Chapter 5

26 May 2017, 15:49 DMT; Dawnmist Village

There were few things that moved faster or with more dedication than earth dragons with a purpose.


Of course, a majority of the dragons doing the work didn’t know exactly why they were doing it, but they were told to do it, they were told it was of critical importance that it got done, and that it was just as important that they told no one what they were doing.  And, earth dragons being earth dragons, they just smiled conspiritorially and asked for the plan of action.


Six days ago, just before sunrise, Kell had finished the network node that gave them connectivity into the underground cavern, and it was now heavily in use.  It was how the builders in the cavern communicated with the outside, using nothing but email and real time text chat.  They had been down there for four days, and in those four days, they had made astounding progress.  It only took them two days to level out the floor, carve out some parts, fill others in, then pave the whole thing with large, flat stones to form a flat, level floor.  Since then, they’d been building floors in the vertical dome chamber, and from the plans Kell had seen, they’d be able to build nine floors that spanned the entire thing, anchoring it to the floor rather than the walls, then building it so that it took up all the space and simply gave the thing nowhere to go.  Just as Kell suspected, the builders didn’t want to dig into the walls, even sink bolts into them, because of the tremendous weight the walls were supporting.  They’d solved the lateral anchoring problem by simply building the floors to exactly fill the volume of the imaginary plane of the floor, fixing it so the walls contacted the floor at every point all the way around without the floor being actively secured to them.  All the bracing and support came from struts underneath and pillars sunk into the floor, as well as the fact that the walls prevented the floor from moving even an inch.  The work was done so precisely that Kell couldn’t even get his clawtip between the floor and the wall.  It was a very clever bit of engineering, and Kell could admire the cleverness of the lead builder to come up with it.

Moving supplies in and out wasn’t as hard as they thought it would be.  At first, supplies were lowered down from the cliff overhead, the bundles wrapped or boxed or packaged to be waterproof.  The water drakes in Shii’s pod would then carry the supplies up the tube and leave them at the waterline, and the earth drakes would come get them.  The only trick had been getting the supplies out to the water without being seen…at least for four days.


The tunnelers had done a lot of work over the last week, and the first thing they did was create a new side tunnel off the tunnel that ran from Keth’s farm to the council chamber and ran it right under Kell’s burrow, to the cliff at the edge of the little knoll upon which his burrow was situated.  They then opened the tunnel to the outside, but made sure to open the tunnel five meters under the waterline, most of which Kell had to do himself, since most earth drakes couldn’t work underwater very long.  They dug out to the water, and Kell carved out the last of it to open the tunnel to the cove.  The tunnel sloped sharply down to the bottom of the deep harbor-like cove, right by the oyster bed, and it was that tunnel that they used to ferry the supplies the builders needed.  The tunnel flooded up to the natural ocean level, so the supplies had to be carefully slid down the ramp and into the water, where Shii’s pod would pick them up and take them up the lava tube.

The other tunnels were well into construction as well.  The Dawnmist tunneling team had completed their circuit of the ring tunnel Ferroth had envisioned, tunneling out to Three Hills village, the next village over.  Granted, the distance between Dawnmist and Three Hills was the shortest between any two villages, but the Dawnmist drakes just ran right down the part of the tunnel that the Three Hills drakes had excavated and started helping them in their project to tunnel over to Breakwater Village.  Kell wasn’t suprised at all that the Dawnmist tunnelers had connected perfectly to the back end of the Three Hills tunnel, for one of the best engineers on the builders had drawn up the plans, and there was a builder team drake on every tunneling team using GPS and underground locators to make sure they were exactly where they were supposed to be digging.


What to do with the waste rock was an issue, but earth dragons were clever.  Some of it was crushed down as much as possible and hauled to the water treatment plant for their filters, and more was taken to the desalinization plant to filter the water it produced.  Another use for it was actually useful; because of the projected increased traffic of carts and wagons, a decision was made by many villages to pave their cart paths with cobblestones to prevent road damage and rutting when they got busy, so they needed plenty of stone to cut into blocks to use as paving stones.  In several villages, there were teams of drakes seating cobblestones on the most used cart paths, and amusingly enough, those paving projects were moving with nearly as much speed as the tunneling going on under them.  Basalt was quite useful for claw cleaning due to its hardness and abrasive nature, so scratching slabs started appearing in general stores all over the island so earth dragons could keep their claws clean and sharp.  And all over the island, earth dragons everywhere suddenly just had to have rock gardens filled with dark volcanic rocks often scuplted into shapes by the dragons building the gardens, surrounded by both white and black sand.  The black sand was hauled in from the many beaches ringing the west side of the island, the leeward side of the natural ocean current that turned right on the east edge of the island, and the white sand either harvested from the eastern beaches or dredged up from ocean floor by enterprising water dragons to trade for foodstuffs the earth dragons grew.  There were several white sand beaches on the island, but the owners of those beaches that were part of someone’s farm weren’t about to give up their sand…and Kell’s family was one of them.  The eastern current and tides in the past had brought white sand up from the water and deposited it into the cove to give them a large, pristine white sand beach that ran just behind the family burrow, and nobody was going to shovel up their beach and haul it off to be someone’s rock garden.  The rock gardens were all the rage, and there just happened to be plenty of spare rock available to build them, as well as causing quite a run on sand and irritating the builders, who had been harvesting sand from those beaches for their concrete.

So far, there was no indication that the chromatics knew what they were doing.  Kell and Kammi were watching through a series of cameras that had been placed all over the island, including ones watching every library and major gathering place used by the chromatics. Kell and Kammi were being watched too much, but Slate and Onyx were still working in the department, and they had the training to know what to do…and there was nowhere that an earth drake could not climb.  As long as it was somehow connected to the ground, an earth drake could get up there.  Slate and Onyx had planted the microcams over three nights, gouging tiny holes out of the bare rock of the volcanoes with their claws and hiding them inside, expanding their surveillance capability.  Though the chromatics didn’t name themselves, they did look differently enough to identify, and Slate and Onyx had been watching the video and assigning codenames to the chromatics, then tracking their movements via the cameras they had scattered all over the island.  With them banned from field work, it actually gave them something to do at work, and since the chromatic couldn’t see their monitors, it wasn’t like they were in any danger of being caught.


The department was still operating, but Ferroth was both literally and feigning to be at the end of his clawtips with the chromatic.  In the six days since dropping the reorganization plan on them, two thirds of the department had been fired, and those who were left were so overworked that there was palpable tension in the air, tension that was not in any way feigned.  Each research team was missing three drakes now, and the internet surveillance unit had had its staff reduced by another 20%.  There was open grumbling in the rooms of the department now…which was just what the chromatic wanted.  He had yet to hire any other drakes to come in, which told Kell that when the earth drakes finally had enough and went on strike, the chromatic would just have the doors locked and shut down the department entirely.  After all, he just had to stand before council and whine that the earth drakes abandoned him before he could train anyone else on what they were doing, so until they came back, the department was defunct.

Not that it mattered.  Geon had told him yesterday that Essan, the water drake, had flat out asked the department chromatic if he intended to even run the department the last time he came before them to justify his further staff reductions.  That made the chromatic just smirk.  And, that got him called up for yet another vote to be fired, which naturally was shot down five to four.


But the water dragons were more than a little annoyed by what the chromatic was doing to the department, to the point where they finally pulled what Ferroth was hoping for…they demanded that the chromatic make contact with Jenny, because after so many days with no communication, the humans had to be getting nervous about the silence.  That put the chromatic in quite a quandary, for when he got back to the department, he found that the only one capable of contacting the humans was Kell.  He was the only one that knew the numbers, know how to call them, and created quite the amusing little scene yesterday evening, when the department chromatic was forced to come to his burrow and ask, through a tightly clenched jaw, just how he was supposed to go about making contact with the human world.  Kell immediately cursed him out and threw him out of his burrow, which prompted a visit from Jussa and Geon that morning.  “We know you have no reason to do anything for the chromatic, but we need to have the ability to contact the outside world, young earth drake,” Jussa said calmly, putting his clawed forepaw on Kell’s shoulder, just in front of his wingjoint.

“You see what he’s doing!” Kell protested.  “He’s not running the department, he’s destroying it!  If I don’t help him, it might just get him fired, and that’s exactly what I want!”


“We’re fully aware of what he’s trying to do, young one,” Jussa said, his glowing turquoise eyes narrowing.  “And you leave that little bit of business to us.  For now, however, we need to contact the outside world, if only to let them know that we didn’t forget about them.”


“How about a compromise,” Geon offered.  “You show me how to do it, and fix it so I can make contact from the computer on the aerie.”


“Now that I can do,” he said immediately.  “I’ll set you up with a phone emulator that will let you call human phones.”


“Then come to the aerie, young one, and install what you need to install.”


“Let me get the programs on a flash drive I can take up there.  Be right back,” he said, hurrying into his workshop.


And so, Kell returned to the aerie and installed a phone emulation program on the aerie computer.  He made sure to glare at the council chromatic about half the time, who seemed both slightly annoyed and amused at Kell’s open hostility.  Kell trained Geon in how to use the programs, how to use the bluetooth headset that he would strap over his earhole, and put Jenny’s contact numbers in the computer’s address book.  “Just tap her name and it’ll call her, and this button disconnects the call when you finish.  This computer doesn’t have a microphone, so you can’t use the speakerphone function, it’ll only work over the bluetooth.  Odds are, they’ll give you new contact numbers, esteemed council member.  Did you see how I programmed the address book?”

“I did, young one,” he nodded.  “I feel confident I can add new listings on my own.  But if I can’t, I’ll call you and have you come up.”


“That is the jurisdiction of the department,” the council chromatic said evenly.


“Your lackey fired everyone who could do it, so if you don’t mind, I’ll have a drake I can trust handle something this important,” Geon shot back.  “Something this delicate is not something I’d put in the paws of an incompetent.”


The chromatic bristled at Geon’s sideways insult.


“Remember that you have to speak English, esteemed council member,” Kell said.  “If you don’t feel comfortable doing it, there’s any number of drakes in the department that can act as a translator for you.”


“No, I’m fairly sure I can handle it, young one,” he smiled.  “I’ve been studying English for a while now, preparing for the possibility of this very day.  What time is it where the human is?”


“They’re six hours ahead.  This clock here is on their time,” he said, pointing to a secondary clock on the screen.


“Are there any diplomatic titles I need to know?”


“With Jenny, not really.  Call her Major Edwards, it’s her rank and family name, and that’s considered a respectful mode of address for American humans.  If she brings in someone else, they’ll identify themselves.  In American government, a diplomat’s title of station is often also a proper mode of address.  If one of them is introduced a secretary, like the Secretary of State for example, call them Mister or Misses Secretary.  If they introduce you to the president, then call him Mister President.  If she brings someone into the converstaion that isn’t introduced with such a title, then call them sir or ma’am if you don’t use their names.”


“I understand.”


“Then you’re good to go,” Kell nodded.  “If you have any problems, just send a sky drake for me and I’ll come back up and fix it.”


“No, stay for a moment, young one.  I’d like you available as I make this first call, just in case.”


“Of course,” he nodded, skittering to the side and sitting on his haunches.


“Kell, is there a way we can all hear what she says?” Anthra asked.


“Yes, Anthra.  There’s no external microphone for Jenny to hear what you say, but this button here will play what Jenny says over the external speaker, so everyone can hear it,” he said, pointing at an icon on the screen.  Geon nodded and tapped it, then he tapped Jenny’s address listing.


“Very good, young one.  Would you translate what they say for those of us who can’t understand her language?” Jussa prompted.


“I’d be honored, esteemed council member,” Kell said, nodding his head low.


In all, Geon handled the initial contact fairly well, and so did Jenny.  She didn’t freak out when someone other than Kell introduced himself over her phone, Geon identifying himself as the earth drake council seat, and Jenny immediately conferenced in both the Secretary of State and the President.  “Warn them that the whole council will hear what you say,” Kell whispered to Geon in English, and he nodded and started out right with it.  “Mister President, Mister Secretary, Major Edwards, I speak on behalf of the council of dragons, who are all listening,” he said in English.  “We wished to make this, uh, call to ensure you that we do in fact wish to maintain a light diplomatic contact with the outside world.  We are, how do you say…touching base?”

“That’s the proper term, esteemed council member,” President Walker replied, which Kell translated for the others.  “I must say, you speak excellent English.”


“I have studied it for some time,” Geon replied modestly.  “But unfortunately, not all of us have the time to study as I have, so we have a translator here for the others.

“I fear that this call will be very brief, exalted friends,” Geon said.  “It was as much to test our ability to call you as it was to let you know that we are still here.”


“I understand.  Has the council made any decisions of which we should be aware?” the president asked.


“Not at this time, Mister President,” Geon answered.  “We are still in debate over such matters.  Earth Drake Kell did make mention that you might wish to give us an alternative number of contact, so as not to constantly bother your Major Edwards.  She is the only means of contact we have with you.”


Kell heard Jenny’s voice, unintelligble in the background, but it was muted by the president’s voice.  “As a matter of fact, we can give you a contact number for the Secretary of State, who should be managing something as important as diplomatic contact between our peoples, esteemed council member,” Walker declared.  Kell listened as the Secretary of State, a man named Andrew Kent, gave Geon a new contact number that would directly ring the State Department’s highest levels, which would then be routed immediately to at least a deputy secretary, if not Secretary Kent himself.  “Major Edwards certainly handled the responsibility with excellence, but even she will admit that she’s not really the one you should be calling,” Walker said.  Geon programmed the new number into the computer, then he ended the call with flowery farewells.  Kell left the aerie as soon as he could, and that rounded out his morning.

His afternoon had been spent on the farm, while Keth and Kanna did a favor for Shii…or so anyone watching would think.  His parents and the younglings had been swimming for hours every day since the meeting, both regaining their swimming endurance and practicing holding their breath.  Officially, Keth and Kanna were digging out an expansion of the main living chamber in Shii’s underwater den and the hatchlings were learning the family skill of underwater excavation, but in reality they were just getting back in swimming shape, and his siblings, well, they really were learning the art of underwater digging, as well as being extra paws on hand to help with carting out the waste rock.  It wasn’t that his parents were out of shape, no earth dragon really was, but it was a different kind of endurance they had to train to do any extensive underwater work or long distance swimming.  Kell was probably the most fit earth drake on the entire island, because he swam more than any other drake, he was the one that did most of the underwater digging for Shii’s pod, and he had trained himself to dive deep and hold his breath for very long periods of time, even while performing heavy activity.  Kell’s muscles were like solid rock, but where his endurance kicked in was that he could perform extensive activity underwater before he had to come up for air.  All the water dragons knew that if they needed anything dug out underwater, that it was Keth’s family they needed to come see.  It was something of their specialty, and it was no secret.  And Keth’s family had made some good food trades by doing their rather specialized form of excavation.  After all, Shii’s den was one of her pod’s points of pride and status.  Shii’s den was one of the largest pod dens on the island, a fully excavated den with multiple chambers, even an air chamber, electricity, and water circulation pumps, and all but the original underwater cave had been dug out by Keth’s ancestors, Keth, or Kell.

And it was just coincidence that Keth’s family was carrying out a large amount of waste rock from the cove, far more than their excavation of Shii’s den would entail.


Shii wasn’t complaining.  She’d been wanting that chamber enlarged for a while, but hadn’t gotten around to asking Keth to do it.


So, while his parents and the younglings were off playing in the cove, Kell and Kammi had been stuck with all the manual labor.  The lack of harmful insects on the island cut out a lot of their work, but the rich, fertile soil lent itself to the quick infestation of weeds, mainly the fast-growing sawgrass that covered about any part of the island that wasn’t bare rock or forest, so much of a farmer’s day was spent weeding out the farmland.  Kell weeded out both radish fields and the carrot field while Kammi weeded out the potato fields, then watered Keth’s prized wheat field as Kell went over to the cove and looked down from the little cliff directly over her pod den entrance into the water.  Kav and Kitta appeared, carrying baskets of waste rock, using their wings to “fly” through the water, just as Shii’s pod had been training Kell’s family for generations.  The two of them quickly swam out to the entrance of the cove and vanished in the shimmering, undulating water, and a sleek water drake ghosted out of the entrance. It was Ralla, he could see, and his friend broached the water and looked up at him.  “What goes on, Kell?” he asked.

“Nothing, just checking on the progress,” he replied.


“It goes smoothly,” he replied.  “The younglings can stay under far longer than I expected.”


“How are sire and mother doing?”


“Fine, fine.  It’s apparent they haven’t done any digging for a while, but they stay down longer with each breath,” he smiled.


“The chamber?”


“About half done,” he replied.  “Keth did mention that he will have you run some new power lines later.  Keth had to pull some of them off the wall.”


“I can fix it, no problem,” he nodded.  “You should tell Matriarch that this is her chance to get anything else done, since they’re training the younglings,” Kell grinned.


Ralla chuckled.  “I think Matriarch is sizing up just that possibility, friend,” he grinned back.  “She keeps studying a stretch of floor in the food storage chamber.  I think she’s pondering a storage chamber there, maybe a live storage area for lobsters and crabs.”

Kell chuckled.  “Well, this is her chance,” Kell repeated.  Kammi was bounding up, causing Kell to glance back at her.  “I think work is calling, friend,” he said.


“Same here.  Patriarch is taking us out to fish the deep waters to the north.  There were sightings of giant squid,” he noted.


“Good luck,” Kell nodded.


“You should say that to the squid, not to us,” he grinned, then he sank back into the water before Kammi arrived.


“Kell!” Kammi called, then she slid to a stop just behind him.  “Kell, we have a problem!”


“What?”


“There’s a chromatic and two fire drakes poking around the main storage chamber,” she said quickly.


“He’ll be disappointed,” Kell noted.  Keth had had all his food stores moved to the village silo already, which had taken the entire family and Shii’s pod nearly a full night to move.  But luckily, the tunnel to the village was literally right beside the main storage chamber, so they didn’t have to move the food outside and in the open more than twenty paces.  “But he shouldn’t be here.”


“Go sic him,” Kammi grinned.  “I’ll go warn Keth.  I don’t think they’re that deep.”


“Not at all.  Just remember, the air chamber is on the right wall as you enter the pod den,” he told her.  “You can see the water’s surface from underneath.  They’ll see you swim in, and a water drake will come to the air chamber to see what you want.”


“Got it,” she said, bounding past him in two half-leaps, then diving off the two meter cliff and into the water.  Kammi swam with her legs and with her tail a little, not her wings, which showed the fundamental difference between Keth’s family and about every other earth dragon.  Kell turned and galloped to the main storage chamber, and just as Kammi described, there was a very young chromatic female inside the storage chamber with two young fire drakes escorting her, no doubt chosen for the assignment because they were all small, and would have to enter underground chambers.

“What do you do here?” Kell called sternly as he came down the entry ramp.


“We’re conducting an inventory of all farm stores,” the chromatic replied in an absent voice, looking around using a magical ball of light.  “Is this your farm’s main storage chamber?”


“By whose authority are you making this inventory?” Kell demanded.


“Why, the council’s, of course,” she sniffed, stepping deeper into the chamber, until her light reached the far end.


“And when did they decide this?”


“A matter of hours ago, I believe,” she replied.  “I was pulled from my studies to perform this…errand,” she said distastefully.  “Are there other storage chambers?  This one is empty.”


“They’re all empty,” Kell said bluntly.


“You work on a farm with no food?” she asked, honestly confused.


“We moved our stores to another storage area,” he replied evenly.


“For whatever reason?”


“None that concerns you, chromatic,” Kell said with narrowing eyes.  “What we do is our own business, and is none of yours.”


“There’s no reason to get all snippy,” she said, a touch crossly.  “I have no more desire to be here than you do for me to be here.  I just want to get this busy work done so I can return to my studies.  Are you the patron of this farm?”


“No,” Kell replied.  “I sent our farmhand for the patron.  He should be here in a matter of moments.”


“Very good, then,” she said, coming back towards him, her feathery antenna-like growths twitching.  “Might we go back outside?  I find these low-ceilinged chambers…oppressive,” she said, looking up.


Kell led the chromatic and her fire drake lackeys up the ramp, and saw that Keth was running up to the entrance, water dripping off him.  The chromatic looked to him when he arrived.  “You are the farm patron?” she asked.


“I am,” he replied.


“I’ve been tasked by the council to conduct an inventory of available food stores on the farms in this village,” she told him, taking a book from her shoulder satchel.  “Could you tell me, Patron, where your stocks might be located so I can inspect them?”


“We moved all our stores in preparation of the next harvest, which will be large,” Keth said evenly.  “I’ll need every bit of storage space I have here to hold it.  But I keep a detailed inventory of all stored goods in my computer.  I can show you what I have without you having to go to where the food is.”


“That’s perfectly acceptable,” she replied mellowly.  “If you say you have it, then as far as I’m concerned, you have it.  Where you keep it is not my concern.”


“Then I invite you to my burrow, young chromatic.”


“You two, stay out here,” she told the fire drakes.  “I won’t need your assistance.”


“Fine,” the larger one, a male, said.  “Is there anywhere we can get some water, earth drake?”


“Kell, bring our guests some water,” Keth said as he led the chromatic towards the burrow entrance.


“Why are you all wet, Patron?” the chromatic asked.


Keth chuckled.  “I’m doing a favor for our water drake neighbors, digging out a chamber for them in their den,” he told her.


“Hmm.  Perhaps, Patron, I might barter such a service?  My den is entirely too small, and I’ve yet to learn the magic to enlarge it.”

“We can talk about that after you finish your inventory,” he said lightly as they vanished down the ramp.


“Would you prefer piped water or spring water?” Kell asked soberly.  Not that he wanted to show hospitality to fire drakes, but Keth had given him an order, and he had to follow it.


“I don’t care, anything.”


“I have a water hose not far from here.”


“Good enough for me,” he said with a nod.


Kell led the two fire drakes to the hose, where they both drank quite a lot more than Kell would have expected…but then again, both of them had more than a little steam issuing from their nostrils after they drank.  After that, the two of them just sat on their haunches and talked with each other, so Kell went back to weeding.  They weren’t going to cause trouble, and Keth had the chromatic in paw.


But why they were there didn’t surprise Kell all that much.  Ferroth had said that the chromatics would start nosing about the farms, the factories, preparing to start meddling in all earth dragon affairs, not just the department.  And Ferroth had been right, as had Keth.  Keth had feared that the council would want to go through his food stores, and the chromatic was here to do exactly that.  But, at least this particular chromatic didn’t seem as stuck up as most of her kind.


Kell didn’t get much weeding done when he got there, since he had Ferroth on a chat program, typing using only three clawtips since his tablet was strapped to his lower foreleg.  He warned Ferroth of what the chromatic was doing, and his chief wasn’t surprised at all.  Geon warned me as soon as they had the vote.  The chromatic managed to pass through an order to have all farm stocks inventoried.  They’re getting ready to try to take our food, Ferroth typed.  To force us to either farm or starve.

I’m not surprised, Kell answered, his three fingers dancing over his tablet’s touchscreen with calm efficiency.  It also tells them where it is in case they simply try to steal it.


Not all that much, Ferroth answered.  Nearly half the farms have moved their stores to village silos.  That’s a fact that chromatics won’t ignore.  It might make them suspicious.


The one here didn’t care at all.  Keth keeps an inventory on his computer, and that was good enough for her.


Chromatics not doing all the legwork will care, Ferroth answered.  They’ll see the earth dragons hiding their food.  That’s going to raise an alarm.


It still needed to be done.


True enough.  And after this, I’ll push to have the rest of the farmers move their stores.  A little visit from a chromatic is usually enough to make nearly any earth dragon get suddenly paranoid.

Kell chuckled. Sire sure thought fast.  He told the chromatic he moved all his stocks to clear storage space for the next harvest.

That’s actually a pretty good excuse, I’ll filter it down to the others, Ferroth replied.


Keth came out to the field after the chromatic left.  “That’s enough weeding, young one,” he said.  “We need you to help with Shii’s den.”


“Sure, Sire,” he replied.  “We can let Kammi do it all.  The little jerk needs to be worked,” he noted.


Keth laughed.  “She is a saucy little thing,” he agreed.  “Was she like that in the department?”


“Oh yeah,” Kell chuckled as he turned to follow Keth back to the burrow.  “Chief always thought that the smaller a drake was, the more attitude he had.”

Keth looked back at him pointedly, which made Kell laugh.  “Yeah, yeah, I know,” he grinned toothily.  “I just prove his point.”


“More than,” Keth drawled.


Kammi got stuck with all the weeding, and Kell dove down to practice the family’s one unique skill, underwater excavation…and Kell had been taught well by Keth and Grandsire Kirt.  Kell worked on one wall while Keth and Kanna worked on the opposite one, and the younglings both helped where they could and watched, studying how it was done.  It was actually easier to dig out wet rock, since the water cooled off the claws and lubricated the gouging, up to a point, and not even volcanic basalt could stand up to an earth dragon’s claws.  The younglings watched as Kell gouged out deep furrows in the rock at regular intervals, staying down well after they had to go to the air chamber, then when they had to go back to the air chamber, then he showed them the real trick.  After gouging out deep, foreleg-length rents in the rock, he turned sideways, hooking his forelegs on the edge and his back legs on one of the rock shelves, then he snapped it off with a powerful kick.  The large slab of basalt that resulted was pulled out, and he snapped off the other slabs.  The trick to it, he taught the younglings, was knowing the rock and knowing your own strength, understanding how thick one could make the slabs and still be able to break them out.  After the slabs were removed, Kell started on the next section down, and would systematically work his way all the way across and down the wall.  And once all that was done, he’d start on the fresh wall he’d just created, digging it out more.  The chamber would expand by stages, by the length of Kell’s legs.  And the slabs of basalt he created would be useful for other things, since they were of uniform thickness and could be smoothed out with a little work.

By an hour before sunset, Kell had dug two passes into his wall, and since he was to dig three passes, he was nearly finished.  The younglings dragged themselves up into the air chamber and laid there, panting, as Shii served some kelp and fresh-caught fish to Kanna.  “Be patient, younglings, digging while holding your breath takes practice and training,” she told them.  “Would the rock not wear my own claws to the nub, I would be helping you.”


“Your claws are suited for digging fish out of the ocean bottom, not clawing out solid rock, my friend,” Kanna chuckled, then she turned her head up and gulped down a medium-sized fish whole.


“We’re not done yet,” Keth said.  “I promised the slabs to Javan for paving.  We need to pull them out and stack them on the shore, he’s sending a drake to collect them in the morning.”


“Feeling up to the main task now, Sire?” Kell asked.


“Actually, I think that after just a few more days of this, I’ll be able to make it,” he answered with a nod.  “I forgot what good exercise this is.”


“And I get an expanded living chamber out of it,” Shii remarked lightly, offering kelp to the younglings, who attacked the bowl like it was the last food left on earth.


“The reckoning will come, my friend,” Kanna replied with a teasing smile.  “I’m going to demand a whole month’s worth of daily tuna catches for this.”


“It’s worth the effort,” she replied.


Despite all the heavy work, after he ate dinner with Shii, he went out to swim with Sella, and she took him out of the cove and they dove down along the steep slope of the underwater part of the island, which was literally a mountain sunk into the sea.  Sella pushed him a little, making him dive down to the limits of his range, down to where the water swallowed up the light and forced him to rely on Sella’s magic to light the way, but it was worth it when they reached what she was bringing him to see…it was a shipwreck.  The water dragons had found another sunken ship and dragged it to the island, and they’d set it on one of the rock shelves along the side of the island, one of the places they could put such a thing without it sliding back down.  They’d come back in the morning and haul it over to the factory, where the earth dragons would cut the ship apart and salvage any metal out of it they could.  The ship was a fishing trawler, one of the big 25 meter models, the net cranes torn off from its sinking and the bridge windows shattered and bridge roof crushed.  From the look of it, the ship had settled on the ocean floor upside-down, from the flattened-out top of the bridge.  The ship still had its paint, the wood had yet to rot out, some of its netting was still clinging to anchors like forlorn spider webs; the ship hadn’t sunk that long ago, and that meant that the metal would be useful.  Kell gripped the side, felt strong steel under his claws, and nodded to Sella that it was a good find.  He kicked off from the ship and headed for the surface, which took him nearly two minutes to reach, breathing deep as Sella surfaced beside him.  “They found it two days ago,” she told him.

“It can’t have been down there long,” he told her.  “Did they find any bodies?”


“Bone fragments, which they buried with honor,” she answered.


“We’ll see what nation it’s from when they get it up into the light,” Kell said.

“We’ll go see now,” she winked.  “Let’s go back down.”


“Alright, give me a minute,” he replied, then started breathing deeply.


“I’ll carry you so you have more time to investigate,” Sella offered.


He nodded without replying.  When he was ready, he dove back down, then grabbed Sella’s tail and let her pull him, since she could swim much faster than he could.  Submerging that deep that fast always made him feel a little squeezed, but earth dragons were built to withstand pressure, be it the pressure of the earth over them or the water around them.  Luckily for earth dragons and water dragons alike, they couldn’t develop the bends from rapid descents and ascents, were immune to the presssure-induced injuries suffered by other living things.  Kell wasn’t sure if other dragons had that little boon, but he wasn’t complaining.  The ability to deal with great pressure only put another mark in the column in Kell’s mind that the earth dragons did indeed originate from deep under the earth, born in the deepest womb of Gaia.  They reached the wreck much faster that time, and Sella used her water dragon magic to make her body glow with a bright bio-luminescence, something they used in the abyssal depths in addition to their sonar.  She was his living lantern, staying close to him and the boat both as he swam down to the stern.  The ship’s name was in Japanese, which he could read, and realized that he’d heard about this particular boat on the news.  NHK had reported about it late last year, because the son of a prominent politician had been aboard.  Kell swam to the squashed bridge and set his feet and forelegs and pulled the roof up, then looked in when Sella got close.  The bridge was pretty mangled from the roof collapsing on it, including what Kell identified as a skeletal toe near where the wheel would be.  Kell pointed and bent the roof back more, then Sella used her water magic to pull the bones out.  There was nothing but the toe, two metatarsels, a couple of knobby ankle bones, and the broken end of the shinbone, held together by half-eaten, tattered ligaments.  The rest of the bones had either been crushed, imploded, or had been separated off, the ligaments eaten out or ruptured, then drifted away in the current.  Like most sinking victims, what was left of the body after the tremendous pressure at the bottom of the ocean imploded the air-filled parts and shattered the bones and circulatory system, the body fizzing like a carbonated soda as suspended air in the blood was wrung out of it like a wet rag, was promptly eaten by the scavengers.  The marrow in the bones also had a tendency to implode, which shattered most of the larger bones.  After the scavengers ate the flesh holding the shattered bone fragments together, the remnants tended to drift apart.  Only the smaller bones tended to survive the rapid pressurization that came with being trapped on a sinking steel ship, like the ankle bones and metatarsels in Sella’s forepaw.

Those were the kinds of things human documentaries didn’t explain about deep sea sinking victims.  If the body sank too fast, like being trapped on a ship, there wasn’t much left by the time it reached the bottom.  And that only lasted as long as it took the scavengers to find the wreck.  Sella closed her forepaws over the bones reverently as Kell searched for any other bones, half-wriggling into the crushed cockpit, but they were the only ones.  He pointed up, and Sella held her forepaws out and turned her nose down, warning him she was going to go bury the bones in the mud at the base of the island mountain.  That was water dragon custom, to honor the dead taken by the sea, even human dead.  Kell nodded and kicked off the boat, heading for the surface as Sella turned down the slope and headed for water far too deep for Kell to follow.

He almost choked on water when he surfaced and found a very young sky drake hovering about two meters over where they’d dove down.  He looked up at the sleek drake with annoyance.  “What?” he demanded.


“I was starting to think you drowned,” the drake said lightly, slowly rotating so he was almost upside-down, looking down at Kell.  “I was about to find a water dragon to go get you.”


“They’d have laughed once you found one,” Kell told him.  “What are you doing here?”


“Hinado sent me,” he replied.  “They’re watching you, Kell of the earth drakes.”


“I know they are.”


“They intend to kill you if they catch you alone,” the drake told him.


“What?”


“Hinado told me,” the drake nodded.  “He told me to warn you, and to watch you.  Hinado told me to tell you not to leave your farm alone, you or the female field agent, Jasper, and that it might not be safe to be alone on your farm either if you’re far away from others.  Always keep someone with you.  They won’t attack you on the farm, since they’d be seen.  But if they think they can kill you where nobody can see it, they will.”


“Why?” Kell demanded shortly, but he knew why.  Kell was a field agent, he had training, and he was dangerous.  That, and his family had humiliated the chromatics in public, and chromatics were almost legendary for their pettiness when it came to such things.


“I don’t know.  I just know what Hinado told me to tell you.  I already warned the female, and she told me to tell you to come back to the farm.”


“That might not be a bad idea,” he grunted.


“I can carry you if you like.”


“I’ll swim,” Kell said shortly.  And he’d be making the swim underwater, for that matter.


“Don’t drown,” the sky drake said lightly, then it flitted up into the air, turned his body upward, gave one mighty flap of his huge wings, and rocketed into the sky with almost shocking speed.


Kell wasn’t entirely surprised.  The council chromatic and the department chromatic both knew that Kell and Kammi were out there, they’d been trained in such things, and they were living on the same farm.  They were Ferroth’s drakes, drakes with special training, and they were a threat to the chromatics’ plans.  Them, Slate, Onyx and the new Stone, Ferroth, probably even Kintel since they were watching him too, they were the earth drakes that would work hardest to oppose the chromatics, and had the training to actually make nuisances of themselves.

One thing was becoming clear.  If the chromatics were willing to start killing earth drakes, then the earth drakes had better be ready and willing to kill the chromatics.


Kell made the swim back to the cove underwater, deep enough underwater so they couldn’t see his silhouette, surfacing only long enough to take another breath and dive back down.  Not even a fire dragon could get at him twenty meters underwater, where he could swim far faster than any other dragon would expect from a drake that wasn’t a water dragon.  He got up enough speed to vault up out of the water and land on the small cliff behind the burrow entrance, and Kammi was already racing up to him.  “Did the sky drake find you?”


“He did,” Kell replied.  “I’m a little surprised that Hinado would care.”


“Who knows.  Patron already ordered you back into the burrow,” she said.  “He said to pack your things.  You can’t be alone.”


Kell growled, then nodded.  “They’d see me being alone in my burrow in the middle of the night as a perfect opportunity,” he reasoned.  Then his eyes narrowed.  “Or…a perfect trap,” he said.  “We need to talk to Ferroth.”


“He’ll be here any minute.  I already called him.”


Kell stretched out his wings and flapped them a couple of times to shake the water off, then folded them back against his flanks as they started down the ramp into the burrow.  “Well, I hope he gets here quick.” 

Ferroth already knew, Kell found out when his chief got there.  “Hinado told me himself,” Ferroth grunted.  “He just happened to be near the department when I finished for the day, and dropped a note in front of me as he passed over.  His note made it pretty clear they’re watching him too.  I guess he’s too much of a wild card on the council, and now the chromatic is playing hard-claw to bring him under control.  There’s one particular sky wyrm watching the farm, young ones, and he has orders to try to kill you if he thinks he can do it without anyone seeing it.  This means that from now on, neither of you go out alone, and you don’t go out together by yourselves unless someone else is with you.  It’d only take a sky wyrm a quick moment to do it, so don’t ever drop your guard.”


“Yeah,” Kell growled.  “Snatch us up, break our wings, then drop us from about a thousand meters.  Not even we could survive a fall like that.”


“Just about.  So keep one eye up at all times.  You know they make no sound when they dive, and you won’t see them until it’s too late.  It’s how they hunt, after all.” 


“We were kicking around the idea of setting a trap for them using my burrow, chief,” Kell said.  “If they think I’m in there alone, they might try.”


“That would just initiate a confrontation and perhaps a backlash that we’re not ready to deal with right now,” Ferroth said.  “We’re not ready to start moving openly, whelp.  When we are ready, that might be useful, though.  We let them see you move back into your burrow, then have a few earth drakes in there waiting for them.”


“I’ll need an excuse to move back in, if I’m not supposed to know about the sky wyrm,” Kell mused, looking at Kammi.  “Well, I guess your idea will work for me,” he said.


“What?” she asked.


“It seems that I suddenly became completely unsatisfied with my burrow,” he said with a slight smile.  “It’s entirely too small, so I want to enlarge it.  And I can’t leave all my stuff in there while I’m digging out new chambers, so I’ll just have to move everything over here while I’m renovating.”


“Sounds workable to me,” Kammi grinned.  “Well, now I get to look through your stuff,” she winked.

“I want you to ask Matriarch Shii for a very special favor,” Ferroth said.  “This might just be a ploy to get the two of you in the same burrow, to make it easier to get at you.  I want you to ask Shii to enspell the corridor leaving the entry chamber of the burrow so that if anyone other than the burrow’s occupants passes it, it sets off an alarm.  That kind of magic is more than within a water dragon’s ability.”


“After all the work we’ve done on her den, she’d better,” Kell grunted, which made Kammi laugh.


It wasn’t Shii that answered his call for magic, it was Patriarch Surral.  Surral wasn’t much of a kelp farmer, but he was an amazing fisher, and he spent most of his time out in the deeper waters, chasing down schools of open-water fish and diving deep for giant squid.  Kell actually didn’t see Surral very often, for he was out late and left early, but he held something of the honor of being one of the most experienced giant squid fishers among the water dragons, and something of an explorer.  Surral found more shipwrecks than any other water drake, because he was constantly exploring tracts of ocean floor to which he’d never been before.  Surral knew he wasn’t very good at tending the kelp, so he left that to Shii and did what he did best, and it worked very well in their pod.  Their younglings got a great education from both a farmer and an open-sea fisher, which made the drakes in the pod very versatile.  Sella and Ralla could tend the kelp beds or join the pod on a fishing expedition with equal skill, and their younger siblings were learning those skills quickly. Kell had always had a certain youthful admiration for Surral, admired his adventurous spirit and his ability.  He was a drake of great talent, but never bragged about it, even while exuding that confident aire of a drake that was good at what he did and knew it.  “Patriarch,” Kell said with honest warmth, nuzzling him under his chin when he came down the ramp.  “It’s so good to see you!  I didn’t know you were in!”

“Just got in a few minutes ago,” he said.  Surral was something of a rogue among water drakes, which Kell always equated to James Dean.  He was a rebel, outspoken, but as water drakes measured things, he was a highly charismiatic and physically attractive drake.  His crest was long and sleek, his body a perfect blend of water-sliding smoothness and muscular power.  He also had something of a temper, a rarity among water drakes, and often spoke rashly and spoke his mind.  It was for that reason as much as anything that it was perhaps best that Surral spent most of his time out in the vast open ocean.  Despite those flaws, though, Surral was a true friend and a powerful, loyal ally to those he deemed worthy of his respect.  “Lifemate said you asked for some magic?”

“Please,” Kell said, then he explained what he needed, and more importantly, why.


“Are you serious?” Surral demanded with sudden heat.


“Afraid so,” Kell replied.  “Things are getting very serious around here.  Didn’t Shii explain what was going on?”


“Of course, but I didn’t think it would really go anywhere.  We’ve seen these little spats rise up before,” he grunted.  “You’re absolutely sure they intend to kill you?”


“Chief believes so, and I trust him,” he replied.  “He said he got the information straight from a dragon on the council.  He trusts the source.”


“By the heavy water,” Surral growled.  “Then you need more than a simple alarm.  I’ll fix it.”


“Nothing outrageous or exotic,” Kell warned.  “Chief said what we’re not ready for an open confrontation yet, and you enchanting the burrow to make a chromatic explode might tip our plans too soon.”


Surral chuckled darkly.  “That was exactly what I was going to do, but if you want subtle, I can do subtle,” he said, grinning toothily.  “Go get me some onions while I take care of it.  I think that’s a fair barter.”

“After all the work we did on your den?”


“That was for Shii, not me,” he grinned.  “How much time do I spend in there?”


Kell laughed.  “That’s a point. Alright, onions it is.”


Kell fetched some giant sweet onions while Surral worked his magic on the lone corridor leading from the entry chamber.  Water dragon magic was silent, and only really required the exercise of willpower, but like many magic-using dragons, Surral had this habit of gesturing while he was exercising his ability.  It wasn’t entirely necessary, but Sella did it too, and she’d told him that it often helped her concentration.  Though what Surral was doing was silent, was completely hidden for that matter, the effect his work had on the very walls of the burrow was not quite so stealthy.  The walls, floor, and ceiling of the entire corridor began to glow with a soft azure light, then the radiance shimmered and then vanished when Surral slapped both forepaws down on the floor.  “There,” he said.  “It should last at least a few months, Kell.”


“What will it do?” he asked.


Surral grinned.  “If anyone but your family, your farmhand, or one of us venture into this corridor without permission, it’ll sound an alarm that nobody in the corridor will hear, and the magic infused into any invader who enters this corridor will cause any magical attack or breath weapon cast within the burrow to turn back against the user.”


“Wow, you can do that?” Kell gasped.


Surral grinned.  “You think I just fish out there in the open water, Kell?  I practice.”


“No wonder Shii sent you!” Kell laughed.

“I do have certain skills,” he said, looking at his forepaw claws lightly, which made Kell laugh.


“Well, you earned your onions,” Kell grinned.  “Come on in and we can talk while you eat, fill you in on what Shii might not have told you.”


It turned out that Surral had found the boat resting on the ledge.  Surral told him about finding it the day before, only about two hundred miles from the island, and callling in some other water dragons to haul it back to the island.  He also noted something that got Kell’s attention.  “There’s a couple dozen American Navy ships not far from where I found the shipwreck,” he noted as he swallowed another onion.  “And I mean it’s an entire task force.  Carrier, two attack subs underneath, twenty or so support ships, the whole school of fish.  I surfaced to take a look, and the deck of the carrier is loaded to the gills with Hawkeyes and choppers.  Not a single fighter in sight.”


“Hawkeyes?” Kell asked.


Surral nodded.  “I know what they look like.  They had seven of them that I could see, and there’s no telling how many were on the other side.”


Hawkeyes were the new Naval recon craft.  Smaller than the Air Force version, the AWACS, but with a huge operational range, they were designed to be a carrier-based forward operations and surveillance platform, searching for enemy ships and planes and coordinating aerial attacks on them.  They could land and take off from a carrier deck, if only just, and could also be refueled in the air for extended missions.  What made Kell take notice was the number of them.  A carrier usually only had two or possibly three Hawkeyes attached to it, and one was almost always in the air, providing eyes in the sky to hunt for threats to the carrier.  If the deck was holding that many, the big planes taking up so much space, planes whose only mission was reconnaisance….

The Americans were hunting for the island.


“They’re searching for the island,” Kell said, to which Surral nodded.  “They have a very rough idea of where we are, generally, so they’re bringing recon planes down here to comb the ocean.”


“Won’t do them any good,” Surral grinned.  “Not even their technology can find the island.”


“It’s not their technology that worries me,” Kell grunted.  “How far was the task force?”


“About a hundred human miles,” he replied.  “North-northeast.  I think they came down from Hawaii.”


That was fairly close, as Kell reasoned things.  Their island was exactly 1,027 miles from Hawaii, and there wasn’t a single island within a thousand miles in any direction outside of ten tiny, windswept rocks that were both charted and known to be uninhabited, islands the water dragons fished due to their reefs.  Easter Island and the Galapagos were far the the east, the Solomons far to the west.

“Huh, well, we sorta expected this was coming,” Kell grunted.  “As soon as they learned about us.  If you’re looking for an uncharted island, this stretch of the Pacific is actually a good place to start.  Far from the usual shipping lanes, no inhabited islands in a thousand miles in any direction…it’s the likely spot.”


“That is is, Kell,” Surral nodded, swallowing another onion.  “Why does it worry you?  The island can’t be seen by bipeds, and their technology can’t penetrate the island.  Only the living can see the island, and the island is specifically warded so bipeds can’t see it.”


“That’s true, Sirral, but it doesn’t hide the island’s presence,” he fretted.  “The island does make an ocean current turn.  The humans will see waves crashing on what looks to them to be open ocean.  If we’re running the incinerator, the smoke it generates could be seen.  I think active sonar would get a reading, because I don’t think the chromatics enchanted the island a thousand years ago with the idea sound could be used to find it.  And if the volcano erupts for real, they’ll see its plume if they’re really watching the region.  Hell, they might find it by studying heat distribution graphs in the atmosphere and seeing that something is heating the air around the island.  There’s several ways I can think of that the humans might find the island, without ever having to see it.  They’ve just never had a reason to actually use those tricks until now, when they know they’re looking for something they can’t see.”


“Hmmmmmm,” Surral mused.  “The Americans were banging away with active sonar when I saw their fleet.  It was what drew me to them.  What do you think they’ll do if they find us?”

“At first?  Nothing,” he replied.  “Humans are very curious, and it really chafes their scales that they don’t know where we are.  We really pose no threat to them, and only the upper crust of the American government knows we even exist.”


“But I thought you were caught on TV.”


“I was, but they still don’t entirely know what to make of it,” he replied.  “Remember, they only got about a second and a half of footage of me, taken from a distance.  The news networks still run the occasional piece about it, mainly because the government has clamped down and won’t answer any questions.  So, the silence from the government incites that human curiosity.  The news people think that the government is hiding something…which naturally they are,” Kell chuckled.  “The only ones that know the truth are the highest levels of the American government,” he said as he took an onion for himself.  “Maybe a hundred humans total.  The government keeps us a secret, even from itself.  Odds are, if those ships are out here to look for us, they don’t know exactly what they’re looking for.  They were probably just told to search for anything anomalous.  Strange sonar readings, unusual clouds, smoke, anything out of the ordinary.  They may have been told as much as that they’re searching for an uncharted island, one that can’t be detected by instruments for whatever reason they decided to tell them.  Their sonar can’t pick you up, can it?”


Surral waggled his head.  “From a distance, no.  From up close, yes, at least if we’re not shielding ourselves from sonar with magic.  And if they did pick us up, they’d mistake us for whales.  After all, we don’t make any mechanical sounds.  And if we feel like they might know we’re there, we dive deep.  That’s something no sub can do.  When we do that, most likely they just think we’re small whales.”

“Do you know if they can pick up your sonar?”


He gave Kell a look.  “I don’t think so.  I’ve never really thought about it.  No ship or sub has ever reacted when we get within sonar range.”


Kell rapped his claws on the table.  “I have no doubt the sky dragons know about them by now,” he mused.  We’ll have to see how the council reacts when they’re told.”


They moved his things out of his burrow at sunset, after Keth returned from the daily council, which took nearly four hours.  Kell returned to his original chamber in the family burrow and set up his computers and important things, but stored everything else in the lower chambers and in a couple of the farmhand chambers.  Kell’s old chamber in the burrow was more like a little apartment, actually.  It was a three room suite of a living chamber and two side chambers only accessible from the living chamber, the side chambers dug out by Kell himself when he was younger.  Kell put his important stuff in one side chamber, set up the other for sleeping, and put all his computers on tables and shelves in the main chamber, having to run two new switches down to handle all the traffic.  Between him and Kammi, they were now a major traffic jam on the island’s computer network.


 Keth looked into his chamber as he got his last computer up.  “Just get back from council?” Kell asked.


“Yes, young one, and I have a message for you, from Ferroth.  He said that he wants you and Kammi both to stay underground as much as possible, and try to only come out at night.  And even then, you do not go out alone.  If you do come out in the daylight, then have no less than three others with you.”

“Sound advice,” Kell nodded.  “I’m surprised you’re taking this so calmly.”


“Let’s just say that you’d better not cross paths with your mother, young one, or she may chain you to the wall,” he said dryly, which made Kell chuckle.  “You know how she is.”


“I know, but I’m an adult now, and I can take care of myself,” he replied evenly.


“Parents often only see that when they want to see it,” Keth smiled.  “Tomorrow, you and Kammi finish the work on Shii’s den, and I’ll have the younglings finish the weeding.  That should keep you out of sight.”


“Kammi won’t be much help.  By the time she gets to the chamber, she can only last about thirty seconds before she has to go back for air.  I’d be better off doing it myself.”


“I heard that!” Kammi called from the passgeway outside.  “I’ll prove you wrong, Kell!”


“We’ll just turn the TV on for her,” Kell said with a slightly malicious smile at his sire.  “We’ll turn it to Sesame Street.  That should be about her grade level.”


“Oh, you are so gonna get it!” Kammi threatened, coming into view around Keth.


“Talk is cheap, Kammi,” Kell teased.  “Tomorrow you prove you’re worthy of working in this family.”


“I’ll prove it or drown trying!” she declared.


“We’ll make a mud dragon out of you yet, young one,” Keth said lightly, bumping her on the hindquarters with the underside of his tail.


27 May 2017, 14:28DMT; Dawnmist Village

When Kammi said she’d do good work or die trying, Kell didn’t quite expect her to take that declaration literally.


Twice, one of the water drakes had to literally save her life, carting her off to the air chamber after she nearly passed out trying to last as long as possible clearing waste rock for him as he dug out the last pass of the wall.  She was almost maniacally determined to prove to Kell she could do it, even though she had absolutely no exposure to the kind of work they were doing.  Exerting one’s self underwater while holding one’s breath wasn’t just something a drake picked up, it was a technique, a skill, that had to be trained and developed.  And since Kell’s family was about the only one that practiced their unique form of burrowing, they were the only ones that really knew how to do it.


But, Kammi did learn.  He taught her the technique, and by lunch, she was digging her own lines on the other end of the pass, just only about a minute of work at a time.


After he broke off the last slab and smoothed out the wall with his horns, using them like a grinder to scrub the bumps off the wall, he climbed up into the air chamber while the water pumps pulled the suspended rock dust out of the den and made it flow out of the entrance.  Kammi was already in the chamber, panting a little as the TV droned in the background, her head bowed a little as she got her breath back.  “I never thought that could be so hard!”


“It’s why not every drake does it,” Kell nodded as Ralla burst from the water and landed on the stone by Kell.  “Ralla.”


“Kell,” he nodded in reply.  “Done?”


“Yeah.  How was the fishing?”


“Good, we came across a school of migrating shimmerscales,” he replied.  “Patriarch and Sella are dragging in the catch now.” Which meant that they were using their control over water to literally net the fish, pulling them with them as they returned to the island.  “Are you going to try to drown yourself again, Kammi?”

Kammi gave him an annoyed look.  “I wasn’t trying to!”


“It’s much harder than it looks, what they do,” Ralla smiled at Kell.  “They just make it look easy.  But, at least now you have a very good idea of just how long you can stay under before you drown,” Ralla smiled lightly.


“Oh, bite my tail, Ralla!” Kammi huffed, which made him laugh.


“Patriarch said you can’t leave the den until sunset,” Ralla warned.  “Well, she can’t.  Keth sends word that he wants you to go help the builders, in there,” Ralla noted, pointing towards the lava tube, which meant he was pointing at the wall.


“I can help!  Can you get me in there, Ralla?” she asked.


Ralla clicked his teeth together a few times.  “I think I can, but it won’t be entirely free of danger,” he warned.  “You’ll have to hold my tail while I swim.  If you let go, you won’t be able to make it out.”


“I can manage,” she said, almost defiantly.


“I’ll come up behind you, just in case her paws can’t back up her mouth.”


Kammi growled at him.


“Deep breaths, Kammi,” Ralla warned.  “You’ll be under for at least three minutes.  And remember, you cannot let go,” he said intensely.


She nodded and started to hyperventilate, a trick Kell had taught her that morning.


It was something of a stretch for him to swim up the lava tube when starting from the pod den, but he’d done it before.  Ralla left him far behind as he raced up the tube with Kammi holding onto his tail, almost clamping her jaws on his hindquarters, Ralla’s wings catapulting him up into the bluish murk and past his very limited thermographic sight range while underwater…which didn’t extend much past looking at his own paws, and now the very slightly warmer water around the cables bolted to the ceiling, running up the tube.  The electricity in them generated heat, and that heat warmed the water just slightly, giving his vision something to actually see.  Outside of the two cables on the ceiling, he could barely make out the lava tube walls around him, since they were cooled to the temperature of the water, but he knew the tube well enough to know where he was within it.

Kammi was panting with her tail and back legs still in the water when Kell surfaced, and Ralla was sitting on his haunches in front of her, a slightly amused look on his face.  “Wow…didn’t think…I was…gonna make it,” she wheezed.


“And to think, you have to go back out,” Kell said lightly as he walked up to where he was just behind her.


“Matriarch can probably do that, she’s better with water magic than me,” Ralla said.  “I don’t want to be the one that drowns her, after all,” he said, giving Kell an amused look.


“And I thought water dragons were nice,” Kammi growled, but she was giving him a smile.


The only reason they had him work with the builders was because it kept him underground and out of sight.  He and Kammi really had no idea what to do, so they fetched and carried, did manual labor, and brought news to the builders that didn’t involve typing on a computer.  They had the floors half done, and a group of six drakes were mapping out some chambers underneath they were going to excavate.  They were definitely of a mind to turn the dome chamber into the center of an underground city of earth drakes, capable of holding them all, storing their things, and making anything they needed while in their self-imposed exile.  The builders showed him a map of their soundings using ground-penetrating radar, and they saw that Kammi had been right that there was magma under them.  It was a feeder vent branching way out from the volcano on the north side of the island, a vent that had yet to break free of the earth, just an extending feeler of magma that was slowly melting its way along a natural boundary of rock, and would eventually punch out underwater about three miles north of Dawnmist, not far from Three Hills village…in about 30 years, according to the estimates of the builders.  That magma was under pressure, so they had to be careful about digging anywhere near it else they’d rupture the feeder and magma would invade their sanctuary.  But, the magma also presented the opportunity to build an underground geothermal power plant, and the builderss were doing further tests to see if it would be feasible.

Ferroth still kept in contact despite being underground, having the builders call Kell to the computer as he and Kammi helped carry some steel struts from a storage area.  Hinado wasn’t lying, Ferroth typed.  There have been three sky dragons circling the south side of the island all day, keeping your farm in sight.  And there’s more.

I’m almost aflutter.


Don’t be.  Hinado resigned from the council, he typed.  The sky wyrm had a replacement all but waiting behind him.  He’s a complete idiot named Beyori, and he does whatever Ivaiya tells him to do.


That’s a surprise.


It’s even more of a surprise when I tell you that Hinado is gone, he stressed with italics.

For real?


Real, Ferroth replied.   A camera tracked him leaving his den about an hour ago, and he’s nowhere to be found.  His den is empty.  I’m almost positive he fled the island.

“Holy shit,” Kell gasped in English.  Hinado fled the island?  What could scare him so badly that he’d do something like that?  But, if anyone could do it, it would be a sky drake.  The world was big, and a solitary sky drake in a small cave, their amazing flight ability giving them a huge range, Hinado could easily survive on his own just from hunting.  As long as he wasn’t spotted by other sky dragons, who would try to capture him and bring him back to the island once the council declared him a runaway, Hinado could survive for decades, maybe even the rest of his life, in his lonely self-imposed exile.


If anything, that told Kell that the chromatics weren’t playing around.  The chromatic said that he’d do something about Hinado, and it seems that that was exactly what he did.  He didn’t kill Hinado, but whatever it was he either did or was about to do scared the sky drake so badly that he ran away and hid.


It seems this game just got really nasty, Kell typed, frowning.


Oh, it was serious the instant it started, Ferroth replied.  There’s a council meeting scheduled for first thing in the morning, and Geon told me that the department chromatic is coming up to propose more changes.  I don’t know what he has planned, but it might be the last spike.  The earth drakes may go on strike tomorrow afternoon.


We were planning it anyway.


I wasn’t planning it this soon, he answered.  But depending on what insanity the chromatic came up with this time, I might not be able to stop a mass walk-out.  If it happens, tell Keth that I’d like him to hire three or four department drakes as farmhands.


Kell knew where he was going immediately.  The new Stone, Slate, and Onyx.  With me and Kammi all but trapped underground, he just may need them to do real farm work, Kell noted.

I’m not talking about the other agents, Kell.  They’ve been marked same as you and Kammi. I found out an hour ago, when a sky wyrm took a shot at Onyx as he was gliding home after work.  He just barely missed.  I sent all three of them underground, and they don’t come out.


Shit.


Yeah, shit.  Does your burrow have room for three or four new farmhands?


Easily.  We can stack their non-sensitive stuff in the main storage chamber.  Hell, it’s empty anyway. What about Kintel?


He’s working as a direct aide to the Earth Council.  He never leaves Blackstone village.  And I mean he does not come above ground, Ferroth stated.  Slate, the new Stone, and Onyx are working to build an alternate network control system in the computer factory, and when they’re done, they go underground too.  There was a pause.  I guess I shouldn’t call them that anymore.  The field agent program is effectively dead, at least for now.

Only temporarily, chief, Kell assured him.  What about us?


You stay right where you are, whelp.  I’m having everything you need sent down to build a computer network to service the entire sanctuary, including the chambers they haven’t dug out yet.  You and Kammi get to work laying the cables and setting everything up.  And if you come out, you stay UNDER WATER.  That ONLY applies to you, Kell.  Kammi is stuck in there, she can’t swim out by herself.  I know you can get out, so if you do come out, you stay with the water dragons.  You do not come out of the water.  I spent too much time training you whelps to let you get snatched and dropped.


If they’re after us, chief, they’ll be after YOU, Kell stressed.


Oh, I know they are, Ferroth replied.  But I can’t go to ground, I’m needed here.  I’m just being very, very careful.  As in, I’ll be walking home with about ten department drakes, talking about work, and I’ll have friends over for the night.


I’m glad you’re taking steps.


I’m not a fool, whelp, Ferroth retorted, typing quickly.  I sent out a department-wide email warning everyone to watch their backs, and move about in groups whenever possible.  We’re not the only ones that have extensive training in human tech.  They might go after the researchers, or the network admins.  The fluffy knows exactly who does what here, and he might tell the council fluffy just who he has to kill to hamstring the department.

Well, we’ll just have to bitterly disappoint them.


My thoughts exactly.  Now, you should get the first spools of cable you need with the evening delivery. That network is your responsibility, Kell, yours and Kammi’s.  Plan it and build it.  I have every confidence you’ll do it right.


We’ll do you proud, chief, Kell typed.


I know you will.  Send me emails with your progress.


Got it.  Be careful up there, chief.  Be very very careful.


I will  And he logged out.


Kell turned enough to put his forepaws down, sitting on his haunches, flexing his wings a little from their folded position just above his flanks, angled down to partially cover them when he didn’t have them tucked in tight.  The chromatics were certainly moving swiftly, and moving with purpose…and Ferroth was right.  There were about twelve drakes in the department that more or less ran the whole thing, the senior technicians and the drakes with extensive training, like Kell and Kammi.  Kill those twelve drakes, and those left behind would be hard pressed to keep everything running as smoothly.


“Kammi!” Kell shouted, and she bounded up from where one of the builders was explaining how the floors were built.  “Chief sent us orders.  We’re to stay in here and design and build the computer network we’ll use down here.”


“Cool!  Finally, a chance to do something fun!” she said with a broad smile.


“I’ll tell sire you said that,” he teased.


“Like you’ll remember in five days,” she said scornfully, still smiling.  “Let’s go inspect the plans so we can plan things out!”

“This place needs a name,” Kell mused.


“Well, it’s our sanctuary, and we’re building a city, so it’s Sanctuary City, of course,” Kammi said lightly.


28 May 2017, 18:38DMT; Sanctuary City

The department was officially on strike.


Kell scowled as he read the emails that Sella had sent him, which she got from Bredda, one of the drakes in the department, who was there when everything happened.


It started with the council meeting.  The department fluffy had arrived with a sheaf of parchment, and laid them out one by one, explaining all the redundant and useless aspects of the department that he was correcting.  To the fluffy’s thinking, the entire media observation center really served no purpose, after having observed its operation for close to two weeks.  With it being fairly clear that the dragons being discovered was being clamped down by the human governments, relegating dragon chatter on the internet and the media to curiosity or conspiracy pieces, the fluffy concluded that the entire media observation division of the department was therefore completely unnecessary, and thus it was his intention to shut it down.  The remaining divisions, the chromatic continued, only served tertiary purpose, and nothing of any solid or concrete value to the dragons as a whole.  His exact wording was “this place is a building filled with younglings pursuing immature dreams and fantasies and searching for any means whatsoever to avoid taking on any real duty or responsibility in draconic society.”


That almost got him spiked.


After two whole weeks of “careful observation,” most of which he spent firing drakes left and right, he laid forth a proposal to cut the entire department down to 14 drakes, whose sole responsibility would be the TV center and the computer servers, which were needed to communicate with the outside world.  Everything else, the fluffy declared, was redundant, unnecessary, frivilous, or outright harmful to draconic culture.  The fluffy made it clear he wanted to shut down the TV service as well, if not for the fact that doing so would create a backlash not even the council would be able to easily deflect.  Too many dragons liked to watch TV for them to just turn it off, and though the fluffy thought it was detrimental to dragon society, since the majority liked TV, the majority would rule in that regard and the TV service would be kept.

The only reason it managed to pass was because the fire dragons wouldn’t lose their TV.


Things more or less exploded at that point.  Geon and Anthra had a conniption when they lost the vote five to four, but Ferroth was the one that really got to dress down the council.  He called the chromatic about thirty different names, then defiantly told them that they could eat their own wings, that the work the earth dragons had taken on would not stop just because they said it would.  He told them flat out that the department would reform independent of council control, and there wasn’t a Gaia-damned thing they could do about it.  What earth dragons did on their own time was their own damn business as long as they didn’t communicate with the outside world.  Their surveillance of human media and the internet and their research into human technologies would continue on as they had before, even if the department drakes had to do their work after a long day in the fields.  He then looked the department fluffy in the face and told him he was fired.


Kell almost wished he could have been there to see that.


The declaration, naturally, set off the council chromatic.  He forbade Ferroth from reforming the department, to which Ferroth just laughed in his face and demanded to know just on whose authority he could make such a declaration, to so rule a dragon’s life that they would tell them what they were and weren’t allowed to do in the privacy of their own burrows.  When the chromatic called for a vote, Anthra shot him down in short order, invoking an obscure bit of council law that forbade the council from doing just that, from making law against what a dragon could do in the privacy of his own den or burrow.  The council was not formed to rule dragon life to the smallest detail, only to rule in matters of import that impacted all dragons.  Since what the earth dragons intended to do only affected earth dragons, the council had neither the right nor the legal standing to intervene so long as they didn’t attempt to return to field work.  As long as Ferroth didn’t try to communicate with the outside or send out field agents, as long as he kept his operation small and allowed it to impact only the earth dragons that worked for him, the council had no authority to prevent him from reforming the department on his own.

The council chromatic was trapped by council rules, and as such couldn’t do much more than glare at Ferroth and warn him that what he was doing would only come to a bad end.  That was when Ferroth turned his tail to the chromatic and told him to go bite himself, then he marched out of the circle without being dismissed.


Ferroth got back to the department before the chromatic did and spread the news, and what happened next did rightfully anger the council.  The earth drakes kicked out all the fire dragons by force, then they stripped the place of anything even remotely useful and left the building, leaving only the computer servers intact.  And those, Ferroth put behind a locked door.


So their vote to protect their TV didn’t help the fire dragons.  The TVs were showing nothing but static two hours later…which was actually exactly what the chromatics wanted.


By noon local time, the department was empty.  The earth drakes had marched out like human protesters carrying their computers or pulling carts with other gear, and Ferroth led the procession right down to the TV factory.  Ferroth had the TV jockeys set up their equipment there, then three technicians went out and severed the cables leading up the mountains.  And four hours later, just a few minutes ago actually, the TVs were back on in earth dragon burrows, but were out everywhere else.

Kell settled on his haunches and base of his tail, pondering all the news.  Ferroth was doing what he said he would, making open moves that would throw off the chromatics, the diversion hiding the main plan…but Gaia, he really knew how to rake a dragon in the genitals.  There was no doubt that the fire dragons were howling mad and would cause all kinds of trouble, but it so perfectly played into the chromatics’ paws, as far as they would see things, that they might just miss the fact that what Ferroth was doing was nothing but a diversion.  The earth drakes had had a hissy fit and had marched off, leaving the department gutted and effectively defunct, but Ferroth’s declaration that they would still do much of the work of the department on their own time meant that the chromatics had to find some way to violate the ages old tradition of not interfering with what a dragon did in his own burrow.  That would risk them running afoul of the other members of the council, who might not like the unsettling direction things were going, and force them to tread lightly.


The one thing it did that worried Kell was that it angered the fire dragons, who weren’t exactly well known for discipline or self control.  There might be some ugly incidents where fire dragons came down to vent on the earth dragons, blaming all of them for the actions of the drakes in the department.  Fire dragons really loved their sports.  In a way, the TV service did impact all dragons, since it was a service the earth dragons provided to the whole island, not just themselves.  The same could be said for the electricity.  Kell could see an angle of attack the chromatics could use to try to force some of the earth dragons back into the department, the ones that ran the TV network…but they wouldn’t.  They didn’t want TV back on.  They saw the earth drakes shutting off the TV as doing exactly what they wanted the earth drakes to do.

The only email he got from Ferroth explained in very curt terms that the department was shut down, and he’d better get that network built, because it was going to be needed.  He also mentioned that they were building a second major gateway and server farm in the computer factory, and that one would take over for the department as soon as they could get it up and running.  A locked door wasn’t going to stop the chromatic for long, even though he couldn’t touch those computers or else the council would be unable to contact the American government.  It was the only part of the old department left, and at that moment, it was the only part that the council and the chromatic actually needed.

Things were going faster than Kell expected.  The diggers had better get that beltway tunnel finished quickly, and Ferroth and the council drakes had better start shipping food down into the sanctuary soon.  With as much as they had to move, they had to start moving it now so it would all be here when the time came for the earth dragons to disappear.


Shii and the pod would not be happy when that time came.  The poor drakes would be run ragged carting stuff back and forth.


Kell told Kammi about it as he went back to the big blueprint style plans the builders had made, which Kammi had cheekily added the name Sanctuary City to the top corner.  They were going to lay the cable along with the power lines, just making sure the two cables were shielded from each other.  Kell had wanted to use the power lines themselves and just run the network on a different frequency, a tried and true technique, but that required some modulation equipment and special dual power/network switches and splitters they currently didn’t have and couldn’t build with the parts they had available.  Besides, they had plenty of network cable.


“Chief has some fangs to say it to the chromatic’s face,” Kammi noted as she traced a projected power line with a clawtip.


“Chief never does anything without thinking it through.  He wanted the fluffy to know what he was doing, probably so the fluffies watch him instead of the rest of us.  You know he’ll be a splinter under their scales, just knowing he’s up to something but not sure what it is or how to stop him.”


“He’s all but putting up a spotlight on himself and holding up a big sign saying ‘pay no attention to the man behind the curtain,’” she laughed, quoting the old Wizard of Oz movie.


“Just about,” Kell agreed.  “He’s taking an awful risk, though.  The fluffies will be furious that a grounder is so blatantly and publicly disobeying them.  And they already put a sky wyrm out to try to kill him if they could catch him alone.  They may just be a bit more direct.”


One of the builders came up to them.  “Kell,” he said, holding a rolled-up map in one paw and walking with the other three.  “Matriarch Shii just delivered this.  It has your name on it.”


“Thanks,” he said, taking it from the earth drake, sitting upright on his hanches and the base of his tail, and unrolling it carefully with his paws, doing his best not to poke holes in it with his claws.  It was from Ferroth, and it was a map showing the locations of the four warehouses holding the stored foodstocks held back for emergencies.  Scrawled across the bottom was the order have it planned out and ready to be dug by the morning in Ferroth’s pawscript, his draconic runes sharp and exacting.  “Actually, this is for the lead tunneler,” he said, offering it back to the drake.  “It shows the location of the council food warehouses.  Geon and Anthra want that tunnel planned for us to tunnel up and steal that food, by tomorrow morning.”


The drake grinned toothily at him.  “I’ll run it right over.”  The drake took the map and bounded off as best he could on two legs and a forepaw.

“I’m almost annoyed I’m stuck in here,” Kammi growled.  “Chief needs us out there.  He needs veteran drakes that have experience dealing with danger.  That’s us, Kell.”


“I know, but with the fluffies trying to kill us, we do what we can where we can,” he said sagely.  “Chief wants this network built, so we’ll build it, and make him proud.”


“Now you sound like Patron,” she grinned.


“After sixty-two years, maybe something he said sunk in,” he replied, which made her laugh.


By evening, they had all their main cables planned out, and switch locations marked.  They organized with the tunnelers so they could dig out little storage spaces for switches, which really only took about two minutes to claw out.  He and Kammi were pulling cable off the spools, laying them out and getting them ready to be laid when the lights flickered, then winked out.  “Well, hell,” Kammi growled, looking up at the second floor, which was their ceiling, where they had flourescent lights installed.  “You check the main circuit breakers, I’ll start up the generator and send chief an email that we’re tracing it down.”


Managing the industrial power supply wasn’t actually Kell’s job, that was the builders, but he and Kammi did help them as everyone basically dropped what they were doing and tried to track down the reason the power failed.  It was when they were checking the cable running up the lava tube that Sella bounded towards them, looking a little tired.  It was a four mile walk uphill from the water, and while water dragons were powerful and tireless swimmers, their legs usually didn’t get quite that much exercise.  “Kell,” she called.  “Friend, Patriarch wants you to come out.”


“Alright.  Did you tell him I can’t come out of the water?”


She nodded.  “He’s waiting in the den.  So is Chief Ferroth and your parents.  I also bring news, important news.  The power is out.”


“We already know that,” Kammi noted.


“No, it’s out,” she said.  “There’s some kind of problem at the power plant.  The whole island is down.”


“Oh.  Oh, okay!” Kammi laughed.  “And here we thought the problem was in the cavern.”


Sella shook her head.  “Chief told me to tell you to expect a generator to be brought in.  The builders need to find a way to pipe out the exhaust.”


“We can do that, no problem,” one of the earth drakes nodded.  “There are a few natural vents near the top of the dome that open to the crater in the mountain above.  Traveling that far, any smoke from the exhaust will diffuse.”


“Chief said that only Kell must come,” Sella said as Kammi started with them back down the tube.


“Aww!  You can carry me out, Sella!”


She shook her head.  “He was very explicit.  He said that with Kell out, you have to keep working, that it’s too important for both of you to stop.”


“Sure, you go ahead and go out and do important stuff while I get stuck in here doing the grunt work,” Kammi growled as she turned and stomped up after the builders, in a bit of a huff.

“She’ll get over it,” Kell chuckled to Sella as they turned back down the lava tube.

“Hold on, Kell, I have a supply list, you can take it with you!” one of the builders called, bounding down towards them.  “No power means no comm, so you’ll have to take it out there.”


“No problem, Grent.”

Kell took the list with him, in a watertight box he put in his new cargo-net style shoulder satchel, something one of the builders had whipped up for him to carry things underwater.  He started down the tube with Sella as she told him about her day fishing, doing what most humans would probably disapprove of, hunting whales.  Contrary to popular human belief, even the vast blue whales weren’t the top of the food chain, simply too big to be eaten by something else.  The water dragons preyed on everything else in the water.  And because of that fact, most of the whales had learned to avoid the region around the island, despite several rich feeding areas.  The risk of encountering water dragons on the hunt was too great, even for a blue whale.  Kell swam down the tube with Sella behind him, pushing him playfully to make him go faster, then she wriggled past him, grabbed hold, and carried him the rest of the way.  Ferroth and his family were in the air cave when he and Sella broached the water, along with Shii and Surral.


“About time,” Ferroth grunted.


“You walk four miles up and four miles back, chief,” Sella retorted, which made him grin toothily at her.


“What did you need?” Kell asked as he climbed out of the water, noting that the lights were on, then shook it off his wings.  Before Ferroth could answer, however, another dragon broached the water.  It was Essan, the council’s water drake, and behind him was Jussa, the water wyrm.  Jussa was too big to easily fit in the air chamber, so he stayed in the water with his head and neck out as Essan climbed up onto the floor.  Beside Jussa, Geon erupted from the water and almost flew onto the floor, and Anthra’s head popped up as she took hold of the edge.  She too wouldn’t be an easy fit with all the other drakes in the room, so she stayed in the water, the two wyrms all but blocking any other drake from getting in.  “Uh oh, this can’t be a good meeting,” Kell noted.

Essan gave him a dark smile.  “Astute, Kell, astute,” he agreed.  “Jussa?”


“Did they get the power back on?”


Keth shook his head.  “They’re running off the generator in our burrow.  Remember, we linked our burrows for that very reason.”


“Oh yeah.  Good, I think the water dragons might not like sitting here in the murk with just the diffused light from the water,” he noted.


“I’m not afraid of the dark, young one,” Essan said with a light look.


“I’ve already defended the area against scrying, so we can start,” Surral replied.


Ferroth turned.  “Access TV, enable local wifi.  Locate program Chief sixteen twelve by wifi,” he called, causing the TV to access the network servers for the file.  “It’ll take it a minute to load up from my tablet.”


“What matters most is what I’ve found out about tomorrow,” Jussa began.  “The council chromatic intends to try to push through a motion to supplant the computer and TV factory chiefs in favor of chromatics.”


“You nailed that, chief,” Kell growled.  “You said not the day after the department folded, they’d go after the factories.”


“This has gone too far,” Essan snapped.  “The chromatic had no intention of ever running the department.  He was put there to dismantle it!”

“The chromatics don’t want the department, Essan,” Ferroth told him.  “They don’t want any human technology on this island.  They’re executing a plan that they hope will completely remove all technology from the island.  They started with the department, and now that the earth drakes have had enough and walked out, they’re going after the factories.  After that, they’ll go after the power plant.  This is all a carefully planned operation to use the council to effectively vote everything the earth drakes have managed to do over the last fifty years out of existence.”


“I would have scoffed at that idea two days ago,” Jussa frowned.  “But not now, not after I saw how the department chromatic behaved.  He provoked the walkout.”


Ferroth nodded.  “I couldn’t keep what few were left after this morning.  They stormed out, and they took everything they could carry with them, which I heard didn’t sit well with the chromatic.  He’s trying to get the council to declare them all thieves for stealing department property.”


“He’ll have no luck there,” Jussa declared.


“What’s more important for us earth dragons, they don’t want the earth dragons to do anything other than farm.  They even want to strip us of our council seats.”


“Impossible!” Jussa said.  “The council is set by the most inviolate of draconic law, even predating the island!”


“Well, the chromatics are going to find a way,” Ferroth growled, and the TV finally got an image…and image he knew too well.  It was the council chromatic preparing to strike his sycophant and go on his rant.  “This happened after the council that punished the chromatic for perjury, Jussa, Essan.  The computer on the aerie captured it.  Watch, and listen.  Access TV, play queue.”  Kell had seen it many times already, so he watched the faces of the wate dragon council members.  The outrage quickly turned to incredulity when the chromatic ranted, then became even more outrage, especially from Essan.


“I never!” Jussa said heatedly.

“That’s what they think of us, friend,” Geon said darkly.  “To them, we’re nothing but slaves.”


“Oh, there will be a reckoning for this,” Jussa hissed, his crest flushing with blood and turning purple.


“Actually, Jussa, we’d prefer it if you didn’t declare war,” Anthra said, reaching over with her wing and patting him on the back.  “Needless to say, since we know what they’re planning, we’re taking steps.”


Geon nodded.  “The earth dragons are currently carrying out a plan to answer this outrage,” he told them.  “But after what happened today, and what’s going to happen in the next couple of weeks, we decided we needed to tell you two.  We might need your help.  Surral and Shii and the drakes of their pod have been a great help to us, but there’s only seven in their pod, and we’re running them ragged.  We might ask other water dragons for help, and that means you have to know what’s going on behind the scenes.”


“What do you intend to do?” Jussa asked.


“Starve them,” Keth said bluntly, which made both water dragons on the council look at him.  “The earth dragons will do the only thing they can do, esteemed council members.  We will go underground, and there we will stay.  We will not farm for them.  We may not be able to leave this island, but we can put ourselves out of their reach.”


“We’re currently building an underground city that is only accessible from the water,” Ferroth told them.  “That’s what Matriarch Shii and Patriarch Surral have been helping us with, ferrying supplies in and out for us.  But their pod is only seven, and they do have to feed themselves,” he said apologetically, looking at Shii.  “When it’s ready, the earth dragons will put ourselves out of reach of the chromatics.  We’ll go underground with every scrap of food we can muster, and we’ll starve them until they submit.”

“Make no mistake, friends,” Anthra said darkly.  “The earth dragons will not be moved from this path.  If we all starve to death deep under the volcano before the chromatics submit, then we die.  At least then, we will be free of their attempt to control us.  We will not live under the yoke the chromatics are trying to snare around our necks.  You heard it from the council chromatic.  They want to put us back on the farms against our will and strip us of our places on the council, take away any kind of say in our own lives.  They want to make us slaves.  There are too many of them to fight, especially if they involve the fire and sky dragons, so we will do the only thing we can, go underground.  And we will not come back out until we are absolutely sure that we emerge from our sanctuary as equals to the other dragons.”


“I can’t deny you your right to do this, but I think that it might be taking things to an extreme,” Jussa said.  “Yes, this requires dramatic action, but that might be too dramatic, my friends.  Even if the others capitulate, the enmity it fosters may never fade.”


“Jussa, they already think the worst of us,” Kanna declared.  “Will it matter if they dislike us even more than they do now?”

“That’s a fair point,” Essan sighed.  “And I can understand your desperation, friends.  So long as the council chromatic holds the majority vote, he can push through anything he pleases.  He will destroy the infrastructure your drakes have built, one vote at a time.  As it is abundantly clear he has already begun.  It took his sycophant less than three weeks to completely destroy the department.  If he gets control of the computer and TV factories, they won’t last long.”


“He won’t get control of them,” Ferroth said darkly.  “The factories are not an island-wide issue.  They were built by earth dragons, are staffed by earth dragons, and the only interaction the factories have with others is to barter their finished goods.  The council chromatic has no legal standing to try to replace the factory chiefs with chromatics.  After all, it was not a council vote that built the factories, like it was with the department.  The earth dragons built the factories on their own.”


“He must have some way around that,” Essan protested.  “To even bring it up for a vote, he must have one.”


“Even if he does somehow manage to get it through the council, he still won’t take over the factories.  The earth dragons will protect the factories, esteemed council members.  We saw what the chromatics did to our department, and we won’t let them take over our factories.”

“They’ll just send in the fire dragons,” Jussa warned.


“Let them,” Ferroth grinned.  “I didn’t say we’d fight them, esteemed council members.  I said we’d protect the factories.  The council can send a chromatic to the factory, but the council chromatic probably doesn’t realize that the factory chief can just ignore him.  He can even throw him out, because he owns the factory.  Just because the chromatic scared Hinado off the council, completely off the island from what I’ve heard, it doesn’t give them absolute power.  For the chromatics to take control of the factories, they’d have to find some way to take them away from the drakes that own them.  And I’m not sure the fire dragons would go for that, not after you bring up the point that it would set a precedent that would let the council just walk into any fire dragon’s den and take it over.  Fire dragons are very territorial over their dens, they’d see that as a direct threat to control over their territory.”


“I have contact with Hinado,” Jussa said.  “He’s much better at magic than they think he is.  He’s holed up in a small cave on an island.  He said that a group of chromatics led by Ivaiya tried to kill him.”


“Ivaiya did?” Geon gasped.


Jussa nodded.  “Not even a sky wyrm can keep up with a sky drake in the air, they’re just too fast, so he outran them and escaped.  So, Chief, you’re entirely correct that Ivaiya knows what the chromatics have planned, and she’s helping them carry it out.  Perhaps she is the key to learning their full plan.”

“I’m already working on that,” Ferroth noted.  “Just leave it to me.”


“In this matter, of course,” Jussa nodded.  “But we come back to the simple fact that the chromatic must have already considered these problems, and has a way around them.  He wouldn’t be moving against the computer and TV factories unless he was confident he has the fire dragons’ votes.”

Ralla emerged from the water.  “Chief, esteemed council members, I bring important news,” he said quickly.  “The builders are desperately looking for you, Geon, Anthra.”

“What for?” Anthra asked.


“The power plant was sabotaged,” he replied, which made every dragon at the meeting stare hard at him.  He looked around nervously, then continued.  “They had an earth drake bring the news here, thinking that Kell would know where the chief is, and he would in turn know where you are.  The generators in the power plant were sabotaged, all three of them.  They require extensive repair.”


“Did they tell you how long?” Geon asked quickly.


“Weeks,” he replied.  “The main turbine arms are totally melted, and it threw molten metal all through the insides of the generators.  They told me that such a thing could not happen naturally.  The generators were attacked and destroyed, most likely by magic.”

“By Gaia’s talons!” Geon snapped.  “Well, chief, now we know what they had planned next.  I never expected this!  Even the chromatics rely on the electricity, it stores much of our food!”


“And without it, most of that food will go bad and rot,” Ferroth growled.  “Which shuts down the factories and gives them justification to try to strip the food off the farms, all in one wingbeat.  I should have considered that!” he raged, mainly at himself.  “But I didn’t think they’d be willing to dismantle the power station until last, since so many dragon dens use it for lighting.”


“But why push through a takeover of the factories if they intended to sabotage the power?” Essan asked.


“Because with us in a tizzy over getting the power back on, we’d not pay much attention to what’s going on up there.  I bet the chromatic thinks that Geon and Anthra won’t even show up for council tomorrow, since far more than just us rely on that electricity.  And of course, with the power being down, we will get the blame,” Ferroth grunted, to which just about everyone nodded.  “He could simply vote in his chromatics into the factories while the earth dragons aren’t there to object, and easily pass the measure five to two.  Ralla,” he said.  “Go to the power plant and tell them that we’ll be there as soon as we can.  Tell them to get a report on the damage and the estimated materials needed for repair ready as soon as they can.”


“I’ll take care of it, chief.  I’ll bring back their reply in case you haven’t left before I return,” he said, dunking back down into the water.


“Sella.  I know it’s a long walk, but go back into the cavern and tell them what happened,” Ferroth said.  “Tell them to do what they can to deal with only running on a couple of generators.  And tell Kammi to change the plans, that we’re relocating the server network into the cavern rather than the computer factory.  Tell her that we’ll be bringing the servers out of the department in three days, and they’d better have enough cable laid to at least get them up and running.”


“I’ll forgive you making me run if only because it’s so important,” she said with a light smile, then she dove into the water.


An earth drake popped his head out of the water almost the same instant that Sella dove in, gasping for breath.  “I almost drowned getting down here,” he said.


“Onyx!” Ferroth barked.  “What are you doing here?”


“It’s crazy, chief!  They sent about twenty of us out to find you, and I suspected you might be at Kell’s.  Well, they weren’t here, but I know Sella enough to know about this air chamber, so I took a guess.  A good one,” he grinned.  “I saw that Ralla found you.  Did he tell you?”


“He did,” Anthra replied, looking at the drake as he crawled out of the water.  Onyx was a very sleek earth drake, small for his age just like all the other field agents, but he was thinner than the others.  Sometimes he almost looked malnourished.  Onyx’s camouflage pattern was probably the most chaotic of all drakes Kell knew as well.  Every earth drake had random patches, but most of them had at least some kind of symmetry to their coloration, like Kammi’s tiger stripes or the symmetrical bands on Kell’s face and flanks.  But Onyx’s hide looked like a mad painter just threw buckets of paint at a canvas.


“They need you at the power plant, chief.  It’s a mess!”


“Did you see it?”


He nodded.  “One of the generators all but exploded,” he told them.  “The other two caught fire, and two of the main steam pipes ruptured.  It’s hot enough in the building to melt lead right now.  I don’t see how it could have been anything other than sabotage.  One generator, yeah, that could fail, but not all three at the same time.”


“I’ll come to assense the area,” Jussa offered.  “I’ll be able to tell if magic had a part in it.”


“We’ll welcome your expertise, Jussa,” Anthra nodded, then she turned to Kell.  “Kell.  They boast that you are the best swimmer among the dragons that isn’t a water dragon.  Is that true?”


“Well, yeah, I guess,” he replied.  “The pod always did call me a mud dragon,” he said ruefully, which made Surral and Shii smile at him.


“Then you must prove it,” she told him.  “With the power off and the plant sabotaged, it’s going to throw all our plans into disarray, as I’m sure the chromatics intended.  But it also means that from this point forward, we will no longer have contact with the humans.  We have to accept the possibility that we won’t get the power back on before we go underground.  In fact, it would behoove us if we don’t,” she said simply.  “It gives us justification to move our factory machines underground without having to explain why the factories aren’t making things anymore, move our raw materials, move everything we can.  It also means that we have no computers, and that means no contact.  Kell.  Young one.  I want you to do the most dangerous thing I’ve ever asked any drake to ever do.  I want you to swim to the nearest inhabited island and make contact with the humans.  Do your best to give them this message, young one; we will not be in contact for most likely one or two years, and that we’ll be in a state of what they might call civil unrest.  I’m sure you understand what I mean?”


Kell nodded soberly.


“Good.  I know it’s a terrible burden, young one, but you’re the only one with the right training and the right contacts within human government that we can send.”


“He doesn’t have to go far, nor alone,” Surral said simply.  “There’s a group of American navy ships not far from the island.  I’ll go with him, help him get there, and I’m sure they can help him get his message directly to the government.”


“How far away are they?”


“About a hundred pann or so,” he shrugged.  “Only a couple of hours away by water, at least for Kell.  He could probably swim all the way to Hawaii if he had to, so getting to those ships will be hatchling play for him. He’s swam out farther than where those ships are with me before.”


“Then you must do so, young drake,” Anthra told him.  “Warn the humans that we’ll be out of contact, probably for a long time, and explain why.”


Ferroth scratched at his wingjoint, then snapped his wing out suddenly.  “Whelp, hold on,” he said.  “This is an opportunity,” he said.  “If you’re going out to make contact with the humans, and it’s contact the others won’t know about, then we may as well use it.  Whelp, if we asked the humans for help, what do you think they’d do?”


“It would depend on the help,” Kell said, to which Onyx nodded in agreement.


“What if we asked them for food?” he asked.  “That’s it.  Food.  Enough food for us to be absolutely sure that we could outlast the others.  The water dragons would have to help us get it here, but I think we could arrange something.  The humans just go somewhere we designate and dump it over the sides of their ships, the water dragons collect it, then they bring it back.”

“That has some potential,” Jussa noted.  “If we lose the freezer units, we lose about a quarter of our stored food.  The chromatics will use that as an excuse to increase the tithes even more, most likely using the excuse of trying to centralize all food stores in the wake of the power disaster, which will make it harder for the earth dragons to do anything other than work even harder on their farms just to feed themselves.  I’m sure the chromatics will conveniently ignore earth dragons when it comes time to disperse allotments if they’re the ones in control of all the food.  If the humans barter us some of their food, it would take a great deal of uncertainty out of all of this.”

“Well, we can’t really barter for it, Jussa.  We don’t really have anything they want,” Kell said ruefully.  “I’d have to beg charity from them.”


“Then you’ll do it,” Ferroth told him bluntly.  “You go in there and put your wings and nose on the floor and beg if that’s what you have to do.  Think about it, whelp.  With no power, it gives the fluffies the perfect opportunity to take all the food, and if they do that, we lose.  If we can beg enough food out of the humans, we can still go underground and outlast them, even if they have the fire dragons dig out the village silos and take the food by force.  Until we get that food in the cavern, it’s vulnerable.”


“Then we start moving it into the cavern now,” Geon declared.  “This very minute.”


“I won’t argue with that,” Ferroth nodded.  “Onyx.  You’re about to take a very long and dangerous swim.”


“I’ve been wanting to see that cave,” he grinned.


“Tell them to get ready to accept as much food as we can get down there.  Tell them to stack it anywhere they can find, but they’d better find somewhere to put it all.  You’ll be down there until Kell gets back, while you’re there you help Kammi with her work on the new network.  Understand?”


“I got it, chief, I’ll take care of it,” Onyx nodded.


“Matriarch, could you summon one of your pod to take him?”


“The younglings don’t have the strength.  I’ll do it myself,” Shii declared, standing up.  “Come with me, young earth drake.  I’ll get you to the cave.”  When they reached the edge, she put her paw on his tail to stop him.  “Deep breaths.  Breathe deeply until you get light-headed, then dive in.  I’ll come in behind you and carry you.  Mind that we’ll be underwater for over two minutes, and you either make it or drown.  So be ready.”


He nodded, then started breathing deeply and rapidly.  They watched as he hyperventilated, sucked in as much air as possible, then dove into the water.  Shii dove in right behind him, and she had hold of him and whisked him out of the den in a single stroke of her wings.

“We’d better do the same, young friend,” Surral noted, standing up.  “It’s a fair swim to the human ships.”


“You understand what we need, and what you have to do, Kell?” Geon asked.


He nodded.  “Tell them what’s going on and beg food from them.  If they agree, where do we have them drop it?”


“Surral, you help him arrange that,” Jussa said.  “You know these waters better than just about any other water dragon.  I’m sure you already have several ideas of where the food could be dropped so it’s easy for us to retrieve but doesn’t give away the island’s location.”


“I do, esteemed council member,” he nodded confidently.  “We can tell you when we return.”

“Be careful out there, whelp,” Ferroth said.  “And make us proud.”


“I will, you trained me after all,” he grinned at Ferroth.  “I can do the job, chief, don’t you worry about it.  As long as the navy doesn’t shoot me when I get on the ship, it should go fairly well.”


“There’s a trick I’ve been practicing,” Surral said to Kell.  “Since we’ll be evacuating earth dragons that can’t swim as well as you can, lifemate and I have been working on a way to let them breathe while submerged.  We think we have a viable technique.”


“So I’m the test subject.”


“At least you won’t panic if it goes wrong,” Surral grinned.


“Alright then, let’s get this going,” Kell announced.  “You ready, Patriarch?”


“Sure am.  Are you?”


“I am the mud dragon,” he said with a quirky smile, which made Surral laugh.
