon will be underground, and they’ll stay there til this gets sorted out.”


“And all this time, I thought the fire dragons were the most dangerous ones,” Keth said darkly.


“Not even.  If we kill a fire dragon, as far as the others are concerned, that fire dragon was weak and deserved to die,” Kell grunted as he pushed Kanna’s rump.  “But sky dragons believe that they’re so far above us both literally and figuratively that we couldn’t kill one of them.  Well, I just did, and now all their feelings of invulnerability just came crashing down on them.”


“True,” Keth nodded as the two of them herded Kanna down the tunnel.  “Move, lifemate, move!  They might come in after us!”


“I’ll run ahead and warn anyone in the village, sire!” Konn offered.


“Do that, youngling,” he agreed.  “Kitta, help your mother.  Kav, go with your brother.”


With both Kell and Keth pushing her, Kanna had no choice but to hurry along, as both the males constantly looked back to see if a sky drake was insane enough to actually chase them.  But there was no light coming up the tunnel behind them, and there were earth drakes carting food down the tunnel, heading for the side tunnel leading to the water.  “Listen carefully,” Kell said, stopping them.  “Go back and get a gang of earth drakes, then go up and collapse the entrance of the tunnel at the surface of our farm,” he told them.  “Do it fast, and watch out for any lightning bolts coming down the tunnel.”


“What happened, Kell?”


“I killed Ivaiya, and now the sky dragons are out for my blood. They can’t find that side tunnel, so collapse the tunnel coming in from the farm, then build a hidden door over the side passage entry,” he told them.  “Be thorough.”

The drake gaped at him, then nodded vigorously.  “At once, esteemed council member!  Come on, let’s go!” he barked to his companion.


Not three minutes later, a large gang of young earth drakes, some covered in dust from digging other tunnels, raced up the tunnel past them.  Five minutes later, as they reached the main common chamber of the village, they heard the distant rumble as the earth drakes undermined and collapsed the tunnel.  The rumbles were continuous as they collapsed more and more sections of it, backfilling the entire length of tunnel leading up to the side passage, exactly as he ordered them to do it.  From there, they’d build a wall over the side passage, make it look like the rest of the wall, but it would actually be a door into the tunnel leading to the ramp.  The other dragons could not find that ramp, then they’d realize the earth dragons had been using the water to move things.  That might get them to start searching the water, and they might find the lava tube entrance.


Javan met them as they came into the main common chamber, racing up to them.  “Is it true, Kell?”


He nodded.  “Ivaiya tried to fry me on the aerie, and I killed her for it.  Right now there’s a flight of sky dragons tearing our farm apart.  I had drakes collapse the tunnel leading to the farm, and they’re building a door over the side passage right now.”


“Quick thinking,” he agreed with a nod.  “Well, others are starting to trickle in, so let’s get things organized.  Is Anthra coming here?”


He nodded.  “She’s spreading the word in the northern villages.  We’re giving the word, Javan.  We’re evacuating to the cavern.”


Javan grunted and nodded.  “I expected that.  I’ll get everything organized.  Do the water dragons know?”


“They will very soon,” he replied.  “Shii knows what’s going on.  As soon as we get word to her, she’ll warn the water dragons, but we won’t be doing the actual evacuation until the sky dragons calm down a little.  Even at night, it’ll be hard to hide a stream of water dragons moving through the cove if they’re watching the place like a hawk, looking for me.”


“Alright.  Excuse me while I get our plan in motion.  Beldvar!  Beldvar, activate the evacuation plan immediately!  Beldvar!” he shouted, racing into the passage leading to the council chambers.


Kanna looked more than a little frightened, so Kell and Keth both paused to comfort her.  “It’s alright, mother,” Kell said.  “I’m sorry it happened quite like this.  I didn’t want you to get caught up in it this way.”

“It’s alright, young one,” she said, giving him a brave smile.  “It’s just—I’ve never had anyone attack me before.  It’s actually a very frightening experience.”


“One I hope you never endure again, mother,” he said gently, nuzzling her.  “Leave the fighting to the fighters, not the mothers.”


“I certainly agree with that,” Keth agreed.  “My lifemate is the most precious thing on this island, and she must be protected at all costs.”


“Such a dear,” Kanna said, giving Keth a loving gaze.


Kell got everyone organized to prepare for the evacuation, but Anthra claimed him when she arrived, escorted by the council leaders of the other villages.  They all retreated to the Dawnmist council chamber, which Shii had warded for them just two days before.  “Alright, it’s come,” Anthra declared to them.  “This is the chance we’ve been waiting for.  We evacuate to the cavern while we have a very good reason for staying underground and out of sight.  If we do this right, they won’t have any idea what happened to us.  What I need all of you to do is stall,” she told the council leaders.  “The chromatics will send someone down here to find out what’s going on, try to get me and Kell to come out.  That’s not going to happen.  I want all of you to gather up everything you need and start moving it here to Dawnmist, and I also want you to collapse every tunnel leading out of your villages except for one.  And you put guards on that tunnel and do not let any chromatic past, for any reason.  Once a village is completely evacuated and is no longer needed, then you collapse every tunnel leading into it, collapse the tunnels between the chambers, collapse the dummy tunnels to confuse anyone who digs in, then collapse the chamber entrance holding the subway tunnel entry.  No matter which way they turn, let them see nothing but empty chambers and collapsed tunnels, which will confound them to no end and make it almost impossible for them to figure out which way we went.  Is that understood?”


They all nodded.


“We need the factories cleared out immediately.  Are the tunnels to the factories finished?”


“All but the TV factory, and that should be done by tonight,” one of them answered.

“Fredda will need help transporting parts for the generators, send a group to help her. Some of them are very heavy.”

“I’ll make sure of it,” another drake called.


“Bring the marked livestock down into the tunnels and abandon the rest.  Dralt.”


“Yes, Anthra?”


“I hate to say it, my friend, but you’re the sacrificial lamb.  I want you to take a message to the chromatics.  Use the secret tunnel up to the department, then leave it on Scion Aerie. It’ll be noticed there.  Just be careful,” she hissed.  “Tell them that the earth dragons refuse to come out until the sky dragons who attacked Kell’s family farm are identified and executed for attacking a council member.”


Dralt blanched at her.  “Are you serious?”


She nodded.  “That gives us all the justification we need to stay underground, because they’ll never do it,” she said.  “All of you, hold to that line if a chromatic tries to enter your village.  We don’t come out until the sky dragons are punished for the attack on our council member and his family, and if they don’t like that, they can choke on it.”


Ferroth bounded into the room, a little out of breath.  “I’m sorry, I was at the power plant,” he said.  “Are we going?”


“We are, old friend,” she replied with a nod.  “We evacuate to the cavern.”


“Good,” he grunted, sitting down by Javan.  “We should have everything arranged.  I was just telling the others what to tell the chromatics if they try to enter the villages, Ferroth.”


“I heard that part.  They’d better fortify their villages.  The sky dragons are rampaging across the Dawnmist farms as I speak, searching for earth dragons.  Keep everyone deep underground until the bloodlust fades.”

“We’re planning on that.  We’re also going to be getting everything down into the cavern while they’re venting,” Anthra told him.  “How long to get all the supplies into the cavern?”


“Two or three days, not counting the factory gear,” someone replied.


“And to get the rest of the earth dragons down?”


“That’ll take a day,” Kell supplied.  “As long as the water dragons send enough to do it.”


“Then we set our schedules to be completely down in the cavern in six days,” she declared.  “That gives us plenty of time to get everything down, it allows us to meet the humans for their supplies, and get those supplies stored in the cavern as well.”


“The humans do need to be warned,” Kell grunted.  “I thought to use my satcom dish and a portable generator in an emergency, but with us all stuck underground, that’s not gonna happen.  We need to send Sella to the human ships, she can carry a message written in English and toss it up onto the deck.  I’d go myself, but right now, I think if I set foot out of this cavern, even ten dran underwater, the sky dragons would be all over me.  They know I swim, so they may be searching the water for me.”

“You’re safest right here, Kell,” Ferroth grunted.  “You don’t want to be within twenty meters of the surface right now.”


“What is a meter?” someone asked.


Ferroth grunted a chuckle. “Sorry, we tend to use human measurements in the department.  Twenty meters is about a hundred and thirty dran.  Patriarch Surral will have to handle the human food drop.”


“He can do it,” Kell assured them.  “He’s seen Jenny, he knows what to do.”


“Chief, one thing I want you to do while we’re down in the cavern is teach everyone English,” Anthra said.  “I’ve been pondering this, and if worse comes to worst and it looks like we may starve to death before the other dragons relent, then we will have to flee the island.  I think the humans would help us.  If that does come to pass, I want every earth dragon ready for it by being able to speak the human language.”


Ferroth nodded.  “It won’t be that hard.  English is easy to learn, and it’ll give everyone something to do down there.”


“Do you really think it’ll come to that, Anthra?” someone asked.


“No, but we wouldn’t be earth dragons if we didn’t prepare for every eventuality, Gloratt,” she replied, which caused a rumble of chuckles through the room.  “Jukra.”

“Yes, Anthra?”


“Did you make plans to tunnel into the council’s food stores?”


“Yes, we finished them.”


“Then get ready to carry them out,” she replied.  “But there will be a small change.  I want you to tunnel up into the stores from Blackstone.  It’s the closest village.  I don’t want a direct tunnel opened between the outside and the cavern.  We’ll either ferry the food through the tunnels, or if it doesn’t look like we can accomplish that, then we’ll destroy their stored food to deny it to them.”


“It’ll be easy to change,” he nodded.  “The drakes that do it will need some support.”


“We’ll arrange it with the water dragons,” she replied.  “That or we leave them enough food and supplies to complete the mission, then they retreat back to the cavern.”


“Either or, I just don’t want my diggers left up here with no help or support.”


“We’d never do that, old friend. Every earth dragon is important,” she said with warmth in her voice.  “But they have to do it quickly.  We can’t force the water dragons to stand sentry at the ramp entry when they too must prepare for their deep dive.  Remember, they’re with us in this, and once we’re all safely in the cavern, they have to be freed to retreat to the deep water.  So it has to be done quickly.”

“I’ll put my best tunnelers on it,” Jukra replied.  “Give us eight days.”

“I’ll hold you to that.  So, that’s it.  Everyone, return to your villages and begin the evacuation plan.  Remember, as soon as you get back, collapse all but one tunnel leading out.  It is time to dig in, friends, and stall until we are gone, hopefully with them having no idea of it.”


Ferroth came over to them as the others filed out, nudging Kell on the shoulder.  “So, you spiked Ivaiya, I heard,” he said with a vicious smile.  “Good work, whelp.”


“The chromatic all but went to pieces when he killed her,” Anthra noted clinically.  “I get the feeling that her death crippled his other plans, and that just helps us more.  He was relying on the sky dragons, and Ivaiya’s ability to order them around.  And now the sky dragons are out of control.  Hmm, yes, sending Sella to those human ships is only wise.  They might attack them if they know they’re there.  Kell, my young one, I want you to retreat to the cavern as soon as you think it’s safe to try.  You’re the one they’re after, so we have to get you so deep underground that they think you’ve swam away if they try to find you with magic.”


Kell grunted.  “Not until it’s pitch black out there.”

Kell did what he could in the village, even if it meant carrying supplies around to get everything ready for when they started ferrying it out again.  More and more earth dragons arrived in the Dawnmist chambers, either bringing supplies or preparing to evacuate to the cavern to help work on it.  After about two hours, Shii appeared, bounding up to Kell with relief.  “Thank Gaia, young one!” she said, nuzzling him.  “We feared the worst for you!”


“We’re all alright, friend,” he told her.  “Are the sky dragons still rampaging?”


“All over the island,” she replied grimly.  “Many of the farms are on fire, Kell.  They’re burning the farms to draw out the earth dragons.  The fire dragons are trying to stop them, but they’re just so fast in the air,” she said, almost helplessly.


“Well, now we know how the average sky dragon thinks about us,” Kell grunted.


“Ivaiya was highly respected among the sky dragons, young one.  They are taking her death personally.”


“Then they should blame her, she’s the one that opened up on me first.”


“If only such silly things like reason mattered at times like this,” she said with a dark smile  “You aren’t safe up here, young friend.  We have to get you into the cavern immediately.  They know you’re in here.  I saw several sky dragons actually trying to dig.”


He almost laughed, trying to imagine a sight like that.  “Well, it’s not exactly safe right now.”

“I can get you there safely, young one,” she assured him.  “They’ll never see you.”


“Then my life is in your paws, Matriarch.  Let’s warn the chief and my parents.”


Shii led him back up the tunnel, and he saw that the drakes had done good work.  They’d caved in the tunnel all the way up to the side passage, and were already at work building the secret door to hide the passage in case they dug the tunnel out.  Shii led him all the way to the ramp, then she extinguished her little ball of soft magical light when she waded into the water.  “Wait here until I come back for you,” she told him.  “I’m going to prepare the way.”


“What are you going to do?”


“Stir up the sediment just enough to make it hard to see into the water,” she replied.  “They’ll only see very vague silhouettes through the silt and sand.  They won’t be able to tell you’re not a water drake.”


“Clever.”


“Age brings wisdom, young one,” she smiled, then she submerged.  Kell sat on his haunches and prepared for a long swim, hyperventilating, so much so that he was nearly dizzy when Shii returned.  “Quickly,” she said in a hushed voice.  “There are sky drakes right over the cove.”


He nodded and slid down into the water, and once he was clear of the narrow opening, a single thrust of his wings rocketed him through the cove.  He stayed just behind Shii’s vague form ahead of him, hard to see through the stirred-up sand and silt, then followed her as she followed the bottom of the cove, turning along the wall that held the lava tube, whose overhanging top made it absolutely impossible to see from any downward angle.  He grabbed her tail and let her carry him up the tube, the distance quite familiar to him now, so much so that he knew when they reached the end before his head broached the surface.  He took a deep breath of both needed air and relief, for it had been a nervous swim until he reached the tube.

“I’ll leave it to you from here, young one,” she told him.  “They need me outside.”


“Thank you, dear friend,” he said sincerely, nuzzling her again.


“Any time, my young one,” she said warmly, patting him on the shoulder.  “We must protect our mud dragon,” she said lightly.


He blew out his breath as Shii slipped into the water and vanished, feeling a little overwhelmed for a moment.  It was the first quiet moment, the first chance to collect himself, and he just had to sit on his haunches and rest a moment, get things organized in his mind.  They’d planned for this, planned for the sky dragons to try to retaliate to try to kill him, but they didn’t count on this, sky dragons rampaging all across the island, burning farms, looking for any earth dragon to kill.  He was glad beyond measure that they’d prepared their plan to put all the earth dragons underground, because that had probably just saved dozens, maybe hundreds of lives.  Earth dragon hides were resistant to fire and sky dragon breath weapons, but they were vulnerable to being snatched up, getting their wings broken, then dropped.  The sky dragon ran the risk of getting spiked, but they were so fast in the air, the earth dragon wouldn’t have much of a chance.  By the time the earth dragon registered he was under attack, he’d be a thousand meters in the air and the sky dragon would be trying to snap his wings.  Then it was a long fall to the ground.


This was not the way he wanted this to go, but they were stuck with it.  He had hoped that they’d try to kill only him then stew on it when he was out of their reach, but this, the rampaging of sky dragons in what could only be called a riot-level fury, demonstrated a stark truth to Kell.  The other dragons may never accept the earth dragons as equals.  The amount of fury out there exposed the dark cancer in the sky dragons, and the chromatics for that matter, showing him just what the earth dragons meant to the sky dragons.  In a way, it reminded him of the American civil rights era, where he was the black man that said just one thing wrong, and now all the angry white men were hunting for him with a rope, and would torch the house of any black man they came across while they were looking.  It was the same kind of rage, the rage of a race that thought it was superior suddenly finding out that while they may think themselves superior, it didn’t mean they were invulnerable.


But, this was definitely it.  The simple truth was, the earth dragons couldn’t come out now, not until the sky dragons calmed down.  But when they did, if the earth dragons saw all the damage they caused, saw that the sanctity of their burrows had been violated by invading sky dragons, it would start what could only be called a war between the two.  It was best for everyone involved that the earth dragons retreat to their cavern, to their sanctuary, and stay separate from the fury of the sky dragons and the machinations of the chromatics for a while.  Everyone needed to calm down, and since this was what they’d planned for, it was the chance they needed.  The earth dragons would simply leave behind the hate and the bigotry, they would retreat to their sanctuary, and there they would stay for a while.  It was time for the other dragons to understand that while the earth dragons had no magic, they did have power, and that power came from the earth.  Gaia provided to different dragons in different ways, and she had provided to the earth dragons the ability to provide for themselves and for others.

The sky dragons had made the choice for all the others.  They had attacked the farms, spurned the good will of the earth dragons in providing their food for them, and now they had to live with those consequences.  But if what Shii said was true, it might be the end of the island.  This very well might create such intense discord and enmity that the dragons simply would no longer be able to live together.


And the sad thing was, that idea did not bother Kell in the slightest.  He liked the idea of being free of the other dragons, especially the chromatics, maybe move to their own island, and simply live.  Live without the hate, live without the bigotry, live without the others constantly trying to either run or ruin their lives.  Live under their own rules, live where he’d never have to keep an eye up for falling debris or worse or ignore the snide comments of dragons who thought they were better than him simply because they could fly.  He’d hope that the water dragons would come with them, or at least some of them would, but not all water dragons were Shii’s pod.  If dragon society imploded and broke up, they’d probably return to the deep water.  He could admit, he’d miss them.  He and his family were very close to the water dragons.

Only time would tell.


He sighed and stood up, then turned and started the four mile walk up to the cavern.  There was still a lot to do, and they would need his help.


5 June 2017, 21:01 HDT; 974 nautical miles south-southwest of Pearl Harbor, Hawaii

They had to be the weirdest orders he’d ever received.


Commander Hank Parker, captain of the destroyer U.S.S. Ingraham, scanned the horizon with his binoculars from the bridge of his ship, as the last sliver of sun vanished over the horizon.  That they’d be picketed out here in the middle of nowhere was strange enough, but if the rumors were true, they’d had some kind of sea creatures on the carrier yesterday, talking sea creatures, who had been quickly taken below decks and stayed there for some time.  That much, Parker thought might be true.  He’d heard the same story from too many people before the task force commander ordered total radio silence, even between the ships, and there were some rumors that a few people on the carrier had video of it. And not long afterward, the rest of the task force takes off for Pearl like a bat out of hell, leaving him and the missile cruiser Hamilton behind with orders to stay at that exact position and keep on the alert.  Now they had to keep in constant contact with Pearl, and keep active channels open with a flight of F-18’s flying CAP north of them, be ready to call them in at a moment’s notice.  Why, he wasn’t told.  He was just told to do it.

For what, they weren’t told.  They were only given two orders about the situation.  First, to keep in a state of readiness, if not general quarters then just one step under it, and second to keep everyone off the deck at all times.  Nobody went outside during the day for any reason, unless the ship was on fire.  They had to stay inside until it was fully dark, and only then could they go out and do the daily maintenance and training ships required for peak operation.


The strangest order, by far, was one he was given by Captain Barnett personally over crypto phone.  He was to wait there until relieved, and that he might be contacted by someone very strange.  He wasn’t told who it might be, or how it would happen, only that it would be highly unorthodox.  The captain told him that it was for security reasons that he wasn’t told exactly who it might be, but if that contact was made, then he’d understand why complete secrecy was being kept.  The one thing that was impressed upon him by the captain was not to be trigger happy.  The contact might startle him and the crew, and he was not, under any circumstance, to open fire on anything unless he was absolutely positive that he was attacked first.  And the captain meant that being attacked first meant something exploded, something was on fire, that kind of thing.


The weirdest fucking orders he ever got, but he was going to follow them.


“About time, sir?” his exo, Lieutenant Commander Gary Nessmeyer, or Nessy, asked.  Some called him the Loch Ness Monster, which Nessy took in good fun.  He was six feet six inches tall, so in a way, that moniker fit him.  Nessy was the tallest man on the ship.

“They said complete darkness, it’s still too bright out there,” he replied.  “Radar and sonar?” he asked for the fifth time in six minutes.


“Clear, sir,” his radar tech called.


“I really would like to know what it is we’re watching out for,” Nessy grunted as he scanned the water with his binoculars.”


“Sea monsters, if the rumors are true,” Parker replied as he slowly turned to the north.  “This whole mission has been fucked up since we left Pearl.  We steam down here with the carrier stacked to the rafters with Hawkeyes, and then they suddenly turn around and leave us here just in case someone contacts us.  I’d just like to know what the fuck is going on.”


“What were we supposed to be looking for down here?” Nessy asked.


“According to the briefings, we were looking for an uncharted island.  Why they didn’t just run a satellite over here and get some pictures is beyond me.  Maybe it’s just some kind of strange training exercise.”


“Who knows anymore, ever since—holy shit!” Nessy gasped.  Parker yanked his glasses down just in time to see this gigantic grayish-blue thing land on the deck, water pouring off its flanks.  It had wings, long slender ones that were rounded in the back, and it flapped them a couple of times before folding them back.  It was long and sleek, with a diamond-shaped head and a large crest atop it, and a fluked tail.  The ship rocked just a little as it settled with the weight of that thing on the deck, just forward of the bridge tower.  Glowing blue-green eyes, like turquoise, turned up to look at the bridge calmly, and he saw that the thing had some kind of metal tube in its mouth.  It spat it out then sat calmly on the deck, its tail hanging over the side, and picked up the tube in a prehensile forepaw and looked back up at the bridge.


“Do not fire!  Do not fire!” Parker screamed as several men shouted and recoiled.  Holy shit, was this what landed on the carrier?  Was this what he was picketed down here to contact?  It was dripping wet, it had to have come in from the water…why didn’t sonar pick it up?  “Everyone stay at your positions, and DO NOT FIRE!” he screamed at the top of his lungs.  The thing down there raised the tube, then reared up on its back legs, sort of half-sitting, half-squatting on its haunches and the base of its tail, gaining a vertical base as it crooked a clawed finger at the bridge with its other forepaw.  Parker gaped at it a moment, swallowed, then handed his binoculars over to Nessy without looking, which basically just punched him in the gut.  Nessy grunted and leaned over a little, wheezing as he took the glasses, and Parker moved to the door and opened it, then stepped out onto the balcony ringing the bridge.

“This is for you,” the creature said, speaking English.  That almost made Parker fall down.  It could speak, and speak English!  “Information for your government, get this to Secretary of State Kent as quickly as possible.  I tell you now, human, turn your ships back towards Pearl Harbor and steam at full speed.  You are in danger here.”


He swallowed and put his hands on the rail, looking over at it—its head was almost level with the bridge, some sixteen feet off the deck.  “Danger?” he almost croaked.  “From who?”


“From the sky dragons,” it replied.  “Come daylight, you must be gone from this place.  They know of your ships here, and very well may attack you.”


“Sky what?”


“Sky dragons,” it replied, crooking its head a little to the side.  “They didn’t tell you, did they?” it said, then it laughed.  “I shouldn’t be surprised.  Your military keeps secrets even from itself, often for no good reason.  The scrolls inside will explain everything,” it said, stretching, rearing up on its feet and holding the tube out to him.  He reached out with both hands and took it, dragged it over the rail, and it settled back into that half-sitting position.  “But I am telling you now, human, leave quickly.  Tell your superiors I have told you this, and they will order it of you, but you must understand that if you are here come morning, you will be attacked.  We don’t wish to see you come to harm, so you must leave.”

“I—I understand,” he swallowed.


“I must go.  I took a risk coming up here before it’s fully dark, but every minute counts right now.  I didn’t have time to write this in the scrolls, so listen carefully, and repeat this to the Secretary of State.”


“Go ahead.”


“The mission must proceed, but approach the rendezvous point with great caution, and take all appropriate cautions to protect against a sky dragon attack.  A water dragon like myself will contact the task force if any changes to the plans are needed.  Do you understand?”


Parker was a bit scattered, but he repeated back its words, almost ver batim, which caused it to nod.  “What’s going on?  If you don’t mind my asking.”


It looked over at him calmly.  “The sky dragon council member tried to kill the earth dragon council member, but was killed instead.  Now the sky dragons are in a fury.  They attacked the earth dragon farms in retaliation for the loss of the sky wyrm, and the earth dragons have retreated underground.  There is a state of civil unrest among the dragons at this time, and will probably persist for some time.”

“I have no idea what any of that means, but I’ll pass it along,” he said.


“They will understand what it means.  What it means for you, human, is that you are in danger here.  You must be as far from here as possible come the dawn.  Make that clear to them if they tell you that you must stay.”


“I will.  Thank you, uh….”


“Sella,” it replied, showing its fangs in what was either a smile or some kind of threat display…and those were some long fucking fangs.  “I must go now.  Be well, human.”  And with that, the gigantic animal turned and jumped off the side, making the ship rock just a tiny bit.  They heard the splash as it hit the water, and he looked out in the gloom for just a second before cradling the four foot long tube in both hands and running back to the bridge.  “Sonar!”


“Nothing, sir!  I have no tracks!”


“What the fuck?” Nessy said.  “I saw it jump in the water!”


“Well, now we know why we were put here,” he grunted, hefting the tube.  “I need to talk to Captain Jones right now, and get Pearl on satellite crypto.  Helm, plot a course back to Pearl at full speed.”  Captain Jones over on the cruiser actually had command of the area…odds were, that thing chose to jump up onto the destroyer because it wasn’t as high, and they had an open flat area on the deck in front of the bridge where the missile cruiser did not.  It would be Jones’ decision as to what to do, but if he had his way, he’d have his bow pointed at Pearl and his engine at full speed.  “And get them to get a chopper out here to pick this up,” he added, hefting the tube.

6 June 2017, 04:58 PDT; VIP Billeting, Pearl Harbor Naval Station

Yawning, Jenny sat up in the surprisingly comfortable bed and scrubbed her face as the courtesy phone continued to ring.  She glanced over at Greg, who was just starting to stir from the noise, having to chuckle a bit.  Even after all these years, it took a hell of a lot to rouse that man out of bed.  Sometimes he was worse than a little kid when it came time to get him out of bed in the morning, but she was just glad he was here.  After getting a tour of the White House, the President offered to fly him and Davie out to Hawaii with her as they finalized the preparations, giving them a couple of days on the beach and taking tours of naval ships while Jenny worked with Secretary Kent, overseeing the packing of the relief supplies.  As hard as she’d been working since Kell burst into her life, it was very sweet of President Walker to arrange it so her husband and child could be close to her, as well as give them a couple of days in Hawaii.  They’d taken Davie to the beach yesterday afternoon and had quite a nice time.

But now, work was calling, since it was an hour before she was supposed to get up.  She picked up the phone.  “Major Edwards,” she answered.


“Major, Secretary Kent needs you at the field office as soon as you get dressed,” Kent’s main aide, a very organized older woman named Ross, replied.  “They made contact last night.”


“They did?  Why wasn’t I told?”


“The Secretary felt that you could use a night off, Major,” she said warmly.  “But we’ve just received some written missives from them, so he’d like your opinion in the matter.  A chopper just dropped them off five minutes ago.”


“Alright, I’ll be right there,” she assured them, then hung up the phone.  Greg groaned almost like a teenager when she turned on the light, grabbing the pillow and putting it over his face.


“It can’t be morning already!” he complained, rolling over on his stomach.


“It is for me,” she replied.  “Our friends made contact with the ships last night.”


He rolled back over and moved the pillow, looking at her as she got out of bed.  “Really?”


“That’s what Ross said.  They delivered some papers that they just got here, so I’m going to go read them.”


“Well, don’t forget that we’re going back today.”


“You’re going back,” she said lightly over her shoulder as she opened the closet, where her uniforms were hanging.  “I’m going to spend a week or two on a freighter, hoping that Kent doesn’t get seasick like he did in the speedboat.”


Greg laughed sleepily.  “Now I know why they say never barf anywhere but over the leeward rail,” he noted.  “Two weeks surrounded by hunky sailors, I’m getting jealous.”

“I’m taking my Glock,” she noted lightly, which made him laugh.


“Good.”


Years in the Hunters had trained her in the art of the fast dress, going from nightshirt to uniformed in less than five minutes.  Greg sat up so she could give him a deep kiss, and she giggled as she swatted his hand away from her breast.  “Not now, you silly man,” she told him.  “Don’t make me go stand in front of the Secretary of State with something else on my mind.”


He chuckled and kissed her again.  “What can I say, it’s Hawaii,” he replied lightly.  “Now don’t forget that we’re going back at ten.”


“I’ll make sure I’m there to see you off, honey,” she smiled down at him.  “Tell Davie I’ll be there to see him on the plane when he wakes up.”

“Will do, sweetheart.”


She left him in bed and hurried to the car that was waiting outside for her, which was there at all times of the day or night.  Sometimes she felt sorry for the drivers that had to basically just sit in the car all night and stay awake, just in case she was called out, but that was why the Navy seaman earned his paycheck.  The seaman, in his whites, saluted when she came out and approached the sedan.  “Where to, ma’am?”


“Ops center, Seaman,” she replied as he opened the door for her.


The ops center was the main headquarters building for the fleet on Pearl, several rooms of which they’d taken over to organize their operation.  Secretary Kent had taken over a guest office off the briefing room to coordinate loading the supplies, which was now complete, and he was behind his desk when she arrived, spreading rolled-up pieces of paper the size of a wall map across his desk.  “Jenny,” he nodded as she came in, Ross putting a book down on one end.  “We just got these in.  Sella delivered it to our picketed ships last night.  They had some weather issues, so it took them a while to get them here.”

“Have you read them yet?”


“It took three men to unseal the metal tube she had them packed in,” he laughed.  “But she did deliver a message outside whatever’s in these.  She said the sky dragons are out of control, and that the ships had to bug out or be attacked.”


“Please tell me they told them to retreat.”


He nodded.  “Steaming for a rendezvous with our fleet,” he replied.  “Holy shit, this writing is huge,” he laughed as he looked down.


“Think about the size of the hand that wrote it, Arlan,” she said lightly as she came up to his desk.  But her light mood evaporated as she read the scroll-like parchment.


Mister Secretary:


There has been a violent incident on the island that has completely destabilized basic societal structure.  The sky wyrm attacked and tried to kill the earth drake member of the council right in the middle of open council, but was instead killed herself.  In retaliation for the loss of their highly respected and powerful member of sky dragon society, the sky dragons first tried to kill the earth dragon seat, but after he escaped underground and was beyond their reach, they launched what can only be called a complete attack on every earth dragon farm on the island.  They are in a bloodlust over the loss of Ivaiya.  The farms are all burning, the ranch herds are all dead, and the earth dragons are hiding deep in their villages, afraid to come out.


The earth dragons have made the decision to retreat to their sanctuary.  We water dragons will assist them, and once they are safe deep within the earth, we too will retreat from the island, diving deep and far out of reach of the others. 


Because of this, the relief convoy must be especially careful.  The water dragons will still meet you at the proper place and time, but keep your sailors alert as they sail south.  The sky dragons will eventually calm down, but until they do, your ships may be attacked.


I’ll bring you more information when we meet, and will make sure to get there early enough to more thoroughly explain things to you and Jenny.  Remind her that she needs to be visible from the water around sunset on the proper day, but do NOT let her stand out in the open.  I’ll be looking for her.  Please have a place ready for me that’s covered so I’m not visible from the air, I’ll be coming up onto the ship so we may talk.


Kell will not be with me.  He was promoted to the council of dragons—it was a surprise to all of us, someone so young being elected to the council—and it was Kell that Ivaiya tried to kill.  Right now, the entire sky dragon race is out for his head, and the only safe place for him is exactly where he is now.  He sends his regrets to Jenny that they won’t be able to see each other, but the sky dragons know he can swim, and they’re scouring the seas looking for him because they can’t find him with magic, so they believe he swam out from the island to escape them.  It’s just not safe for him anywhere the sky dragons can reach him.

Just in case I’m not able to be there at the rendezvous point, the second scroll contains some basic draconic phrases you can use to parlay with the water dragons.  I included all the phrases I thought might come up in such a situation.  My matriarch speaks passingly decent English, and my patriarch understands broken English but can’t really speak it, so if it’s not me, it will be one of them.  But if they can’t arrive either, it’s best we cover the eventualities.


Time grows short, and I must be on my way to deliver the scrolls to your ships.  Gaia embrace you, Mister Secretary.





Sella, daughter of Shii and Surral

“Well, shit,” Kent growled as they finished reading.


“It’s everything I was afraid might happen, happening way faster than I expected,” Jenny grunted.  “I’m a little surprised, though.  They would never have put Kell on the council unless the earth dragons had a plan.”

“Why not?”


“He’s far too young,” she replied. “If they wanted him on the council, it was probably to do something very specific.  And if he killed Ivaiya, that may be what he was there to do, incite some kind of rash reaction to give the earth dragons a chance to retreat to their cavern without raising any suspicion.  Half the council already had a heavy bias against him, and for him to be on the council, well, I’m not surprised one of them tried to kill him.  Being forced underground really just helps the earth dragons.  Now they can retreat to their deep cavern without having to put on appearances, but the loss of their crops means that they won’t have the food to outlast the others.  They’ll need more than one relief shipment.”


“Well, that’ll be up to the President,” Kent noted, moving the paper and looking at the second scroll.  “So, this has dragon language on it,” he noted.  “I think both of us had better memorize everything on this paper, Major.”


“Sella even added pronunciations,” she mused.  “She’s a smart one.  I’m looking forward to talking to her again, I liked her a lot.”


“Ross, can you get some secretaries to transcribe both these papers into the computer, then print out the language lessons for us?” Kent asked.


“Surely can, Mister Secretary,” she nodded.


“When you’re done recording both papers, send them to CIA for analysis.”


“Yes, sir.”


He pondered a moment.  “And have the Air Force bring a satellite over the area.  If the farms are all burning, as Sella mentions, they may see the smoke on a satellite pass.  That’ll give us an idea of where the island is.”


“I’ll take care of it, sir,” Ross nodded, hurrying from the room with the two large pieces of parchment.


Jenny leaned back in her chair, frowning as Ross carried the two large pieces of parchment out.  Things seemed like they were completely out of control on the island, but the fact that they put Kell on the council just kept nagging at her.  Kell was highly intelligent, brave, and he wasn’t intimidated by his elders, but more than all of that, Kell was capable of killing another dragon, both physically and mentally.  If Ivaiya attacked him, he would kill her in a heartbeat, without hesitation or remorse.  It was who he was, and while it wasn’t necessarily a good personality trait, it was who he was.  It was really the only reason she could see them electing Kell over any number of older and wiser drakes, like Keth.  Jenny would expect to see Keth elected to the council long before Kell.  But instead of his wiser elders, Kell was elected instead…which told her that he’d been there for the sole reason of setting things up so the earth dragons could retreat to their sanctuary without rousing suspicion.  It was really the only reason she could see him being there.

But still, for things to go to hell so fast, and all over one fight…it showed her that she’d been right about the dragons.  Their entire society had been built on a foundation of sand, and the first good shake had collapsed everything.  Kell had killed Ivaiya, and now the sky dragons were on a rampage, destroying everything that the earth dragons called their own since the earth dragons themselves were out of reach.  She had no doubt that the factories had been burned, the department building burned, everything they’d built over the last fifty years had been leveled, and all done with the chromatics sitting up on the top of the volcano and smirking over how the earth dragons had brought the ruination upon themselves rather than them having to do any more to bring it about.  It had probably made the council chromatic’s day when he heard that Kell had been elected to the council, hoping for something just like that to happen…but the joke would be on him when, once the smoke cleared, they found out that the earth dragons were gone.  If the earth dragons did it right, and she was positive they would do it right, the other dragons would have no idea where they went.  The sky dragons would destroy everything the earth dragons had built, but when they had nothing left to destroy and the chromatics actually started trying to put things back together, they’d find nothing but empty burrows and abandoned villages.


Would that upset the chromatics?  Most likely, she pondered.  That they’d managed to vanish under the chromatics’ noses without any warning would make them a little disconcerted, but the loss of their food-producing slaves would concern them…and once the water dragons made their position clear and abandoned the other dragons to their own hunger, they’d really get concerned.


But, if she had her way, some of the earth dragons would never return to the surface of that island.  Maybe even all of them.  There was a fairly good-sized island about midway through the Hawaiian chain that was owned by the government, the island districted as a national park and wildlife sanctuary, with plenty of forest and some flat area that could be converted to farmland.  She was rallying hard to have President Walker offer that island to any earth dragons that wanted to leave, because it was perfect.  The island was large enough to hold all the earth dragons and it was very remote; the closest town or village was 47 miles away, a tiny fishing village on one of the other small islands on the tail end of the chain.  It put the earth dragons deep in American territory, under U.S. military protection, and what was most important, in a position where if the earth dragons made any deals with any nation, it would be with America.


Simply put, Walker and the CIA didn’t want anyone with the technical skills like those demonstrated by the drakes in the department under anyone else’s banner.  If the Chinese ever managed to get to the dragons, make deals with the department, the damage to the rest of the world—and especially to America—could be incalculable.  She’d told the President right out that if there was anyone on that island they needed to make their friends, it was the earth dragons.  And helping them in their hour of need, offering them amnesty against those that would oppress them, it was as much to fold the earth dragons into America as much as it was to help them.  It was only the right thing to do to help them, but if helping them also advanced the American cause, then there was nothing wrong with that.

Nothing wrong at all. 

