Chapter 4

18 May 2017, 11:46 DMT; Dawnmist Village, Draconia

No matter how much he loved computers, there was just something…satisfying about working the land.


Kell reared up on his hind legs and settled into an erect sitting position, sitting on his haunches and base of his tail as he looked down the rows of radishes ready for harvesting.  Their family had carefully managed their radishes over the centuries to turn them into absolute giants compared to the radishes humans knew, much like Hett’s family had managed to produce the gigantic sweet onions that were in heavy demand just about everywhere.  Their radishes were what the other dragons would call earth dragon food, with a flavor that only earth dragons savored, and Keth’s radishes were bigger and more robust than any other grown radish on the island.  Among the earth dragons, Keth’s radishes were nearly as popular as Hett’s onions.


The island’s climate allowed them to grow food year round, in a carefully managed schedule of land usage that Keth oversaw with both precision and endless tweaking and adjusting to maximize land usage and crop production against expended labor and resources.  The food grown on Keth’s farm could feed all of Dawnmist were it not for the tithes, which before the increase had taken about 50% of the yields.  But with the tithe increase, it meant that nearly 85% of all the food they grew was going to be taken by the council to both feed the non-producing dragons and store towards calamity.  Keth had already drawn up a new planting schedule, and while the rest of his family was busy planting new crops of radishes, carrots, potatoes, and cabbage on the center slope and north tracts, Keth was sowing their starter crop of wheat on the most fertile tract they had, the north lower slope tract.  Kell and Kitta had been tasked to harvest the south coastal tract of potatoes and the south slope tract of radishes.


Harvesting potatoes was a simple affair in one way, a complex one in another.  The trick of it was to pull the potato plant, remove the potatoes, then replant it without damaging the plant’s production capability, and it was a skill that earth dragon potato farmers practiced to the point of precision.  Human potato farmers just yanked the plants up using machines and then replanted new ones, which made it more efficient from a harvesting standpoint, but a potato plant would produce potatoes for years if properly managed, and earth dragons weren’t all that intent on squeezing every last drop of blood out of their potato crops the way for-profit human farmers were.  A potato tract had a producing life cycle of two years in Keth’s land management scheme, and the plants were usually pulled up and immediately replanted somewhere else to let the tract lay fallow and regenerate, mixing in mature plants capable of withstanding the shock of transplant with new plants they cultivated in a seedling tract close to the burrow.  Kitta especially had something of a knack for potatoes, able to identify plants with enough harvest-worthy spuds to dig it up, and she could extract the potatoes often without uprooting the plant.  She’d dig around it, pluck the potatoes, then replace the dirt after mixing in a special fertilizer Keth had invented that lessened the shock of it on the potato plant and allowed it to recover and produce more potatoes very quickly.  That let the plant continue to produce potatoes.

But not for much longer.  According to the new schedule, they were going to completely harvest the south coastal tract and let it lay fallow for half a season and plant a new tract on the northwest upper slope.


Harvesting radishes was even easier…all he had to do was pull them out of the ground.  He’d worked his way across about a quarter of the field already, because it was a simple affair to just reach around the radish and into the ground, grab it, then pull it out the bulb.  Drop it in the yoke baskets he was using and set at strategic points on the field, then haul in the baskets when he was done.  The radishes were fat, juicy, and healthy, and the smell of the earth and the tang of the radishes made him hungry enough to pop one in his mouth every now and then, harvesting them directly into his belly.

At least in that respect, they were lucky.  The island was so far from anything else that they had no damaging insects on the island, but since they did have bees, a very curious indigenous bee population that had survived on the flowers before they arrived, they had no problems pollinating their crops.  Kell had never seen any instance where bees lived on such a remote island like theirs, but they weren’t complaining.  The bees on their island weren’t exactly the honeybees that humans thought bees to be, but when it came to pollinating, they were just as prodigious as honeybees.  Since they didn’t have to defend their crops against weevils, beetles, or anything like that, all they had to do was make sure the sea salt didn’t harm their crops and keep the soil fertile, and it was almost easy to farm on the island.

Of course, they did have conventional honeybees now.  They were one of the animals they imported onto the island once they started exploring human civilization, and they seemed to coexist with the native bee population without too much friction.  The native bees were almost like earth dragons in that they were burrowers, living in excavated hives in the forests on the northeast side of the island and flying all over the island in search of flowers.  They stored their honey underground, which made it impossible to extract the honey without destroying the hive, and all attempts by the earth dragons to coax them into above-ground hives had failed.  Any queen they brought out and trapped in an above-ground hive that would give them access to the honey died within days.  Some earth dragons kept hives of European honeybees for both honey and crop pollination, but Kell’s family didn’t.  Gev’s family did, honey being one of the food items their farm produced, and their bees were quite happy to wander over and share pollination duty with the burrowing bees that flew down from the forest.


It had taken him about half the night to do everything Ferroth wanted.  By far, the hardest thing he had to do was hack Ferroth’s old computer in his office, which the chromatic had inherited.  Though he wasn’t a computer specialist, Ferroth really knew his computers, and he had defenses in his computer that didn’t exist anywhere but in a field agent’s box.  It took Kell nearly four hours to finally crack Ferroth’s box, and it was why he had Kell do it rather than Kammi.  But once he was in, he made sure that the chromatic couldn’t so much as pass in front of it without him knowing.  Ferroth had a webcam on his box, and Kell had control of that, his microphone, a keylogger and mouse tracker, a syslog that would track every process the computer ran, and a data sniffer that would track the raw data transmitted to and from that computer.  At that moment, a process on Kell’s third computer was mimicking everything Ferroth’s computer did back in his burrow using a mirror utility…which would be about nothing.  The chromatic had absolutely no idea what a computer was or how it worked, and from what Kell had seen on the webcam that morning, he was afraid to even get very close to it.


Even as Kell owned the chromatic’s box, he and Kammi both owned the entire network in the department.  He actually came across some of her work as he was planting some data sniffer programs in some critical switches in the network to track dataflow.  She had already been hard at work subverting the department’s computer network to her whim and will, so he did his work to add a second layer of surveillance, then he stress tested their network over the night to make sure that his and Kammi’s work wouldn’t slow down the network to the point where it would be noticed.  Their shadow programs in the network caused a 13.6 microsecond delay in overall network performance, which was the equivalent of the entire network running through two extra switches…that wouldn’t attract any undue attention.  And if it did, the only dragons that would notice it would be dragons that wouldn’t say anything about it if they realized what was going on.

It took him until nearly sunrise to get everything done, make sure it worked, then cover his tracks, so he was a little slow getting started.  Earth dragons didn’t sleep much, maybe three to four hours a day, but they really didn’t like to miss what little sleep they did need.  And earth dragons weren’t like some other dragons, who slept for the sake of sleep.  If they weren’t asleep, they were doing something.  He yawned and looked out over the ocean, saw several shimmers that had to be Shii’s pod leaving the cove, four of the seven water dragons in her family heading out to sea to fish.  It would be led by either Shii or Surral, the matriarch and patriarch of the pod, leading their children out for a day of hunting for schools of fish in open water or fish along the coral reefs surrounding their island and the four uninhabited islands within 60 miles of theirs.  Those islands were basically palm-covered rocks in the middle of nowhere, but all four of them had extensive reef systems with lots of fish.  Kell didn’t doubt that Sella was among the three children heading out with their parent to fish.  She was probably a little rusty due to working in the department and needed some action to get her fishing skills back up to fighting trim.

Sella was the oldest of the five children still in Shii’s pod.  Her clutchmate in the pod was Ralla, a rather energetic male water drake who was entertaining the possibility of striking out on his own to form his own pod, if he could find suitable territory. Their third clutchmate Jiima had struck out on her own to start a pod with her lifemate, with their parents’ blessing.  They had had Kell, Keth, and Kanna excavate out a small underwater den for them about a mile to the south in a favorable spot, and now they were a pod of two working to increase their numbers.  Water dragons didn’t often ask earth dragons to dig them dens since they preferred underwater sea caves, but Keth’s family were all great swimmers and could do underwater work.  It was something of a specialty of theirs, and they’d dug out three of the chambers in the ancestral den of Shii’s pod.  Ralla’s intent to start his own pod as well would also be with the blessing of his matriarch and patriarch, at least once he found a lifemate.  The others were like his siblings, younglings, three clutchmates who were a little older than his siblings and were still learning the art of open sea fishing.  They were Jerral, Hura, and Kii, and they were the fastest friends with Kav, Kitta, and Konn.  Watching a moment showed him that all three younglings had been left behind, no doubt annoyingly so to them, left in charge of the kelp beds that lined the shallower, sheltered side of the cove.  The kelp was a variety that actually did fairly well in the warmer waters surrounding their island, where most kelp species preferred colder waters.  And like most plants the dragons managed, Shii’s pod had cultivated and carefully crossbred their kelp so it reached oversized, almost gigantic proportions.  They had to fight a constant battle with the warm-water lobsters that loved to sneak over from the reef and eat the kelp, but the most daring of those lobsters usually ended up being a water dragon’s snack.


He yawned again and got back to work, dragging a yoke basket along behind him, hooked over the spikes on his tail, efficiently pulling the giant radishes out of the ground and either lobbing them into the basket or sliding it over and dropping them in.  His mind worked as his forepaws did, pondering just how he could get cameras up onto Council Aerie and around their magical alarms.  The problem was, the council’s aerie was the highest point, which would prevent him from just planting a camera on an overlook and zoom it in.  Any camera placed had to be on the aerie, and even more, it had to evade the notice of the sky dragons.  Sky dragons had raptor-like sight, able to count the individual hairs on the fur coat of a mouse from a hundred feet up, and even a microcam would be noticed unless it was hidden cleverly.  Cameras in the department were no problem, they had closed-circuit surveillance cameras in the main rooms that Kell had already hacked, but they didn’t see everywhere.  Ferroth wanted 100% coverage, even in rooms like the research labs where they had no cameras, and Kell had no doubt that Ferroth was spending part of his day installing micro-cams anywhere the regular cameras couldn’t reach.


A thump on the ground behind him made him turn, and he saw Kammi folding her wings after landing from a glide.  She spread them back out and shivered them before folding them again because the shoulder satchel she had buckled around her left wing had slipped, then started on the way over to him.  “Hey Kell,” she said lightly.


“Hey Kammi.  What are you doing here?”


“Keth hired me as a farmhand,” she grinned.  “It seems that your family needs some help with the crops due to the tithe, and he offered it to me since I quit the department.  So, where do I start?” she asked.

Kell just had to chuckle.  Clever, clever Ferroth, making sure that Kell and Kammi had a perfectly viable reason to spend a lot of time together, which would let them plot to their dark little hearts’ content.  Though communication over computers was secure, it wasn’t all that fast, and it restricted them their burrows or to cart around tablets, which would look a little strange out on the farm.  Although cell phones were quickly catching on with farmers for quick and efficient communication with family and farmhands on distant fields, for them to suddenly speak nothing but English while using them would look strange, and they couldn’t draw that kind of attention to themselves at the time.  Keth commonly used a tablet to track his schedules and land planning, a gift from Kell on Gaia’s Day a couple of years ago, and Kell was trying to convince them to start using the cell phones he’d bought for them, which used the island’s own private cell phone network.  But as yet, Kanna hadn’t quite adapted to the “new-fangled thing,” as she called it, and Keth wouldn’t bother carrying a phone if Kanna wasn’t using hers. 

“Well, grab a basket and start pulling radishes,” he said, pulling another out of the ground.


“Wow, I haven’t done anything like this in a while,” she chuckled as she looked back and forth, then bounded up to the end of the rows he was harvesting.


“Don’t tear them up!” Kell barked.  “Grab and pull, keep your claws out of it!”


“I can handle this!” she shot back.


Despite not having done any farm work in a while, Kammi was efficient and solid.  She kept up with him as they harvested, moving side by side after finishing his rows and moving up and down the tract, filling two dozen yoke baskets with radishes.  They finished in midafternoon, then used yoke bars to carry the baskets over their necks and upper backs just forward of their wings, four or six baskets at a time, balanced on the yoke bars.  Kell maximized every trip by carrying a yoke bar with two attached baskets in his mouth.  As they worked, they talked, making sure to speak English to defeat scrying.  The scryer would hear their words, but the nature of scrying magic was such that they couldn’t use magic to translate what they heard.  If they didn’t speak English, they would have no idea what they were saying.  And despite how secretive the chromatics were, the department knew for a fact that none of them spoke English.  With the exception of Shii, they knew every dragon that could speak English, and with the exception of Shii, Keth, and Kanna, all of them worked in the department.  Some dragons had picked up broken English from the TV, learning it via hearing against reading subtitles, but they weren’t anywhere near fluent.


The baskets were carried down to the main storage chamber, a huge barn-like chamber dug out not far from their burrow, a deep, very wide, low-ceilinged chamber which was nearly half full with radishes, pumpkins, eggplants, and potatoes.  The pumpkins and eggplants were fairly perishable and were awaiting pickup by the tithe collectors, so they were stored near the entry of the chamber.  That didn’t stop Kammi from filching a pumpkin, biting it a few times before she broke it into enough pieces to swallow.  Like many kinds of reptiles—though dragons weren’t entirely reptiles, more related to birds or dinosaurs than modern reptiles—earth dragons didn’t exactly chew their food.  If it was small enough to swallow, they swallowed it whole.  If it wasn’t, their sharp teeth were designed to chop it up into manageable pieces, which were then swallowed.  She wiped a bit of pumpkin flesh that squirted between her teeth and onto her chops, then grinned at him with pumpkin seeds stuck to her fangs.


“You are gonna get so fat if you keep working here,” he accused.


She laughed.  “I’m still a growing girl,” she said primly, waggling her tail a bit.


“Well, you’ve pretty much well eaten your entire allotment for the day,” he told her.


“I have not!” she countered, pushing at him with her shoulder as they went back for more baskets.


“Girl, you ate nearly a basket full of radishes.  They go in the basket, not in your mouth!”


“And you weren’t doing the same?” she countered.


“Not half as often as you were,” he retorted.  “And it’s my family’s farm.  You’re just the hired help!”


“Oh, lick my tail, you dust-sniffer,” she taunted cheekily, putting her nose up as she sauntered towards the ramp.  Her swagger turned into a desperate dash when Kell lunged after her, and he chased her all the way back to the radish field.


Kammi was one of the smallest earth drakes on the island for her age, but she was fast when it came to running for her life, Kell discovered.

Despite more horseplay than was normal for drakes their age, they got all the radishes into the storage chamber before the others finished their daily tasks, and they did what earth dragons do, which was go help the others finish their tasks.  They helped Kitta finish harvesting potatoes, then the three of them helped Keth sow the last of his brand new crop of wheat, which he carefully logged in the tablet computer Kell had given him, which he used in his farm management.  It was dragon made and had a touch screen that could resist the razor-sharp points of an earth dragon’s claws, as well as being highly durable.  And on their farm, the unit being completely waterproof was a necessity, for Keth often dove down to see Shii without removing his shoulder satchel.  When they finished that, they helped the others gather up their tools after they finished planting their assigned crops, then they headed back for the burrow, talking and laughing as Kav and Konn chased each other around.  Kammi got along very well with his parents and Kitta took an immediate liking to her.

Kammi hung around, knowing that Ferroth was coming to call later that evening, and she interjected herself quite seamlessly into his family’s workings.  She helped Kanna gather up what she wanted to serve for dinner, then she played a little bit with Kav and Konn as Kanna did some actual cooking.  She had a bread oven, something Kell had brought back for her from the outside world, and she was kneading dough on the counter using flour they’d bartered from Bruk’s family, mixed with some spices Kell had brought to give the bread a burly, seasoned flavor.  Bruk’s family had built a small flour mill on the edge of their farm, and they did very well for themselves bartering flour and milling services for wheat on top of the farming they did.  Kammi even taught the hatchlings some English as they sat in front of the TV, translating for them as they watched Bushtail on TV, one of the newer cartoons on Cartoon Network.  Kell preferred the older ones they showed, like the long-running, venerable Johnny Test and Looney Toons.

Ferroth arrived an hour before sunset, as was proper, carrying a small gift in one forepaw and moving along on his other three legs.  He handed the gift over to Kanna with a nod, then came over to Kell and Kammi as Kell tormented Kav, holding him down on his back and tickling him as his younger sibling struggled.  “I see Keth didn’t waste any time hiring you, Kammi,” he said.

“I got word of it this morning,” she replied.  “He came to visit the factory about lunchtime, and hired me.”


“Slick, chief, slick,” Kell complemented as Kav squealed in laughter.


“Age has advantages, whelp,” he said with a sly smile.  “So, did you get everything done?”


“Everything on my list,” Kammi replied.  “How was work?”


“I spent half the day up on Scion Aerie trying my best not to go back down there and murder that incompetent fluffputz,” he growled, which made Kell laugh.


“Did you plant the cameras?”


“I didn’t tell you I was doing that.”


“You didn’t hire us because we’re dumb, chief,” Kammi grinned.


He chuckled.  “True enough.  Yeah, I got most of the department covered.  The cameras are controlled by a ghost process floating through the network.  I’ll let you two find it on your own.”


“I love a challenge,” Kammi said lightly.


“So, it sounds like he was being monumentally stupid,” Kell prompted.


“Oh, slightly,” Ferroth growled, which made Kammi giggle a little.  “He’s decided to completely reorganize the entire department.”


“How so?”


“He dropped a book on the conference table when he called the supervisors together,” he grunted.  “He’d written up a new organizational plan which completely eliminates the media observation center and cuts the internet surveillance unit by half.”

“That’s over sixty drakes!” Kammi protested.


“Fired, effective at close of shift today,” he frowned.  “He said he’s not keeping staff that does nothing but sit and watch TV and listen to satellite radio all day, and that the webpage watchers can just get more efficient.”


“But we need them now more than ever, with us being exposed!” Kammi exclaimed.  “We have to know what the humans are saying, what they’re doing!  He should be adding temporary staff to help!”


“Well, see, that makes sense, Kammi, so naturally he won’t do it,” he replied, which made Kell chuckle ruefully.  “He’s also cut the staffing for technology research, firing at least one drake on every project.”


“And what reasoning did he give the council for all this?” Kell asked.


“Saving on food allotments the council doles out to the department.  He said to them, and I quote, ‘they’re earth drakes, they should be digging in the dirt with the rest of their kind, growing their own food instead of taking it from the mouths of more important dragons’.”


“That little punk!” Kammi snapped.  “I’m gonna spike him so hard!”


“Get in line, I get first launch,” Ferroth growled.  “Geon almost spiked him right there on the aerie, and I mean literally,” he said with a dark chuckle.  “Anthra was the only thing that saved that fluffy’s tail.  Jussa, the water wyrm, called for an immediate vote to fire the chromatic citing obvious and blatant prejudice against the very drakes he was hired to oversee, which naturally failed five to four.  But the fact that he called for the vote so quickly made the chromatic end council immediately, before that idiot said something that got the sky dragons angry and caused a vote flip.  The fires do anything the chromatic says, but the sky dragons can be a wild card.  They can be notional sometimes.”


“Well, we figured they put him there to basically run the department into the ground.  He certainly didn’t waste any time proving it,” Kell grunted.


“And he’s not even trying to hide what he’s doing,” Ferroth nodded.  “So, I’ve already made some arrangements to get the fired drakes on in factories, where they’ll just be doing their department work in offices in the factories.  The factory managers have already signed on.  I’ll also have some of them do their work from their burrows.  The rest already told me they’re going back to family farms, because the increased tithes means that their families need their help to meet them.”


“Allotments?”


“I’m still working on that,” he said.  “Most of them agreed to go on reduced pay while we fix this mess, but they still need to eat.  So I need to talk to Keth and have him help me get a meeting together of the council heads of all the earth villages.  We can hold it over in Blackstone village, their council chamber is warded.  It’s just gonna take a couple of days to set up, and we don’t hide what we’re doing.  As far as the fluffies are concerned, the council leaders are meeting to discuss the increased tithes.  If we can organize allotments for the fired department workers out of our own stores, there’s not a damn thing the fluffies can say about it.  What we do is our business.”

“Well, Keth’s right in there,” Kell urged, pointing towards the kitchen.  “You’d better get his attention before dinner does.”


“Yeah, you’re right.  Be back in a bit,” he said, turning and ambling into the kitchen.


“Did you get any info about warded burrows?” Kammi asked.


“Afraid not, I was busy most of the day,” he said.  “I plan on going out tomorrow.  Sire is going to have me run errands for him in the morning.”


Ferroth returned a few minutes later, sitting down by Kell.  “Did the department try to contact Jenny?” Kell asked.


Ferroth shook his head.  “Not yet, but the chromatic doesn’t even know how.  When he fired you, he fired the only drake that had the contact numbers, at least after some scoundrel deleted the contact records out of the system.”


Kell laughed brightly.  “Well, there’s ammunition.”

“I know.  The first time the council asks him to contact the humans, I want to be there to watch him squirm.  Now, give me a report on what got done today.”


Kell and Kammi told him everything that they’d managed to do, including harvesting the radish field, which made Ferroth chuckle a bit.  Kammi had finished everything on her list, but Kell had yet to locate the warded burrows.  “I’ll be doing that tomorrow,” he told Ferroth.  “Sire is sending me out on a bunch of errands, so I’ll do the asking around while I’m out.”


“I’ve already compiled a partial list,” he told them.  “I’ve been sending out in-house emails asking anyone who knows if a burrow or storage chamber is warded, to let me know.  Since it’s all on the computer, they can’t scry it out,” he chuckled.  “I’ve gotten back sixteen locations that I confirmed are still warded and about thirty probables, you know, burrows and storage chambers old enough but the residents aren’t sure if they were warded.  It’s easy enough to find out if they’re warded.  I have a ward-sensing crystal in my office that still works, you know, one of those ancient ones the chromatics made to detect warded areas, and I just take it with me into the burrows.  When it goes dark, then the burrow is warded.”

“How in Gaia’s embrace did you get your paws on that?” Kell asked.


“It wasn’t easy,” he smiled lightly.  “I’ve had it for a few years.  Part of my arsenal of little tools that I thought might be handy someday.”


“I’ll say,” Kell laughed.

“Clever,” Kammi smiled, sliding her tail up and over Kell’s to nudge Ferroth’s hip.


“I’m not a whelp, whelp,” he replied lightly.  “As soon as we have a complete list, we’ll start making plans to use those areas.  Mainly, I want to move some of our operations into the warded areas where we have room, so we can keep doing department work without the chromatics looking over our shoulders.  Primarily technology research.  I figure that fluffy’s gonna completely kill the research department by the end of the month, so I want the teams to have somewhere to go.”

“Leave me that crystal and I can check out some places when I’m out running errands.”


“I’ll get it to you by sunrise,” he nodded.  “Just be careful with it.  I only have one.”


“I’ll be careful,” he promised.

Ferroth and Kammi both stayed for dinner, since it had long been earth dragon custom for any hired farmhands to eat with the owner’s family after work, sharing in the bounty they had helped harvest.  Actually, farmhands by custom lived in the burrow with the farm owner’s family, but Kammi had her own burrow and would probably decline such an offer.  Kanna had gone out of her way to feed Ferroth quite a meal, with sweet onions, hard boiled ostrich eggs, warm loaves of bread, and even a buffalo she’d managed to get her paws on …and that wasn’t easy.  There weren’t enough buffalo for them to really start harvesting them for food yet, but yet Kanna had managed to call in enough favors to get one.  Ferroth didn’t talk work or shop at the table, another long-standing earth dragon custom, leaving worries elsewhere and taking the time to enjoy the meal.


After dinner, however, they sat in one of the deeper chambers in his parents’ large and expansive burrow, some eighteen chambers not counting storage cellars or the mushroom growing chamber, one of the larger burrows in Dawnmist because over the years it sometimes had upwards of 16 dragons living in it.  They were well away from the entry ramp, and they discussed the day’s events in greater detail as they waited for Keth to return from the nightly meeting of the village council.  Those daily meetings usually only lasted about a half an hour, as they talked about anything important that might have happened that day or made deals between themselves, but Kell had the feeling that they were going to have a long meeting that night, so he wasn’t expecting to see his sire for a while.

Keth was back earlier than Kell expected, but later than usual.  He came in and sat down by Kammi, patting her on the shoulder.  “What did council have to say, sire?” Kell asked.


“Going over the many rumors flowing through the farms right now,” he replied.  “I talked to Javan, Ferroth, and he’s interested in this council of councils you’ve proposed.  He’ll make the rounds among the other council leaders tomorrow and spread the word, but he needs a day to meet.”


“Three days from today, if we can manage it,” Ferroth replied.  “At the council chamber in Blackstone village.  That chamber is warded.  Tell him that the official reason is to discuss the increased tithes, but that the real reason is, well, the real reason.”


“I’ll tell him first thing in the morning,” Keth assured him.  “Kammi, I know you have your own burrow, but I’d be a rude employer if I didn’t offer you a chamber in ours,” he told her.


“I’ll stay in my burrow, Keth,” she told him, looking up with a smile.  “But I do appreciate the offer.  I have way too much stuff to move,” she laughed.


“I’d be afraid to try to move all my junk,” Kell grunted.


“I’m even an even bigger pack rat than you, Kell,” she told him.  “I collected stuff from all over the human world.  And it’s not far from here, so it’s not like I’ll be inconvenienced.”


“Well, you do good work, so keep it up.”


Kell gave her a sly look, but she whacked him with the underside of her tail.  “Don’t say it!”


“I don’t have to say a word now,” he replied lightly.


“Did the council say anything I need to know about, Keth?” Ferroth asked.


He shook his head.  “We were just discussing the rumors of what happened on Council Aerie today, and some of the other rumors we’ve been hearing.  I do intend to bring up real business tomorrow, however.”


“What’s that?”


“I…don’t like what I’m seeing from the council,” he said.  “It’s almost as if they are trying to deliberately provoke us.  I remember the stories my grandsire told me of the food riots, and this has some of the same feeling of what led up to that.  So, I’m going to request to be allowed to move our farm stores into the emergency silo.  We can label everything so we know which is ours and which is part of the village emergency food stocks, but if we put it down there, out of reach of the others, they can’t try to take it.  And they also won’t know how much food we have stockpiled and try to claim a portion of our past harvests as part of the new tithe.”


Ferroth gave him a look.  “That’s a damn fine idea, Keth,” Ferroth agreed.  “I’m sure they’ll let you do it.  And if you do it, other farms may do it too.  And right now, it’s becoming clear that we’d better take everything that’s ours and put it as far out of reach from the council as possible, because I don’t doubt that if they knew how much food you had in your cellars, they’d try to take half of it.”


“We can move it at night, when the sky dragons can’t see,” Kammi proposed.


Keth nodded.  “It’s not that far from our main storage chamber to the tunnel I use to reach the village, but it’s still best to do it at night.”

“Did Geon tell you if the tithe sunsets once we reach the new reserve level?” Kell asked.


He shook his head. “He said that the wording of the edict the council passed was vague on the matter, and he intends to get clarification.  He was supposed to bring it up today, but then they had that chromatic up there,” he sighed.  “And Geon completely lost his composure.  He’s still absolutely furious.”


“I don’t blame him one bit,” Kammi snorted.  “Did Geon really try to spike him?”


“He told me that if Anthra hadn’t have jumped down and interposed herself, he would have,” he replied grimly.  “And for him to be that angry, to have violent intent without violence being done to him first, that’s saying something.”


“Are the earth dragons still considering boycotting the council?” Ferroth asked.  “Shii mentioned that they’re thinking about it.”


“Geon is suspended from council meetings for three days for his outburst, but Anthra said that we won’t know what they’re doing if we’re not up there, so she’s going to stay.”


“They suspended him?” Ferroth gasped.  “I didn’t hear that!”


“That’s because they did it just before ending for the day,” he replied.  “It’s another thing that concerns me.  The fire wyrm has all but attacked other council members right on the Aerie and had nothing done to him, but they suspend Geon for a single violent outburst.”


“Well, the fires are just like that, so I guess I could see them cutting him a little slack,” Kammi said sagely.  “After all, self control isn’t exactly a fire dragon trait.  But it must have shocked them to see Geon that mad.”


“And the fact that Geon would have killed that snarky fluffy if he’d have had a clear throw,” Kell added.


Keth snorted.  “I’m not one to believe in conspiracy theories, but I’m getting very nervous.  And the more I hear, the more I see, the more nervous I get.”

“It’s well placed paranoia, Keth,” Ferroth told him.  “The other dragons are up to something, and they have it out for us.  They’re making us work harder, they’re trying to take the department away from us, I don’t for a minute believe that they’re not doing it on purpose.  That chromatic is up to something.  He has a plan, and I want to know what it is.”


“How do you mean?”


“I mean that he moved way too fast after Kell was exposed for it to be a reaction to the humans finding out about us.  He had his lackey in place in the department two days after, and like I told Kell and Kammi, his tail-licking fluffy sycophant dropped a book filled with his new organizational plan on the meeting table this morning.  He could not have thought that up and written it out overnight.  He had it ready before he took over the department.  This is something they’ve had planned for a while, I’m sure of it.  The chromatics hate what we do, and I guess they’ve been planning this for a long time.  And once Kell was exposed and the humans learned about us, well, it was the perfect opportunity to put their plan into action.”


Keth was quiet for a long moment.  “I believe you have a point, my friend.  But angering the majority of your food producers is not a good idea.”

“They think we can’t do anything about it,” Ferroth snapped.  “Look at the worst case scenario, Keth.  We get angry enough to stop feeding the others.  There’s another food riot, but this time we go underground.  Well, we have to come out eventually,” he said pointedly.  “We can’t farm underground, and there aren’t enough mushroom farmers to feed all the earth dragons.  And meanwhile, they just use the food stockpiles and wait us out.  At the best case, the water dragons support us and help feed us, but they can’t feed us and themselves, not even if they stop sharing their catches with the other dragons.  Besides, how would they get it to us?  They’d have to come out of the water.”


“No they wouldn’t,” Kell and Keth said in unison.  They chuckled and looked at each other.  “You tell him, sire.”


“There’s a lava tube that opens underwater,” Keth explained.  “It runs under our farm, and it’s fairly deep.  We never really bothered to dig down to intersect with it, but all of us, at one point, have dived down to it and explored the lava tube.  It runs up into a very large natural dome chamber that looked to be part of the original magma chamber of the extinct volcano.  When the magma receded, it left that dome chamber, and it never collapsed.  It would take us maybe a week or two to burrow down to that tube and open it to the burrow.  We’ve always pondered doing it, to give Shii’s pod a back door into our burrow, but it’s a lot of work for what they can do in twenty seconds if they come out onto the beach, so we never really did it.”

“Where’s the opening?”


“In the cove,” Kell said.


“And the dome chamber at the end?  Do you use it?”


“Nobody does,” Keth replied.  “The only way in is through that lava tube.  The other tubes all collapsed over the years.”


“Is the air good?”


“It has ventilation,” Keth replied.


Ferroth rapped his talons on the floor.  “Can you show me this cavern?”


“I guess, but you’d better be able to swim,” Kell told him.  “And I mean hold your breath a long time and swim very fast.  It’s nearly five minutes underwater to get to where there’s air.  A good four hundred meters of the tube is flooded.”


“That far?”


Kell nodded.  “We’ve all done it, but then again, we swim a lot.  I can hold my breath a good six minutes, eight if I prepare beforehand, that’s enough to get to the dry part.”


“It’s not a swim I’d attempt anymore,” Keth chuckled.  “I don’t swim as often as I used to.  I might drown trying to make it.  Kell is probably the only one that could make it without any worry.  The hatchlings aren’t that good at swimming yet, and Kell swims with Sella every evening.  He can hold his breath longer than any of us.”

“Kell, I’m going to get you a waterproof thermo camera and some gear, and I want you to dive down to that tube tonight,” Ferroth said.  “I want to know where that lava tube is, map it in relation to the surface, and I want to see that dome chamber.”


“Sure, chief,” Kell said.  “It’s no problem.”


“I have some ELF gear in the department that will penetrate the ground,” Ferroth said.  “It’s part of that mine communication rig that Slate brought back, we thought we might be able to adapt so villages could transmit messages using ground waves, but it didn’t pan out because of the distances.  But for this, I think it might work.  Kammi, you handle the surface side of it.  As long as Keth doesn’t mind, you could get into the deepest chamber in the burrow and probably be able to reach Kell in the tube.”


“She’s more than welcome to use our mushroom cellar,” Keth said.  “It’s the deepest chamber in the burrow.”


“Not a problem, chief,” she replied.  “If we end up using it, Kell can drop some directional bouncers along the tube so we can get conventional signals down there.  We just install a new network node at the lava tube mouth, run some data cables down there to hook it to the network, and the signal can jump the bouncers and reach the cavern.”


“That’s fairly clever, young lady.  I knew there was a reason why I hired you.”


“Clearly, it was my good looks,” she said lightly, which made Ferroth chuckle.

“If this chamber pans out, it might be very useful,” Ferroth said intently.


“What for?”


“An emergency evacuation shelter,” he replied.  “If there’s no way in except through the water, well, we just find some way to get the earth drakes into that cave without digging any tunnels, and not even the chromatics will try to find a way in. If they can even find a way in.  And if that doesn’t work, then we can  be fairly sure that anything we put in that dome chamber won’t be found.  It’ll be the ultimate hiding place.”  He stood up.  “Let me go get the gear.  Kammi, you get things ready for when I get back.  Run an extension cord down to the mushroom cellar and clear the floor so you can get the ELF transmitter on bare rock.  It has to be pointing down.”


“We’ll have the hatchlings help her clear some floor space,” Keth said.  “Kanna, round up the hatchlings, they have a chore to do!” he called, ambling out of the chamber.

“Do whatever it is you do to get ready to hold your breath, Kell, I’ll be right back,” Ferroth said, then he hurried from the chamber.


“So what do you do?” Kammi asked with a smile.


“Just hyperventilate,” he shrugged his wings.  “I trained myself for deep diving because there’s a lot of really interesting things down there.  Well, to dive deep, you have to be able to hold your breath a while if you’re not a water dragon.”


Ferroth returned about an hour later, a yoke bar holding two boxes of equipment.  “They have guards at the department now,” he growled.  “They tried to stop me from going in!”


“That punk fluffy’s moving fast,” Kammi grunted, taking one of the boxes off the chain, which made the other drop to the floor and the yoke bar slide off Ferroth’s shoulders.  “So, which of the four secret entrances did you use?” she asked with a grin.


“The cafeteria trapdoor, and you’re not supposed to know about those, young lady,” he replied, which made her laugh.

“You hired us because we’re curious,” she retorted playfully.


“By the way, there are six secret entrances, so you weren’t curious enough,” he told her, patting her on the head like a hatchling.  “Now, I’ve been here too long, and they just saw me go to work and come back, so I have to leave.  Send me an email on what you find out down there.”


“Will do, chief,” Kell said as he opened a box.  “If they ask about what you brought?”


“Your personal possessions from your office,” he replied.


“Got it,” he nodded, pulling out a thermo camera with a horn band, designed to clasp around the base of a horn or over the head if he was using a hider amulet.  He’d used cameras like that before, and they were indeed completely waterproof.  Kammi and Kell took the ELF gear down to the mushroom cellar, a dank, musty chamber deeper than any other where the hatchlings cultivated mushrooms for family consumption; it was a hobby of sorts of Konn’s.  Like any mushroom cellar, there was almost as much dirt on the floor as in the troughs, which had large mushrooms growing from dark soil.  But the dirt had been cleared from a section in the middle of the room, down the wide walkway between the two inside troughs, and it was there that Kell and Kammi set up the ELF rig, making sure its plate-like antenna was squarely on the smooth bare rock of the chamber floor.  Kell placed the portable transmitter in a watertight bag, placed it in a shoulder satchel he often used when diving with Sella and her pod for collecting interesting trinkets from the ocean floor, then buckled the satchel on, tugging it in place so it hung just under his left wingjoint and behind his upper left foreleg.  “Remember, you have to bolt that to the wall facing up when you get down there,” Kammi said, looking over the manual.


“I was there when Ferroth was tinkering with this system,” he assured her as he locked the camera onto his right horn.  “You won’t get any camera feed, so I’ll set it to record and you can look it over when I get back up.”

“Okay.  I’ll have this set up and ready by the time you get down there and get it set up on your side.”


“Sounds good.  I’ll try to check in in about twenty minutes.”


“I should be ready by then,” she said, plugging the included laptop into the rig, setting a mic and earphone over her head, then plugging it into the laptop.  “We’re gonna have to build those bouncers, we can’t pull them out of the department.”

“Pshaw, that’s hatchling play,” Kammi said seriously as the laptop booted.  “I’m more worried about running the network and power cables down into the cove without attracting attention.”


“Yeah, that’s gonna be fun.  Alright, on the way.  Talk to you in twenty.”


Kell left the burrow and trotted down to the beach, and wasted no time wading in and then dropping off the beach shelf and into deeper water.  It was after sunset, but his thermographic vision was enough to get him over where the tube was, which was about halfway between the family burrow and his own, back about twenty yards from the beach, along the steep drop-off that formed the deep cove.  He took nearly a minute breathing deeply and quickly, until he was almost light-headed, then he took in a full breath and dove down.  Underwater, his thermographic vision was hampered by the uniform temperature of the water, all but blinding him, but he knew his way around the area enough to find the lava tube by paw-walking down the steep underwater cliff until his paw pushed into emptiness.  He nosed into the tube and got in the center, which gave him just enough room to use his wings to propel him along the tube.  His legs kept him centered in the tube as his claws scraped on the bottom of the circular tunnel, the tube ascending at a very gentle angle.  After nearly six minutes, his nose and head broke the surface, and he could see again, see the cool greens and blues of the smooth-sided lava tube, but with enough clarity to make out the ripples in the rock.


The lava tube was roughly circular and was about twenty feet across, so Kell really had to reach to get the ELF mobile transmitter against the ceiling of the chamber.  He pressed it up against it and then hit the clamp, which caused spring-loaded jawed clamps to grip the rippled roof of the tube.  It couldn’t find enough grip to stay up for the first six tries, as he reached, stretched as far as he could to reach the top, and he had to shift it around until he found a spot where the serrated retracting anchors found enough purchase to keep the unit in place.  He turned on the unit, dropped back down, and turned on the mobile transmitter that would use the ELF unit as a relay to the surface, then set the mic close to his maw.  “Kammi?”


“I can hear ya loud and clear,” she replied immediately.  “Your signal is five-by-five.”

“It won’t be for long, this mobile transmitter only has a range of about two miles,” he told her, settling the mic headset in place a little better.  “Homing beacon working?”


“Yup, I’ve got a dot,” she replied.  “Start up the tube and I’ll map the tube’s layout in relation to the static transmitter.”

“Well, that’s fairly easy, it’s almost perfectly straight and with a very slight upward angle,” he replied as he started up the tube.  “It ends under the volcano, about four miles away.”


It had been a long time since he’d been in the lava tube, and it was exactly as he remembered.  The tube was strangely clean and dry, no dust, no water, just the saltwater smell from the water entrance drifting slowly up the tube.  The walls of the tube were almost like obsidian, with only those gentle, small ripples, hard and naturally reinforced, and naturally impermeable to water.  The tube had survived the dozens of earthquakes that had struck the island over the millennia the dragons had been there, still strong and unbroken, the stone under his feet warming as he climbed up its length.  Kammi reported changes in signal strength as he moved, but after about two miles, her voice became garbled and then cut out when he reached the limits of the mobile transmitter’s range.

He’d have to install cellular transmitters in the mobile side of it, those had much more range.


The dome chamber under the volcano was much as he remembered.  The dome above gave the chamber strength, and that strength had prevented the vast underground cavern from collapsing since the volcano had gone extinct.  The chamber was nearly 100 meters wide at its widest point and was slightly oval, about 70 meters wide along its narrow side, and the very top of the dome above was nearly 150 meters overhead, making the chamber much more vertical than horizontal, and that vertical nature was why it hadn’t collapsed over the years.  The vertical chamber and domed ceiling gave the igneous rock within the old caldera strength, and Kell could tell by studying it that the magma chamber had emptied out very slowly when the dome chamber was formed, at least until it reached the current floor level, then the bottom of the magma chamber got plugged and trapped the remaining magma inside, which cooled and hardened much more quickly and formed the irregular floor.  The walls had cooled slowly, much more slowly than the floor, and it let them harden to where the basalt of the walls was thick, strong, and durable, capable of supporting the void deep within the volcano, support all those hundreds of thousands of tons of weight from the rock above without collapsing.  The lava tube that brought him there wasn’t the only tube leaving the chamber.  There were two others that were more or less near the floor, but the other two tubes were blocked from collapses not far from the dome chamber.  One of them went due west, and the other went southeast, towards Blackstone.  The tube leading back to his farm went southwest  The floor of the chamber wasn’t level, it was very irregular, filled with strange hexagonal columns that rose up from the floor in varying heights at the center, but the floor turned into a jumble of twisted rock that looked frozen in mid-churn when it was lava closer to the edges, making the place something of a challenge to navigate.  Kell had to hop from spur to spur, move along the crests of those frozen waves as he took thermo footage of the chamber for Ferroth, then he had to climb the hexagonal spires in the middle until he was on the highest one, panning the camera around.

If they did anything with the chamber, leveling the floor out some would be their first task.


After filling the camera’s memory with footage, he started back down the gentle slope of the lava tube.  Kammi’s voice reached him, broken and garbled, when he was about halfway back to the water, and after another minute she became intelligible.  “Kell! Kell, come in!  Kell!”

“Calm down, I’m fine, I’m back in range,” he answered.


“You’ve been out of touch for an hour!”


“It’s a big cave,” he told her.  “I’m about two miles from the water.  Am I bringing the mobile unit back?”


“Chief didn’t say, but I’d guess yes.  You can always take it back there if we use it again.”


“Works for me, we can tinker with it and increase the range on the mobile transmitter,” he replied.


When he got back to the ELF unit, he reared up and released the anchor clamps, then packed it back in its bag and in his shoulder satchel.  He waded into the water and again prepared himself, breathing deeply, then he submerged and swam back out into the cove.


He was still dripping when he got back to the burrow.  Kammi raced into the entry chamber and almost tackled him.  “You scared me!” she complained.  “Now let me see what you recorded!”


“Pushy, pushy, pushy,” he drawled, which made her glare at him, then laugh.


They took the camera to the computer he’d given his parents, then downloaded its memory.  The camera’s resolution wasn’t nearly as good as an earth dragon’s eyes, but it was good enough for Kammi to make out the main features.  “That’s a big lava tube,” she noted when the image first came up.


“That’s a good thing,” Kell said.  “If it were narrow, I wouldn’t be able to make it.”

Kammi fast-forwarded through his trek up the tube, then studied the dome chamber.  “Wow, I wouldn’t have thought something that big would be that deep underground,” she mused.


“It was the way it formed, the walls are strong and the domed ceiling gives it strength,” he reasoned.


“The floor is warmer than the walls,” she said.  “Maybe that volcano isn’t entirely extinct.  There has to be magma under there to warm it that much.”


“Possible.  It might be a feeder vent for the active volcano, or another, deeper lava tube draining the volcano’s magma chamber out into the ocean.”


“Still, Kell, that’s really something.  How long has your family known about it?”


“Shii’s pod found it a long time ago, and they told our ancestors about it,” he shrugged.  “And we’re typical earth dragons, Kammi.  We keep our secrets, even from the other earth dragons,” he smiled.


“We should get some ground-penetrating radar down there, see if there are any other tubes or chambers,” she mused as she studied the image.  “That floor’s gonna be a problem.”


“We can level it out some, as long as we don’t get too close to the walls.  I wouldn’t want to risk possibly undercutting the foundations.  That’s a lot of rock that’d fall in on us if that thing collapsed.”


“No doubt,” she agreed.  “Alright, I’ll zip this up and email it to Ferroth, then I’ll head home.”


“I can do that.  You have a long day tomorrow since I’ll be running errands, so go get some rest.  Can’t let you get too exhausted doing all that manual labor,” he teased lightly.


“I can work you into the ground and you know it,” she retorted.  “I’m younger than you, that gives me energy you old geezers just can’t match.”


“You’re younger by only five years!”


“Younger is younger,” she replied airily.  “So you go rest your rickety old bones and prepare for all that dreadful walking around and leave the real work to drakes that can get it done without keeling over.”


Kell whacked her across the base of her tail with the underside of his own.  She laughed and leaned up, nuzzling him under his chin with her snout, then started for the steep ramp up to the hallway that connected the lower chambers in Keth and Kanna’s burrow.  “See you in the morning.”


“May be afternoon, I’ll be getting an early start.  Sire’s got errands for me all over the island, and that’ll also give me time to do some looking around.”


“Good luck.”


“You need it more than me, I’ll make sure sire gives you so many chores you won’t be able to walk afterward,” he called, which made her laugh and waggle the spiked end of her tail at him as she ascended up out of sight.


19 May 2017, 05:58 DMT; Dawnmist Village

Kell hadn’t pulled a cart in a long time.


Like most carts, it had a yoke bar that fit in front of the wings, just over his shoulders since his wingjoints were behind his shoulders, with a latch that let him open one side to get in and out easily, letting him pull it along behind him, his tail up under and between the wheels and his spikes brushing against the back end of the cart.  The cart was filled with vegetables that Keth had bartered for other things, and Kell’s job was to go around and complete all the transactions.  And it was literally going to take him all the way around the 21 mile wide island.  He had to trade some pumpkins with Trag’s family to the north for a basket of cabbages, then he had a basket of radishes to trade with Rumm up on the northern farms just by the lava flows, trading them for two baskets of squash.  From there he had a basket of radishes to trade with Grex’s forest-dwelling family for two of their woven yoke baskets, and that would mean walking across the lava flows, which would take him close to the factories.  From the forest, he had two baskets of potatoes, pumpkins, and eggplants that he was going to trade for two pigs over on the eastern side of the island, where most of the livestock was managed and the earth dragons were ranchers more than farmers.  From there, he had to go to the southeast peninsula and trade five loaves of Kanna’s bread for a bag of special fertilizer that Keth wanted for the newly sown wheat crop.  That would make him walk the entire island’s circumference, but that was fine with him, because he was going to spending some time visiting burrows, talking to other farmers, and quietly checking to see which ones were warded and which ones weren’t.  Kell figured that it would be sometime after five or six when he finally got back to the farm.

But, it worked fairly well.  Kell made sure to stop and talk to every drake or wyrm he came across as he pulled his cart along the paths between farms, paved so carts didn’t rut it out, just chatting as earth dragons tended to do, and while he talked to them, he asked them about burrows and storage chambers, how old they were, and so on.  He wasn’t sure if he was being scried against, so when a dragon told him that a burrow or chamber might be old enough, he asked to take a look, telling them he wanted to compare its excavation to the walls of his own family burrow.  Once he was in, he looked at the crystal that Ferroth had delivered to him via Kammi and checked to see if it was warded.  If it was, he marked it on a list of farms in his tablet computer and then moved on.  He also got all the trades done, spending some time to chat with the trading partner, many of which gave him words of support despite his rebuke.  “We know they only did it to save face,” Grex told him when he managed to get around to picking up the baskets, nearly an hour after noon.  “They had to blame someone, and since you were the one on the mission, they pinned it on you.”


“Thanks, Grex,” he replied as he put the baskets in the cart.


“And I’ll be there.”


“Huh?”


“I’m the council leader for Darkwood village,” he said simply.


“Oh.  Oh, good,” Kell nodded.  “Sire or Javan talked to you already?”


The earth wyrm shook his head.  “But it got around to me,” he said, and had to say no more.  The farmer’s rumormill was as efficient as any spell of sending or cell phone.

“Alright.”


Fortunately for him, the pigs he’d been sent to pick up were already dead, so he didn’t have to herd around a couple of obstinate future dinners.  He also found out that they weren’t the only ones that were angry over what was going on up in the department.  “My son did nothing wrong at all, and they fired him!” Hrada fumed to him, the soil specialist wyrm shivering her wings.


“Tell me about it, Matron,” Kell told her.  “I’m one of the ones that got fired, too.  He worked in the computer room, right?”


She nodded.  “Sixteen years of exemplary work, and not even a warning!  It’s, it’s a scandal!”  She looked at him.  “And oh, what he told me about what happened in the department when that chromatic took over!  We’re not letting them get away with it, are we?”


“We are not,” he said with a very serious expression, which made her smile slyly and pat him on the base of his neck fondly.


“Good, good.  You need any help around your farm, Kell, you let me know. Hren needs to find a position, since I really don’t need another hand on our farm, and we don’t raise enough food to do more than test my mixtures.  Hran’s going to need an allotment.”


“Patron Zered over at Longfield Village said he was looking for an extra hand,” he mentioned.  “And he has an excellent reputation.”


“He is?  I must go talk to him!” she declared.  “Your fertilizer’s right there, young one, if you’ll excuse me.  I need to get to him before anyone else does.”


“Certainly, Matron.  Good luck.”


Kell collected up the fertilizer and left her bread in the entry room of her burrow, which was custom.  Since they didn’t have doors, the entry chamber was like a human dwelling’s porch, the one chamber that visitors were allowed to enter without permission.  The custom was so prevalent and ancient that no earth dragon would even think of venturing deeper into a burrow uninvited, unless the dragons were friends and there was an honest need to do such a thing.  The fact that Kammi and Kell were good friends was the only reason she ventured into his burrow, and she made sure to tell him she did it and apologize at the earliest opportunity.  Other dragons had different customs since they didn’t live in excavated burrows and nobody had doors except the chromatics, who used magic to seal their dens when they weren’t in them, but all dragons had strict rules about not entering the den of another dragon.  Entering a den without an invitation was a fast way to die.  Kell wouldn’t even enter the underwater lair of Shii’s pod beyond the air-filled cave without explicit permission, and their families had a friendship that went back a thousand years.

The fertilizer and the pigs made the cart much heavier, and the last leg of his around-the-island trip was upslope half the way, so he was a little tired by the time he came back down the gentle slope and passed by Letann’s farm, who were their next-farm neighbors to the southeast, pulling in nearly 13 hours after leaving by the clock on his cell phone, a phone built on the island and would only work on the island.  Only the department drakes really used them, one of the things he carried around in his shoulder satchel.  He waved a wing to Letann and his family, who were busy tending rows of lettuce, hurrying because of a threatening bank of clouds to the south.  Kell hadn’t noticed it until then, and it made him hurry back to the farm, all but racing to get the cart back in its underground chamber; he didn’t want to get the uncovered box of fertilizer wet.  He got the cart back into its storage chamber about five minutes before the rain reached them, and he paused to let the rain pour down over him and wash the dust of the long journey off of his hide.  Keth and Kammi came over to him as a rumble of thunder rolled across the farm.  “I was starting to worry, youngling,” Keth said lightly.

“I spent more time talking than I expected,” he replied.  “But everything’s down in the cart.  The fertilizer you ordered isn’t covered, so I’d wait out the storm before bringing it out.”


“Good work, young one,” he smiled.


“Did you work her til she fell over like I told you to?” he asked, looking at Kammi.


She grinned at him.  “I’m not even tired, but you look about ready to fall over, old geezer,” she taunted.


“You pull that cart all day,” he snorted as he ambled by, flexing his wings to get some knots out of the muscles near the joints, heading for his parents’ burrow.


After eating dinner with the family and Kammi, he returned to his burrow and got Ferroth on the phone, settling his bluetooth in place as he sat in front of his computer.  “Chief,” he called.  “Can we talk?”


“We can,” he replied.  “You get all your chores done?”


“I did,” he replied.  “I have something here at the burrow that belongs to the department.  I need to give it back, but I won’t come within spike throwing distance of that fluffy or something very graphic is going to happen.”


“You and about a hundred other drakes,” he growled in reply.  “I’ll come get it before work in the morning.”  As he was talking, he emailed his list of warded burrows and chambers to Ferroth’s home computer.  Ferroth was silent a moment.  “I’ll be there around sunrise,” he said, then a reply came acknowledging it, and asking for a chat session.


“If I’m not here, I’ll leave it in the entry chamber for you,” he said as he ended the call and opened a chat program, and Ferroth accepted the query, which caused his window to split into two fields, his text and Ferroth’s text.  What’s up, chief?

First off, it’s now official.  You and Kammi are being watched, he warned.  They have sky dragons staking out your farm and everything going on around it, and that means that they’re also probably trying to scry against you.  So be very sure that you maintain security at all times.


I’ll warn my parents and Kammi, he typed in reply.  Are they watching anyone else?


Kintel.  He got fired with the staff reductions in the office, Ferroth answered.  But nobody else.  Now, I want you to go with that idea for that tunnel and chamber project, he continued over the chat; it was a real-time linux terminal program, so he saw the words as Ferroth typed them, quickly and efficiently.  What equipment do you need?


We should have everything we need already as far as equipment goes, but we’ll need about half a mile of sealed dual-plex cat cable, a watertight repeater, and marine grade power cable.  Half the lines will be underwater.  We can build the node in the dry part and set up bouncers along the tunnel if necessary, but it might not be.  The signals should carry down the tunnel, it’s fairly straight.  We can test it when we get down there and see.


Draw up your plans for it.  I want you two to build it as fast as you can.


Why the rush?


I told you yesterday, they have plans.  I don’t know what they are, but I want to have our own plans in place before they start acting on theirs, and one of those plans is that project.


Got it, chief.  We’ll have to do the work at night if they’re watching the farm.


I know.  Get the equipment together and get ready.  I’d like you to start on it tomorrow night.

Can do.  Let me call Kammi and see what gear she has.

I also got your camera idea up and running, he continued.  Anthra “broke” the Aerie computer today, and the repair tech had orders to install a webcam after he repaired it.  Kammi shouldn’t have much trouble adding it to her toys.


Slick.


Thank you.


Did you learn anything eavesdropping?


Not today, council only met for about ten minutes.  I’m surprised you didn’t listen yourself.

I’ve been really busy today, no time.  I spent all day literally walking a circuit around the island, pulling a cart.


All that work, you must be exhausted.


Don’t start, chief, Kell typed.  I’m getting enough of that from Kammi.  The little twerp.

There was a long pause, and Kell could just imagine Ferroth laughing.  She’s cheeky, but she’s good at her job.  It’s why I put up with her mouth.  The lot of you are a bunch of egotistical primadonnas, managing you is like herding cats.


It takes a special kind of drake to be a field agent, Kell typed with a dark smile Ferroth wouldn’t see.


Enough witty banter, whelp.  Get your gear together and I’ll make sure you get what you asked for.  I want it done in two days.


Before the meeting?


I want it in place, just in case.


Understood.  Logging off, chief.  Night.


Get some rest.

Kell logged off and put the computer back in sleep mode, then checked his other six computers in his burrow to make sure all his processes were running, including the mirror process of the chromatic’s computer.  He then hacked into the department network and added another mirror for the audio and video from the Aerie box, setting it to record everything, 24 hours a day, allocating space on his storage server back in the workshop so it would record three days’ worth of feed and then write over the days unless he saved that data elsewhere.  He then went back to the family burrow through the rain, and found that Kammi was still there, playing with the younger siblings, wrestling with Kav and Konn like a hatchling herself.  He’d never realized that Kammi was so…playful.  She was like a rambunctious juvenile, not a young adult.  But, he couldn’t deny that she was a very good field agent, that she knew when to stop playing and start being serious.  “You talk to the chief?” she asked, then she lunged down and bit Kav’s wingjoint, which made him squeal in laughter and struggle under her as Konn locked his jaws on her foreleg, trying to tug her off.

“Yeah, he said he wants us to run the network down to the tunnel,” he replied, sitting on his haunches near the action.  “I figure the two of us have the equipment already, so I told him we just need the data and power lines to run down there.”


“Yeah, I got a wireless node transceiver in my burrow, and we can build a couple of bouncers out of spare parts,” she said after letting go of Kav.  “Where do you think you’re going, hatchling?” she asked tauntingly as Kav tried to wriggle out from under her; she was all but laying on top of him.


“You are so gonna get it!” Kav threatened with a youthful giggle as Konn continued to tug on her foreleg.


“Yeah, I’ll be afraid in about twenty years,” she retorted, putting more weight down on him.  She yanked her foreleg, dragging Konn across the floor, then swiped him with her tail and knocked him on his side.  He used his wing to help get him back on his feet, but she just smacked him down again, forcing him to let go of her foreleg if he wanted to get back on a stable base.  But, the instant he did let go, she slid her tail up under him with her spikes almost laying flat against her tail and flicked him halfway across the chamber.  He landed lightly on his feet, then bounded right back into the fray, leaping on her back, right between her flank-covering wings.  “Such a brave little hatchling,” Kammi said teasingly, then she used her wings to pin Konn in place on her back before he could do much, squeezing him between them.  She then straightened her spikes and curled her tail almost impossibly tight, coiling it over her back like a scorpion, tapping Konn on the back with the tips of her spikes.


“You wouldn’t!” Konn declared, looking up over his back and seeing her tail, coiled and ready to strike..


“Try me, lizard,” she retorted lightly.

“I’m no lizard!” he barked, then he hooked his claws on her wings and tried to squirm forward, out of her pinioning grasp.  He almost made it before Kammi flattened her spikes again and thumped him, the tip of her tail whipping him right on the hindquarters, making him yelp as he popped free of her and slid down her neck and got hung up behind her backswept horns.  She just tilted her head back and pinned him, her horns pressing on his shoulders and wingjoints as his claws scrabbled, trying to find purchase.  Konn showed some defiance by turning his head and biting the top of Kammi’s snout.


“Ow!  That hurt, you little earthworm!” Kammi protested, snapping her head and neck to the side and shaking him off.


“I’d say that’s why he did it,” Kell chuckled, watching as Konn got his feet back under him and crouched down, his tail shivering as he prepared to leap back on top of her.  “War’s over, brother, I need her now,” Kell called.

“Lucky, lucky,” she said teasingly, getting up off Kav, who darted away laughing.  “You two have some time to think up some way to keep me from whipping your tails all over the burrow.”


Kell took her to the TV chamber, where Keth and Kanna were watching TV, watching NHK out of Japan.  They didn’t speak Japanese, but like all channels, the department added draconic subtitles so they could keep track of what was going on.  “Sire, mother,” Kell called.  “Chief brought us news.”


Kanna turned off the TV with a voice command as Kell sat down beside them, Kammi beside him.  “Chief said that the council has the sky dragons watching the farm,” he warned.  “Mainly they’re watching me and Kammi, but they’re also watching everything we do, everyone who visits, and so on.”


“Under whose authority?” Kanna demanded.


“I’d say the chromatic took it on himself,” Kell replied.  “There’s no way the council would approve something like that.”

“Well, the nerve of him!” Kanna said hotly.  “They have no right to watch us like that!  We’ve done nothing wrong!”


“No, but the chromatic probably thinks we will,” Kell said.  “He knows we’re the chief’s drakes, and we’re probably still following his orders, so they’re seeing what he’s having us do.”


“They won’t see anything,” Kammi said smugly.  “Now that we know they’re watching, well, anything important gets done at night.”


“Kammi, youngling, I want you to move into the burrow,” Keth said immediately.  “If they’re watching you, then that means that they are not your friends.  And given how the chromatic is flexing his wings at the moment, I will take no chances.  They might try to arrest you if they think you’re acting on Ferroth’s orders outside the chromatic’s control.  And that they will not do on this farm,” he said adamantly.  “Over in your own burrow, you have no family, no protection.  You’ll have both here.”


Kammi smiled gently.  “Aww, Patron Keth, that’s so very kind of you,” she said warmly.  “But I have so much stuff,” she complained.


“Actually, sire makes a point,” Kell said.  “I wouldn’t put it past the chromatic to ignore sacred dragon traditions and send someone into your burrow, Kammi.  They might even take all your equipment.  You heard what that idiot fluffy said.  They might decide to start confiscating human technology, and they’ll start with you and me.  So, since we might need the gear in your burrow, we’d better put it where they’ll think really hard before they try to take it.  Not even the council chromatic will try to take our gear with it all being on the farm.  He’d run the risk of the entire village showing up on Council Aerie with their spikes out.”


Kammi grunted, then nodded.


“Kell makes a good point, youngling,” Kanna agreed.  “And we’d be happy to have you.  The hatchlings adore you.”


“Well, I guess I can move in,” she said.  “But we’d better move all my stuff tonight.  I don’t want them to see what I have in my burrow.  I’m not supposed to even have about half of it.”


“That sounds familiar,” Kanna said, glancing at Kell.


He rumbled out a chuckle.  “What can I say, I’m a pack rat,” he said shamelessly.


“If we’re going to do this, let’s start,” Keth said.  “Lifemate, round up the hatchlings.  The more paws are helping, the faster it gets done.”


It took four trips with all three farm carts to empty out Kammi’s burrow.  She only had a three chamber burrow, but it was so cluttered with electronics equipment, tools, gear, and her collection of stuff from the human world that it verged on being a disaster area.  Her sleeping den had so much stuff stored in it that she could barely make it to her sleeping mound.  She actually had far more gear than he did, including seven computers laid out on a long table in her work chamber, by far the largest chamber of the three, but he had to give it to her, she knew exactly what she had and where it was.  She just had too much stuff for not enough burrow, and hadn’t gotten around to digging out a couple of new chambers.  That would have required her to empty out one of her burrow chambers to make room for carting out the dirt and rock, and that was a major project when one had that much stuff.

“Well, at least I can enlarge the burrow before I move back in,” Kammi chuckled as she scratched out her ownership mark on the wall of the entry chamber.  That mark warned anyone who entered the burrow that it was owned, and that the owner would be coming back to inhabit it later.


“We can help you with that, youngling,” Keth told her as Kell stacked the last toolbox on the cart.


The final trip back also showed Kell that the council was really watching what they were doing.  A somewhat mature chromatic and two fire wyrms were standing in the road as they carted the last of Kammi’s things back the family burrow, a magical light hovering over the chromatic’s head that illuminated everything to a good fifty meters around him, so bright that it made Kell’s eyes hurt a little as they approached.  They refused to get out of the way, forcing Keth, who was leading the procession, to stop.  “What goes on here?” the chromatic demanded.


“It is of no concern of yours,” Keth replied in a calm yet commanding voice.


“It is a concern of ours if we say it is a concern of ours!” the chromatic snapped in reply.


“I must have missed the proclamation that made the chromatics the rulers of all they survey,” Keth said in a dark manner, which made the chromatic bristle.  “We are on personal business which is just that, personal.  Now stand aside.”


“Do not order me around, grounder!” the chromatic sneered.

“Move.  Now,” Kell said in a dangerous voice.  When the chromatic turned and looked, he saw Kell low on his front legs, leaning down, back legs high, and his tail was up and his spikes were ready.


“Stand down!” the chromatic barked imperiously.  “You have no right to threaten me!”


“You’re the ones threatening us,” Kell growled in a low tone.  “And we earth dragons don’t take threats very well.”


“We are on our own business, and if you don’t like that, then that’s tough,” Kanna said strongly, pointing at the chromatic with the thumbclaw on her wing.  “You have no right to stop us and harass us this way!”


“So, you either give us a damn good reason for being in our way, or you’re gonna leave a trail of blood all the way back up the volcano,” Kell finished, flaring his spikes in a way that made both fire wyrms suck in their breath, readying to unleash.


“Youngling,” Keth called in a calm voice, then he turned to the chromatic.  “My son makes a valid point, chromatic.  Explain yourself, or stand aside.”


“I have no need to explain myself to you,” he sneered.  “I’m acting on official council business.  If you don’t like it, take it up with them.”

“And yet you haven’t explained what that business is,” Kammi pointed out in a low voice.


“I have orders to inspect the contents of those carts,” he declared.


“For no reason?” Kammi asked, then she laughed scornfully.  “If you weren’t serious, you’d be funny!”

“Orders or no, you have no right to search my farmhand’s belongings,” Keth agreed, narrowing his eyes.  “They are hers.  To violate her possessions is the same as violating the sanctity of her burrow, and I will not permit it.”

“You?  Will not permit?” the chromatic laughed scathingly.  “I am acting on direct orders from the council!  To disobey me is to disobey them!”


“Prove it,” Kell said flatly, flaring his tail spikes in a way that made the smaller fire wyrm flinch.

“I will have to do no such thing,” he retorted.  “We are on official council business, and I will not be ordered about by grounders!  You will obey me!”


“Make me,” Kell hissed, flaring his spikes and cocking back his tail.


“If you are on council business, then I demand that our council members be summoned to validate your claim,” Keth said calmly, but his eyes were hard as he stared at the chromatic.


“How dare you!” the chromatic almost screamed.


“You show up here and treat us like criminals, making unreasonable demands and offering no sensible reasoning for them.  So, I will settle for nothing less than Anthra or Geon confirming your story, right here, right now,” Keth declared.  “Send one of your fire dragons to get them.  And you will not touch those carts until I hear that you have such authority from our council members personally.”

The chromatic looked about half a step from being enraged.  His feathery antenna were shivering violently, and he had his wings pulled so tightly against his flanks that Kell was surprised he didn’t rupture a tendon.  “Fire wyrms, seize those carts, by force if necessary,” he finally said, in a voice quavering with rage.  “They are interfering with official council business!”


The fire wyrms didn’t look all that enthusiastic about that order, facing down four adult earth drakes and three hatchlings, all of which had their spikes out and ready.  One of the wyrms glanced around, then took a step back.  “Chromatic,” she said nervously.  “They have hatchlings with them.”


“So?” he demanded, whipping his head back to stare at her.  “Are you afraid of grounder hatchlings, wyrm?” he asked scathingly.

“She means, you are threatening harm to our younglings, and we’ll fight to kill,” Kammi hissed, snapping her tail back and forth.  “And I’m aiming right at you, fluffy.”


The chromatic was furious, but he wasn’t stupid.  He knew that any attempt to raise mystical protections would provoke an immediate attack, and he was at point blank range.  He was the vulnerable one here.  “I—I am going to inform the council about this outrage!”


“I’ll save you the trouble, chromatic.  I’m summoning our council members as soon as I return to my farm,” Keth said coldly.  “And there will be an accounting.  If you wish to inform the council about this, then feel free to wait on my farm.  Two of its members will be there to discuss the matter with you.”

The chromatic glared cold, merciless death at Keth, then he turned, bounded twice as he unfurled his iridescent wings, then vaulted into the dark sky, his light dwindling quickly as he ascended.  The two fire wyrms backed up nervously as Kell and Kammi stalked forward, tails ready, then they turned and fled into the air as well.

“Aww, we coulda taken them, sire!” Kitta protested.


“Save it for when you’re older, hatchling,” Kammi told her.


“Let’s get these carts to the farm before that chromatic returns with more fire dragons,” Keth said immediately.  “Kav, Kitta.”

“Yes, sire?” Kav asked.


“Do you know where Anthra lives?”


“I do, sire, I do!” Kitta replied.


“Then go get her.  Tell her what happened.  Ask her to summon Geon and bring her to the farm.  Stay together and run as fast as you can.”


“Yes, sire, right away!” Kav said with sudden pride, to be given such an important task, and the two younglings turned and raced away as fast as they could run.


“Are they safe doing that, Patron?” Kammi asked.


“It’s not far, and right now we’re in far more danger.  We have the carts,” he replied simply.  “Now let’s get them back to the farm as fast as we can.”


They almost ran back, but that didn’t mean that they couldn’t talk.  “You think the council really ordered it, lifemate?” Kanna asked.


“Of course not,” Keth snorted as he bounded along with the cart bouncing behind him.  “The council isn’t in session right now, remember?  How could they meet and then vote to do such a thing so quickly?  They were trying to bully us, and nothing else,” he fumed.  “But when Anthra hears about this, she’ll demand that chromatic’s head on a platter for invoking the council’s authority without permission.”

Kell was looking over at Kammi, who looked just as grim.  Being field agents, they were very well versed in such games, and it worried Kell that they’d resort to something like that so quickly.  They’d seen them moving Kammi onto the farm, and they wanted to see just what she was bringing, and maybe try to find out why she was there.

Ferroth was right.  They already had a plan, and they were executing it.


And they needed to find out what it was as quickly as possible.
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Anthra was something of a tight fit in the burrow.

The entry chamber was the only place where they could receive her, since the rest of the burrow was designed for earth drakes.  Earth wyrms were actually rather rare, less than a quarter of the earth dragon population, so many earth dragon underground works weren’t exactly designed for wyrms unless they were intended to be public.  Dawnmist’s public tunnels were designed so Anthra could just barely fit, and that was the norm.


The younglings had brought her before they’d even started unloading the carts, and after they heard that Geon was busy with an issue on the other side of the island, Keth was icily calm as he explained what happened.  Kell could tell that he was furious, absolutely furious, but it wasn’t his way to display that kind of emotion outwardly.  He was the kind of drake that focused his anger towards correcting the issue that caused it.  Kell could understand why he was angry, though.  Keth was actually a very proud drake, proud of his farm and proud of his profession, but in a way, he was somewhat sheltered.  He didn’t associate with any other dragon races outside of Shii’s pod, and to be treated that way, to be ordered around like that, to be talked down to in that manner, and to be so blatantly lied to, it was almost like a spike to his paw.  He wasn’t used to being disrespected so openly, so scathingly, and he found he did not like it one little bit.

Anthra wasn’t so reserved.  She went almost banged her head on the ceiling rearing up when Keth told her what the chromatic did.  “He did what?” she snapped.


“Tried to go through Kammi’s possessions,” Keth replied icily.  “He said it was on orders from the council.  But the council has no reason nor the authority to order such a thing.  Not when Kammi has done nothing wrong.  And there’s also the fact that I know that the council only met for a few moments today.  They could not have done such a thing.”


“There were no such orders from the council!” she said hotly.  “At least not by vote, there was not!”


“Then the chromatic was either lying, or he was acting on the orders of the council chromatic,” Kell said.  “I’d bet he was told to do it.”


“So would I, but I’ll have this chromatic’s fluffy tail in front of me first thing in the morning,” she said, her eyes narrow and her fangs bared.  “He will give an accounting of himself, and he’ll either tell me who gave him those orders, or I’ll make sure he spends at least a month chained to Penitent’s Aerie.”


“Well, while you’re at it, you can make them give you an accounting of the other stuff they’re doing, like trying to spy on us.” 


“Doing what?”


“Ferroth told us,” Kell answered.  “They have sky dragons watching us and the farm, watching everything we do.  Half the reason we were moving Kammi’s burrow at night was so they didn’t see.  But they must be using magical scrying as well, so they saw it anyway.”


“He didn’t tell me they were doing such a thing.  They have no right to do so!”


“Well, they’re doing it,” Kell told her.  “And it’s because we were field agents.  We have training in spying and general underpawed deeds, we’re loyal to Ferroth, and now the two of us are both running loose and living on the same farm, where we have plenty of time and opportunity to plot.  I think they realize now that firing us was actually a bad idea, because it put us outside of their control.”


“We’d have quit anyway,” Kammi grinned.


“Well, you did.  I was the one that got fired,” he chuckled.  “They know we’re loyal to Ferroth, and they know he’s giving us orders, but they don’t know what they are since their magical scrying can’t eavesdrop on technology, and they can’t scry in this burrow because it’s one of the old burrows that’s magically warded.  They see us as a threat, see me and Kammi in the same burrow as an opportunity for us to plot in secret, and they want to neutralize us.  Them trying to see what Kammi had in her burrow was the first step.  They know we’ll be working with Ferroth to try to take the department back from that fluffy, and they’ll try to stop us.  The first step is knowing what we can do, and when it comes to us, what we can do depends on what kinds of tools we have available.”

Anthra looked down at Keth.  “Well, it will stop,” she declared.  “Keth, I want you at the Aerie at sunrise,” she told him.  “You will give testimony in this matter.  And I’ll speak to Ferroth concerning this spying on you,” she said rigidly.  “It’s going to stop immediately.”

“They’re not going to stop what they’re not telling the council they’re doing, Anthra,” Kell said respectfully.  “But it might help if they know you know what’s going on.  It might make them a bit wary.”


“Well, I’ll get to the bottom of it,” she said angrily.  “Excuse me, friends, but I need to go talk to Geon and my staff, get ready for tomorrow.  Remember, Keth, sunrise.”


“I’ll be there, Anthra,” he promised with a nod.


Anthra had to navigate a little to get turned around and leave the burrow, all but having to wriggle out of their entry.  Keth and the hatchlings helped Kammi settle in to her new room, Kanna storing some of her things in one of their storage chambers deeper in the burrow, but Kell was at the computer, getting Ferroth’s attention.  When he had it, he described what happened over text.  Anthra won’t get anywhere, Ferroth typed efficiently.  But she’ll scare the chromatic.


Yeah, Kell agreed.  He’ll just deny all of it, and there’s not much she can do about that.


It’ll help us though, because he’ll have to move a little less obviously.  I have your things ready, and they’ll be there before sunrise.  I want you to get that equipment installed ASAP.


Will do.  Anything else?


Not yet.  I’m trying to get more information before we start to move.  Right now I just want to get the basics in place.  You know.


Yeah, Kell agreed.  The first rule of a field mission was to know where to go if something went wrong, to have an escape plan.  The escape plan was the most important plan the agent could have.  Ferroth was following field work by the numbers, preparing the escape plan, as it were, by getting that cavern under the volcano hooked up to the network, so they could communicate with the outside.  If they needed to hide anything, or anyone, Ferroth wanted everything in place so it could be done quickly.

Any movement on that front?


Not yet, Ferroth answered.  The fluffy isn’t talking to his bosses in his office, or if he is, he’s using magic.  You know a mic won’t pick that up.  That was true enough.  The sound magic made wasn’t real sound, because magic was, at its core, the magic of life.  Only a living thing could hear a magically created sound, and no camera could pick up a magical image or illusion.  The only exception was the magic of change the sky dragons used, for they changed a thing physically, and that allowed a camera to see the magical result.  But, that restriction worked both ways.  Magical scrying couldn’t read a computer monitor or see a TV screen, couldn’t see anything generated by any kind of video display equipment, not even an old fashioned light projector.  The image was nothing but a vertigo-inducing blur when seen through scrying.  When scrying picked up sounds generated by a speaker, it sounded like a broken violin competing with a chainsaw and a bull rampaging through a china shop.  The why of it was something of a mystery to Kell, it had something to do with magic and the intent of communication behind the images and sounds, but he wasn’t flicking his tail at it at the moment.  The fact that scrying couldn’t read a computer screen was all to their advantage…though a clever dragon could watch him type, see which keys were hit and puzzle it out.  But, since all computer keyboards were in English, the dragon would need to be fluent in written English to figure that out.


English was the language used on the majority of internet websites as well as being the language used by their closest inhabited neighbor, Hawaii, so anyone that worked in the department had to know English.  Quite a few knew other languages as well, all the major languages used online so they didn’t have to depend on translation software, but English was the big one.  Kell himself also spoke Arabic, Japanese, Korean, and Chinese, given he did a lot of field work in Asia and the Middle East, and Kammi spoke just about every major language used in Europe because she did a lot of work in Europe.  They worked all over the globe, and they tried to cover all the major languages among the four field agents…and since he’d been working in the department for nearly 20 years, he’d had time to study up on human languages.

Anthra is having sire go up there in the morning, Kell related.  I get the feeling he’s looking forward to the chance to dress down the council.


No doubt.

Well boss, if we’re gonna get this done, I’d better start, Kell typed.  I can get the gear down there, and once we get the cabling, we can hook everything up tomorrow.

Good plan.  Get to it.  Email me your progress in the morning.


Will do.  Night chief.


Good luck, Ferroth typed, then he logged out.

It took Kell only about half an hour to track down the gear he’d need, pack it in a watertight box, then haul it over to the burrow.  He picked up the node transceiver from Kammi, and she decided to go with him out to the beach.  “Why are we doing this now?” she asked, using the prepared speech they’d thought up.

“Because Sella doesn’t want to miss her TV show,” he replied.  “It won’t take long to fix.  Their TV is in an air-filled cave, so it’s not like it’s in a watertight case.”


“Water dragons with an air-filled cave?” Kammi chuckled.


“It’d be kind of hard for us to visit them if they didn’t have one,” Kell replied.  “Now deep breath.  Their den is actually fairly deep, and you won’t be able to see very well down there.  Just follow me, I can swim down there with my eyes closed.”


“Lead on,” she said, then Kell stepped off the beach shelf and dove down.


Kell dropped Kammi off at Shii’s pod den, in the air-filled cavern.  It did indeed have a TV, a computer for Sella’s work, and had a fairly sophisticated ventilation system.  The cave relied on air pressure to keep the water out, so what they did was install a device the Chinese Navy had invented that extracted oxygen out of the water, like a reverse concept of the aerators used in fishtanks.  This one didn’t oxygenate the water, it instead pulled the oxygen suspended in the water and injected it into the atmosphere.  That had required them to install some water circulators so water flowed constantly into and out of the den opening, which also made sure that the water deeper in the den didn’t stagnate if the drakes stayed in the den for a long time.  Because of their relationship to Kell’s family, Shii’s pod den was probably the most elaborate and technologically equipped on the island.  It had multiple chambers, excavated out by Kell’s family over the years, underwater lighting, an air chamber for visiting, a TV, refrigerator, a computer, and water circulation pumps.   Kammi got to know the hatchlings and Ralla as Kell prepared himself, then dove back down and headed for the lava tube with Sella leading him, her carrying the box so he didn’t have to struggle with it.  He followed her into the lava tube, then up the long tunnel to reach the air.  Sella turned and looked back nervously, unable to see in the utter darkness and robbed of her sonar since she was out of the water, then she sighed in relief when she heard him broach the surface.  “I thought I lost you for a moment, friend,” she said as he came out of the water, then nudged her tail with his snout.  She jumped and laughed.  “I can’t see a thing.”

“I can,” he replied calmly, sliding past her.  “But we’re not going much further.  I just want to take the box up about twenty paces or so, just in case high tide raises the water level in here.”


“Good idea,” she mused.  “You’d better take the box.”


“You can just wait there, friend.  I’m not going far at all.”


“Another good idea,” she chuckled, offering the box out blindly.  “Here.”


Kell carried it up a ways and set it down, then came back to where Sella was sitting, her tail sliding back and forth on the curved floor.  “I may need your help installing this, Sella,” he told her when he got back.  “I can’t bolt the cables to the ceiling all the way up, not without it taking four or five nights.”


“I don’t mind helping,” she replied.  “But exactly what are you doing in here?”


“We’re installing a network node,” he replied.  “And we’ll also have a power feed as well, but I need to talk to the builders.  We might have to set up a transformer, given how far we’ll have to stretch the lines.  I don’t think we can just string line all that way and have reliable power on the other end.”

“For what purpose?”


“An escape route,” he replied.  “There’s a chance that we’re going to run afoul of the council, friend.  Well, I’m not about to let them cut off my wings and chain me to a basalt block, so we’re setting this place up as a safe house of sorts for anything, or anyone, we may need to hide.”


“You think it’ll get so serious?”


“Oh yes,” he growled darkly.  “They’re trying to take away everything we’ve built, Sella,” he said simply.  “And we’re not going to just sit on our haunches and watch them do it.  We built that department.  You, me, Kammi, and every other earth drake that works there.  Ferroth built it from the ground up, literally, and I’m not going to let some technophobic fluffy march in and dismantle everything we’ve built over the last fifty years.  If worse comes to worst, we’ll just move the department down here, where they can’t touch it.  They can’t tell us what to do, Sella.  If we decide to relocate the department down here, then as long as we don’t use the scions, what can they say?”


“Not much,” she chuckled, feeling him slide by her, and she turned around.  “But you think they will.”


“I know they will,” he growled.  “This isn’t about the humans finding out about us, friend.  I think me being exposed was the trigger, not the cause.  They had a plan.  They were waiting for an earth drake to be discovered by the humans, and when it happened, they put their plan into action.  Ferroth said that the day after he took over, the fluffy dropped a book holding his new organizational plan on the conference room desk.  He couldn’t have possibly written it in one night, not after having only one day to see how the department operates.  And what was his first action after taking over?  Reorganizing the department and firing half the staff.  Well, I for one believe that it’s not going to stop there.  The fluffies hate the technology we bring in from the human world, Sella,” he told her as he waded into the water.  “I think they intend to shut down the department, close the factories, even turn off the electricity.  They want to get rid of everything we’ve brought to the island.”


She was quiet a moment as they waded down into the water, and Kell’s feet left the floor.  “I doubt it’ll get that far, friend, but you do have a point.  Want me to carry you out?”


“And have you tease me over it for the next six years?  No,” he replied blandly, which made her laugh.  “You’ll have to be stuck behind me, going rrrrrreeeeeaaaaaallllly sssslllllooooooowwwww,” he drawled, then the ducked his head under and started down the tunnel.


19 May 2017, 05:24DMT; Dawnmist Village

There was something to be said for Ipods.


Well, a ripoff of the Ipod built on the island anyway.


Thanks to Apple, Steve Jobs be cradled in Gaia’s arms, Kell was listening live to the council as he watered Keth’s prized wheat field, using an electric pump that Kell had built that pressurized water from the family cistern.  They desalinated seawater for island use, piped it to any burrow or den that asked for it, which augmented the natural water supply coming from the two small rivers on the island and a natural aquifer formed by a segment of volcanic rock filled with earth; the volcanic rock was impermeable, trapping the water in the bowl, probably an ancient caldera that collapsed down.  Watering the plants was just fine for the desalinated water, but when it came to drinking water, every earth drake on the island preferred the natural water, for it was full of volcanic minerals that made it delicious to an earth drake.  One of those rivers flowed through the forest, the other flowed out on the southeast plain, and the aquifer was on the northwest side of the island.  There were some smaller streams, one of which flowed on the northern edge of their farm and provided them their drinking water, but the fact that it rained almost daily removed the need for irrigation.  But, Keth wanted the wheat field kept well watered, so he wanted it watered manually once in the morning to supplement the usual afternoon rains.


Kell was listening to a live podcast of what was going on, and his tablet had the video running an Ipod app, which he had in the wristcase that put the tablet on his left foreleg, just over his wrist, letting him look down at it like a human would a watch and watch the action.  Keth was standing in the middle, describing what happened, and the camera had a good angle of it.  The aerie computer was between Geon and Anthra’s daises, and the camera was fixed and set to look at the middle, so all Kell could see was Keth and the two sky dragons on the opposite side of the council ring.  To the earth dragon’s left would be the fire dragons, and to the left would be the fire dragons.  The fire dragons were temporarily moved to be across from the earth dragons after the food riots, moved to get them further away, but they’d been moved back to their original position some eighty years ago to return the original sense of balance, the opposing elements on opposite sides of the aerie.  The chromatic’s lone podium stood between the sky and water dragons.

He knew his sire, and while Keth spoke calmly and eloquently, he could hear the undertones of outrage and humiliation under his testimony.  Keth had probably never been treated like that before, treated like a grounder, something Kell had to deal with almost every day due to his job.  Keth stayed on his farm, stayed among the earth dragons, stayed where he was a highly respected member of society.  It had been a rude shock for him to discover that his status and respect among the earth dragons meant nothing off the lowlands.

After Keth was done, he moved out of camera view close to Anthra and Geon’s empty dais, moving to stand behind it as an invited guest of the earth dragon council members, where the four or five drakes and wyrms that acted as Anthra and Geon’s staff also sat or stood, taking notes, preparing papers, one of them using the computer supplying Kell his feed.  The earth dragon quadrant of the aerie was always a beehive of activity, usually more so than the staffs of the other council members. Earth dragons were meticulous, thorough, and that made Anthra and Geon usually the best-prepared council members on the aerie.


Kell paused to listen as the council chromatic spoke, then the same chromatic that had accosted them the night before landed on the aerie.  “A most fanciful story, Keth of the earth drakes,” the council chromatic declared.  “But I have summoned your so-called confronter to give the truth in the matter.  And I would have brought this up myself, had Anthra not been so irritatingly insistent,” he sniffed.  “So speak of the events of last night.”


“Yes, esteemed council member,” he said, bowing his neck, his feathery antenna dipping.  “I had been late returning from an engagement tutoring a water dragon in magic on the south shore.  She’s a rather young drake and not a very good flyer, but she’s quite talented, so we make a special exception for her.  The moon was covered by the clouds, so it was too dark for me to fly safely, and there’s little light on the lowlands.  I was searching for the main ramp leading up onto the volcano, and thought to ask a passing family of earth drakes and their farmhand for directions.  But as soon as I approached, they threatened me,” he said smugly.  “I was quite at a loss.  I had done nothing but ask where the ramp was, and they were threatening to use their spikes on me!  I grew frightened, so I decided to risk flying and I escaped.”

“You didn’t demand to see the contents of the carts?”


“No.”


“And there were no fire dragons with you?”


“No.”


“Thank you.  You are dismissed,” the chromatic said easily.  Kell watched the chromatic bow his head respectfully, then leave the circle.  “So, I put it up for discussion that Keth of the earth drakes has willingly given false witness before this council,” he declared.


“What?” Anthra snapped.  “You have but one witness, chromatic, where I can call upon others!  If anyone has lied to this council, it is your witness!”


“And I am sure we can speak to the water dragon who received tutoring,” the chromatic said smoothly.  “She will place the chromatic on the lowlands at the time of the incident, and will testify that he was alone.”


“And just how would she know which chromatic gave her tutoring?” Anthra shot back.


“It is a simple matter to discern,” the water wyrm said calmly.  “I move that both witnesses be interviewed under magic to divine truth.”


“Yes, I will second that!” Anthra said hotly.  “But only if the questioner is a neutral party!”


“Are you saying that you don’t trust the chromatics, Anthra?” the council chromatic asked.


“Given that one of them has just lied in my face, and I suspect you are in collusion with the witness to give false testimony, not in this matter!” she retorted.


“Well, I refuse to permit one of the chromatics to be subjected to magical interview if not given by another chromatic,” he said easily.  “The divination of truth is highly advanced magic, and not easily accomplished by other dragons.  The possibility of error is too great.”


“Are you saying that we’re not capable of magic of that level, chromatic?” the sky drake, Hinado, asked, a bit archly.


“In this case, sadly, yes, esteemed council member,” he replied.  “Divination is one of the most difficult magical arts, because it can easily be misinterpreted.  Only a master of magic who has studied the arts of divination for several decades has the skill, and I know of no dragons other than chromatics that have the skills necessary for the task.”


Kell could barely make out Keth’s voice, murmuring to Anthra behind the camera.


“There’s an easier means to discern truth,” Anthra declared.  “Chromatic.”

“Yes, esteemed council member?”


“You said you approached a family of earth drakes and their farmhand.”


“Yes.”


“Were they speaking?”


“No, not really.  The small ones were lagging behind, and the largest female kept looking back at them.”


“Then how did you know one of them was a farmhand?”


The chromatic blinked.  “What?”


“It was a simple question, chromatic,” she pressed.  “You stated before this council that you approached a family of drakes and their farmhand.  If they weren’t speaking, how did you know one of the drakes was a farmhand?”


The chromatic paused for a long, long moment.  “I’ve seen her before.  She once worked in the department, and I knew she wasn’t related to them.”


“How?”


“What?”


“How did you know that they weren’t related?” Anthra pressed.  “That could have been her family.”

The chromatic looked quickly to the council chromatic, who was off camera.


“Do not look to him for your answer!  Now speak!” Anthra barked.


“I was told,” he said in a low voice, looking at the floor.


“You were sent there, weren’t you?” Anthra pressed.  “Answer!”

He was quiet a long moment.  “Yes,” he admitted.


“Who sent you?”


“Deputy Chief Ferroth of the department,” he replied.  “He suspected the former field agent of theft of items from the department.” 


That made Anthra laugh scornfully.  “Describe him,” she said.  “If you have seen him, then you know his distinguishing marks.  Describe them to me.  Now!”


The chromatic was quiet far too long.


“I submit that this chromatic has perjured himself before this council, by his own admission,” she declared.

“Perjury?  I heard no such perjury,” the chromatic said smoothly.

“What outrage is this?” Anthra boomed.  “The chromatic admitted to his perjury himself!”


“All I heard was you harassing him into making a statement to satisfy you and prevent further harassment,” he said.  “I say he has spoken the truth, and I assert that it is that earth drake that is the liar.  Unless you agree to divination by a chromatic, then you cannot prove me wrong, where I can prove you wrong by simple declaration.  Shall we call for a vote?” he asked lightly.


“Oh yes, let us vote,” Jussa the water wyrm said flintily.


“Fine then.  The matter before us for vote is this:  has the chromatic brought false witness before this council?  I vote no.”


“No,” both fire dragons said in unison, parroting their master, Kell noted darkly.


“Aye,” Jussa called.


“Aye,” the water drake agreed.


“By rules of council, I cast a vote for both myself and the earth drake by proxy.  In both cases, the vote is aye,” Anthra declared.


“No,” the sky wyrm said lightly.  Since Kell could see her, he saw the wicked little smile of amusement on her face when she turned to look at the sky drake.


“Aye,” he said in a low voice, then he raised his head and stared at the wyrm defiantly.  “I vote aye,” he replied in a much stronger voice.  “What?  He lied to our faces, Ivaiya!” he protested, looking up at the sky wyrm.  “It’s as obvious as the sun in the sky!  How can you not think so?” 

And that, Kell saw, was how he was going to find out what was going on.  The sky drake knew what they were planning, and from the looks of it, it did not sit with him, not one bit.


Kell heard the chromatic growl.  “In a vote of five for and four against , the issue is confirmed,” he said shortly.  “As to punishment—“


“I put forth the punishment of summary execution,” Anthra stated, which made the chromatic in the circle gawk at her in something approaching terror.


“What?” the chromatic gasped.


“You tried to execute one of my own for a far lesser transgression,” she said defiantly.  “If it is good enough for us, it is good enough for you.”

“You think exposing us to the humans was lesser than a simple mistruth?” the chromatic said hotly, and Kell could just imagine his feathery antenna quivering violently.


“Firstly, even you were forced to admit that what happened was beyond the earth drake’s control,” Anthra snapped in reply.  “Secondly, if we do not set an example that lying while standing before the council will not be tolerated, then it will happen again.  A single harsh punishment will warn others who have similar dishonorable intentions.  If you wanted to execute an earth drake for a series of events beyond his control, then I say that executing a chromatic who willingly and blatantly stood before this council and lied to us is more than equitable.”


“Harsh, that is wise, but I fear your intent is a bit too extreme, old friend,” Jussa said mildly.  “Execution is a bit too severe for this case, but I have no objections to a full year of magical Interdiction and assigning the chromatic to a farm.  Perhaps a little grubbing in the dirt like his earth dragon cousins will teach him and the other chromatics the value of honest work and pride in a job well done.”


Kell almost trampled one of the seed rows, he was laughing so hard.  Jussa wasn’t going to let them get away with what the new department head said the day before!


“I would rather die than live as a grounder!” the chromatic, still before the council, said hotly.


“That can be arranged,” Anthra said in an evil tone.


“Order!” the chromatic barked.  “Even that is too severe for this case!” he protested. “If a public rebuke was enough for exposing us to the human world, then a public rebuke will serve here.”

“Yes, but the second half of what was done to Kell was sending him out into the human world with the very real possibility that he would be killed,” Anthra said flintily.  “I will settle for a public rebuke and a month of Interdiction, to be served on a farm of my choosing.  Two punishments for an earth drake, two punishments for a chromatic.  And I will not be moved on the matter.”


“That seems fair to me,” Jussa murmured.  “I will support such a punishment.”


“I would suggest two weeks of Interdiction and two weeks chained upon Penitent’s Aerie,” the sky drake offered.  “The quiet will gave the chromatic time to contemplate his crime and understand the severity of it.”

Anthra was quiet a long moment.  “That is fair,” she finally said.  “I accept the offer, only so long as he serves his Interdiction on the farm first.”


“I see nothing wrong with that,” the water drake mused, his voice almost silky.


“It seems a suitable punishment,” Jussa agreed, then he gave a watery snorting sound.  “And it sends a stern message that lying to this council will not be tolerated.”


The two sky dragons were looking at the chromatic, the wyrm annoyed, the drake expectant.  “Then it will be put to vote,” the chromatic growled.  “I vote no.”


“I vote no, but with exception,” the fire wyrm said.  “The proposed punishment is too lenient.  Make it execution, as our esteemed earth cousin proposed, and I’ll vote aye.”


“I vote aye, also with exception,” the fire drake said, which made the sky wyrm gawk at her like she was a troll.  “What?  The guilt was proven, and a message must be sent that we will not tolerate disobedience to council law.  If we show leniency, we show weakness, and we lose respect.  Anthra actually has the right idea.  Such a crime deserves severe punishment, including the option of execution, because it was premeditated and would have caused us to pronounce unjust punishment upon an innocent drake.  This was no act of impulse, as my kind are so unfortunately apt to commit, this was the deliberate intent to bring harm to another and use this council to do it.  But since it seems that execution will fail a vote, I think that a month of punishment is barely adequate.”  That actually fit with the mentality of a fire dragon, Kell mused, so it was no surprise she would vote against the chromatic in this case.

“By rule, I vote by proxy for Geon.  Both earth dragon votes are aye.”


“Aye,” Jussa murmured.


“Aye,” the water drake mirrored.


“No,” the sky wyrm stated haughtily.


“I vote aye,” the sky drake finished.


“Then by a vote of six for and three against, the matter is passed,” the chromatic said in a truly ugly voice.  “The public rebuke will be read at every village and pod council session during their next scheduled meeting.  I will take charge of the penitent, and he will begin his punishment at sunrise tomorrow.”

“I will be here to take charge of him,” Anthra said flintily, which made the punished chromatic flinch.


“I think this is a good time to rest and reflect.  I move for adjournment.  Any objections?”  There was silence.  “Then we are adjourned until sunrise tomorrow.”


Kell saw the sky dragons flit up out of view, and heard the other dragons moving around.  He was about to turn off the tablet, but the chromatic had not moved, was looking towards where the other chromatic would be, and that made him pause.  He watched as the council chromatic came into view, and after looking around, he turned his head to the smaller wyrm and struck him with his forepaw, right in the face.  “How could you fail such an easy assignment!” he hissed.


“They had younglings with them, master,” he replied in a whiny voice.  “They intended to fight to kill!”


“Then you should have simply killed them!” he hissed in reply.


“Kill seven earth drakes, three of them hatchlings?” he gasped.  “It would have started a mass riot of the grounders!”


“You let me worry about the grounders,” he replied in a savage hiss.  “Already, I see that this has been long overdue!  Did you hear them?  Speaking to us with such arrogance?  Demanding punishment of us?  We should have never allowed the department to be formed!”


“How does that matter, master?”


“It certainly matters!” he snapped in reply.  “Before they started the department, the grounders were happy to dig in the dirt and take no interest in important matters!  But now, they’re starting to have ideas, starting to believe that they have the right to meddle in the affairs of their betters!” he growled savagely.  “We need to put them right back on their farms and take any silly idea that they should do anything else out of their tiny little brains!  Look at where things stand now!  Hundreds of grounders working in the department, working in the factories, working with the building circle, and those are grounders not producing food, taking food out of our mouths!  But what’s even worse, they’re starting to think for themselves!” he said in a heated voice, staring down at his smaller companion.  “Can you believe the arrogance of those filthy grounders?” he raged.  “The Gaia-cursed little worms standing before us believing they are our equals!”


“I know it is shocking, master, but they do have two of them on the council,” the smaller one said wheedingly.


“Another ridiculous idea!” he snorted.  “I have no idea what my grandsire was thinking when he permitted them places on the council when it was formed!  And now I have to sit here and listen to those two dirty, stupid grounders talk like their opinions matter,” he said with a spittle-spraying hiss.  “When this is done, student, the grounders will be back where they belong, and if I have my way, they’ll never set foot off their dirt again!  I’ll have the ramps demolished, the department building razed, all their factories burned to the ground, and they’ll do nothing but grub in the dirt and be happy doing it, just as they were before!”

“It will be a great day, master,” the smaller one said.


The council chromatic leveled a flat stare at him.  “You should be lucky you only get two weeks of interdiction,” he snapped.  “For so miserable a failure, I should have allowed the grounder to bite your head off!”


“But, but master, you never told me they’d question me!” he protested.  “I wasn’t expecting it!  They were supposed to just take my words for truth, and then the council would condemn the grounder instead of me!  I wasn’t supposed to get in trouble!”


“Yes, Hinado did vote against you,” the chromatic hissed, referring to the sky drake.  “I’ll have to do something about that.  But still, you should have at least tried to be convincing!  And it should never have gotten here!  You were facing stupid, inferior grounders, student, and you couldn’t handle the situation!  You let dirt-grubbers make the chromatics look like fools before the entire council!”


The smaller one drew himself up.  “If you had been staring at the cocked tails of seven grounders, master, you would have done the same thing,” he said, almost defiantly.  “It doesn’t take brains for them to throw those spikes, and you know how barbaric they are!  They would have killed me!”


The council chromatic glared down at the smaller one.  “When you show fear to an animal, it will attack.  Report to the library and stand before the council of seven, then explain your failure to them.”


The smaller one bobbed his head, then turned and unfurled his wings as he left the view of the camera.  The council chromatic watched the smaller one go, then turned his back to the camera, spread his wings, and vaulted up out of sight.


Well, well, well, well, well.  Kell tapped the screen of his tablet, then used the menu to save the entire conversation to his desktop in addition to its normal storage on his server.  That confirmed all his suspicions.  The chromatics did indeed have a plan, and their plan was nothing short of destroying everything the earth dragons had built for themselves in the last fifty years.  The chromatic in the department would reorganize it out of existence, and they’d find some way to shut down the factories, maybe even go so far as to shut down the power plant, completely stop using any and all technology.  The chromatic wanted to turn the earth dragons into little more than slaves, doing nothing but toiling on the farms, and have no say in dragon affairs.  To be the happy little drones collecting pollen from the flowers for the queen bee.


Maybe sixty years ago, before that first plane flew close enough to the island for them to see it, the earth dragons were happy doing nothing but farming.  The chromatic thought it to be a weakness, but the simple fact of the matter was that earth dragons were part of the earth, and using the earth to feed themselves wasn’t a chore for them as much as it was a privilege.  In earth dragon society, to own your own farm was the highest status a drake or wyrm could achieve.  But now, with their exposure to human technology, perhaps the chromatic was right that it gave them ideas.  Those ideas were to improve themselves using a tool and to build something for themselves, improve their condition, which it had done.  Farmers used computers to manage their farms now.  Electricity brought lights, refrigeration, electric pumps for water hoses, powered tools the builders used.  The introduction of technology had improved the life of the average earth dragon, but it had also expanded them, showed them new things, new ways to think, and new ways to grow.

And that was what the chromatic so desperately feared.  The chromatics didn’t want the earth dragons to improve themselves.  They wanted the industrious little workers that were happy to farm, and rarely looked any higher than their fields unless they were checking the weather.  They didn’t want the earth dragons to think that there was anything other than farming, anything other than feeding the other dragons, anything other than living at the bottom of draconic society.


They didn’t want the earth dragons to sit on the council.


Kell shut off the hose and ambled back towards the spigot, finger already on the bluetooth strapped to the side of his head.  “Chief,” he called in English when Ferroth answered the phone.


“Kell.  Did you get my package?”


“In my burrow,” he replied.  “I’m going to email you something in a few minutes.  Watch it as soon as you can.”


“Oh, there’s no need for that,” he replied.


“You were watching?” Kell asked.


Ferroth chuckled darkly.  “I’m making a copy to show to the council leaders, Geon, and Anthra as we speak.”


“Well, now we know what they’re up to.”


“And now we know how to stop them,” Ferroth agreed.  “We’ll probably lose the computer on the aerie after this, but it will have been worth it.”

“It did its job,” Kell chuckled in agreement as he wound the hose back on its spindle.  “We suspected it was going to happen.”


“I’m coming down as soon as I finish.  When Keth arrives, have him wait for me.”


“I will.  He should be here any minute, it only takes a few minutes to glide down from the aerie.”


“I want your project done tonight,” he ordered.


“It’ll be ready by sunrise,” he promised.  “While you’re setting things up, I’ll go down and do everything but the last part.  We’ll do that tonight.”  He glanced up and saw Keth descending for a landing at the edge of the carrot field.  “Sire is back.  I’ll tell him to wait for you.”


“Alright.  Be down as soon as I get this done.”  He bounded out in a slow jog to meet his father, who was folding back his wings and turning towards the burrow.


“Sire,” Kell called.

“Youngling,” Keth nodded.  “Did you get the wheat watered?”


“Yes, but that’s a moot point right now,” he said, then he switched to English.  “We need to go into the burrow, right now.”


Keth looked at him, then nodded.  Kell turned and tapped out a number on his tablet, which made his phone call Kammi.  “Kell,” she said distractedly.


“Come in,” he told her.  “Bring mother and the younglings.”


“Alright.  Be in soon,” she replied, and he cut the call.


“I have some fairly serious news from the aerie,” Keth said darkly.


“I figured, but save it for when we get in,” Kell told him, looking up pointedly.  Keth glanced towards the volcano, then nodded and fell silent.


Once they reached the entry chamber, however, Kell started.  “I was watching the council session using the computer on the aerie, so I saw it all, sire,” he began as they moved towards the living chamber.  “But what you didn’t see after council was over is what matters.  I’ll put it on the TV, you might not appreciate it trying to watch it on my tablet screen.”


“What happened?”


“Just watch,” he said, already tapping on his tablet.  By the time they got to the living chamber, the TV was on and the video was queued.  Kell went to get water as Keth sat down and watched what happened after he left, and he gasped more than once as the council chromatic ranted.


“Unbelievable!” Keth said in outrage, his wings snapping halfway out and half-flapping a few times.  “I never dreamed that they would take things so far!”

“They haven’t even started taking things far, sire,” Kell growled.  “You heard him.  He wants to tear down everything we’ve built and stick us all back on the farms, then strip of us everything, even our place on the council.  He wants us to never think a single thought and be happy little slaves.”


“Absolutely outrageous!” Keth nearly roared.  “Just wait until council tonight!  I will take this to them and let them see it!”


“Let’s wait for Ferroth before we make any decisions, sire.  He’s on his way down right now.  He wants to talk to you.”


“And I want to speak with him!  I should have spiked that disgusting liar right there on the aerie!” he raged.  “And to think that I thought I couldn’t be much angrier after he tried to make me look like the criminal!”


“I should queue up the entire council session for mother and Kammi,” Kell mused.  “They need to see it all in context.  It has much more impact that way.”


Kammi hurried in and nuzzled Keth.  “Patron, I’m so glad you’re back!” she said honestly, rearing up and putting her forepaws on his shoulders.  “Did it go well?”


“It went far beyond anything I would have imagined,” he growled.


“Uh oh,” Kammi grunted, looking at Kell.


“They tried to paint it like sire was lying,” Kell told her.  “I recorded it, I want you and mother to watch the whole thing.  Including the bombshell at the end.”


“Seriously?” Kammi gasped, and Keth nodded.  “Well, get it ready, friend,” she called, putting her forepaws back down and turning to face the TV, sitting beside Keth.  When she did so, Kell had to take notice again at how petite Kammi was; she was truly a very small earth drake…something like him.  He was smaller than the average drake of his age as well.  It had been to his advantage as a field agent, so he wasn’t complaining, however.  Among earth drakes, size wasn’t much of an issue.  Kanna came in with the younglings hopping behind her, Kav and Konn nipping at each other as Kitta carried a basket in her mouth.


“Just in time, mother,” Kell said.  “Alright, Kammi, start it.  Watch what we recorded from the council, mother.  It’ll make your spikes pop right off your tail.”


“Alright, youngling,” she said, sitting beside Keth, who extended out his wing and placed it over her back.


“Access TV, queue start,” Kammi called, and the video started.  Kell drank his fill of the rather tasty water they piped in, filtered through volcanic soil and with many minerals in it that earth drakes in particular found delicious, as well as necessary for health.  He could almost hear the bristling as the council chromatic tried to frame Keth, and Kammi laughed brightly when Anthra trapped the chromatic that had accosted them with his own words.  “I knew that big wyrm was smart.”


“I saw you talk to her, lifemate.  You suggested it, didn’t you?” Kanna pressed.


“I must admit, I did,” he replied modestly.


Kammi laughed when the fire dragons voted against the chromatic concerning punishment, but her laughter faded when the chromatic started his rant.  He heard both her and Kanna gasp, then Kammi’s tail spikes snapped out to full length and spread like a bristling porcupine as she listened to his plans for the earth dragons.  “How dare that arrogant, feather-headed…asshole!” she screamed in English at the end, unable to find a suitable curse strong enough in the rather polite dragon language.


“Is this what the chromatics truly believe of us?” Kanna said frostily.  “They shall never eat a single bite of food off this farm ever again!”


“I want a copy of this to take to the village council, youngling,” Keth said in a steely voice.


“Hello, the den!  May I enter?” Ferroth called from the entry chamber.


“Come in!” Keth called, and Ferroth ambled in, his face dark and grim.


“Did Kell tell you?”


“He showed us,” Kanna said, her voice almost trembling.  “This is an outrage beyond words, Chief!  We must do something!”


“Oh, we’re going to do something,” he replied grimly.  “Keth, can you speak with Javan and convince him in the strongest possible terms that the council leaders must meet today?”


“I certainly can,” he replied with a nod.


“Then that’s the most important thing you can do today, my friend.  We need to meet an hour before sunset at the council chambers in Blackstone village.  Kammi.”

“Yes, chief?”


“Go to Blackstone village and set up a projector in their council chamber so we can screen that video.  I don’t know if they have one.  Go see what they have and get it ready.  If anyone asks, be honest.  You’re setting up equipment for the meeting.”


“You got it, chief!”


“Now, whelp.”


She laughed.  “Fill me in on what I missed, Kell,” she said, then she stood up and bounded out of the chamber.


“Won’t the sky dragons see her?” Kell asked.


“A moot point right now,” he replied.  “They already know that the earth dragon council leaders intend to meet, to discuss the increase in the tithes.  They don’t know that we chose Blackstone because it’s warded, they think it’s because it’s the largest of the earth dragon villages.  That she’s setting up AV equipment for it won’t be much of a stretch.”


“I guess it wouldn’t be,” Kell mused.


“Now you go do what I told you to do,” Ferroth said, pointing his wing thumbclaw in Kell’s direction.


Kell chuckled.  “I’ll get right on it, chief,” he replied.  “I’ll get everything done but running the cable.  We have to do that at night.”


“Make sure to bury it all the way into the water.”


“I already took that into account,” he replied.  “Sire, mother.”


“Work hard, work well, youngling,” Kanna told him.


Kell returned to his burrow and gathered up the tools he’d need to set up the wireless node, then possibly install bouncer repeaters up the tunnel length.  He packed a very small external battery so he could turn on the wireless node and check its signal strength to the cavern along with his tools, then, as was his habit, he checked all his computers to ensure they were running their usual processes.


And that gave him a little pleasant surprise.  On his main computer in his living chamber, there was an extra process running that he hadn’t started, with a dialog box asking him if he wanted to allow the process to fully execute.  He set his watertight work toolbox down, something he needed given he handled all the technology for Shii’s pod den, and brought up the process.  It was started remotely, and after studying the data it uploaded into his RAM and hard drive, he saw that it was a simple executable that was supposed to play an audio file over his speakers, but his computer’s internal security had throttled the process to a passive state.  He brought up the raw code of the executable, and in a comment line, there was a teasing little message meant only for him.  Now I get to burn your toast.

Jenny!  Kell laughed brightly and ruefully.  She’d really done it!  She’d figured out the shadow piggyback they used to tap into Hawaii’s internet access, got access to the island network, and tracked down his computer!  He checked the logs and saw that she’d managed to get in using the department, bouncing off a department network address that his computer’s security wouldn’t inspect quite so severely as any other traffic.  He knew she was smart, but damn, did she ever prove it!


Now he’d have to upgrade the island’s security.  If Jenny could figure it out, so could someone else.

He killed her process, deleted it, then used his programs to track down her cell phone.  It was a new phone using her old number, probably something he wouldn’t be able to hack so easily, but he wasn’t going to hack her this time.  She was in Washington according to GPS, in the State building rather than the White House, and she was stationary.  He dialed her number just like anyone else, then set it to his bluetooth and went back to what he was doing.  “Hello,” her voice called.

“You’re a clever biped,” he said lightly.


She laughed.  “I told you!” she replied.  “No more burnt toast for me!”


“Okay, okay, so it’s Kell five, Jenny one,” he told her as he locked his toolbox lid and ensured the rubber seals were proper.  “I might call you later to have you show me how you did it.”


“When you show me how you hacked my work box,” she taunted in reply.


“Blame your government’s outdated security protocols for that,” he snorted.  “Things going okay?  Are you a Colonel yet?”


She laughed again.  “Still a Major,” she replied cheekily.  “I’m over at the State Department right now, eating a late lunch…early dinner, whatever.  I lose track of time every day now with all this extra responsibility.”


“New assignment there at State?”


“Sorta, yeah.  I’m still a Hunter, but since I was there, if there’s any official visits, you know, they want me on the diplomacy team.  Since I was there.”


“Well, there won’t be,” he told her darkly as he attached the carry straps to his toolbox, then hefted it up between his wingjoints, then reached back and grabbed the dangling straps.  “In fact, you may not hear from any of us again for months, even me.  Maybe years.”


“What’s going on?”


“I won’t go into detail—actually, I should go into detail, but not here.  Not now.  They’re watching me.”


“Oh.  Ohhhhh.  Are you okay?”


“I’m fine, they don’t speak English, and they can’t use magic to spy on me if they don’t speak English too.  It’s a limitation of scrying magic, but one that works in our favor.  I really shouldn’t even be talking to you from here, but I don’t think they’ve learned English in four days, so I’ll risk it.”


“Be careful.  When can you call back safely and explain what’s going on?”


“Actually, everything I need to explain what’s going on will be emailed to that phone in about ten minutes,” he said, going back to his computer and sitting on his haunches.  “I just need to add some subtitles so you can understand what’s going on.”


“What format?”


“Ipod video,” he said as he brought up the council recording.  He ran an extra program that would convert the draconic to English subtitles, the same program the TV office in the department used to add draconic subtitles to human TV, then ran the video so the program could add the subtitle text to the file.  “Show this to your President when you can, so he understands what’s going on here, Jenny.  I don’t want him to see our sudden silence as anything ominous or threatening.  It’ll be because we’re just a little busy here on the island, not because we’re plotting against the humans.”

“I’ll take it there straightaway,” she answered.  “I’m an important person now, Kell, I can walk into the White House whenever I please,” she laughed.


“Not so important that I can’t own you, human,” Kell teased.


“I’m learning how to give back as good as you give me,” she taunted lightly.


“When I have time to concentrate on it, I’m gonna whip your butt all over the web,” he told her, which made her laugh.  “The only background you need to understand the context of the video is this:  Kammi came to work as a farmhand for my family after she quit the department, and we were moving her into sire’s burrow.”


“Why?”


“Well, earth dragon custom is that farmhands live with the farm owner in the burrow,” he explained.  “It’s why sire’s burrow is so big, it might have sire’s family and two or three farmhands, and possibly their families in it too.  They may be employees, but as long as they work for the farmer, they are considered adopted family.  Well, Kammi, or Jasper as you know her, had a ton of stuff, so it was quite a chore to haul all her crap out of her burrow and over to sire and mother’s.  Sheesh, and I thought I had a lot of stuff,” he grunted, which made her chuckle.  “While we were moving the last load, a chromatic and two fire wyrms stopped us and demanded to inspect the carts we were using to move her things.  We told them to go to hell, and it turned into a confrontation after the chromatic told the fire wyrms to use force if necessary, and since we had Kav, Kitta, and Konn with us, we did not take that kind of a threat very well.  We faced them down and made them run away without going through Kammi’s things.  What you’ll see on the video is what happened the morning after that happened.”

“Wow,” Jenny breathed.


“No, save the wow for after you see the video,” he told her darkly.  “Once you see it, you’ll understand everything.”


“You’re worrying me.”


“I’m worrying too,” Kell told her.  “Okay, the file’s ready, and I got a ton of stuff to do, friend.  I’ll email it to you, and you take it to your President right away.”


“I’m already on the way there,” she told him.  “I’ll drop you an email later, okay?”


“Works for me, at least as long as I’m able to reply.  Just watch the video, Jenny.  You’ll understand.”


“I will.  Goodbye, Kell, and good luck.”


“I’m going to need it,” he said evenly, then he ended the call.  He pulled the bluetooth off, saved the file, then dropped it into an email and sent it directly to Jenny’s phone   He buckled the straps of his toolbox, flexed his wings to make sure they weren’t fouled by the box or the straps, then he ambled towards the entrance.  He’d get one of the pod’s water drakes to help him, he was fairly sure that at least one of them could spare a little time.

Because, he had a foreboding feeling in his gut that they were going to need that secret cavern, and need it very soon.


19 May 2017, 17:07 EDT; The White House


She hated being right.


Jenny sat on a tramcar in the top secret underground system of private subway cars that ran between the major centers of American politics.  The line only had three stops, with the State Department on one end, the White House in the middle, and the Capitol on the other.  That Jenny would even know about the subway line put her in the top .008% of government officials, and to be allowed to ride on it without escort put her in an ultra-elite group that only numbered about 40 people.  In just a matter of days, she had been catapulted into the highest echelon of government, if only because she was the only human being on the face of the earth that had the experience and knowledge that she had.


She watched the video once it arrived on her phone, pulling it out of her private email box and downloading it to her phone, then she watched it as she waited for the subway car; it was always parked at the White house and security doors in the subway tunnel were closed when the system wasn’t in use, but when she came down and showed her ID and asked for the car, the operator called the car for her.  It only took the car five minutes to arrive, and she watched the rest of it riding the car back to the White House.


Kell was right that she understood when she saw the end of the video, and she saw that everything she’d feared would happen was indeed happening, just not for the reasons she thought.  The chromatics were engaging in a systematic attempt to drive the earth dragons into what she could only call slavery, and they were doing exactly what they had to do to start it.  The department was the White House of earth dragon political power, and if the chromatics wanted to strip the earth dragons of their power, then they only had to take over the department, then use that position to dismantle the organization the earth dragons had created.


Two Secret Service agents met her at the door when the car stopped, and she nodded to them.  “I need to see the President,” she told the men, who were always down at the terminal, guarding a potential entry point into the White House at all times.


“ID please, ma’am,” the other one warned.


She patted her upper chest and felt her ID tag, but when she looked down at it she saw it was her State ID, not the ID they gave her for the White House.  She then patted the pocket of her uniform blazer and felt it.  “Damn, sorry,” she said, pulling it out and showing it to them.  The taller one took it, turned it over, then handed it back to her with a nod.  “They gave me a different ID to wear over at State.  Thank you, Agent,” she said as she clipped it to her epaulet.  “I’d rather not be shot today.”

“No problem, ma’am,” he said with a nod and a slight smile.  “Go on up the stairs and wait with the agent there for an escort to arrive.”


“Yes sir, thank you,” she replied, shouldering her purse and hurrying towards the staircase.  A lone agent was up at the door, which was in the basement of the building, and a staffer arrived quickly and took her to an elevator that led up to the ground floor, and they then transferred to another elevator that took her directly up to the private residence on the third floor.  The staffer escorted her to a richly furnished living room, where President Jack Walker was sitting on the couch beside his wife Julia, watching TV.  Julia was a pattern southern belle, tall and with big breasts and perfect hair and very pretty, but she was also a very shrewd woman who had been in politics herself.  The two of them had met and married when they were both senators in the Tennessee state senate.  President Walker wasn’t a native Tennessean, he was actually from Michigan and had moved to Tennessee after retiring from the Army—actually had just stayed in Tennessee because his last post had been in the state before his retirement, but Julia Walker was born and raised in Memphis.  Julia was also twelve years younger than President Walker, a fact they didn’t bandy about very much.

“Major,” Walker nodded.  “They said you needed to see me?”


“Yes sir,” she replied.  “May I access the closest computer you have?  I have something you need to see.”


“We can go to my study,” he said, patting his wife fondly on the leg.  “Be back soon, Julia.”


“Of course, honey,” she smiled, kissing him on the cheek.

In his private office, just off from his bedroom, he allowed her to sit at the desk and access his computer.  He stood behind her watching as she brought up her email and downloaded the video.  “This is surveillance camera footage of a meeting of the dragon’s council,” she told him as she waited for the White House’s cyber security to inspect the file and permit the download.   “It’s totally genuine.  Kell sent it to me himself.  I think Kell planted the camera on their aerie, the angle is strange and you don’t see much, but it’s not what you see that matters.  It’s what they’re saying.”


“They were speaking English?”


She shook her head.  “Speaking dragon, but Kell added English subtitles for me.”


“And you can trust that he says it’s really what they were saying?”


She looked over her shoulder at him.  “He has no reason to lie, Mister President,” she said simply.  “If anything, if I think what happens next happens, it proves he’s trying to keep things as calm as possible between us and them.”  The file downloaded, and she brought it up in a window, silently cursing the Windows OS they used.  Walker gasped a little when the still image of the beginning of the video appeared.  “What kind of dragon is that?”


“The one standing in the circle is a chromatic.  See the feathery antenna, and the plumage along the sides of his tail?” she said, pointing.  “These long, slender ones standing on the podiums are sky dragons.  This one is the wyrm, and this one is the drake,” she added, pointing them out.  “From what I remember, the chromatic and water dragons are on podiums off camera to the right, and the fire dragons are to the left.  The footage was taken from the earth dragon podiums.  Kell must have planted a camera on their podium, probably with their permission.”  She clicked PLAY, then leaned back in his chair and let him watch.


“That’s a strange language.  Lots of hissing,” Walker mused as the audio picked up.


“They don’t have human mouths, it’s not a surprise.  I’m more surprised Kell can speak such good English without lips,” she noted absently.  She let Walker watch and read the subtitles, then once the council chromatic came into view, she paused it.  “This is the important part, sir,” she said, then started it again.


After it was done, Jenny stood up and let him have his chair, then went around the desk.  He sat down and looked at the still image on the monitor, the end of the video.  “You say this is genuine?”


“I can’t one hundred percent vouch for the translation, I’m relying on Kell for that, but like I said, he has no reason to lie.  He told me that very soon, he may lose contact with me.  After seeing that video, I see why.  He was warning us that if they go silent, it’s because they’re dealing with internal issues.  If what that chromatic said is what they’re trying to do, it’s going to start a war between the chromatics and the earth dragons.  The earth dragons won’t just sit down and let themselves be pushed back onto the farms, Mister President.  If Kell is any example of earth dragon mentality, they’ll fight.”


He was silent a long moment, then he looked at her.  “You’re right, I did need to see this, though there’s not much we can do about it.”


“I think there is,” Jenny said, leaning back in the chair.


“How so?”


“Well, remember when Kell taunted me about hacking my phone?  Well, I managed to hack his personal computer,” she said, a bit smugly.


Walker laughed.  “Well done, Major!  Did you learn anything?”


“No, his internal security was actually way too tight for me to manage to do much more than start a process on his box, which his box’s security throttled.”


“That’s Greek to me.”


“His security didn’t let me in, but it did let me shine a flashlight in his window and let him know I was there,” she said, which made him chuckle and nod.  “But what I did get was a hard response delay time from their Hawaii hack back to their island.”


“And?”


“To cut out the technical jargon of it, sir, it means I can calculate a physical distance between that connection and Kell’s computer, based on time delays involved with computer data transfer over fiber optic cable and the number of hops my trace went through on the island.  They can’t use a wireless or satellite broadcast to connect to the internet, the island is too far and satellite hacks would be detected eventually.  What I suspect is that they had the water dragons run a fiber optic undersea cable all the way to Hawaii, then a field agent figured out some way to splice it into the existing fiber optic cables in a way that whichever comm company that owns the cable can’t detect.  They’re very good at our tech, sir, I wouldn’t put it past them at all.  Anyway, I can use the time delay for signals to travel from Hawaii to their island to get a distance, then we can look for their island along the south side of the circle you’d draw on the map of that distance out from Hawaii.  The island would have to be along that arc somewhere, and even if they’re hiding it with magic, well, us overflying the island might provoke a response.  They might attack the plane.  And if they do, then we know they’re close to where the plane was when they did it.”

“Well, that does help, Major, since we do want to know where that island is.  But how is it going to help in this situation?”


“I told you earlier, sir, that if there’s anyone on that island we want to make our friends, it’s the earth dragons.  They’re smart, they’re technologically savvy, and they’re the most like us.  Well, one of the major problems they have is that they’re stuck on that island, sir.  Because they can’t fly, the only way off is to swim or use a scion, and the chromatics control the scions.  The chromatics no doubt think that since they’re all but holding the earth dragons prisoner, they can eventually force them to do what they want them to do.  Well, what if we just happened to have an aircraft carrier and a hell of a lot of transports not far from where their island is, and I just happened to get a message to Kell telling him that the United States would offer the earth dragons asylum if they wanted to flee the island?”


“Try to lure the earth dragons to our side?” Walker asked, his eyes widening.


“Not lure them to our side, more like help them out of a bad situation,” she replied.  “They won’t want to just move right in with us, sir.  They may like us, but even the earth dragons are very wary of us, even afraid of us.  But, what if we offered them a small island in the Hawaiian chain, one of the national park islands far away from human civilization, or maybe some nice open prairie in Kansas or Colorado, and let them move in?  I think they’d be just a little appreciative,” she noted lightly.  “And if things turn badly for them on their island, they may need a way to escape.”


“And risk starting a war with the other dragons,” Walker pointed out.  “They won’t take kindly to us interfering in a purely internal matter.”


“That is a risk, sir,” she nodded.  “But we should at least look into the possibility of it.  Making a plan for it doesn’t mean we have to commit to it.”


“I’ll give you that,” he said after a moment.  “I want you to calculate out that distance and get it over to the joint chiefs, and I’ll have them start searching along the terminal arc for the island.”


“I already have it, sir, I figured it out just before lunch,” she said, taking a piece of paper out of her uniform blazer.  “It’s nine hundred and seventy-four miles from Hawaii, if they’re using the kind of fiber optic cable and repeaters I’m familiar with.  I’d think that they are, since they stole that technology from us in the first place.  So, the Air Force and Navy can just search along this arc,” she said, pointing to the map of the Pacific ocean and the half-circle she’d drawn on it to the south of Hawaii.  “It won’t be perfect, but it’ll be a good starting-off point.  The island should be within a hundred miles of either side of that line.”

“Good work, Major,” he smiled, taking the paper and looking at it, then pressing an intercom button on his desk.  “Send up a courier with a tablet, and call Admiral Yates and tell him I want to see him as soon as he can get here,” he said.

“Immediately, sir,” a voice replied from the speaker.


A man in a suit appeared at the doorway.  “I have a video on my desktop.  Get a copy of it over to the CIA for analysis.”


“Yes sir,” he said, coming in with a tablet, then he used it to copy the video onto it.


“Major, have your Hunter team purge this video completely from the internet,” he told her.  “I want it deleted off every mail server that handled it.”


“We can do that sir, no problem,” she nodded.  “Do you mind if I keep the copy on my phone?  I want to study it.”


“You have the clearance, Major,” he smiled with a nod.


“Do you need me to stay for Admiral Yates?”


“Please, he might have questions.”


She sat on a chair to the side after they moved to the Oval Office, and Walker handed Yates the map she’d printed out and marked.  “Major Edwards believes it should be within one hundred miles of that arc line, Admiral.  Coordinate with Air Force Space Command and find that island.  When you do find it, do nothing.  I just want to know where it is.  Nothing more, nothing less.”


“Yes, sir,” he replied, looking at the map in his hand.


“What assets do we have available in the Pacific?”


“We have three carrier task forces in the theater at the moment, sir.  Task Force One is on exercises with the Australians.  Task Force Two is on reserve at Pearl and Task Force Three is currently off the coast of Japan.  Outside of that, sir, we have most of the Pacific fleet performing various exercises and deployments across the Pacific.”


“Subs?”


“Six attack submarines currently operating in the North Pacific, four boomers in various locations,” he replied.


“Have Task Force Two brought to a readiness state,” he ordered.  “Call in two attack subs to Pearl, and bring a boomer close to Hawaii, but otherwise continue its usual deployment activities.”  He glanced at Jenny.  “How many military and civilian transports could we muster to Hawaii at short notice, Admiral?  Ships with plenty of open, flat deck space?”


He paused a moment.  “I’d say about five Navy freighters that meet that restriction, sir.  If we called in some favors, we could get a couple of the container supercarriers, they have lots of open deck space.”

“Would that be enough, Major?”


“Your guess is as good as mine, sir,” she replied.  “Simply assuming that they’re one fifth of the population, you’d have anywhere between two thousand and four thousand.  Assume just for caution’s sake that each one is about thirty feet long and weighs two tons.”


“I have no idea what kind of cargo you’re talking about, sir, but your best option is a container carrier,” he said.  “Something thirty feet long and weighing two tons sounds like a full cargo container.  My freighters could handle the tonnage, but if this cargo is that big, they’d run out of room to store it.  Naval freighters aren’t set up to handle cargo containers the way civilian freighters are, since they have to dole out their cargos to ships at sea.”


“I rather doubt they’d appreciate being stacked like cargo containers, Mister President,” Jenny murmured.


He chuckled.  “I’m not talking cargo containers, I’m talking dragons,” he told Yates.  “I’d like you to draw up a conceptual plan to evacuate between two and four thousand dragons from their island.  Figure out what kind of ships you’ll need to carry them, defense for those ships against both airborne and underwater threats, supplies on hand to feed them, and so on and so on.  I’d like a preliminary plan outline as soon as you can draw one up.  This isn’t an operational plan, Admiral.  It’s a contingency plan.  I’d like to have this plan ready in the event that it’s needed, but unless something truly drastic happens, it won’t be needed.  Better to have it and not need it than need it and not have it.”


He nodded soberly.  “I understand completely, Mister President.  Major, I need your input for the planners.”


“I can be at the Pentagon as soon as I’m done here, Admiral.  I don’t have any other meetings today.”


“Then you’ll come back with me,” he said, and she nodded.


“I’ll have you briefed on why we’re drawing up this plan tomorrow, after the analysts go over some new information,” Walker told him.


“Understood, sir,” Yates said.  “Anything else?”


“No, I’ll let you two go take care of it.  Major, be back here in the morning.”


“Yes, Mister President,” she affirmed, standing up.

“Major,” Walker mused, leaning back in his chair.  “Maybe I should have made you a Lieutenant Colonel instead.”


Jenny laughed.  “Not that I’d ever turn down a promotion, Mister President, but you might make me think I’m far more important than I really am,” she said with a disarming smile.  “Now, if you really want to reward me, you can give my husband and son a tour of the White House.  My husband is wildly curious about this place, since I can’t really talk to him about anything I do here, and won’t even describe any room that’s not on the public tour.”


“Done and done,” he smiled.  “I’ll arrange a private visit and tour for your husband and son.”


“They’ll be thrilled, sir,” she said with a disarming smile.  “Greg deserves a reward for being so understanding.  The poor man didn’t really even know what I did for a living until after we were married.”


Walker laughed.  “And he married you anyway, despite that dark secret?”


“It’s the dimples, sir.  He couldn’t resist,” she said with a cheeky smile.  “Besides, I told him the truth about not telling him about it.  I told him that I couldn’t even tell him what I did unless we were married.  I think he got so curious, he married me just to find out.”

Walker laughed.  “I think I’d like to meet your husband now, Major.  He sounds like an interesting man.”


“With all due respect to you two gentlemen, he’s the most wonderful man in the world,” she said honestly and warmly.


“Then he’s a lucky man to have you, Major,” Yates said with a friendly smile.  “Now, we’re wasting daylight, so let’s get over to the Pentagon and get a meeting going, so you can get home to your husband and son before sunset.”


“Of course, sir,” she said.


19 May 2017, 20:37 DMT; Council chambers, Blackstone Village

It was a little cramped, but earth dragons weren’t particularly claustrophobic.


There were 31 dragons in the council chamber that was used to only accommodating 15, and since 8 of those dragons were wyrms, it meant that there wasn’t much empty space.  Of the assembled dragons, 18 were council leaders from the 18 separate earth dragon villages, four were the factory heads of the factories on the island, Geon and Anthra, Ferroth, Keth, Kell, Kammi, Kanna, and two highly respected farmers in positions like Keth’s, not council leaders but universally regarded as among the wisest of earth dragons.  One was Hrada the fertilizer specialist, and the other was an earth drake from Goldcrown village who was the oldest earth drake alive in all their 13,600 years of recorded history, the venerable and universally revered Jengo.  Jengo had been born before the food riots, had been a near-adult age adolescent when it happened, and he’d lived nearly fifty years longer than the previous oldest earth drake ever known, the oldest known dragon alive not counting the chromatics, who kept their ages secret.  He was still spry enough to work his small farm.  The palsy in his forepaws and the fact he could no longer grow tail spikes betrayed his vast age, but his voice was still strong and his mind sharp and clear, and no earth dragon discounted the advice he issued.  Jengo might live another fifty years, and reach an age almost unimagined among dragons.  Most earth drakes lived about 200 years on the average, but Jengo was an astounding 303 years old, a full 51 years older than the previously known oldest earth drake, who had died at 252.  His 300th birthday had been an earth dragon holiday, and the entire earth dragon population had attended his celebration.  At 62, Kell was only just barely past what was considered an adult, which was around 50 years of age.

There was one other dragon there, which made many of the earth dragons a little wary and a little curious.  Shii sat sedately beside Kanna, and the water drake looked sorely out of place, and completely blind because they had no lights on in the council chamber.  She’d already seen the video, however, and she could hear the audio just as well as any earth dragon.  The others weren’t sure why she was there, but since Javan had vouched for her, they accepted her into the meeting.

Kammi was sitting at the computer, running the infragraphic projector she had installed before the meeting, and Keth and Kell were sitting beside her as they watched the surveillance video and listened.  Earth dragons were usually polite and reserved, but more than once, Kammi paused the playback for the assembled dragons to settle down.  The loudest shouting came after they saw the chromatic rant, heard what he had to say, and just one look over at Anthra and Geon showed him that the next council meeting they attended was going to be quite lively.  They both looked utterly furious.


Kammi ended the video, then Ferroth got up in front of the assembly, sitting on his haunches on a small raised section at one end of the room.  “Alright, we know what they intend,” he said.  “The chromatic wants to destroy everything we’ve built and put us all back on the farms, then try to strip of us our council seats.  Now, the big question is, what are we going to do about it?”

“I’m going to spit that arrogant fluffy on the end of my tail, that’s what we’re going to do about it,” Anthra said hotly.


“As much as I’d love to do the same, killing their council member isn’t going to stop what they’re doing,” he replied.  “I don’t think it’s just him doing it, Anthra.  This is something the chromatics as a whole have had planned, and they’re acting on that plan.  They’ve taken over the department and are dismantling it as we speak, and the factories will be next.  Then the power plant.  Then they’ll find some reason to raise the tithes again, force more and more of us onto the farms, and make the water dragons angrier and angrier to try to foment discord among the food producers.  I think they’re trying to provoke some kind of radical response, which will give them an excuse to do something like completely remove earth dragons from the council.  My dear Anthra, they may be trying to make you so angry you try to kill the council chromatic.  That would certainly get you thrown off the council, and probably chained to Penitent’s Aerie on top of it.”


She blew out her breath.  “Possible,” she acceded.


“It sounds like you have a plan, Ferroth,” Nenvi of Darkwood village noted.


“I do have a plan, council leader,” he nodded.  “And as plans go, it’s fairly radical.  Since they’re trying to completely destroy everything we’ve built, even threaten our very way of life, then we must move with a similar radical objective.  Simply put, drakes and wyrms, we execute a similar operation to the original food riots.  We withdraw from the surface, but this time, we take everything we possibly can with us, and we dig so far down, so deep, that they can’t possibly dig us out.  We ensure we take enough food with us to outlast their food stores, then wait for them to starve.  After they’ve been eating the trees in the Darkwood for a few months because there’s nothing left, they’ll start to see reason.  We have little power here on the island, friends.  Because we’re earth dragons, the others look down on us.  Some don’t even think we’re real dragons, and as you heard from the chromatic, they believe that it gives them the right to treat us like slaves.  Well, I am no slave, and I never will be,” Ferroth hissed, which caused a clamor of tails slapping the floor in approval.  “But in one respect, we do have power, friends, it’s the greatest power that any dragon race can wield here, and that’s that we produce the food.  The water dragons certainly do so as well, but even Matriarch Shii, a fast and long-time friend of the earth dragons, will accede that the water dragons can’t feed all of the dragons.   It is the only power we have, friends, the only move we can make, and I say that we use it.  We starve the other dragons into submission.”


“Here here!” Javan shouted, which started a riotous, thunderous assent that Ferroth spent nearly a minute trying to calm down.


“You’ve thought this through, Ferroth.  Tell us your plan,” Jengo said in his aged voice.

“It comes in three stages.  Kammi,” he called, and she brought up the PowerPoint presentation he’d downloaded to the computer.  PowerPoint graphics didn’t translate well to infragraphic, but Ferroth had prepared it with that in mind, using simple shapes and bold text.  “The first thing we do is consolidate,” he said.  “Keth had the great idea of pulling all his personal stores out of his burrow and storage chambers and putting it in his village’s emergency food storage silo, which puts it out of reach of the other dragons.  The first thing we need to do is consolidate all a village’s resources into a central location that’s both underground and easy to defend.  I know every village has an emergency storage silo underground for storing food that farms give to the village as a whole and help by taking a farm’s overflow, giving the farmer extra storage capacity, and now we bring those into use.  And not just food.  Spare computers, equipment, accounting ledgers, records, anything at all we don’t want to lose, it has to be underground and out of reach.  The village council leader will be responsible for inventorying the assets and reporting it back to this body, which I guess we can call the Earth Council.  No offense to you, Matriarch,” he smiled at Shii, though she couldn’t see it.  “You certainly will have your place here as an emissary from the water dragons.  Anyway, every farm should move its own stores into the village, which puts it out of reach of any sudden raid or inspection from the chromatics.  You know they’ll start invading the farms, searching for food, and when they find it, they’ll demand to take part of it as the tithe.  The more they make us work, the more they keep us under control, so they will search for any excuse to take as much food from us as possible, both to feed themselves and to force us to work harder just to put food in our own mouths.

“The second thing we need to do is give ourselves a means to move things outside of the view of the other dragons.  The other dragons can all fly, which puts them out of reach of us.  Well, it’s now time to build a transportation network that puts us out of reach of them.   Every village has, at one time or another, kicked around the idea of tunneling to another village’s public chambers, if only to avoid crossing someone’s farmland with cart tracks and robbing them of available arable land.  I know that my own village had a tunnel excavated halfway to Lonehill Village before the idea was abandoned.  Well, we need to connect all the villages underground, to be able to move around without anyone being able to see us, and move assets from village to village outside the eye of the sky dragons.  The builders need to sit down with a map of the island’s underground passages and figure out the fastest means to dig one tunnel, and one tunnel only, between the villages, like a circle, a beltway.  We put this tunnel under the villages, and this tunnel doesn’t actually connect to the villages so much as it comes close enough for a connecting passage to be dug from one common village chamber down to the tunnel.  We make the tunnel only just big enough for Anthra, and we hide the entrances into the tunnel in each village public chamber system as best we can.  It will be our subway system, the way we can move dragons, supplies, and equipment hidden from the eyes of the sky dragons.”

Kammi switched slides, showing a rough, simplistic cross-section of the extinct volcano.  “The third thing we do is prepare our sanctuary,” he said, pointing.  “Underneath the extinct volcano, there’s a very large dome chamber, the emptied out magma chamber.  This chamber has only one way in or out, and it’s large enough to house nearly a thousand dragons without any modification, as long as they’re very friendly,” he said lightly, which made a few of them chuckle.  “With some excavation and building some platforms and floors to maximize the vertical space, it can house all of us, as well as all the food stores we have.  The advantage, like I said, is that there’s only one way in.  The drawback is that the only way in is through a three hundred pace long underwater lava tube,” he explained.


“And that is why I am here,” Shii said calmly.  “My pod has agreed to help evacuate earth dragons into the underground cavern if it becomes needful.  Only one earth drake we know can swim the tube without drowning, but with us helping, we can get all of you into the dry part of the tube safely by draining the water from the tube temporarily and giving any dragon that can reach the entrance a way in that doesn’t risk being drowned trying.”

“It must be one of yours, Keth,” Javan noted.  “You’re the only earth drakes on the island that spend so much time in the water.”


“Kell,” he replied modestly.  “I used to do it as well, as could Kanna, but we haven’t done it in years.  I’d honestly be afraid to try now without training for it.  There is no room for error, there are no air pockets.  If you don’t make it, you drown.”

“My plan is to get a builder team into that cavern and let them start preparing it.  We send them in with all the food, water, and supplies they need to last on their own for at least twenty days without having to come out, and as Matriarch Shii has said, her pod is willing to help us by ferrying supplies and equipment into the lava tube, as well as cart off the waste rock and dump it in the deep ocean, out of sight of the others.”


“My family can help as well,” Keth said mildly.  “Kell can swim deep enough and far enough to carry a load of waste rock.  Shii’s pod always did call him a mud dragon,” he said lightly, which produced quite a few chuckles.  “Given the need, I’ll be doing a lot more swimming after my day is done for the next few weeks, getting back into trim.  My goal is to be able to swim the lava tube by mid-June, and once I can do that, I can carry waste rock myself.”


“This chamber is so deep that I don’t think that even the chromatics could use magic to get at us,” Ferroth explained, pointing at the image projected on the wall with heat.  “And with some excavation and building, we can turn it into a deep refuge that can house us all.  The builders will need to survey the area, and if possible, excavate an entire city for us, with plenty of storage room, living quarters, room to set up some manufacturing, moving as much of the factories as we can underground, set it up so it can hold everything we need to last for two years underground.  We’ll need generators for electricity, ensure there’s sufficient ventilation to provide enough oxygen for all of us, and so on and so on.  The cavern is huge, but it’s only a raw material at this point.  We need to refine it in order to make it useful, adapt it for our use.

“The chromatics want nothing less than to put us in slavery,” Ferroth growled.  “So we need to be ready to take this to the extreme, my friends.  For us, that extreme is to go underground with as much food as we can manage and wait them out.  If we can outlast them, if the other dragons start to go hungry, then we win.  They’ll be forced to accept our terms on coming out and resuming our farming. We’re the ones that feed them, and just like in the food riots, we have to use that fact as our greatest leverage.  The water dragons can’t feed themselves and all the others on their own, and Matriarch Shii can explain what’s going on after it happens so the water dragons don’t think we’re simply being melodramatic.”


“Were they to know the truth, the water dragons would stop feeding the chromatics entirely,” Shii stated.  “But to tell them would get word to the chromatics of what you intend, so it must be kept secret for now.  When the proper time comes, I will tell them the truth.”


“Yes, it must, and thank you for understanding that, Matriarch,” Ferroth said.  “That’s the first stages of the plan, my friends.  We prepare to exercise the only power we have, the worst thing we could possibly do, because the worst is what they are trying to inflict upon us.  We dig down, we dig deep, and we get ready to starve them into submission.”  He motioned for Kammi to bring up the next slide, which was a map of the island.  “The key to this is going to be secrecy, my friends, and that means we have to defeat the sky dragons spying from the air and the chromatics using magic to scry.  Simply put, if it’s something important, you do it only at night.  Sky dragons can’t see at night.  Waste rock from the subway tunnel has to be disposed of carefully, so as not to arouse suspicion.  And as far as passing information, that’s what this map is for,” he said, motioning.  “Each of these marked burrows or chambers is one of the old ones left over from the food riots.  These chambers are all warded against scrying.  If you must pass on any information, you do it only in one of these chambers.  I have printed maps of these locations ready for each of you, and it’s your responsibility to keep those maps secret until you’ve had time to memorize the locations and then destroy the maps,” he said intensely.  “If any other dragon finds one of those maps, they’ll piece it together very quickly that we’ve mapped out all the warded burrows, and they’ll know we’re planning something.  We absolutely can not let them think we’re planning something until we’re ready to execute our plans.  The key to any operation is twofold, friends.  One side of it is preparing a plan.  The second part of it is preventing your plan from being sniffed out by the enemy.  It falls to everyone in this chamber to keep everything that we speak about in this chamber an absolute secret.  When you filter down your orders, you tell only those who need to know, you tell them only in a warded area, and you tell them only what they need to know to carry out your plans.  The diggers of the beltway tunnel don’t need to know everything about why they’re doing it.  They just have to do it, and be told that they can’t tell anyone that they’re doing it.  Most earth dragons will keep a secret, but any secret is only as good as the number of dragons that know it.  The more that know it, the less of a secret it is.  That’s what we’ve learned in the department, my friends.  Secrecy is your advantage, and you must protect it.  It’s a lesson the chromatics have entwined in every aspect of their entire culture, to the point where they won’t even tell us their names.  We have to be just as secretive as the chromatics if this is going to work.

“Now, that’s what we do secretly.  Openly, I want to play into their paws, so to speak,” Ferroth said, as Kammi advanced the slide.  “Openly, I’m going to carry out a plan that’s basically a diversion, letting the chromatics see us fight them, plot, but it’s nothing but a cover for what we’re really doing.  They’ll expect us to resist, so that’s exactly what we’re going to do.  I already have a series of plans drawn up for combating chromatic interference into our business, and it should keep them distracted enough to let us carry through with our main plan without detection.  The first thing I’m going to do is instigate an incident at the department that effectively makes every single earth drake walk out.  It’s exactly what the fluffy wants us to do, what he’s been goading us into doing, so we’re going to give him what he wants before he’s ready for it, before he’s trained any other dragon to do anything we do in the department.  What I’d like from the council is to organize things so my department drakes can continue their work from their own burrows, or in offices in the factories, until the time comes that we go underground.  In effect, the department is going to abandon headquarters and become independent, spreading out and doing our work all over the island, then it will relocate in the dome chamber once we go to ground.  The factory heads have already given their blessing for us to set up there, mainly our researchers so they have access to equipment they can’t really keep in their burrows, but they’re going to need allotments.  We still need to keep an eye on the humans, continue our research, but they need to eat.”


“I think that’s reasonable, Ferroth,” Garex, leader of the council of Yellowspine village, rumbled.  Garex was the second largest earth wyrm among the earth dragons.  “The council leaders can sit down together and hammer out private allotments from village common stores.  They won’t be getting fat, but they won’t starve.”

“The factory heads need to get together and discuss how they’re going to handle both chromatic interference and how to move at least some of their production equipment underground,” Ferroth continued.  “When the department folds, they’ll look to the factories next.  But, since not just earth dragons benefit from the factories, they’ll have a lot harder time closing those down.  But on the second level, we’re going to need some of the raw materials the factories use to go underground with us, so it means there’s going to be a crunch on viable resources while we split it up and hide what goes underground.  We have enough steel, copper and aluminum stockpiled from our field agents collecting it from the human world to run the factories for another six months, and that’s what we have to protect the most.  All of it should go underground now, and it can be brought out to the factories as they need it instead of being stored in the factories.  But that still doesn’t change the fact that we’ll be facing a critical shortage of steel, copper and aluminum, and also possibly plastic if the chromatics tell the water dragons to stop collecting floating plastic when they’re out fishing.  So, one thing I need all of you to do is to go around and collect anything that has plastic or metal in it that’s no longer used, and bring it to the refrigerator factory.  They can tear the items apart, separate the resources, then send it underground,” Ferroth told them.  “We need to conserve the off-island resources we have, and the factory drakes can literally recycle our old junk for use in new equipment.  Shii, I know your pod is small, but if they come across any discarded aluminum drink cans on the ocean floor, could they gather them?  Every little bit helps, and we’re lowest on aluminum right now.”


“We can do that easily, Chief,” she answered with a nod, nodding not exactly in his direction since she couldn’t see.


“While you’re doing that, friends, also figure out how much of your factories you can move underground and not compromise your production.  We’ll need to be able to produce while underground, but not as much.  If we could establish just one production line underground from each factory, it should be enough to let us build anything we might need once we’re down there,” Ferroth continued.  “Just remember, the chromatics will eventually manage to shut down your factories, and when they do, they’ll probably lock them up to keep you from getting your equipment.  Expect them to start meddling not the day after the department folds.  So plan ahead.”


“We can do that,” Kammi’s father nodded.

“Speaking of the department, chief, how is the island TV network going to work if there’s nobody in the department running it?” someone asked.


Ferroth grinned wolfishly.  “It won’t,” he replied.  “At least not for the other dragons.  I’m already working to install an auxiliary TV control station in the TV factory, where we’ll pipe out TV for only the earth dragons.  But since the main TV control center is in the department, operated by the earth dragons, well, the other dragons lose their TV.  That should cause some problems for the chromatics, when the other dragons realize that without the department, there’s no TV.  That means no sports.  The fire dragons may riot.”  A few earth dragons chuckled. “The island’s computer network is also run from the department, but we can manage that by remote.  As long as they don’t turn off the servers, we can keep it going.  If they do turn off the servers, it’ll take us about a week to get things back up using a new main control site.  We’ll need the water dragons to help with that, Shii, to move the cable.”

“We can help with that, Chief,” she assured.


“What about the stores the council has?” someone asked,  “Don’t they have a year’s worth of food stockpiled for emergencies?”


“Yes, they do,” Anthra stated.  “But we know where it is, Geon and I.  And with a little digging, we could open a tunnel into the warehouses and steal it, or destroy it.”


“Very clever, Anthra,” Ferroth grinned.


“We may have no magic, but the other dragons will learn quickly that nothing that rests upon the earth is safe from us,” she said in a tight voice, trying to control her anger.  “They can’t store their food in the clouds.”

“They know we dig, but they don’t know how good we are at it,” one of the council members said proudly.  “And my village has some of the best diggers on the island.  We’re at your service, Ferroth.”


“Not just yours, Gradla.  Each village needs to send its best diggers to connect the villages.  That’s miles and miles of tunnel we have to excavate, and do it quickly.  We’ll need our best tunnelers to do it fast and make the tunnels stable.  As long as we have no setbacks, I figure it’ll take eighteen teams of tunnelers working at all hours of day and night about three weeks to build the beltway.  The builders will oversee the project, keep each team on the right course, and each team will tunnel out from its village to the next closest, meeting up the tunnels underneath.  Blanva, think your builders can manage that?”

“Easily,” he snorted.  “I can have the plans ready by morning.”


“Isn’t that going to short-hand the farms?” someone called.


“Yes,” Ferroth said grimly.  “I want all of you to go back and filter it down to the farmers to do their best this rotation with whatever hands they have available, but don’t go out of your way to paw over any tithes if possible.  Don’t harvest anything you can keep in the ground.  Do everything you can to resist giving up the increased tithe, but don’t try to harvest at night, don’t look like you’re working against the tithes or you’re doing anything unusual, just delay harvesting any food until the last possible moment.  We make it look like we’re more than willing to meet the increased tithe, while we do everything we can to avoid giving up our food and finishing our preparations under the ground, where they can’t see it. We give them no reason to look any harder than they already are.”

“What every farm should do is prepare to harvest their extra crops this rotation, but we make sure that we’re ready to go underground before harvest time comes,” Anthra said.  “Everyone put off your harvests as long as possible, and when you do harvest, it goes straight underground to feed us, not them.  So, if you haven’t planted yet, focus on foodstuffs that can be stored extended periods of time.  Granjia, how many of the large freezers can your factory produce without attracting any undue attention?”


“Maybe two or three a week,” she replied.


“Do so.  Send those freezers down into the deepest villages and into that secret cavern under the volcano.  We put them as far out of reach of the other dragons as possible.  The ones that go to the secret cavern, make sure you package so they’re waterproof so we can get them in and have them still work.”


“It will be done, esteemed council member.”

“I don’t want to rely on technology down in that cavern, Anthra,” Ferroth warned.  “It’s going to take time to build a power plant that operates underground, so we can’t rely on electricity at first.  If they shut off the power and we’re relying on food kept in freezers, we have a problem.”


“True, Chief, but we should still put some down there,” she replied.  “If only because some of the crops already planted are perishable.”


“True.  We wouldn’t lose all that much if we lost them, since they’d rot anyway,” Ferroth grunted.

Anthra looked to another wyrm.  “Fenval, I want you to mark thirty of each of our ranch animals, your best stock, and when the time comes, we’ll hide them underground,” she said.  “When we do this, the dragons will eradicate the herds, because we can’t take them all with us.  Eating all our herd animals will be their first act.  The animals we take with us will consume our food, and shorten our ability to outlast them.  We’ll need prime stock to rebuild the herds.  I’m fairly certain we can feed thirty of each of our livestock animals.”


“I can arrange it, Anthra,” the wyrm nodded.


“One thing we have to consider is that the chromatics will send out the sky dragons to hunt, and use the scions to send dragons out into the human world to steal food,” Ferroth said.  “If they get desperate, it’ll be an option.  That’s going to cause friction with the humans.”

“Not that will be an issue any time soon, but when the comes and if I can, I’ll warn Jenny,” Kell called.  “So at least when some news crew gets video of a half-starved fire dragon doing his best to eat an entire herd of cattle, they’ll know why he’s doing it.”

“The sky dragons can’t possibly hunt enough to feed all of them,” Shii noted.


“It would come down to how much the water dragons feed them, Matriarch.  The sky dragons might be able to supplement it enough to hold them over and outlast us.”


“The water dragons won’t be feeding any of them,” she sniffed.  “When you go underground, we will dive for the deep water and leave the others to fend for themselves.”


“All of the water dragons?”


“Most of them, and those that remain would be so overworked within a week that they’d abandon the effort,” she replied.  “Though not all water dragons are as close to the earth dragons as my pod is, water dragons respect our earthen cousins, and will support them in their actions once they understand what caused them to go to such extremes.  In many ways, the water and earth dragons occupy the same rung in draconic society.  Both our races focus on our food production as our primary duty, and neither you nor us involve ourselves in the affairs of the others.  We may have magic, but what is to stop the chromatics from looking at us as their next group of slaves, because our magic isn’t as strong as theirs?”


“That’s a fair point,” Anthra mused.  “But they’d never do that to you, Matriarch.  The chromatics know that unlike us, you can simply quit the island and move somewhere else.  Us, well, they know they have us trapped on this island.  There’s no way for us to get off without us building boats they’d see and then destroy, so the chromatics most likely believe that they can do anything to us they please.  After all, what are we going to do?  Swim away?  And as long as the council chromatic plays on the bigotry the sky and fire dragons have against us, they can get their way.  As in all things since the council formed, we will lose the vote five to four.”

“Not after this,” Geon growled.  “After this, the earth dragons will demand four seats on the council, so they can never simply out-vote us again.”

“I have a simpler idea,” Anthra said.  “We have one thousand four hundred and seventy-two earth dragons at the last census, which makes us the most populous dragon race, by nearly two hundred over the water dragons, who are the next most populous.  By percentage, the earth dragons alone represent twenty-seven percent of the total island population.  So, I will demand that each council member be given votes representing their proportion of the total population.  That gives us and the water dragons, the next most populous race at twenty-four percent, a solid voting majority of fifty-one percent, but still allows the other dragons to out-vote us if our successors get too full of themselves and the water dragons don’t support their proposals.”

“I wouldn’t attach votes to population like that, Anthra,” Ferroth said grimly.  “I wouldn’t put it past the others to realize that the simple way to change the numbers on the council is to kill off earth dragons.  Geon’s idea of demanding the council be reworked so the earth dragons can’t simply be outvoted all the time by an alliance of those that hate us is the better way to go.”


Anthra considered that a moment, then nodded.  “Perhaps give every dragon race the power to veto if both drake and wyrm support a veto, so they can kill any proposal without a vote.”


“That might work,” Ferroth agreed.  “That way any dragon on council can shoot down something ridiculous or harmful to their dragons, and force anything that does go through to at least have enough support to not get vetoed.  I’d leave the specifics of it up to you.  You and Geon are, after all, our best politicians,” he smiled.


“The day after tomorrow I might turn into a killer,” Geon growled.  “I may have to go to council after my suspension is over without spikes, and pray they don’t grow back before we’re done.”


“You’re not the only one,” Anthra said in a frosty tone.  “I have to actually face that backbiting fluffy tomorrow, cousin, and do my best not to bite his muzzle off.”

“Anyway, we’ve been here long enough to talk about the tithes, as they think we did,” Ferroth said.  “We have to end the meeting or we’ll attract suspicion.  Spread it through the villages that we discussed the tithes and worked up a plan of village crop sharing in case one village runs into a shortage, and leave it at that.  If anyone asks why Matriarch Shii attended, it’s because it involved the tithes, and that means it involves the water dragons as well.  Matriarch Shii was here to speak for the water dragons about the tithes.  And remember, silence.  When we leave this council chamber, nobody speak of this unless you’re in a warded chamber, and even then, you only do it with someone that was here.  Always remember, the more people who know what we’re doing, the better chance the chromatics have of finding out about it.  For this to work, we have to blindside them with it.  So silence, silence, silence,” he said intensely, sweeping his gaze across the room.  “If anyone has any questions, bring them to Anthra or Geon, but make sure you do it in a warded area.


“Matriarch,” Anthra said.  “Might it be possible for you to ward my burrow?  It’s relatively new, and I’d rather not have the fluffy listening to anything that goes on in it.”


“I would be happy to do so, esteemed council member,” she replied.  “I know all the proper enchantments.  But explaining why I’m visiting your burrow might not be easy.”


“Bring Keth with you, we’ll simply make it a social call where you decided to tag along,” she said.


“I’d be happy to help, even when I’m not needed,” Keth chuckled.  “Would right now be something of an inconvenience, Shii?”


“Certainly not,” she replied.  “In fact, it is a perfect time.  The moon is full tonight, and my powers will be strong.”


“Then it seems, Matriarch, that we should further discuss the tithes in my burrow,” Anthra said lightly.


“That is a most excellent suggestion, esteemed council member.  Now someone lead me out of here.  Not being able to see is quite annoying,” she said, which caused quite a few chuckles.


“Someone turn on the lights,” Ferroth called.  “No need to cause the Matriarch any further discomfort.”


“Geon’s burrow is already warded, so that won’t be an issue, Matriarch,” Ferroth supplied as the lights came on, and all of them blinked a few times to adjust.


“My grandsire had it done after the food riots.  He never trusted the other dragons after what happened, and now I see he had good reason,,” Geon grunted.  “If the sky and fire dragons don’t know what the chromatics are doing, they’ll still support it, if only because it brings us misery.  And that will make them happy.”


“Ivaiya knows what they’re doing,” Kell noted.  “I could tell watching her.  The look she gave Hinaldo, the sky drake, when he voted against the chromatic said it all.  The chromatics told her what they’re up to.  I believe they did Hinaldo as well, but it’s not sitting well with him.  Anthra, you might make some inroads if you talk to Hinaldo.  He’s always been a wild card on council.  If he’s against what they’re doing, you might be able to break their majority when they cast a critical vote.  It’ll not only help us, it’ll mess up the chromatics’ plans.  If they can’t ram anything they please through council, it will slow them down, and right now we need time to get everything ready.”


“You’re right, Kell,” she nodded.  “I’ll speak with him tomorrow.”


“Kell, go lay those cables.  Kammi, help him,” Ferroth ordered.


“Sure thing, chief,” Kell nodded.


“Ralla and Sella will help you,” Shii called.  “Just go get them.”


“We’re gonna need them,” Kell noted as the two young adults turned towards a different exit.
