Chapter 3

15 May 2017, 14:14 EDT; Woodbridge, Virginia

It was almost surreal coming out of the scion and ending her almost dream-like expedition to the most exotic place in the entire world.


Jenny blinked against the bright sunlight, found the day a bit chilly compared to the tropical warmth from which she had just come, going from sunrise to afternoon in two steps, and turned quickly to see the magical swirl of light fade behind her, and then wink out.  Almost automatically, she reached out behind her and found that Kell had been honest about the scion, that it wouldn’t open for her, but she just had to give it a try.


Kell…he seemed so, so, so…normal.  She knew she shouldn’t attach anything like that to the dragons, that Kell had been extensively trained to be capable of socializing with human beings due to his field work, and that odds were he acted completely differently when humans weren’t around.  But it made him so approachable.  She had found him highly intelligent, charming, friendly, and funny in a way.  He had a definite personality, and that anthropomorphized him far more than the simple fact that he could talk did.  She was confident that once just about anyone got past the fact that he was about seven or eight feet high at the shoulder and some twenty-odd feet long, they’d lose their fear of him after they talked to him for a little while, just as she had.


But, she had a mission to complete.  She saw the cars on U.S. 1 through a thinning of the trees on the far side of the little wooded lot, which were actually quite commonplace in the Virginia suburbs, and started for  it.  She stepped through about five yards of trees and came out along the side of the road, and to the north, right where he said it would be, was a 7-11 convenience store.  She walked along the side of the busy road as her mind whirled over what she’d seen and how she needed to organize it for her report, and that distracted her enough to be surprised when she was in the parking lot.  Phone booths and pay phones were almost a thing of the past, so she went into the store and approached the counter.  “Excuse me, my phone broke and I’m a little stranded at the moment.  Could I use your phone to call for a ride?”

“As long as it’s local,” the teenager behind the counter said.


“I’m calling Arlington, is that local from here?”


“Yup,” he said, handing her the phone sitting behind the counter.


She dialed up the headquarters for the Hunters, the direct contact number for her supervisor, Yancy.  Yancy was a grizzled veteran of the CIA and NSA, was once an actual spy, but now rode a desk as he wound his way down into retirement.  That didn’t make him a bad boss, however.  He was sharp as a tack and knew the ins and outs of the political jockeying in the intelligence bureaus like few others, and when Yancy prepped them for a  mission, it was always thorough and exact.  Yancy had never sent them into a situation where they didn’t know exactly what they were doing and exactly where they were going.  “Yancy,” she said immediately when he heard him pick up.


“Thank god!” he exclaimed.  “Are you alright?”


“I’m fine, boss,” she replied.  “I’m in Woodbridge, in a seven eleven on U.S. one.  I need a ride.”


“I’ll have someone there in three minutes, probably a local police unit, depending on what we have where,” he said immediately.  “They’ll bring you straight to the office.”


“Got it, boss.  I’ll be waiting.  Boy, do I have a lot to tell you.”


“Save it for when we’re secure,” he said quickly.


“Thanks, hon,” she said to the teenager.  “They’re sending someone to get me.”


“Hope everything’s okay,” he said to her.


“Just fine,” she smiled.


Not two minutes later, a Woodbridge PD squad car screamed onto the lot with lights flashing and siren wailing, and one of the two officers inside jumped out and rushed into the store.  “Mrs. Edwards!” he called.


“Right here, officer.  They told you where to go?”


“Yes ma’am,” he said quickly, offering for her backpack.  “We’ll get you there as quickly as possible.”


“Then let’s get going.”


“Yes ma’am!”


The lone police car turned into a procession of a dozen cars, local police and federal unmarked units, all with lights and flashers blaring, getting her to the NSA annex building in Arlington where the Hunters had their office as fast as they could.  Cars blocked intersections so they could pass, and once they were on the interstate, they screamed down the left lane at nearly 100 miles an hour.  Jenny sat in the back with her pack, still organizing things in her mind so she could write her report, and quite certainly give an oral report to someone important sometime soon.  There had been a lot of information to absorb, and the training they’d given her when she joined the Hunters in observation had served her well on the dragons’ island.  She’d seen much more than Kell had showed her, and all of that was going to be passed on to her superiors.


They had her in front of the unassuming office building about 25 minutes after picking her up.  It was about three blocks from the national cemetery, one of the many office buildings along that stretch of Arlington, close to the river and with a view of the monument and the scaffolding surrounding it.  It was a white building with a rounded front, dark glass in four stories along the curve, and a large parking lot behind a wrought-iron, seemingly decorative fence.  It was actually a high security building, filled with the offices and headquarters of several branch offices within both the NSA and CIA, and the two guards armed with MP-5s at the checkpoint gate made that abundantly clear to any onlookers in a hurry.  Yancy and half her team were already out by the curb when the police car pulled up to the front, and Wilson opened the door for her.


“Am I glad to see you, mookie!” he said, giving her a rough bear hug when she got out.


“Whuff! Ribs, Tom, ribs!” she wheezed.


“Thank you, officer.  But you were never here,” Yancy told the officers in the front.  “Understand?”


“Yes, sir!” the driver nodded.  “Good luck, ma’am,” he added, then his partner rolled up the window and the car headed back for the gate.


They herded her into the building quickly, Wilson carrying her backpack for her as she was all but surrounded by her team.  Juarez kept a hand on her shoulder and Price was sweeping anyone out of their way as they headed for their offices, which were on the second floor and not far from the entry.  They had a dedicated part of the underground garage where they held their vehicles, but they carried their weapons and stored most of their gear in their offices.  Nobody in the building would give them a second glance to see a unit of armed, combat-dressed people moving through the halls…not in that building.  Yancy swiped their door open, then they moved into the main office, filled with computers, surveillance equipment, and other things they used in their job as counter-espionage against computer criminals.  Jenny had a desk out in that open area along with most of the others, but hers was covered in computers and printouts of computer activity, since she was one of four computer specialists on the team.  They did the technical work, and the other 8 members of the three four-man Hunter teams did most of the chasing and shooting.  Most of the combat members knew a lot about computers themselves, necessary for the job, but Jenny, Derringer, Michaels, and Petrovski were the four dedicated computer experts, the eggheads, on the team, and it was to them that the most difficult or perplexing problems were brought.  All four of them held doctorates in computer science.  Though Jenny was well versed in small arms tactics and they wouldn’t bat an eye over sending her into a combat situation, Wilson was her partner and primary bodyguard, the muscle to go with the brains.  He was a very big, athletic, and almost monstrously strong black man with a wide but attractive face who was grizzled and professional, but he had a nearly big-brother attachment to Jenny.  Sometimes he was a bit too protective of her.  Price and Juarez were the other members of her squad, they also had 6, 8, and 10 man Hunter squad configurations depending on the perceived difficulty of the mission at hand, and there were also times when the entire 12 members of the elite team were mobilized…such as for when what happened just a few days ago.


“Back off, you mugs!” Yancy barked.  “Price, get her class A’s out of the closet.  Jenny, get yourself a shower and clean up, because you have to be at the White House as soon as you’re in uniform.  You’re going to be briefing the President.”


“But I haven’t even written my report!” she gasped.


“They don’t care,” he replied.  “They want you there now.”

“We’ll get you ready, mookie,” Tom Wilson told her, patting her on the shoulder.  “Let’s go, people!”


A bit surprised, Jenny hurried through the side door to their locker room, and the showers just past them.  The locker room itself was unisex, but they had separate showers and dressing benches where they could go back out to the lockers in panties and bras…or at least she did.  Petrovski often paraded out there naked, much to the appreciation of the guys.  There were only two women on the team, and that wasn’t enough separate the locker room, but it was enough for them to cordon off two showers behind a wall for them to use.  She and Petrovski had their own personal showers, where she had her shampoo and body wash, and she quickly washed the Pacific salt off of her as she more seriously organized her thoughts, with a little nervous trepidation.  Now she was going to brief the President.  With no preparation, with no slideshow or Powerpoint presentation or visual aides, no script.  Just get up there and talk about what she saw in front of a dozen or so of the most powerful people on the planet.  Petrovski brought her Class A’s out when she stepped out of the shower, and put a towel around her.  “We can’t wait to hear about what you saw,” she said with a grin.  Petrovski was the daughter of Russian immigrants and was almost unnaturally tall for a woman, 6’3”, but she was a genius when it came to computers on top of being built like a brick house and with a face that could be on the cover of Elle.  Instead of becoming a supermodel or an actress, she had instead earned a Ph.D. from USC in computer science and now was a Hunter, chasing down cyber criminals, when she wasn’t torturing the guys in the locker room by walking around naked.  She enjoyed making them cover their groins to hide the erections after she finished getting dressed; she was a very salty and slightly sadistic woman that way..

“It was amazing,” she replied.  “Absolutely amazing!”


“Don’t start, or I won’t be able to sit down til you get back,” Petrovski laughed.


“I can’t believe they’re not even giving me a chance to write a report,” she fretted as she dried off.


“The whole government’s been in a tizzy since you left,” she replied.  “Every agency is on high alert.”
“It’s all for nothing, they aren’t any real threat,” she said calmly as she took the bra Petrovski offered.


“No, nothing, nothing, not til you can tell me everything,” she protested.


“It’s not like we can’t talk while I dress.”


“But you can’t tell me everything in ten minutes,” she countered.


“More like three hours,” she mused.


“Then hush.  We’ll be here waiting til you get back.”


It took her maybe ten minutes to get into her Marine uniform, and they had her in an armored limousine and on the road five minutes later.  Two Secret Service agents were in the front seat, and they had two police cars both ahead and behind with two motorcycle units at the ends, a full motorcade.  All other traffic was cleared out as they came over the bridge and into the district, and not four minutes after that, they were pulling up to the White House.  She gawked a little when an agent opened the door for her, then a man in a suit hustled her right inside.  “Bob Reeves, chief of staff,” he said hurriedly as she was hustled into the door.  “You’ll be giving your report in the situation room.  We have some still images of the animal ready on the overhead in case you need to refer to them, but outside of that, I’m afraid we have little in the way of a prepared presentation.  I’m afraid you’re going to have to wing it, Lieutenant.  I know it’s a bit unfair, but the President demanded your immediate report as soon as you got back, powerpoint be damned.”


“I think I can manage it, sir,” she said as they hurried down elegantly decorated hallways, filled with rich woods and antiques, moving so fast she could barely appreciate where she was.  An aide handed her a visitor’s badge almost as an afterthought, which she clipped to her jacket.


“There’s a remote on the podium ready, just hit the on button and an image of the animal will come on the screen behind you.”


“I got it, sir.”


A pair of elaborate double doors opened, and what she expected was in front of her.  It was a long table, and at the end of it sat the President of the United States, Jack Walker.  A republican just into his first term, he won election on a platform of moderation and fence-mending after the highly chaotic eight years of Obama, eight years of complete gridlock and some of the most poisonous, dirty, even personally destructive politics ever seen.  Jenny hadn’t voted for him, but from what she’d seen so far, she wasn’t unhappy that he won the election.  He’d already calmed down the political vitriol, mainly by lambasting his own party over the dirty tactics they used against the former president.  That soothed democrats who were preparing to do the exact same thing to the republican president, gearing up to turn Walker’s first term into a slugfest of complete Congressional gridlock, and had fostered some bipartisanship in Congress.  Walker was trying to mend fences, and for that, she highly respected him.  She saluted smartly after coming into the room, and then was immediately ushered over to the podium by the chief of staff.  She paused and looked at the members of Walker’s cabinet, two four-star generals, and dozens of aides and staffers standing along the walls behind the table.  A spotlight came on, making her blink a little bit, and she picked up the remote control.

“I’m Lieutenant Jenny Edwards, Mister President, a member of the Hunters, a computer counter-terrorism and cyber crime investigation unit attached to the NSA.”


“We know who you are, Lieutenant,” Walker said in a calm voice.  “I’m sure you can understand that we are just slightly interested in what you have to say, so the floor is yours.”


“Uh, yes sir,” she said, turning on the projector, showing the image of Kell splashing into the Potomac.  “I’ll do my best to be linear, sir, but forgive me if I jump around a little.  As you might expect, this creature is called a dragon,” she began.  “His name is Kell, and he’s what they call an earth dragon.  Just as I’m a part of the intelligence community, he is a member of their intelligence community, specially trained to enter our society and conduct missions of observation, and sometimes espionage, against assorted targets, both governmental and corporate.  The primary mission of these dragon operatives is to discern the level of knowledge we have of them, ensuring that they stayed a secret, as well as investigate human technologies in search of ones that they could adapt to their own use.”

“My first question, which is fairly obvious, Lieutenant, is how did something like that run around without us knowing?” Walker asked.


“Well, this may sound outlandish, sir, but the simple answer is magic,” she replied, using a laser pointer to highlight the fuzzy picture, the amulet chained around his chest.  “This device here is what they call a hider amulet, which cloaked him in an illusion that made him appear to be a human being.  One of my teammates shot out the amulet by sheer luck, which caused him to be revealed.”


“Magic?” someone called.


“I saw it for myself, sir, and it’s very real,” she replied soberly.  “The dragons can do magic.  It’s how their agents hide among us, and it’s how they transport their agents back and forth from their home, and how they’ve kept their home hidden all this time.  Anyway, sir, as you know, they reached out to us.  Kell was sent to my home by their government to invite me to their home island, so they could explain their actions to us.  They picked me because I’m a Hunter, and they felt that the government would listen to me when I got back…which it seems they were correct about,” she mused, looking around.  “I spent a little over a day on their island, sir.  They didn’t try to hide anything from me.  They were very open and honest, so much so that they had me stay with Kell in his home, and I also met his parents, siblings, and some of his friends.”


She turned off the projector.  “I spent over a day observing the dragons in both formal and informal situations, and the insight of Kell about the other dragons proved to be highly accurate when I spoke to others.  In a basic overview, their society is divided into five major sections, almost like a caste system, which are racial.  There are five basic races of dragon; earth, water, fire, sky, and what they call chromatic.  Within these five major divisions are a further division into two types of dragons, drakes and wyrms.  Kell is an earth drake.  A wyrm looks exactly like a drake, but is larger.  These dragons look very different from one another and have very different capabilities and outlooks.  I only really got to observe the daily life and social customs of the earth dragons because my host was an earth dragon, but I learned that the five species don’t interact overly much, each staying to their own.  And there are some inter-species frictions between the dragons that I’ll explain in more detail later. Each dragon has specific talents that they use within their society.  Earth dragons are builders and farmers, what you might consider the main labor force.  Earth dragons are also the only dragons in their society who are trained in modern human technology.  Water dragons are primarily farmers and fishers, providing food.  Sky dragons are hunters and watchers, keeping aerial reconnaissance over their home island.  Fire dragons are their primary military presence, the dragons that do the fighting.  And the chromatics are apart from the others, pursuing purely scholastic goals.  The earth and water dragons feed the entire population, the earth dragons provide infrastructure, the sky dragons keep watch over the ocean for human ships, and the fire dragons train for combat.  The chromatics contribute to their society only with their magic.

“Their government is very weak and decentralized.  They have a council that represents the five species of dragons that serves as their central government, but it is fractured and divisive.  I personally witnessed their members arguing with each other. Supplementing this central government is a series of local councils and such where dragons in a locality more or less govern themselves.  The council of dragons oversees all aspects that affect all dragons, but all other issues are handled at a local level.  Law enforcement is split between local governments and the council.  Local and minor matters are handled locally, but severe or egregious acts are sent to the council to decide punishment.

“Societally, the dragons are much like us.  They organize themselves by their species and each species has its own culture, much like the different cultures between human nations.  I spent my day with the earth dragons, and from my observation, if you dropped an earth dragon on a farm in Iowa, he’d have absolutely no problems associating with the farmers he’d find there.  Earth dragons organize themselves around their labor pursuits, builders, farmers, factory workers, intelligence gatherers, but they consider themselves a singular society despite these specializations.  They farm, they build things, and they are highly intelligent and well versed in our technologies, which they observe, copy, and even steal as necessary.  They have a power grid on the island provided by a geothermal electric plant, a sewer system, and factories that produce durable goods such as televisions, computers, and refrigerators for local consumption.  They share these technological comforts with the other dragons.  The earth dragons are solely responsible for the intelligence department that sends their field agents into the human world.  The earth dragons are also the only ones that speak any human languages.  If we are to open channels with the dragons, Mister President, we have to go through the earth dragons.  They aren’t the ones in control, but they’re the ones that have control of the door.  It would behoove us to ensure we keep them friendly and amenable to us.

“The water dragons are family based and solely devoted to fishing and farming underwater plants and marine animal husbandry.  They have little interest in things outside of these pursuits.  Physiologically speaking, they have diverged from the other dragons to where they have no horns, no scales, nothing like the earth dragon you’ve seen.  They almost look like sharks with legs but with the tails of dolphins.  Of note for this briefing is that the water dragons scour the ocean floor for shipwrecks, which they salvage for the steel and whatever the ships might contain.  They bring them back to the island, where the earth dragons recycle the materials for island use.  Most of their steel comes from shipwrecks, and they scavenge plastic floating in the ocean for their use.”


“Exactly where do you think this island is located, Lieutenant?” the President asked.


“I know for a fact that it’s in the same time zone as Hawaii, sir,” she replied.  “I would place it somewhere in the south Pacific, south of the Hawaiian islands.  The island’s climate is tropical, and the island is mountainous and holds an active volcano.  According to Kell, the dragons use magic to hide the island from us, and can even fool satellites.”


“Thank you.  Proceed.”


“Yes, sir,” she nodded, taking a moment to regain her train of thought.  “The water dragons and earth dragons have something of an informal alliance,” she continued.  “Since both are providers, they have more things in common than with the other dragons.  In fact, the earth dragons are highly dependent on the political power of the water dragons for basic protection and rights.  The earth dragons are seen as second class citizens among the other dragons because they’re incapable of flight and have no magical capabilities.  The water dragons are their only protection against the other dragons from a political standpoint.  Without the support of the water dragons, the earth dragons would be at risk of exploitation from the other species.


“The sky dragons are completely organized around their ability to fly,” she continued.  “Their bodies are evolved for it, and everything they do in their society revolves around it.  Their primary mission is aerial hunting of wild game and keeping watch over the ocean around their island for human incursion.  Kell told me that they also organize hunting expeditions into uninhabited territory, probably in South America.  Of note is that the sky dragons are forbidden to overfly human-inhabited territory unless on specific reconnaissance missions.  According to Kell, they can alter their coloration to make them all but invisible from the ground, and I would assume they have some kind of magic that defeats radar, since that seems to not be an issue for them.  From what I observed, they seem to be somewhat independent from each other, more a collection of individuals rather than a collective whole, but with certain customs and observances that bring them together for specific reasons.  They’re like eagles, solitary and proud, but they’ll gather in some instances in a common interest.

“Fire dragons are large, heavily built, and possessed of aggressive instincts and a volatile temperament,” she continued.  “They exist only to fight, be it each other, other dragons, or whoever the council tells them to fight.  They double as police in certain situations, sent to apprehend dragons who break their laws.  Their entire internal society is based on the subjugation of other dragons to their dominion.  A fire dragon rules a section of volcano like a gang boss, and he rules purely through strength and intimidation.  The fire dragons have an extremely hostile relationship with the earth and water dragons, to the point where there has been conflict between the two groups in the past.  I only saw three fire dragons up close while I was there, and I’d rather not get that close to them again,” she said honestly, putting a hand on her stomach reflexively.  “They were very belligerent and openly hostile to the other dragons.  One even threatened me.  If we open ties to the dragons, sir, we should be very wary of the fire dragons.

“The chromatic dragons exist somewhat outside the structure of the other four,” she continued.  “Their only function is to study and perform magic, and from what I observed, they are highly arrogant and conceited.  From a social standpoint, they think themselves akin to nobility, and they contribute nothing concrete to the island’s society outside of their magical services.  Kell described them as, and I quote, the most obnoxious, conceited, self-centered, arrogant living things on the planet.  From what I observed from the only chromatic dragon I interacted with, this was an astute and correct observation.  They see themselves as the rulers of all the other dragons, and are highly hostile to anything or anyone who challenges this view.  Much like the fires, sir, if we interact with the dragons, I suggest we be very careful around the chromatics.”  She cleared her throat, and before she could say something, and aide brought her a bottle of water.  “Thank you,” she said with a nod, taking a drink, then continuing.


“Overall, my impression of the dragons was very favorable.  Their island wasn’t very large, and from my observations, there can’t be more than perhaps ten to twenty thousand of them.  From a military standpoint, they’re not much of a threat.  They don’t have huge numbers, and while an individual dragon could kill the average soldier, he’s not going to be walking all over a tank or a fighter.  From what I learned, dragons are immune to harm from their own element, so that means that bullets will kill anything but an earth dragon just as easily as it’s going to kill a human being.  In a military confrontation, an individual dragon poses a threat to a small unit or a unit without armor or heavy weapons, but they’re no match for organized and armed infantry.


“They were very open with me, almost shockingly honest, and the one thing they wanted me to relay to you, sir, is that they’re not looking for trouble.  They conduct their field operations mainly to keep a passive eye on us, to see if we know about them, and if so, how much we know.  That’s changed now that they’ve been exposed, but the core of it is basically the same.  They offered a simple bargain, sir, and I quote:  ‘you leave us alone, we leave you alone.’  Their primary interest is in isolation from human society, and while the earth dragons have a keen interest in human technology, the other dragons have little or no interest in us outside of ensuring that we don’t bother them.”

“You said yourself that they conduct espionage against us.  That’s not exactly a friendly act,” one of the generals said.


“Every nation conducts espionage, general, even our own friends,” she said simply.  “The worst crimes they’ve committed is the theft of technology.  For example, it wasn’t the Chinese that stole the prototype octocore CPU chips from the AMD research facility, it was the earth dragons.  They copied the design and started producing them for their own use.  They’ve also stolen the plans Iceland used for their geothermal electric plants, and some other things.  The one thing I can tell you, mister President, is that the earth dragons are just as intelligent and technologically savvy as we are,” she said, looking at him.  “I spent a couple of hours debating computer issues with Kell, and he taught me quite a bit.  He knows more about computers than I do, and I have a doctorate in the subject.  We have an honest opportunity to learn from the dragons, mister President.  If we can approach them the right way, we could establish some permanent diplomatic ties…but it will have to be through the earth dragons, since they control the means by which we can communicate with them.  If there’s one type of dragon I suggest we try to cultivate a friendship with, it’s them.  From a social standpoint, the earth dragons are the most like us.  There are some pretty big differences in culture and personality, but an earth dragon and a human in the same room would be able to strike up a conversation, where the other kinds of dragons would not.  They either don’t care enough about us to try, or don’t feel that we’re worth their time.”


“And what threats did you see from them while you were there, Lieutenant?” the President asked.


“From a military standpoint, very little to none, sir,” she replied.  “As I said, they’re too few in number, and outside of the earth dragons, they have almost no interest in our technology.  A fire dragon would attack our infantry by breathing fire on them, or landing to attack with fangs and claws.  That’s not much of a threat to a man with a heavy machine gun, as long as they keep the dragon at range, sir,” she surmised.  “From an intelligence standpoint, the earth dragons are very formidable in that their interests and ours coincide.  The other dragons are highly intelligent, but their dismissal of technology as below their notice more or less removes them from any worry from our point of view.  The earth dragons are the ones interested in our technology, so they’re the ones we’d have to watch, at least from the counter-espionage perspective.  I spent six years chasing them as a Hunter, sir, even though I had no idea what they were.  They are intelligent, patient, methodical, and thorough.  They have a greater understanding of some aspects of our technology than we do, taking our initial ideas and improving them, building on them, surpassing us if they have enough time to study it.  From a political standpoint, we should keep ourselves well clear of them, sir,” she said honestly.  “Their society is fractured and volatile, unstable, and from what little I saw while I was there, there’s tremendous potential for the whole thing to go up in flames at the slightest provocation.  The earth dragons are highly resentful of their treatment at the hands of the fire, sky, and chromatic dragons, and despite the danger involved in provoking them, it’s just a matter of time before one of the other dragon races does exactly that.  The last time it happened it sparked bloodshed between the earth dragons and the fire dragons, which required the water dragons to intervene and end it by using their underestimated political power to all but put the sky and chromatic dragons into a headlock and make them do what they wanted them to do.  Were it not for the water dragons, there would have been an open war between the fire and earth dragons. We really don’t want to get involved in the middle of something like that, sir, it would get very messy very quickly.


“In my humble opinion, sir, we should accept their offer of we leave them alone they leave us alone, but try to establish discreet and possibly clandestine contacts among the earth dragons.  I came to learn while I was there that while the earth dragons are an oppressed part of their population, the earth dragons are the most formidable of them all, because they are open to new ideas and adapt quickly to changing situations.  They also have an honest curiosity about humans and an appreciation of our accomplishments that make them far more amenable to us than other dragons.  If we want any allies among the dragons, mister President, it’s with the earth dragons.  But to garner those relationships, we run the risk of inciting the wrath of the other dragons, who see earth dragons as something only slightly better than the livestock they manage. They would see us courting the friendship of the earth dragons as either a betrayal or proof that humans are no better than the earth dragons, which might permanently poison any future attempts to negotiate with them.  But in my opinion, sir, that’s a risk worth taking.  If we could learn anything from the dragons, or gain any permanent friendships or alliances, it will be with the earth dragons.  They have the most value to us if we seek to gain anything from the dragons.”

President Walker was quiet a long moment.  “Can you describe their magic?”


She paused a moment.  “I only saw two active instances of it, mister President.  A water dragon used a magical control of water to dry me off after I got there, and of course, there’s the scions, the magical gateways they use to travel between their island and our civilization.  Kell said that they can move the doorways of the scions as needed, but I counted the scions when I was there, and there were only nine of them.  So they only have nine doors, but they can move the doors where they need them to go.  The dragons were quite liberal about explaining the magical powers of the dragons when I was at their council, when I professed curiosity.  According to them, the water dragons have a natural talent for magic that protects, the fire dragons have talent in magic that destroys, the sky dragons have talent for magic that changes things or hides them from the senses, and the chromatics study more advanced forms of magic that exceed the others.  It’s the chromatics that created and govern the operation of the scions, for example, and I would assume that they’re the ones that keep the island hidden from our satellites and from passing ships, using advanced magic.”


“But you got no solid information on the exact capabilities and limitations of this magic?” one of the generals asked.


“No sir, they didn’t go into that much detail,” she shook her head.  “But magic’s not something we have to worry about as long as we’re only dealing with the earth dragons.  They can’t do magic at all.  Kell was rather scornful of magic, which leads me to believe that he thinks that technology is more useful than magic.  However, Kell demonstrated a strong bigotry against magic and the magical dragons, nearly open hostility, so it might be his personal prejudice talking.  In this case, I can’t depend on his observations.  I’d honestly have to get more information to answer that question with any precision, General.”


The President talked under his breath with one of his cabinet members.  “Alright, Lieutenant, what other observations did you make?  I don’t care how minor they are, go over absolutely everything you remember.”


“This might not be very linear, mister President,” she said, looking up at the ceiling as she gathered her thoughts.  “I might jump around a lot.”


“Just take your time, Lieutenant, we have all day, and you have complete control of this briefing.  Take as little or as much time as you need, nobody’s going to pressure you.  And if you repeat yourself, that’s fine too, sometimes you remember a little more after you think something over two or three times.”


She nodded with a grateful smile.


For nearly four hours, Jenny stood before the President of the United States and told him absolutely everything she could remember from her trip, from things as important as their architecture to things as minor as the beauty of the island and the smell of the air.  She tried to describe her conversations with Kell as exactly as she remembered, even bringing in a whiteboard so she could make rough drawings of their architecture, Council Aerie, the outside of the intelligence department building, even a rough diagram of the chambers in Kell’s burrow.  She even attempted very crude and poorly done sketches of the dragons to demonstrate how they looked different from one another, but then a google search of paintings and drawings of dragons let her equate some of the images with the actual dragons.  She told them about Kell coming a whisker from being executed for being the one that exposed the secret of the dragons to humanity, then elaborated with the tale Kell told her of the food riots to further explain the social situation on the island concerning the earth dragons and to further explain the political and cultural ties they had to the water dragons.  She described her interactions with the two water dragons that knew Kell, Shii and Sella, and spent nearly an hour describing Keth and Kanna, and impressing upon the President that Keth was like a wise old grandfather, filled with good advice and astute observations, and the single most un-scary dragon that lived.  She even used several of his sayings in her presentation.  She even told them about her cavorting around in her underwear and swimming with Kell and Sella, blushing a bit as she did so, then described laying on the beach with them to watch the sunset.  “I know it sounds strange, Mister President, but I was entirely at ease with them by then,” she finished.  “I had absolutely no fear of Kell or Sella, and I don’t think I ever will.  They were bigger than me, and could have killed me with a single bite, but I’d actually laugh at myself if I even tried to imagine either of them doing that now that I know them.  I felt completely comfortable with them, and I think anyone would have after talking to them a while.”  She then remembered the confrontation with the fire dragon, and she acted that out with a surprised staffer, then drew a rough sketch of one of Kell’s tail spikes in their three rows of five, seven, and five.  “He flicked it off his tail like a catapult, and it sank a good three feet into the side of the mountain, solid volcanic rock,” she told them.  “He said it was an earth dragon’s primary defense, their most dangerous weapon.  After seeing him do it, I have no doubt that it is,” she chuckled.  “At close range, I think he could punch one of his spikes through tank armor, but that’s a moot point.  The earth dragons are pacifistic by nature, at least up to a certain point.”


“What point is that, Lieutenant?”


“They believe in doing no violence until violence is done to them.  But, if violence is done to them, then they react to that violence with immediate deadly force.  When I heard him say that, it reminded me of President Roosevelt and his saying of speak softly and carry a big stick, mister President.  That is the mentality of the earth dragons.  Incite no violence, but when violence is brought to you, fight to kill.  Kell explained that it was that reputation that kept the other dragons from harassing them.  The other dragons are honestly afraid of the earth dragons in that respect.  They may believe they’re superior to the earth dragons, but when they’re face to face with one, they are very careful not to provoke them.  When the fire dragon threatened me, Kell chased it off, and I saw it for myself.  Kell was not even half the size of the other dragon, but a single ultimatum and threatening posture made the fire dragon turn and run away.  The other dragons consider the earth dragons to be barbaric, savage, and in a way, it festers the enmity they feel for them.  It’s hard to feel superior to someone that you know can kill you if you make them angry.  They’re like little wolverines,” she smiled.  “Smaller than the other dragons, can’t fly, no magic, but if a dragon tries to assert his sense of superiority over them with physical violence, that dragon gets ventilated in short order.”


That made the President chuckle.


“It seems that they’d only have so many shots with them,” the general mused, looking at the rough sketch Jenny had made of Kell’s tail.


“Kell said they grow back, sir,” she answered his unspoken question.  “When he gave me that demonstration, he said the spike he used would grow back in a matter of hours.  Exactly how, I didn’t ask.  But later that night, I looked at his tail and saw that it had indeed grown back, and looked no different than the other spikes on his tail.  I didn’t notice up until that point because I was still preoccupied by my conversation with the council.”

 She went back over several points, repeated herself quite a few times when she went back over some of the nuances she remembered when she was before the council, then described for the second time the sense of wonder she felt looking down from the ramps that first time, seeing dragons flying in the sky above and level to her, looking down and seeing the orderly farm plots, the waves lapping against the beach a thousand feet below, and the warm wind caressing her, and realized that every preconception she had drawn about what the dragons might be like was wrong.

It was there that President Walker interrupted her.  “I think we can take a break now, Lieutenant,” he said.  “I don’t know about you, but after four hours, I’m ready for a cup of hot coffee, a bearclaw, and a trip to the bathroom.”


She laughed despite herself, then immediately blushed and gave him a contrite look.  “Sorry, Mister President.”


“Even I like to joke from time to time, Lieutenant,” he chuckled, standing up.  “Let’s take fifteen, everyone.  And nobody get between me and the men’s room!” he warned as he cut a fast pace towards the door.  Jenny hurried down to the Ladies’ room herself, then was surrounded by the President’s cabinet members and staffers, asking them questions they couldn’t really ask during the briefing, more trivial things than anything else, then one asked if she’d thought to bring anything back from the island.


She laughed ruefully.  “I have to admit, it never once crossed my mind,” she admitted.  “I didn’t –no wait!  I did bring something back!” she said quickly.  “I found a pearl in an oyster and I put it in my backpack!”


“A pearl?”


“Not a very big one.  It was in an oyster bed that the water dragons cultivate.  Sella, the water dragon, she sorta urged the oysters to open and I found it.”


“Lucky you,” one of them noted.


“I totally forgot about that pearl,” she chuckled.  “I never thought I’d go diving for pearls with dragons on a tropical island when I woke up yesterday morning,” she laughed.  “It was as beautiful as any Hawaiian beach, but they didn’t have any palm trees.  Hmm, I just now realized that,” she mused.  “It was more than warm enough for them.  Maybe they cut them all down or something.”

“Maybe they just don’t like coconuts,” a staffer noted.


“Or maybe palm trees are poisonous to them,” another mused.


“Anything’s possible, really,” Jenny said as the President returned to the room.  “I guess those are those little things I’m supposed to remember.  Kell said they had forests on the north and east sides of the island, but I never saw them.  I really only saw his family’s farm and the view going up the ramps to the aeries, which are on the south side of the island.”


“Was the dragon warm to the touch?” one asked.


She nodded.  “I seriously doubt they’re cold-blooded,” she replied.  “His hide was really tough but not hard, you could see his scales but they were strangely smooth to the touch, like a snake’s scales, and you could tell by touching him that he was solid as a rock, all muscle.  But it was his horns I liked best.  They really made him look, well, majestic.”


”What was it like to ride him?” someone asked.


“Like riding a horse with no saddle,” she replied, taking a huge bite of the bearclaw they’d put on her podium while she was gone, finding herself suddenly ravenous.  “He didn’t bounce around, his gait was smooth, so it made it real easy to stay up there without sliding around.  But then again, he knew I was up there, and he said he wasn’t moving in a way that might make me fall off,” she remembered.  “Even when he faced down that fire dragon, I never so much as wobbled on his neck.  He even managed to turn sideways and threaten the fire dragon with his tail without me falling off,” she chuckled.


“Was that frightening?”


“Not til after it was over, since I had no idea what was going on until he told me,” she replied.  “They weren’t speaking English.”


“Remembering a few more things, Lieutenant?” President Walker asked.


“A few, sir.”


“Then we should open it for general questions, I’m sure someone has thought to ask something that we haven’t already,” he said as everyone took their seats again.  “So, anyone at all, any question.  Nothing is too small or trivial.  If you thought of it, it’s a question worth asking and answering.”


Jenny spent three more hours answering a barrage of questions from the two dozen or so people in the room, often making new drawings, answering everything as best she could, even to strange questions like how did she feel when Kell told her about his relationship with Sella and how it could go no further than it had.  She answered everything as thoroughly as she could, often taking long moments in thought before offering a response.  Eventually, however, it was pretty evident to everyone there that she was getting tired, and paused more and more to drink water, and then coffee, and the questions had turned repetitive.  The President sat up and patted the table to get everyone’s attention.  “I think that about covers the questions,” he said.  “The Lieutenant looks a little tired, and we could use a break to go over the tapes and audio.  So, let’s call it a day.  Lieutenant, damn fine work,” he complemented.  “I’d like as detailed a written report as you can muster as quickly as you can get it done, if you don’t mind.”

“I’ll get to work on it immediately, sir,” she said with a nod.


“Take her down to the cafeteria and give her anything she wants,” he told one of his staffers.  “She’s got to be starving, and a good meal always gets my energy back up for those long nights.”


“With all due respect sir, I need to get back to my office so I can start my report as fast as I can, while everything’s fresh.  I’ll just order a pizza or something.  But I’m truly flattered by the invitation sir.”


He chuckled.  “That’s what I like to see, real work ethic,” he smiled.  “Alright.  I’ll make sure you have all the pizza you can eat by the time you get there.  Good work, Lieutenant.  Very good work.”


“Thank you, sir,” she said.  She snapped to attention and saluted along with the generals when the President stood up and left the room, then his aides descended upon her as others carted the four whiteboards out of the room; they hadn’t allowed her to erase anything, not even her mistakes.  They wanted everything left inviolate for further analysis.  They didn’t hustle her back down the halls, but they didn’t dally about either, and she didn’t want to.  She needed to get started on her report as quickly as she could.


There was an entire stack of pizzas from Pizza Hut sitting in the office by the time she got back, and not one person had left.  “When they delivered the pizzas, we figured you were about done,” Price grinned as Wilson clapped her on the shoulders.  “How did it go?”


“Long and exhausting, but I don’t have time to rest.  They want my written report yesterday.”


“Well, grab a slice and then get to work on it, Edwards,” Yancy told her, his weathered old face cracked into a smile.  “And you’d better call Greg, but remember that this is all classified.”


“He already knows about Kell, since he sorta saw him at the house,” she said.  “I already told him he’d better not say a word or I’d shoot him myself,” she added, which made them laugh.  “But yeah, I need to tell him I’m back, and I probably won’t be home tonight.  I have a lot to do.”


“I can’t wait to hear about this,” Juarez said eagerly.


“Later!” Yancy barked.  “Where’s that report on the hack of UBS by Anonymous, Juarez?  It’s not on my desk!”


“I’ll finish it, I’ll finish it,” he grumbled, grabbing a slice of pizza and heading for his desk.


At her own desk, which faced Wilson’s, she wolfed down a couple of slices of sausage pizza, composed herself, then started writing her report.  Like any good geek, she could type very fast, so the pages started stacking up quickly as she started with a general overview and summary, then got more into the meat of each subject as she went back through it.  The briefing to the President had actually helped her a great deal when it came time to do the report, since it let her really think everything through, organize it, classify it by importance, then put it all down in her word processing program with efficient speed.  More and more slices of pizza found their way to her desk, the coffee pot filled, emptied, and refilled again, and the others ran out of endurance and headed home, leaving her and Yancy alone in the office.  Wilson had replaced the battery in her phone and she found to her delight that it hadn’t been burned out by the scion, so she called Greg before she started and ensured him she was back and well, then called him every couple of hours as she did her report to update him on when she might be home.  She said goodnight to Davie after it was past his bedtime, still typing page after page of her observations, with only the TV in the background and Yancy’s voice droning from his office as he talked to person after person on the phone, all of it over special encrypted lines.

At one in the morning, she did the final edits on her report, leaned back in her chair, then sighed in relief as she saved it, copied it to a thumb drive, then got up and headed for Yancy’s office.  The leathery old man was still in his chair, a phone glued to his ear and cigar smoke wafting from the half-smoked stogie in the ashtray by his workstation.  “I’m done, boss,” she called.


“Good, cause it’s the White House on the phone,” he told her.  “She’s finished, Mister Secretary.  I’ll have the thumb drive sent immediately by courier.  It’ll be there as fast as the courier can run the red lights.”  He pressed a button on a little console at the back of his desk, a summons for one of the government couriers that were stationed down in the lobby.  They got a lot of use in their office building, since many of the things they and several other tenants did would never be sent out by phone or by the internet.  Only by courier, using nothing but hard copies, would that information be secure.  It was also why Yancy and every other agent in the office had two computers on his desk.  One was “hot,” connected to the internet, where the only sensitive work they did on them was work that required internet access, such as tracing hack attempts and other similar work.  The other computer was “cold,” which had no internet access, no wifi, no wireless, and even had a hardened outer case to isolate the internal boards from any and all EM radiation.  They used those computers for everything that didn’t absolutely require internet access, which protected all the data on them from external espionage attempts.  “You look wore out, Jenny.  Go on home, Greg’s probably worried sick.”

“I’m alright, boss,” she said, then she yawned.  “What time do I come in tomorrow?”


“You don’t,” he replied.  “A car will pick you up at your house at nine-thirty sharp.  Be ready for it, and be in uniform.  They’re taking you to John Hopkins for a full physical and probably a thousand needles stuck in you,” he grinned.


“What for?”


“Standard operating procedure,” he said with a dark smile.  “After that, you have a three o’clock appointment in the Pentagon for a briefing with the joint chiefs.  And then back to the White House for a follow-up briefing immediately after you’re done at the Pentagon.”


“Suddenly being the one he picked isn’t feeling as exciting as it did a day ago,” she grunted.


Yancy gave a grating chuckle.  “Welcome to the downhill side of that once in a lifetime assignment, kiddo.  The debriefings.  Lots and lots and lots of debriefings.  You’ll feel like a wrung-out sponge when they’re done.  Expect a couple of weeks of this shit, then things’ll settle down some.  But at least you’ll get driven around like a bigwig as long as they need you,” he grinned.  “Enjoy those limos while you can, you’ll get the full treatment until they wring everything they want out of you.  Then it’s back to rush hour traffic.”


“Oh joy,” she grunted.


He chuckled gratingly.  “So go home, get some sleep.  You’ll have a long day tomorrow.”


“Sounds like it.”


16 May 2017, 21:40 EDT; Arlington, Virginia

She was exhausted.

Jenny flopped down into the chair behind her desk, remembering why she loved the Hunters so much now…no Class As.  Marine Class A uniforms looked very sharp and impressive, but they were not comfortable, not in any way.  The slacks were much worse than the skirt, so she’d opted for the skirt today, but that meant wearing hose, and she hated hose.  But hose weren’t as bad as the scratchy Class A slacks, so it was the lesser of two evils.


She’d barely got three hours of sleep last night, then she was off to the races.  Greg had taken the next few days off because she was going to be too busy to keep her appointments, like picking Davie up from preschool, and that was a load off her mind as she was whisked off to John Hopkins for a four hour physical, where they did absolutely anything and everything they could think of.  CAT scans, tests, tests, and more tests, they stuck a needle or a camera just about anywhere they could find room for it.  They even gave her tests that had absolutely nothing to do with anything, like a pap smear, searching for anything that might be anomalous compared to her last documented physical.  Her job required some pretty extensive physicals every six months, including psychological tests, so at least they had a lot of records to study.


The others were all done for the day, except Yancy.  Price, Juarez, Michaels, and Douglas were out on a mission over in Los Angeles, doing some on-site inspections of the L.A. Federal Reserve computer network, searching for holes or exploits that hackers could use to gain access to the system, one of the jobs they did.  They weren’t only counter-espionage and hunted cyber criminals, but they also conducted security inspections of critical and highly sensitive government computer networks to ensure they couldn’t get hacked.  Everyone else was in the office, working on various crimes that required their rather special touch, usually revolving around elite hacker groups like Anonymous and the People’s Brigade, a government-sponsored Chinese hacking ring.  But unlike other government agencies, the Hunters went out and captured the offending hackers…or killed them.  Price wasn’t the team’s sniper just to impress them on shooting ranges.  He’d killed 14 targets in the 8 years she’d been on the team, and all of them were government-backed hackers who had protection from their sponsoring government, shielding them from arrest or prosecution.

What a day.  Four hours of needles, then four hours in front of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, more or less rehashing what she’d gone over the day before.  Then three more hours in the White House, this time with powerpoint slides that had artist’s remakes of the rough sketches she’d drawn, and more talk about magic.


Magic seemed to be the one thing they were most worried about.  She hadn’t really seen what it could do, but the fact that the dragons had magical capabilities that were unknown to them really worried both the President and the Joint Chiefs.  They wanted to know exactly what it could do, what limits it had, and what potential threat it posed to America.  That the chromatics could open gateways that bridged thousands of miles and hide an entire island from both ships on the water and satellites in space, it really concerned them.  Admiral Yates showed personal concern for the abilities of the water dragons, and the safety of America’s naval fleet should they somehow get into conflict with the dragons.  That a water dragon could conceivably attack and sink a billon dollar nuclear submarine or an even more expensive aircraft carrier was of major concern to him, even more so than the possibility that water dragons could salvage highly sensitive technology from sunken vessels.  They’d lost two nuclear submarines in the Pacific, one public knowledge and the other kept secret, and it was possible that the water dragons had found those wrecks, giving the dragons some weapons-grade nuclear material and a nuclear reactor to study, disassemble, and possibly copy for themselves.

She wasn’t sure what to think about it.  Kell had been highly scornful of magic, even though he used it in his job as a field agent, but Kell also had a prejudice against it.  It had to be fairly strong if they could hide the island, create the scions, and of similar concern were the potential magical powers of the fire dragons, since any conflict with the dragons would be primarily fought against the fire dragons.  If it gave the capability for the fire dragons to fight at range, it might not be quite so easy to battle them with a conventional army.

She scrubbed her face with her hands, looking at the clock.  She really should go home, but she had a couple of follow-up reports to write for the Joint Chiefs and the President.  Poor Davie hadn’t seen her more than once in the last few days.


But, the brand new Major’s oak leaves on her shoulders were at least a little compensation for all the hard work.  By order of the President himself, special field promotion straight to the rank of Major, effective the instant she set foot before the Joint Chiefs.  Marine Corps General Brad Tanner had been the one to pin on her oak leaves, which was a high honor for her.  It was a pleasant surprise, letting her completely skip Captain, which she was in line to get before the field promotion.  Her job didn’t let her rise through the ranks as fast as other officers, since she couldn’t devote time for the promotion tests and was theoretically outside of military command while attached to the NSA, but at least now she was only slightly ahead rankwise of where she would have been if she hadn’t joined the Hunters.  Most officers with her time in service were Captains by now, with just a rare few reaching Major below the zone, and officers like her who were still First Lieutenants due to either incompetence or no time to devote to their careers.  Now she didn’t look like a bad officer, behind in rank compared to her time in service.  It was something of a silly vanity, but some vanities weren’t rational.

She still glanced at the gold flashes on her shoulders…it was going to take time to get used to it.


She was typing out the report for the Joint Chiefs as Yancy barked at someone over the phone, probably the L.A. team, when her hot computer woke up from sleep mode…without her touching it.  She glanced at the screen and saw her usual linux desktop, WINE icon blinking indicating it was running a couple of Windows processes in the background, then a new window popped up of its own volition.  She stopped typing and looked at the window, lines of raw code scrolling down the screen, then a new window popped up.


She gasped.  It was Kell!  His symmetrically colored face appeared in the window, with a modified headset mic close to his fanged maw.  She could see that he was in a room she’d never seen before, a room with walls, reared up in front of his desk, with his brand new webcam.  There were two shelves behind him holding books about computers and programming, hardware manuals, and boxes…it must have been his office at work.

She snatched up the headset and mic for her hot computer and gawked at the screen.  “How did you do that!” she gasped.


“Magic, of course,” he said dryly, which made her laugh.  “How are you doing?”


“Fine, but there’s no way you could hack my work box!”


“Really?  What are we doing now?”


She spluttered out a laugh.  “I’m gonna figure out how you did it!”


“Please,” he snorted.  “They want to know how things went.  Your side is keeping it so hush-hush, not even we can find anything.  So, I was ordered to give you a call, in our own special little way.”


“I really can’t tell yet.  I haven’t finished with all the briefings.  But they are listening, Kell.  They’re listening very hard.  They took me straight to the President himself when I got back, and I briefed him personally.”  


“Good, that’s exactly what we hoped would happen,” he breathed in relief.


She glanced towards Yancy’s office.  “They seem amenable, Kell, but some of them are very nervous about your magic,” she told him.  “I spent three hours with the joint chiefs today discussing the possible ways your side could use magic if we had armed conflict.  Since I didn’t really see any magic while I was there and I don’t know what it can do, they’re acting like you guys have nukes.”

Kell chuckled.  “Magic can’t do that much.  Only the chromatics can do anything you might call flashy.  The average dragon’s magic isn’t so strong that they’d favor it over their own breath weapon.  Magic is the fallback after they use up their breath weapons, not the first choice.”


“Anyway, how about you?  What are you doing now?”


“At the moment, not much,” he replied.  “I’ve been doing spider duty with the other grunts while they decide what to do with me.  Ferroth is considering me as a field trainer, but the council is starting to meddle in the department.  Before, Geon oversaw the department, but the chromatic is starting to butt his snout in our business.  They’ve never done that before, and Ferroth’s not the only one that doesn’t like it one little bit.  By the way, Sella says hello, and both she and sire are already trying to lobby to allow you to come back for a visit.”


“I wouldn’t mind at all,” she smiled.  “So, things are settling down?”


“Just entering wait and see mode, that’s all, outside of the council starting to put their snouts in our business,” he replied.  “They’ve suspended all field work until further notice, and naturally, the other field agents blame me,” he snorted.  “But, it’s giving my replacement time to get a little better training.  He was not the one I’d have chosen to take over my job.  Not only is he a klutz at programming, but he’s an annoying little suck-up.”


“So, the new Stone is a weenie?”


“Cataclysmically so,” he grunted, which made her laugh.


Yancy came barreling out of his office, and before Jenny could react, he was looking over her shoulder.  “I knew it!” he proclaimed.  “Well, it’s nice to see the dragon face to face, Mister Kell,” Yancy said.


“My boss, Yancy,” she smiled, patting the hand he put on her shoulder.  “The mastermind behind us almost catching you sooo many times.”


“I know who he is,” Kell said, nodding as he shifted his head slightly.  Those glowing amber eyes made it hard to tell exactly where he was looking.  “You should lay off those cigars, Yancy.”


The leathery old man laughed.  “When I’m dead,” he retorted, which her mic picked up.  “What brings you by?”


“They wanted to know how things were going on your end,” he replied, his deep voice rumbling through the speakers.  “Needless to say, it’s the only thing they can talk about right now.  In fact, it’s the only topic of debate at every council circle on the island, not just the council.  Oh, and they read my public rebuke.  Like I care,” he snorted, which made Jenny chuckle.

“Not much to say, and we probably shouldn’t tell you if there was,” Yancy replied easily.  “What about your side?”


“Waiting to see what you do,” he replied.  “And you get a vacation.  No field work until further notice, so you can concentrate on those guys you can actually catch.”


“Now you just went and made this a personal challenge, Kell,” Yancy said in his gravelly voice, which made Jenny laugh and Kell narrow his eyes in amusement.


“I tell you what.  I’ll set up my replacement so you can nail him, because he’s an annoying yes-drake who doesn’t know Javascript from Android.”


“We might make a deal or two about that,” Yancy smiled darkly.


“You can send me a gift basket,” Kell noted.  “Speaking of gift baskets, congratulations on the promotion, Jenny.  Reward for good work?”


“I guess.  The President gave me a field promotion this morning,” she said, rather proudly.  “The Marine Joint Chief himself pinned on my oak leaves.  I was really flattered.”

“You’re moving up in the world.”


“As long as she doesn’t get a big head,” Yancy growled, which made her laugh.


“Well, I’m glad you’re getting your due, friend,” he smiled.  “I’m gonna have to cut it short, I’m about to lose my uplink hack.”


“Satellite?  Damn you, evil drake!” Jenny said lightly.  If he was using a hacked satellite uplink, it was going to be impossible to trace him.  His trail would end at that satellite, and all they’d have would be a map of the earth’s surface that the satellite was covering at that particular time.  His signal could have come from anywhere under its coverage.


“I’ve been doing this for a while, silly,” he grinned, showing off all those sharp teeth.  “I’ll leave you to tear your box apart trying to figure out how I did it,” he winked.  “That’s my promotion present to you.”


“Bastard,” she teased, but she was grinning.


“I’ll be in touch.  Gaia embrace you, my friend.”


“Good luck at work,” she replied, and the chat program shut down of its own volition.  Then, just to tweak her nose, she supposed, the speakers started blaring out that old, old Michael Jackson song, Somebody’s Watching Me.

“Isolate that box and run a scan, I’ll start a sweep of the building network,” Yancy said quickly.  “I want to know how he penetrated our security right now.”

“You got it, boss.  But I have to finish my reports,” she fretted.


“I’ll call in Petrovski to go over your box,” he said as he hurried into his office.  “But get it off the network and snapshot it in case he left a disk bomb in it.”


“Yes sir,” she said quickly.  She unplugged it from the network, then used a laptop to take an image of the computer’s hard drive and current RAM contents, then she disconnected it and carried the box into one of the work rooms and placed it in a hardened steel box to protect it from any wireless signals, which might trigger a virus or other program left on the computer when it was next turned on.  Petrovski would go over the computer drive sector by drive sector and its logs when she came in, searching for how Kell hacked her box, while Yancy studied the traffic logs for the building’s network to search for how he got past the building’s firewalls and other security.


If anything, it proved that Kell and the earth drakes were every bit as formidable as she portrayed them to be, if he could hack her personal computer behind a network security layout that was considered top-secret, a layout even Anonymous couldn’t crack…and they’d tried.  The Hunters didn’t control the building’s computer security…but after this, Yancy would probably demand they take it over.


Kell’s hacking of her box and the information she brought him went straight to the White House, Yancy warning them over the phone even as he ran a scanning sweep of the building’s internal network.  Jenny could hear him both typing and talking to someone over there over the phone as she came back and returned to her report, but her mind wasn’t on it now.  What Kell said tickled at her in a curious way, so much so she stopped typing and made of bridge of her fingers over her keyboard, leaning her chin on it.  The council was starting to meddle in the department.  The dragons that scorned technology and probably had absolutely no idea what the department did and how it worked were starting to interfere with its operation.

That was a sign to her, a sign that things were about to deteriorate on the island in a hurry.  She remembered what Kell said about his punishment, that he came a whisker from execution.  She also remembered what he said about how they used to treat the earth drakes…and that meant to her that they were going to be far harsher with both the earth dragons and the fact that they’d made a mistake than they needed to be.  It seemed to her that the other dragons had finally realized that the earth dragons were doing a lot more than they realized they were doing, that it was more important than they first thought, and they were starting to think that they didn’t like it, didn’t like it one little bit.  The chromatic had probably stepped back and realized that the earth dragons were the only ones that understood the technology, understood what they were doing, and his arrogance would lead him to believe that they weren’t capable of doing anything on their own, not something important, something that would impact more than just the earth dragons.  The little bit of trust he’d shown the earth dragons had been destroyed when Kell had been exposed.  At the worst, he’d think that everything the earth dragons were doing was part of some earth dragon plot of some kind, since he’d be naturally suspicious of them the same way the whites were suspicious of the blacks during the civil rights era.  The secret being exposed had been an error by the earth dragons, Kell had been discovered, and now that they’d made a mistake, the other dragons on the council wouldn’t trust them to do anything without direct supervision.  They would insist on worming their way into the department, probably into the builders, maybe even start nosing around the earth dragon farming operation, because their prejudices were going to run away with them.


They were overreacting.


The earth dragons had erred, and now the other dragons would insist on subjugating what were once earth dragon operations under the control of dragons who “knew what they were doing,” which was just political speak for “we don’t trust you because you’re so inferior to us.”  That was going to piss off the earth dragons harder and faster than just about anything else the council could have done, and the earth dragons wouldn’t stand for it.  They would resist the council’s attempt to take them over, and that was going to make things ugly in a hurry.

She had her hand on the phone before she realized what she was doing, business card out they gave her, and she was direct-dialing the White House chief of staff.  “Reeves,” he called.


“Sir, it’s Lieu—Major Edwards,” she said.  “I think Yancy told you that Kell made contact, but what he said is setting off all kinds of flags in my brain.  I think we need to talk.”


“I’ll send a car immediately.”


16 May 2017, 16:37 Draconian Mean Time; Department Headquarters

Kell wasn’t the only one that was storming around the office in a huff.

Ferroth was livid.  There was no other way to describe it.  The mature earth drake was biting the head off anyone that looked like they weren’t doing their job to his satisfaction, storming and stomping around both main offices, which was just his version of walking it off.  Just about every department worker now had an eye on the clock, waiting for quitting time so they could escape Cyclone Ferroth.


The sky dragon who had floated into the sensitive office had been quite terse about it, that the council wanted to see Ferroth immediately, and of course, the chief headed straight for the aerie.  He returned two hours later in something almost approaching abject rage.  It took Kell and Jasper to drag it out of him, and when they heard it, they were just as furious.


The council had voted, five to four, to effectively remove Ferroth as the chief of the intelligence department.  They were sending a chromatic dragon to replace him, and he was demoted to deputy chief.


That was, by far, the absolute worst thing that they could have done.  For one, Ferroth had built the department from the ground up, and he knew it like no other dragon.  For another, this chromatic they were sending would have absolutely no idea just exactly what the department did or how it worked.  The dragon probably didn’t even speak English, and his magic would not translate written English into draconic…and if he couldn’t read English, he’d be effectively useless as the department chief.  And that know-nothing jackwagon was going to waltz in here and try to change everything around.

And what was even more infuriating, at least to Kell, was that he’d have to take orders from an arrogant jackwagon like that.


Kell ambled out of his tiny office and into the dimly lit sensitive data room, where it was just light enough to see, but not so bright that their thermographic vision was blinded by the light.  How was this chromatic going to even read the monitors?  All important information was only displayed on infragraphic monitors and wall emitters, part of the security protocols that Ferroth had instituted when he started the department.  It was because at that time they had fire and sky dragons in the main rooms who were doing work for them, and the idiots would spread everything they saw and overheard all over the island.  Intelligence was about two things:  learning what was important, and keeping what was important away from those who had no need to know.  Even back then, Ferroth understood the need for security, even on the island, because as the earth dragons started exploring human civilization, those damn fire dragons spread all kinds of rumors about what they were discovering that were utterly wrong and often fabricated to make the humans appear to be barbarians or demons.  Ferroth got the fire dragons out of the analysis rooms and into the entry rooms and put the wrath of Gaia down on the sky dragons that did the recon flights, telling them to keep their mouths shut about what they saw until they understood exactly what they were seeing.  Ferroth had built them up into the operation they were now, with 127 earth dragons and Sella gathering information, studying human technology, monitoring human activity, and filtering what they learned out to the building dragons when they adopted a new technology.

Just what did this chromatic think he was going to accomplish here?  He had no idea how anything worked.  He had no idea what they did.  He probably couldn’t even use a computer.  He’d be useless, worse than useless, and his uselessness would infect the department like a disease.


“Kell,” Jasper called.  Jasper was one of the four field agents, a small but wily and highly capable young earth drake.  Her real name was Kammi, and she was the most capable of the three other field agents—well, four since he wasn’t an agent anymore—but so long as she was a field agent, she would go by the name Jasper both out there and in the department.


“Jasper,” he said as she bounded up to him, a dragon’s version of a jog.  “What’s going on?”


“That chromatic is here,” she told him.  “He’s out in the low security room now.”


“Maybe we’ll get lucky and he’ll stay there,” Kell grunted.


“I wish,” Jasper agreed, looking towards the hallway leading to the low security room.  Jasper was a very petite drake, small for her age, but that was an advantage as a field agent.  Under a hider amulet, she was only 6’3” tall, and she attracted very little attention, unlike Kell, who had been pushing 7’4” under a hider amulet, and knew his career as a field agent had had only maybe two more years before he was just too big.  At least before Price came along and shot out his amulet, anyway.  Kell had always admired Jasper’s coloring, since her camouflaging pattern was much more symmetrical, almost like tiger stripes, and she had an adorable black band over her eyes, like a raccoon.  “When do you think we’ll be doing field work again?”


“I really don’t know, Jasper,” he murmured as several dragons came down the hallway.  Two fire dragons were leading the chromatic wyrm, and Ferroth was walking beside him.  The chromatic was very small, meaning he was rather young, but he was still larger than Ferroth, who was fairly large for an earth drake.  This chromatic had shimmering green scales on his head and neck, which turned turquoise at his shoulders and then shifted into dark green at his tail.  Like all chromatics, his wings’ leading edges were covered with prismatic scales that shimmered and refracted rainbow colors of light.  Like all chromatics, he had those feathery growths over his eyes and beside his horns, like ostrich feathers, and a row of several of them at the end of his tail like a little fan, which gave the chromatics their somewhat derogatory nickname fluffies among the earth dragons.

“This is the sensitive information room,” Ferroth said in voice Kell knew was very reluctant.  “If it deals with important human events, current field work information, current technologies we’re studying, or major events on the island, it moves through here.  These workers help the field agents prep for their work by doing research for them, and they also keep all the research timetables organized.  And there’s one of our field agents.  Jasper,” he called.


She looked up at Kell with a scathing look, then padded over.  Kell followed her.  “This is Jasper, one of our four field agents.”


“She’s barely a hatchling,” the chromatic snorted.


“We can only use young drakes for field work, due to the limitations of the magic that conceals them in the human world,” Ferroth told him, almost shortly.  “These drakes are highly trained for their jobs, however.  They apply before they’re even released from their parents, and we vet them thoroughly before one’s selected.”


“Clearly your vetting process is flawed, for it to fail so utterly,” the chromatic said haughtily.  “Oh, and so I finally meet the rebuked face to face,” he said, looking at Kell.  “I’m glad you’re here.  As my first act as the new department chief, you’re fired.”


“What?” Ferroth snapped.


“He failed utterly as a field agent, is the direct reason humans now know of our existence, and I will not suffer incompetence in my department,” the chromatic sniffed.  “Maybe you can tolerate surrounding yourself with failures, Ferroth, but I will not.”


“Now hold on one second!” Ferroth raged.


“Would you like to be next, Ferroth?” the wyrm asked, fixing the earth drake with a challenging stare.


“He won’t, but I will,” Jasper snapped.  “I quit.  I won’t serve under a know-nothing gas sack who’ll run this department into the ground and then blame everyone else when it’s all on fire.  Chief, you can hire me back once he’s gone,” Jasper snorted, turning and marching back towards her office.  “Because as sure as Gaia embraces us, he won’t last long,” she called loudly.

Kell laughed, which caused the chromatic to fix him with a nearly unholy stare.  “I’ll clean out my office, and wait for you to hire me back, too,” Kell said, smiling maliciously at the chromatic.  “Just hold out, chief, because once things go to hell around here, they can’t blame anyone but him,” he added, pointing at the chromatic.


Unless, of course, that was exactly what they wanted.  There was a chance that the chromatic was here to do just that, run the place into the ground, basically ruin it and all the work they did.  The chromatics detested technology, felt it was against dragon ways…which was all fine for them to say since they could do magic.  Kell considered that as he followed Jasper back to the offices, then he looked around his very much lived-in office and pondered just how he was going to clean it all out, then he reared up and started taking some of his books down off the shelf and stacked them on his desk.


 Well, the chromatic might run the department, but that didn’t mean that he controlled what they did.

The idea of it bloomed in his mind quickly.  Kell could get back into the department’s computers any time he pleased, because, like any good hacker, he’d set up several back doors for himself in the department’s network so he could look around without anyone knowing it was him.  Maybe he should keep an eye on what was going on, as well as back up everything that was important on his computers at home.  And of course, from outside the department, he could help the chief get rid of that idiot, actively work against him.  The idea of it appealed to him, because, hell, he’d be unemployed.  It wasn’t like he’d have anything else to do outside help his parents out on the farm.

He could hear Ferroth all but screaming at the chromatic, trying to hold his temper.  If Ferroth managed to get through the first week and still have his job, Kell would be honestly amazed.  But he had to do just that.  If Ferroth wasn’t here, the whole department would go to pieces, and he needed to be there to fix the damage that that idiot caused, both after he was gone and while he was doing it.  Ferroth could go behind the chromatic and fix things he tried to break, quietly countermand ridiculous orders, do anything and everything he could to mitigate the damage to the department the chromatic would cause.


The chromatic appeared in his doorway.  “What are you doing?  I told you that you’re fired,” he snapped.


“Most everything in this office is mine,” Kell replied.  “I brought it back from human civilization or bought it with my own allotments.”


“So you say.  Nothing leaves that office until a detailed inventory is put before me that proves you own it.  And nothing from outside should leave this office regardless.  Human…things have no place on Draconia,” he said with a sneer.


And that confirmed his suspicions.  He looked right at Ferroth, grimly, and Ferroth nodded slightly behind the chromatic.  He knew too.


Well, since he was already fired, a little youthful rashness was exactly what was needed here.  “Really?  If human things have no business on Draconia, as far as you’re concerned, then why are you heading the department that brings human things to Draconia?” he challenged.  “Why would you volunteer for a job where you’re surrounded by human things, wyrm?”


“Don’t speak to me with such disrespect!” he said angrily.


“Since you just fired me, I can speak to you however I damn well please,” he shot back.  “What are you going to do?  Fire me?”  He turned and picked up more books and put them on his desk.  “I’ll take what belongs to me and I’ll say whatever I please, and I don’t give a damn what you have to say about it.  You’re not the boss of me, chromatic, and you never were.  You’re nothing but a tail-licking sycophant of the council chromatic.  I bet he’s your uncle or something, that’s the only way you could rate a job like this,” he said, looking the chromatic up and down.

That was about every button a chromatic had.  The wyrm snarled in barely contained fury, then he turned his head.  “Fire dragons!” he shouted.  “Remove this filthy grounder from the building!”


The entire sensitive room went deadly quiet.


“You’d better watch it, fluffy, you’re surrounded by filthy grounders,” Kell said with a dangerous hiss, his tail snapping. 

In the main office beyond, there was the sounds of dozens of tails being thumped against the concrete floor.


The fire dragons arrived, however, and the chromatic carefully backed up so he didn’t turn his eyes away from Kell.  “Remove him from the building.  By force if necessary,” he ordered.  “Immediately!”


One of the fire dragons grinned eagerly, since it was the same pair he’d insulted just the other day  “You’re ours now, grounder,” he crooned.


“You want to play with me, ashtongue?” Kell snapped, bringing his tail around and extending his spikes.  “Be careful.  I play rough.”

“Kell!” Ferroth barked.  “Stand down!  I’ll cordon the office and send what belongs to you to your burrow.  You will get back what is yours.  So go ahead and go home, now, and I’ll take care of it.  That’s an order.”


“Yes, chief,” Kell answered, retracting his spikes and sweeping his tail back behind him again.


“Kintel, you stand post at this door and let no one in or out,” Ferroth called.


“What are you doing?  I give the orders here!” the chromatic boomed.


“You have a conflict of interest in this matter,” Ferroth said coldly.  “And no one is going to going into that office until department property and Kell’s personal property are separated by a neutral third party.  And if you don’t like that decision, then let’s go to the council right now,” he said, narrowing his glowing amber eyes at the chromatic.  “I’m sure they’d love to hear how you cost me my best two field agents within ten minutes of coming into the building.”


Ferroth and the chromatic got into an argument as Kell came out of his office, and the very nervous office supervisor Kintel went into his office and stood quite deliberately in the doorway.  The fire dragons tried to crowd him, but a few aggressive snaps of his tail made them back off in a hurry.  He padded towards the low security room with them following him, and saw that all activity in the room had stopped.  All the drakes were reared up behind their terminals, watching as Kell padded through the room, heading for the archway that led to the outer door.

Out in the antechamber, the two fire dragons stopped by the entry and gloated.  “Guess we’re here long after you’re gone, grounder,” one of them taunted.


“I’ll be back.  You’ll be gone with that tail-licking chromatic,” Kell hissed as the outer door opened.


Kell glided down and onto the farm, landing with a couple of short hops by his burrow, then went straight down into it and to his computers.  He used one of his back doors to get into the system, then he started up his archiver, made sure he had plenty of storage disks, then started backing up the entire database.  It was going to take nearly six hours to back up the database, he saw, so he made sure that the carousel on the archiver was full, then went over to his parents’ burrow.  His mother was in the kitchen, pouring freshly harvested potatoes into a basket the earth drakes over in the forest made, getting ready to store them in the cellar.  His younger siblings were helping her, Kav and Konn carrying another basket to the doorway leading to the ramp down to the storage cellar and Kitta dragging a full basket of the large onions that Hett’s family grew over on the other side of Dawnmist.  Hett and Keth often traded harvests, for Hett had a knack for onions, growing them larger and sweeter than anyone else, and dragons loved onions.  He traded his special giant onions for Keth’s giant radishes and potatoes, but would be trading for wheat once Keth got enough seed to plant a starter crop, harvesting the wheat for more seed rather than for flour.

Keth had closed the last deal just yesterday to secure enough seed for that first crop, and that crop’s seed harvest would keep them rolling in wheat and bread until Gaia swallowed the earth and ended all things.


“That looks a bit heavy for you, little sister,” Kell said lightly, picking up the onion basket with his teeth.


“Aww!  I can get it!” Kitta protested.


“Suuuure,” Kell drawled through the basket handle.


“Come help me sort these potatoes, my daughter,” Kanna called.  “Why are you here so early, Kell?  It’s not dinnertime yet.”


He waited until he came back up before answering.  “I need to talk to you and sire,” he said.  “The council is meddling with the department.”


“They are?  What happened?” she asked.


“They demoted Ferroth, put some half-whelped fool chromatic in as chief, and his first act was to fire me,” he said darkly.


“You got fired?” Kanna gasped.


“Oh, that’s not the half of it.  That fool chromatic lost Jasper before he even met her.  She quit right in his face,” he said with a dark chuckle.  “He fired me, and she quit on the spot.”


“That’s not good,” Kanna said, clicking her teeth.


“No, mother, it’s not good at all,” he said as Kav and Konn bounded by him.  “I think the council put him there to run the place into the ground.”


“Why do you think that?”


“Because the chromatics don’t like technology,” he replied.  “And now the humans know about us, and naturally, we’re the ones to blame for it.  Well, to be honest, we are, but I think that Jenny coming here really spooked a few dragons, and now they’re going a little crazy.”


“Such a wonderful little human,” Kanna mused.  “I do hope she gets to come back.  I enjoyed her visit.”


“Yeah, we didn’t even get to talk to her!” Kitta complained.   “When we came back from chores, she was gone!”


“She only had one day, Kitta, she couldn’t spend it babysitting you three,” Kell said, a bit teasingly.


“Hello!  May I enter?” a voice called.  Kell looked towards the entry chamber; it was Jasper!


“Jasper!  Come in!” Kell shouted.


She ambled in, shivering her wings.  “I guess you can call me Kammi now,” she said with a rueful laugh.  “I thought you’d be here, Kell.  We gotta talk.”


“I know.  You know my mother and siblings.”


“It’s nice to meet you again, Matron Kanna,” she said, bobbing her head.  “May I enter?”


“Of course, of course!” she said.  “We’ll get you something to eat right away!”


“I’m not really hungry, matron, but I appreciate the offer,” she declined.  “I saw what you were doing in your burrow,” she said.  “I’m sorry to enter without permission, but I really had to talk to you.  I thought you just didn’t hear me.”


“That’s alright,” he said dismissively.  “You’re a friend, Kammi.”


“I’m doing the same thing too,” she said with a slight smile.  “I’m downloading everything I can get my claws on and storing it.  I know that rainbow fluffputz is going to ruin everything.”


“Fiendish minds think alike,” Kell chuckled.


“We need to stop him, Kell,” she declared.  “You and me, we gotta do something.”


“I know.  I’m going to talk to Ferroth after he calms down, see what he wants us to do.  How many back doors do you have in the network?”


“About ten.  You?”


“Around fifteen,” he answered.  “We can keep an eye on things from outside for Ferroth, and I think I’d like to know exactly what the council is talking about up on that aerie,” he mused.

“I’ll speak with Geon,” Kanna offered.


“He won’t tell you everything, mother,” Kell grunted.  “Unlike those other snakes, he’s honorable.  Hmm.  I hope that Ferroth gets me my stuff out of my office soon.  I have several micro-cams.”


“I have a bunch in my burrow,” Kammi told him.  “What are you going to do with them?”


“Have Sella place a few where I can see what’s going on in the department, and maybe place a couple up on Council Aerie,” he grunted.


“You want to spy on the council?” Kanna gasped.  “Son!  That’s very improper!”


“They’re tyring to destroy everything we’ve built, mother!” he retorted.  “They put that idiot fluffy in the department to either control what we do or run the place into the ground so they can kill the technology program.  They’ve never liked it, they won’t even let us run electricity up to their libraries,” he fretted.  “And what happened with me gives them the perfect excuse to stick their noses in our business and try to take over the department.”

“Uh, Kell, they sorta already did take over the department,” Kammi pointed out.


“Not so long as the drakes in there can’t stand that jackwagon they haven’t,” he replied.  “If worse comes to worst, I’ll let Ferroth run the department out of my burrow,” he declared.  “As long as we don’t lose our internet access, we can do almost everything we’re doing in that building somewhere else.  We can move the researchers over to the factories.  The analysts can just do their work from their home computers, well, except for Sella.  We call a council of village councils and arrange to grant them their food allotments under the table, as the humans say, so they can keep getting paid for their work.”


“That’s going to alert the council that we’re working behind their backs,” Kammi pointed out.


“They may have control of the department, Kammi, but they don’t control what we do on our own,” he said bluntly.


Keth ambled into the kitchen, and he looked very troubled.  He barely glanced at Kammi, then blinked and smiled.  “Jasper, it’s good to see you, youngling,” he said.  “You must visit more often!”


“I’ll have plenty of time now, Patron Keth,” she said sourly.  “There’s some big news going around.”


“Yes, yes, I’m surprised you’ve already heard.”


“Heard what?”


“The council is increasing the tithe,” he said, shaking his head.  “By nearly double!”


Kell traded a dark look with Kammi.  The tithe was how the council paid all the dragons, taking a percentage of every farm’s harvest, which was then distributed out to dragons who were officially employed by the council in positions that were in the interest of the island as a whole.  Factory workers, the department, dragons working for the council, and all the non-producing dragons received food based on that tithed collection.  Keth, in his form of protest, only grew food that other dragons didn’t really like, making them eat something bland and tasteless to them in return for them taking nearly a third of his harvests.  Potatoes, radishes, eggplants, and pumpkins were what he primarily grew, and with the exception of pumpkins, the other dragon species weren’t all that fond of his crops.


“They just told me.  Double!  I’ll have to increase my crop production just to have enough left over for us!  I’ll have to completely redraw my field rotation schedules, and maybe hire a helper or two.  It might be too much for just the family.”


“What possible reason would they have to increase the tithe?” Kammi said angrily.  “It’s not as if the other dragons are starving!  Those damn fire dragons are fat enough as it is, gorging themselves on our food!”


Kell was quiet a moment.  It wasn’t about increasing food allotments to the dragons…it was about control.  The council was pulling on the noose they had around the necks of the earth dragons, making them heel.  They were going to make them work harder in the fields, take control of their operations, maybe even take over the factories, take control of everything the earth dragons did and helped them prosper.


“Did they increase the tithe on the water dragons?” he asked quickly.


“Yes, and Shii is most put out,” he replied.  “She said that she’ll have to send some of her pod out to hunt in the deeper waters more often to meet the new quotas.  Their kelp may be in demand, but it’s not a rapid harvesting crop.  And the oysters are nothing but a hobby for them, for family consumption.  Water dragons are the only ones that like them anyway.”


“What reason did they give?” Kanna asked.


“They said that we must prepare for possible farming disruption should the humans cause us trouble,” he replied.


“That’s ridiculous!  We have a year’s worth of food stockpiled!” Kanna protested.  “It’s the law!”


“Now they want two years’ worth,” Keth said with a frown.


“So, after we put back the required food, the tithe returns to normal?” Kell asked.


“They didn’t mention that.”


“I’d go find out, sire.  Right now,” Kell said.  “If they don’t sunset the tithe, then they’re up to something else.”


“I’m not usually quite that suspicious, youngling, but you do have a point,” he said, nodding his head.  “Let me go talk to Geon.  He’s an old friend, he’ll tell me what’s going on.”


Keth turned and left the kitchen, leaving Kell and Kammi looking at each other in trepidation.  “You thinking what I’m thinking, Kell?” she asked.


“They’re pulling on our leash,” he replied.  “And trying to drive a wedge between us and the water dragons.”

“That’s what I think,” she nodded in agreement.


“What do you mean, youngling?” Kanna asked.


“They’re just asserting their dominance,” Kammi told her.  “They’re putting their snouts into the department, they’re forcing us to grow more food, which will make us work harder and keep us busy.  They’re all in a tizzy over the humans discovering us, and this is how they’re punishing us for it.  They’re punishing all the earth dragons for one mistake,” she declared.


Kell nodded.  “And I’m that earth dragon, so I feel just a little bit responsible,” he said with a low growl.


“The council itself said that it wasn’t your fault, my son,” Kanna said.  “Why punish you for what was beyond your control?”


“Because I’m an earth drake,” he replied icily.


“That’s all the reason some of them need,” Kammi agreed.  “And they’re hoping that the increased tithe makes the water dragons mad at us,” she continued.  “Because they’ll see what’s going on the same way we will, and what the council hopes is that they think that they’re working harder because of our mistake.  Trying to sow dissent, break the alliance between us and the water dragons.”

“My.  My, I think that could be possible, that the water dragons might be angry at us,” Kanna fretted.  “Let me go speak with Shii, my younglings.  See where the water dragons stand.  Shii is highly respected in their circles, and she’ll know what they think of things.  Kitta, the burrow is your responsibility in my absence,” she declared to the youngling, who almost beamed in pride.


“I’ll take care of things, mother,” Kitta declared.  “We’ll have everything in the cellar before you get back.”


“My good daughter,” she said with a smile.  “If Keth comes back before I do, tell him where I am.”


“I will, mother,” Kitta said, then she turned.  “Clutchmates, stop playing around!  We have work to do!” she barked imperiously.  “Now help me sort these potatoes so we can store them!”


“We’ll go back over to my burrow and figure out what to do,” Kell said.  “Kitta, send someone over to get us when sire and mother return, okay?”


“I’ll make sure of it, brother,” she replied, then smiled when he patted her on the back.


“Keep them in line, sis,” he chuckled.  “Come along, Kammi.  We have a lot to talk about.”


“We surely do,” she agreed, filching a rather large potato out of the basket and popping it into her mouth, which made Kitta giggle a little.


Back in Kell’s burrow, he and Kammi discussed the issue in detail as his computer worked to archive everything they had in the database, working every angle, bouncing ideas off each other.  They added Sella to their discussion when she hurried into his den after her work shift, and she agreed with most of what they were thinking, as well as bringing news back from the department.  “They almost fought right in the sensitive room,” she told them.  “Kintel told me about it.  The chromatic tried to order the fire dragons into your office, and Chief Ferroth all but threatened violence should they do so.  The chromatic took severe offense at being disobeyed, and he and Ferroth very nearly fought.”


“Too bad they didn’t, the Chief would have ripped that little fluffball apart,” Kammi grunted, which made Kell chuckle and nod.


“It will be it for me in the department, I’m afraid.  Matriarch has ordered me back to the pod,” Sella grunted.  “She said she doesn’t want me in there right now.”


“I’m not entirely surprised,” Kell said.  “Did you hear?  They doubled the tithe.”


“They did what?” Sella gasped.


Kell nodded.  “Sire told us.  He’s very angry, and from what he said, the village council is furious.”


“Matriarch must need me to help the pod if they raised the tithes,” Sella said thoughtfully.


“Most likely,” Kell agreed.  “That or just get you out of the department.  It’s gonna get ugly in there, friend.”


“It already has,” she replied.  “Things went downhill from when Chief Ferroth threatened the fire dragons.  The new chief threw a fit when he found he couldn’t read the monitors in the sensitive room, accused the earth drakes of intentionally concealing information, then said that the department drakes were being willfully disobedient and disrespectful.”


“We’ve used the heat displays since the department started,” Kammi snorted.  “But he was right about them not showing him one whit of respect.  He called the lot of us filthy grounders right in the open room!”


“He did not!” Sella gasped.


“As loud as you please,” Kammi growled.  “Kell made him mad, and he showed his true colors.  Everyone in the department will fight him tooth and talon, because he turned absolutely every earth drake against him with that one insult.  He’ll have to fire everyone to get any cooperation.”


“Which might just be why he was sent there,” Kell frowned.  “Take over the intelligence department, fill it with their dragons, not us.”


“Then the whole thing falls apart, and the dragons have no way to talk to the outside,” Kammi surmised.


“Which might be exactly what they want,” Kell pondered.  “If we can’t talk to them and they can’t talk to us, they might think that that’d be the end of it.  But it doesn’t work that way with humans.  We know that.  They probably don’t.  They know about us now, and they’ll search for the island, if only just to know where it is.  And if we suddenly go silent, they’ll fear that it’s a sign we’re about to get aggressive.  Jenny said that their leaders are afraid of magic, and that fear will drive them to either find us or ensure we’re not a threat to them.”


“I have a sat dish in my burrow, we won’t be cut off,” Kammi said.


“I have one too, and my own generator,” Kell agreed.  “So at least we can warn Jenny what’s going on, and she can warn the humans.  If things start going downhill here, they may not want to get involved with us.”


“That might calm the council down, if the humans tell them they don’t want to open channels,” Kammi noted.


“Maybe, but the humans will want those channels.  A silent, unknown enemy is a threat.  You know how they think.”


“Yeah,” Kammi agreed.


“Hello, the burrow.  May I enter?” Ferroth called from the entry room.


“Thank Gaia,” Kell breathed.  “We’re in here, and we need you, Chief!”


Ferroth ambled into his living chamber, looking like a thunderstorm just looking for someone to rain on.  Kammi bounded over and nuzzled him fondly, getting a pat on the shoulder, and Ferroth came in and sat down, then reared up so he could use his forepaws in a gesture.  “I’m amazed I survived that,” he declared.

“We are too,” Kell said.  “What happened after we left, chief?”


“Not much more than the chromatic throwing a temper tantrum,” he replied.  “Sella, I’m glad you’re here.  I really need to speak with your matriarch.  Could you go get her?”


“Of course, chief.  And I’m sorry, but she removed me from the department. I was recalled to the pod.”


“I understand, hon, and it’s probably a good idea.  I don’t want the water dragons getting mixed up in what’s coming.  Just leave it to us.”


She nodded, then turned and bounded out towards the entry.


“Shii?” Kammi asked.


“I need to talk to the water dragons, and Shii has high rank among the pod leaders,” he replied.  “Half the reason I rallied so hard to get Sella was to get a contact with her mother.”


“Always playing the angles,” Kammi chuckled.


“Part of being the chief, something that idiot chromatic will never understand,” he growled.  “What are you working on over there, Kell?”


“I hacked the department and I’m downloading the entire database,” he replied with a slight smile.


“So am I over in my burrow,” Kammi admitted with a laugh.


“Fantastic.  I knew I could count on you two,” he said with a big smile, thumping his tail on the floor.  “I was going to have you do just that.  I know both of you put back doors in all over the network.  I know where most of them are, and I hid them just in case this chromatic convinces someone with any experience to go over things.  We have to protect those access points at all costs.”


Kell suddenly laughed.  “All that training the council had you give us, and now we’re using it against them,” he declared.


“And more to come,” Kammi added.  “Kell wants to plant cameras on Council Aerie.”


“Getting eyes and ears up on the aerie isn’t a bad idea,” Ferroth agreed.  “But getting them there would be hard.  They keep magical alarms up on the aerie when the council’s not in session.  But if we could find a way to do it….”


“Geon,” Kell said.


“No, he’d never do something like that.  Even if he’s violently opposed to what the council’s doing, he won’t betray their trust.”


“So, what’s the plan, chief?” Kammi asked.


“The plan is, I do everything I can to oppose that stupid fluffy within the department while you two protect all the work we’ve done from the outside,” he replied.  “And speaking of outside, I want you two to pick a good unbreakable encryption and start using it between each other and with me.”


“I have the Liberty Six encryption algorithms from the U.S., they’re the best I’ve seen yet,” he replied.  “I’ll set up a set of keysets and email it to your home computer.”


“Yeah, I’d suggest using Liberty Six, it’s the best encryption out there,” Kammi agreed.


“Good, good,” he nodded.  “Something serious is going on, and it goes beyond the department.  My sources tell me that the council is making all kinds of decisions that have Geon and Anthra absolutely furious, and they’ve only announced one of them so far.”


“The tithe,” Kell and Kammi said in unison.


“I figured you’d hear about it, your sire being a farmer,” Ferroth nodded.  “It’s nothing but a flimsy excuse to punish us, and piss off the water dragons in the bargain.”


“My mother went to go speak to Shii about that.  Odds are, she’ll come with Shii when Sella brings her.”


“That’s fine, your parents can keep a secret, Kell,” he replied easily.  “In fact, Keth might be very useful.  He has contacts with just about every farmer on the island.  And the farmer’s rumormill can move information just as secretly and effectively as magic can.”  He clicked his teeth.  “We can’t stay here very long, though. The council already has the sky dragons watching me, and probably you two as well.  They know I’m here, and they’ll see Shii come here.”


“Sounds like we move to night activity,” Kell noted.


He nodded.  “They can’t see that far in the dark, and we have the advantage.  So, we only have a couple of minutes when Shii arrives, or else we’ll arouse suspicion.”


“Shii will be discreet,” Kell said.


“I know she will,” he agreed.  “If they ask, I came here to ask you to summon Shii so I could find out why she recalled Sella from the department,” he told them.


“Sounds workable, chief,” Kammi nodded.  “Totally believable.”


“Once you finish copying all the databases, I want you two to spread moles all through the network,” he told them.  “Log scanners, sniffers, keyloggers, spiders, traffic nets, anything and everything you can do that won’t bog down the network or arouse suspicion.  I want to know everything they do.  Kell, I want you to hack the computer in the fluffy’s office and access its audio so you can eavesdrop on what he does in there.  We can’t do anything about that fluffy using his magic to talk to his overseers on the council, but anything else he does, I want to know about it.”


“I can have that set up in an hour,” Kell nodded.


“Kammi, I want you to hack the computer the council keeps at the aerie,” he said.  “Just be damn careful when you do it.  Same thing.  Mole the utter hell out of it and enable its audio so we can listen in.”


“Be done by sunrise, boss,” she replied cheerfully.  “If we can get a camera up there, we’d have both audio and video.”


“It’s risky, but may be worth it,” Ferroth grunted.  “Once I leave this burrow, not a word.  By then, they’ll have magical scrying going on all of us, so all communication has to be over computers, in English, and encrypted whenever possible.  As you know, their magic can’t detect active technology, not even the image on a monitor,” he said with a dark smile.  “That’s our one extra spike we have held back after throwing the rest.  They can use magic to spy, but their magic can’t do jack if we use only our computers to talk.  Kell, your family’s been on this land longer than about any dragon’s been on a farm.  How old is your parents’ burrow?”


“Pretty old.  Hundreds of years.”


“Old enough for them to build it to prevent magical snooping?” he asked pointedly.


Kell started to say something, then he laughed.  “I think it is!” he said brightly.  “Our great-grandsire was the one that dug it out, right after the food riots!  And if he asked, Shii’s pod would have warded it against magical scrying!”  Warding was a protective magic, and as such, it was within the sphere of talents of the water dragons.


“Good to know that old paranoia is going to support modern paranoia,” Ferroth said with a dark smile.  “Kell, find out if your parents’ burrow is still warded.  If it is, we can use it to talk freely.”


“They’ll help us,” Kell said confidently.   “And I’ll ask Sella to check it out.  She’ll be able to tell if it is.”

“Good.  Ask around quietly, Kell, find out how many of the old farms still have warded burrows or store cellars.  We need to know each and every one of them.”


“I’ll see to it,” Kell nodded.


“Kammi, your sire runs the TV factory.  I want you to have him tell you immediately if the council starts interfering with his factory,” he told her.


“Sure thing, chief.”


“And I want you to ask him if, in the future, he might have room on the line to build a few things that might get lost in all the paperwork,” he said lightly.


She grinned.  “Oh, you bet he would,” she replied.


“Good.  That’s the first thing you do after leaving this burrow, young lady.”


“I’ll have an answer on your computer in the form of a routine activity report by sunrise, chief.”


“Good idea, make it one of those extra-boring ones filled with lots of numbers,” he said, which made her laugh.


Sella came back into his room, and Shii and Kanna were behind her.  They were all dripping wet—Shii’s pod had an air-filled cave in their undersea den just so they could visit—and Shii looked a little intrigued when she saw Ferroth in the room with them.  “Excuse us not announcing ourselves, my friend, but daughter Sella said you were expecting us?”


“We were, matriarch, please come in and be welcome,” Kell said, assuring her that custom hadn’t been violated.  Water dragons were big on customs.


“Officially, Matriarch Shii, I’ve come to ask about why you recalled Sella from the department.  But that’s not all I’m here to talk about.”


She nodded gravely.  “Well, officially, I recalled her because I need her help in the pod, due to the increase in the tithe,” she answered.  “Unofficially, I want her out of the department if you aren’t the one in control of it.  Now, what else did you wish to discuss?”


“The same thing Matron Kanna did, Matriarch.  We’re trying to figure out where the water dragons stand over this tithe increase.  Have you heard what else is going on?”


She nodded.  “Geon and Anthra are but a single step from boycotting the council.  Our own members are nearly as furious, but they won’t tell me why.  Something serious is going on up there on that aerie, and it does not bode well.  Not well at all,” she grunted.


“I thought you might, Matriarch.  You’re highly respected and hear many things others don’t,” Ferroth said.


“The water dragons are very angry over the tithe, but as yet, they don’t blame the earth dragons for it,” she said.  “And I will work to ensure they do not.”


“I couldn’t have asked for more, Matriarch,” Ferroth said gratefully.  “Matron Kanna, may I come to call tomorrow afternoon?  I’d like to discuss certain matters with you and Patron Keth, and formally apologize for getting Kell fired earlier today.”


“Of course, Chief Ferroth,” she said easily.  “I’ll prepare a special meal for you.”


“I’ll bring an atonement present,” he said automatically.  “I can’t stay any longer.  They already have the sky dragons watching me, and I’ve been here long enough to get the answer I sought concerning Sella.  Matriarch, Matron, thank you for your answers, and it would please me to ask you for your discretion.”


“You have it, Chief Ferroth,” Shii said with a single nod.


“Of course, Chief.  You’ve been a good friend of our family, and Kell thinks much of you.  It’s our honor that you’d trust us so.”


“It’s at times like these that the bonds of family will be most important,” he told them.  “And the friendship between the earth and water dragons.”  He stood up and shivered his wings, then folded them back.  “You know what to do,” he said, looking at Kell and Kammi.

“It’ll get done, chief, that’s a promise,” Kammi answered.


Kell watched Ferroth leave, and it suddenly hit him just how damn smart Ferroth really was.  Even when he was building the department, he must have foreseen that a day like this may come, that the council and the magical dragons may try to tear down everything the earth dragons built, and he’d prepared for it.  Even such moves like hiring Sella, bringing in Kell, they were all machinations, furtherances of his goal, because even though Kell was a good worker and had honestly earned his position, he also had connections, contacts and friendships far beyond just the department.  Through Kell, Ferroth got access to Keth and Kanna, and that was a formidable asset, for Kell’s family was old, established, and respected among the earth dragons.  Kammi’s ascension in the department was also becoming clear.  Again, it wasn’t because Kammi was bad at her job, she was actually an outstanding field agent, but her father ran the TV factory, and that gave Ferroth access to its production line.  Ferroth had cultivated those connections, built them, and now that his department was under siege, he was going to pull on every string he had tied around the island.


Kell realized that Ferroth had to be one of the most savvy politicians on Draconia, building his network of power, and now falling back on it when his position and his life’s work were under attack.

Kell’s admiration and respect of his cantankerous boss went up a few dozen notches on the tree.


“I have a lot to do, and the chief’s right, they can’t see us congregating or they’ll get suspicious,” Kammi said, leaning over and bumping her cheek against Kell’s neck.  “Matron, Matriarch, please excuse me.  Don’t be a stranger, Sella, come visit me sometime!”


“I’d be happy to, Jasper.”


“Kammi now, at least until I get my job back,” she grinned.  “I’ll get right to work on the list, Kell.  Email me your keysets as soon as you can.”


“Sure thing, Kammi,” he replied, and she bounded out after Ferroth like an exuberant puppy.


“I see that my suspicions were correct,” Shii mused.  “The council made a grave error today.  They have incited Ferroth, and they are about to find out that his fangs are far longer than they anticipated.”


“I was thinking the same thing,” Kanna agreed with a nod.


“Speaking of inciting,” Kell said lightly.  “Please excuse my rudeness for a moment, Shii.  Sella, I need you to do me a favor,” he said, speaking English.  If they were scrying against him with magic, him speaking English would thwart anyone who couldn’t speak it.  For them, English was going to be their secret language.


“Sure, Kell.  What is it?”


“I want you to go to our family burrow and assense it,” he told her.  “Ferroth is fairly sure it’s old enough to be one of the burrows the earth dragons had the water dragons ward after the food riots.  He wants to know if it is, and if so, if the wards are still in place.”


“It is, and they are,” Shii said, speaking heavily accented English, which startled Kell.  “She’s been teaching us,” she said, which made Kell laugh ruefully.


“I’ll let him know later tonight when I email him,” Kell said, then he went back to draconic. “Chief left me a pretty long list of things to do, so please excuse me.  My burrow is yours, but I cannot be a proper host right now,” he said delicately, which was a very polite way to ask them to leave.


“Of course, my young friend.  I have my own tasks awaiting me,” Shii said.  “Come, Sella.  We have work to do.”


“Yes, Matriarch,” she replied, bobbing her head.  “Swim tonight?” she asked him.


“I’ll be here,” Kell answered.  “Come get me when you have free time.”

“I think a family gathering might be in order,” Shii said.  “We can bring some tuna my younglings caught this morning.”


“We just got some onions in from a trade,” Kanna offered.  “Those big sweet ones you really like, Shii.”


“At the beach an hour before sunset?” Shii offered.


“It’s an engagement,” Kanna nodded with a smile.


“Sounds good, I do love those onions,” Shii said, leading the other two females out of his burrow.

Kell went over to his computer, reared up and leaned back to sit on his haunches and tail, then started a new process and accessed the Liberty Six encryption algorithms he’d stolen from the CIA last year.  They’d used them for about a month before changing them in a way that made it impossible for Kell and the department to eavesdrop, at least until they got the new keysets; that was what made it so good.  Even if one had the algorithms, unless they also had the current keysets, it was totally secure.  Every time the CIA changed their keysets, Kell or one of the other hacker specialists had to invade the CIA’s network and get them.

But, he then realized that with him out of the department, he was no longer going to be the one contacting Jenny in an official capacity. That made him start another process and use a nifty little program based on an Iphone app that located her cell phone, and he saw she was in the White House when he brought up a map.


Worked for him.  He dialed her number, then set his headset over his earholes, and when she didn’t pick up, he used another little program that forced her phone to pick up.  Her voice was muffled as she talked, and he realized she had her phone in her pocket, probably had the ringer disabled so she wouldn’t be disturbed.  Well, Kell was never one to leave things lay, so he forced her phone to ring.


“What the?  I turned it off!” she protested, her voice becoming more clear.  Kell activated her speaker phone function.


“Of course you turned it off.  Next time, buy a more secure phone,” he called.  “Good evening, Mister President.  Please pardon the interruption.”


“Kell!” she gasped.


“Well then, it’s good to finally hear your voice, Agent Kell,” a different voice called, distant, harder to hear.  “I’m President Jack Walker.”


“I didn’t entirely mean to bother you while you were busy, but something very important came up that impacts everything,” he said as he started typing.  “Mister President, I’ll no longer be the one contacting the humans in an official capacity.  I can’t tell you for sure who that new dragon will be, but it won’t be me, and odds are, it won’t be an earth dragon.”


“What happened?”


“I got fired,” he said simply.  “They don’t know I can do this, but then again, the jackwagon they put in as the chief of the department wouldn’t be able to count his toes with a calculator.”


“Why did they do that?” Jenny asked.


“Ferroth certainly didn’t,” he said.  “Ferroth is so angry he could chew through the volcano.  He almost spiked the chromatic right there in the office.  The head of it is that there’s a new department chief, a chromatic, and he decided that I had no business keeping my job after being exposed.  The tail of it is, the council is trying to take over the department, and this chromatic is their lackey.”


“Well, we thank you for the heads-up, Agent,” President Walker said, his voice much stronger now; Jenny must have brought the phone close to him.  “Care to enlighten us on what exactly is going on?”


“I’d be happy to, sir,” he said easily.  “Because it’s important for the humans to understand what’s going on right now.  I don’t want you to be surprised over what might happen.”


“Then please, go ahead.”


“Certainly.  After you discovered me, the council, to use a term, freaked out.  They brought Jenny to Draconia to show the humans we mean no harm, but what’s more is that the council had an apoplexy.  They blame the department, and I guess we do own that blame, but now there’s more going on.  We think they’re blaming all the earth dragons for just one mistake by one of us…me.  They’re trying to take over the department by installing this new chief who has no idea what we do or how anything works, and he’ll purge the department of anyone not loyal to the council.  Which honestly means he’ll have to fire every single earth drake in the building and replace them with other dragons.  That’s exactly what we think he’s been told to do.  Get rid of the earth dragons and replace us with more competent dragons,” he snorted. 
“My,” Walker breathed.


“Odds are, sir, the next official contact you get will be from the chromatic.  He’ll probably decide that something that important requires his personal attention.  I’m sure Jenny—Major Edwards described the basic personality of a chromatic?”


“She did.  What is his name, and how do we address him?”


“A chromatic will never tell you his name,” Kell replied.  “It’s part of their customs.  They won’t even use nicknames or handles.”


“Alright.  I can remember something that simple,” he said with a light chuckle.


“The punishment is going far past the department,” Kell said darkly.  “They’ve doubled the tithes.”


“Tithes?  What are those?”


“Oh, I must have not explained that to Jenny,” he grunted.  “It’s a tax of sorts they place on the farms and water dragons.  The council claims a portion of every harvest or catch, then distributes that tithed food among the non-producing dragons in the form of payment for services rendered.  In actuality, they just take our food and give it to the fires, skies, and chromatics so they don’t have to do any manual labor,” he said with a grunt.  “Anyway, the council announced today they’re doubling the tithe, which is going to force us to work much harder to produce enough food to meet the tithes and have enough left over for ourselves.  Some dragons working in factories and in other places might even have to return to their family farms so there’s enough labor to meet the demand the tithes will put on them.  Sire himself said he’ll need one or two more hands to meet the tithes, so I’ll probably be splitting my attention between the farm and my work for a while.  Their official reason is that they want two years’ worth of food stockpiled in case some kind of incident with the humans disrupts food production.  Anyone with a brain can see, though, that it’s nothing but a punitive measure.  They’re pulling on the leash they have around the earth dragons and trying to drive a wedge between us and the water dragons in one fell swoop, because the water dragons are just as ticked off as we are.  They have to meet those new tithes too.  We were afraid that the water dragons would blame us for their tithes being increased, but from what we’ve learned so far, they aren’t.  So in that respect, all the council really did was tick off the water dragons for no good reason, and that’s never a very smart thing to do.  The water dragons rarely if ever involve themselves in politics, but when they do, it usually takes the council a few years to recover from the butt-whoopin’.  They hit hard and go for the throat.”

There was a long silence on their end, so Kell continued.  “So, what you need to expect, Mister President, is that your next official contact with us is going to be with a dragon that barely speaks English and will be mortally offended if you don’t fall down and grovel before him.”


“I understand.”


“What are you going to do about it, Kell?” Jenny asked.


“Oh, we’re going to do something about it alright,” he growled ominously.  “I may be fired, but I have so many back doors into the department, they’ll never keep me out.  I’ll undo everything that chromatic does from outside, and I’ve archived every byte of data we’ve compiled over the years so we have a backup in case the chromatic tries to purge our databases.  Me and Jasper are going to work together.  She quit the instant we found out they demoted and replaced Ferroth, so me and her are going to start spying against our own department,” he chuckled.  “Ferroth will do what he can from inside to block the chromatic, at least until the fluffy wises up and fires him.  Then the fangs get bared and things get nasty,” he said darkly.


“Fluffy?” Jenny asked.


“What we call the chromatics.  You saw one, Jenny.  Is it a stretch?”


She chuckled.  “I guess not,” she agreed.


“Ferroth gave me and Kammi—Jasper a list of things to do, and I have a few thing I’ll be doing on my own.  One of those things is finding out why they want to split the earth and water dragons up.  They must have some reason for not wanting the water dragons to take our side, and I want to know what it is.”


“What can we do to help, Kell?”


“You?  Just play nice with the chromatic and let us go about kicking his feathery tail out of our department,” he replied strongly.  “You can’t show any favoritism, Jenny, I told you that.  If the chromatic thinks you prefer dealing with us over him, he’ll hate you until the end of time.  And the first thing he’d probably do is ensure that the council thinks that all humans are psychopathic maniacs that eat live hatchlings and wear dragonhide underwear.  That chromatic is in a position to permanently destroy any chance you have to reach any kinds of agreements with the council.  Tread very, very lightly.”


“I understand, Kell,” Jenny replied evenly.


“Well, Major, it seems your observations were dead on,” Walker noted.


“I didn’t pick her because she has nice hair, Mister President,” Kell said lightly.  “Jenny’s the smartest human I’ve ever played the game against.  You should listen to her, she won’t steer you wrong.”


“I’m starting to agree with you, Agent Kell,” President Walker replied.


“Just Kell,” he said easily.  “And let me apologize again for bothering you.  This was important, and I love proving to Jenny that she can’t protect anything she owns that has a microchip in it from me,” he chuckled.


“I’m working on that,” she retorted.


“Your toaster is next,” he warned, which made Walker laugh raucously.


“If I get burnt toast in the morning, I know who to blame!” she called.


“You’ll take whatever I do to you because you can’t stop me,” he teased.


She laughed.  “I’ll sic your mother on you!” she threatened.


“Okay, the fangs are bared now, and you just earned yourself something black and smoking for breakfast,” he retorted, which made her and Walker both laugh.   “Anyway, I have to go, I’ve barely scratched the surface of what Chief told me to do.  Gaia embrace you, my friends, and it was good to meet you, Mister President.”


“You as well, Kell,” his voice replied.


“Be careful, friend,” Jenny said sincerely.


“I’m an earth dragon, we define careful,” he replied lightly, then cut the connection.


17 May 2017. 01:17 EDT; The White House

“Well, Major, that was about everything you warned us that might happen coming to a head in short order,” Walker said as his aides scurried around.  Jenny felt a little uncomfortable sitting in the Oval Office, in a plush antique chair facing Walker’s rather formidable desk.  Hot cups of coffee were on that huge mahogany desk, something that Walker had held onto since his days in the army, a hand-built desk by his grandfather, who had been a furniture maker by trade.  He’d made the desk for Walker as soon as he’d learned he’d earned his way into West Point, and Walker had moved it from assignment to assignment over his military career.  It was a little banged up and scratched here and there, but in a way, that desk mirrored the President’s personality; well-traveled, wise, and with a vast pool of experience from which to draw.  The desk story was one of Walker’s stump speeches during the election cycle, so Jenny and just about everyone else knew about it.

“I don’t really like being right, and I’m surprised it happened that fast,” she fretted.  “The dragons seemed to me like they didn’t move very fast about anything.”


“Well, what do you think happens now?”


“Now?  The earth dragons retaliate,” she replied immediately.  “You heard Kell.  They’re not going to let the council get away with it.  They’ve had a taste of independence, of real power in their society, and they won’t give it up.  They’ll fight tooth and nail to keep control of the department, because it’s the focus of all their power they’ve managed to gather since it was created.”


“Who do you think we should send to the island if we can arrange another meeting?”


“The Secretary of State at the least,” she replied.  “Maybe even the Vice President, if the Secret Service would allow it.  Someone of high status, who can negotiate in good faith.  Dragons are big on status.”


“I was thinking the same thing.  Congratulations, Major, you’ve just been transferred directly to the office of the Secretary of State,” he told her.


She laughed.  “I’d rather stay with the Hunters, sir.  But if you want me to go, I’d jump at the chance.  I really want to go back.”


“You’re the only human being with any kind of face to face experience with the dragons, Major.  That you’d be there is the mother of all obvious statements.  Secretary Kent will need your expertise.  I’ll arrange a meeting so you and him can start preparing for a possible diplomatic visit.”


Jenny was looking at her phone.  “Yes, sir.  Just how did he do that,” she mused under her breath.


“You said that the earth dragons knew more about some of our tech than we do.  That was a good demonstration of it,” Walker chuckled.  “You’d better turn it off.  Maybe even take out the battery.”


“Yes, you’re right, sir.  He might have left something on it.  I’ll have to go over it later,” she said, turning the phone over to remove the battery.


“I’ll have the service issue you a secure phone,” Walker said.  “We’ll just transfer your number over.”


“Yes sir,” she nodded.  “But somehow, I get the feeling he’d hack that one too.”


“Probably,” Walker chuckled.  “He seems to like you personally.  Sounded like he did it just to tweak your nose.”


“I hope so, because I like him,” she replied.  “And yes, he did.  He hacked my work computer and had it play Somebody’s Watching Me.  He has a quirky sense of humor.”


“At least he has one, Major, and one we can understand.  That he does is one indication that perhaps we and they can find common ground and get along.”


“That’s true, sir,” she nodded seriously.
