Chapter 21

6 September, 2017, 16:16 DMT; Dawnmist Village

Prisma was an alright dragon…for a chromatic.

She had pulled some serious strings in chromatic society to get a veritable pack of chromatics onto the family farm, and they did their magic.  Literally.  After water dragons brought mud up from the sea floor and dumped it onto the ground to fill the gullies caused by the rains, they used those geomancy spells to bulldoze out all the eroded ruts in the tracts, smoothed them over, even mixed the sea mud in with the topsoil so the mud-dominated ground had the same fertility as the rich volcanic soil, then after sky dragons spread grass seed over the churned-up ground, they enacted that growing magic.  It took them nearly two days, but the result was that every tract on the farm, even the tracts bought from Gev, were showing chutes of green grass that was growing at an unnaturally fast rate.  The magic used would cause that grass to die quickly, the magic accelerating their life cycles, but they’d germinate and release seed that would take root and grow itself before it died, the magically affected grass replaced by natural grass within four months.


The main burrow was also completely repaired, thanks to Keth’s connections.  Four earth drakes from the builder team had come out and cleared the rubble, enlarged the entry room as he wanted, then they repaired the dug-out entry with rocks mortared together with cement and reinforced with some rebar they had from the farm’s stores of supplies.  After it was dry, they buried it with dirt and mud and evened it out, spread grass seed around the burrow entry, and that was that.  The burrow was repaired and the farm tracts were safe.  Kell’s family farm was fully restored, and in just a matter of days.

But that was just their farm.  The instant Keth’s farm was repaired, the entire family except for Kell and Kammi, who had other duties, rushed straight to Gev’s farm to help him recover his tracts.  And when they finished with Gev’s farm, they’d go to Hrada’s farm, and so on and so on.  Every earth drake was going to be chasing-his-tail busy until every single farm was repaired.


Food…well, that wasn’t going to be an issue. At that moment, a group of water dragons, led by Surral, was on the way to the rendezvous point with the American cargo ships to pick up the food and supplies they’d bought from them with the gold and silver scavenged from the sea floor.


There was a much larger contingent of water dragons to the west, raising the Appomattox, along with a single earth dragon and a sky dragon to carry him.  The humans had gotten back to them to tell them that just picking it up and bringing it to Hawaii would be alright, and it was going to take nearly all of the water dragons to move something that huge and carry it that far.  The water dragons wanted that thing out of their ocean, dreading that its reactor would melt down; they did a lot of bottom fishing in that area, and all that radiation would kill off the abyssal crabs and other deep sea creatures they hunted, many of which the humans had no idea existed.  The water dragons almost never brought those things back to the island, since the pressure change tended to make them explode, so they used that area as a feeding ground instead.


The Navy had a simple plan for it.  They were going to have the water dragons beach the wreck on a government-owned beach, then after the reactor fuel was removed, they’d bring in tugs to take it to a repair facility.  Once they got it there, they’d have investigators find out why it sank, and then dismantle it.

The water dragons would make sure it was safe first, however.  Trekka had been taken with the water dragons, and once they raised it off the sea floor, they’d get him down there so he could make sure the reactor was intact.  The hider amulets were working again, so he’d put one on to shrink down and then enter the sub and ensure the reactor wasn’t leaking in a way the water dragons couldn’t detect.  If it was safe, they’d take the sub on to Hawaii.  If it wasn’t, Trekka would do what he could to seal the radiation leak before the water dragons took it back.

With the vast majority of the water dragons away from the island, Shii’s pod could almost be called lonely.  The only water drakes left on the island were Shii and her hatchlings Jerral, Kii, and Hura, and of course Jussa and Essan.  Every single other water dragon was either collecting the supplies the dragons bought, patrolling the perimeter of the ocean that the dragons had claimed as sovereign territory, or raising that submarine.

Where Kell and Kammi weren’t repairing the farms—at least not other farms—they had plenty to do.  The two of them were installing new cell transceiver nodes on the side of the volcano overlooking Dawnmist.  Since cell towers posed a flying hazard to dragons, they instead utilized the volcano itself to get their cell and wifi nodes high enough up to get line of sight to large swaths of the lowlands, installing the nodes on protrusions and ridges on the sides of the volcano that gave them some field of vision.  The nodes would ring the volcano at strategic points to provide complete coverage for the lowlands below, but wouldn’t provide any coverage to the top of the volcano.  They’d never really installed any tech up there anyway, stopping it at the site of the old Department building. 

But that was going to change.   They were running hard lines up to where they intended to distribute allotments by the crater lakes, so the earth drakes could use computers to keep track of inventories, and they were also going to lay both power and data lines to Prisma’s den so she could use the computer they were giving her at home.  Fredda would have to install a transformer to get the power lines out that far from the grid, but that wouldn’t be very difficult.

The sky dragons had destroyed all the old nodes, but they’d done it by ripping the transceivers off the mountainside and throwing down the steep slope.  The mounting plate the earth dragons had installed for those nodes were intact on all the nodes they’d repaired so far, just requiring them to install new bolts into the anchor plate, something any field agent had the training to do.  They’d stockpiled transceiver nodes in plans to expand the island’s wifi network, but now they were using them just to restore basic service.  Kell held the transceiver still while Kammi bolted it in place, then he made sure it had the proper facing and alignment, the two earth drakes clinging to the very steep side of the volcano by their ebony claws.


“Okay, that’s the last one,” Kammi called.  “I need the splicer, they ripped the cables out.”

“You have it,” he called as he tugged a bit on the unit, making sure it was secure.  “What about the cables for the microwave relay?”


“Ummm, lemme look,” she said, and he saw her shift a little.  “The jacks are ripped off, but that’s about it.  We can fix that no problem.  You go get the microwave unit while I fix the wires.”

“Don’t order me around, female,” he protested teasingly.


She gave him an adorably dirty look.  “I’ll order you around all I please, intended,” she shot back, waggling the tip of her tail threateningly in his direction.


“I don’t think you two want to start fighting while clinging to the side of a cliff,” Prisma warned dryly as she floated down to their level, her rainbow-colored wings fluttering a bit to work with her floating magic to position her where she wanted to be.


“Hey fluffy, what’s up?” Kammi asked, giving her a sly smile.


“I will make you stop calling me that,” she retorted primly.


“Good luck,” she grinned, showing her dagger-like teeth.


“The chief wanted to know how things were going.  I told him I would check on you before I go home,” she replied.  “He’s a bit annoyed that you haven’t sent him a status report.”


“We were going to when we got this thing up and running,” Kell answered.  “This is the last thing on our task list  Guess we’ll go help Gev get his tracts fixed after this.”


“How was school?” Kammi asked.


“A little boring today, the professors are still a little out of sorts,” she replied.  “Chromatic society is in upheaval at the moment, so nobody was concentrating much on school.  Not even us,” she admitted.


“I can imagine,” Kammi noted, shifting a little on the rock wall, the claws on her toes spread out and gripping the rock face like some gigantic squirrel.  “I’m surprised chief didn’t hold you in the department.”


“There’s little for me to do right now,” she answered.  “Right now, they need me up here more than down in the department.  Did you hear about the plans?”


“You mean where the department takes over half the high rise?  Yup,” Kell answered.  “We’re claiming the five lower floors for the department.  Chief is already walking around planning out how he’s going to arrange things, since we’ll be able to put everything we do in the high rise.  He’s even having some walls knocked out on the fifth floor to enlarge his personal office, since we’ll have the space to spare.”


“A bit ostentatious.  That’s almost chromatic,” Prisma smiled.


They both laughed.  “He’ll be offended when we tell him that,” Kammi grinned.


“The chief has never had an office big enough for all his stuff, space was always at a premium in the old building,” Kell chuckled.  “Well, now he has that entire huge room for all his stuff.  He can move it out of his burrow and into his office.”

“We’re getting bigger offices too,” Kammi said eagerly.  “Both of us can really clear out our burrow by moving our stuff down there.”


“Our burrow?” Prisma asked lightly, giving Kell a sly look.


“Just bowing to reality, fluffy,” Kammi winked.  “Me and Kell are moving back into his burrow as soon as we have the time.  We’re gonna expand it a little before we start moving our stuff in there, though.  Add a few rooms, dig out a brood chamber, you know.  Make it more a family  burrow instead of a bachelor burrow,” she grinned at Kell.


He slapped his tail on the cliff in irritation.


“I’ll tell chief that you two are almost finished with your day’s tasks, then I’m going home to study,” she told them, letting that one pass.  Prisma was wise for such a young dragon.  “See you tomorrow.”  She then turned and descended towards the tunnel on their farm, which right now was the fastest way to get back into Sanctuary City from the outside.  The builders were building a new tunnel that intersected their farm tunnel to the village so earth dragons wouldn’t be trampling all over their farm to get down to the city.  They were also building a second spur tunnel from the connecting tunnel linking the village with the surface and running it directly into the main entry chamber of Dawnmist, so the earth dragons could get to the city from the network of subterranean tunnels they had under the island.  Now that all the villages were connected by a beltway tunnel, the various village councils were absolutely aflutter with anticipation over how that would make things easier.  Overland traffic of earth dragons on the island would drop significantly now that they could move from village to village underground.

Going in there and making the beltway tunnel a little more polished was also on the list of things to do for the builders.  They’d excavated it in a frenzied rush, and it looked like it was rushed…Jukra wouldn’t stand for that.  Earth dragons took great pride in the appearance of their constructions.  They were going to go in there and widen the tunnel and dig new connecting tunnels with ramps up into the villages so they could move carts back and forth between the villages, make it look far more planned and far less dug out by the scales on their tails.  They wanted that connecting subway to be what it had the potential to be, an alternate way of moving dragons and goods around without going through the farms on the surface.

That would have to wait, though.  Right now, the major project for the builders was excavating a central food repository just off Blackstone Village, a large complex of storage chambers and staging rooms to take in, organize, store, and then distribute food.  That would become their new central food reserve, where the Earth Council’s food management dragons would do their work, utilizing computers and technology to keep track of everything  They were going to build large tunnels directly down into the water so the water dragons could bring their catches directly to the food management center, and large cargo elevators to take the allotments up to the crater lake for the other dragons.  They were digging it out to make the passages large enough for any dragon except possibly Hirrag to easily enter and leave the complex.  That particular underground system of chambers and tunnels was meant to have other dragons in them.  The council would have need to visit the complex fairly often to inspect the operation.  The earth dragons were taking over managing the food, but the council still had the power of oversight of the operation.


The lucky part was that they’d managed to repair all the refrigeration units after the earth dragons firebombed the freezer chambers, and they’d already moved them down to Blackstone to install in the new cold storage chambers being dug out.


A very young sky dragon flitted down and watched them for a moment, then zipped away.  According to Prisma, magic was returning to the world at the predicted rate.  The entire area around the island was back to normal, and the earth dragons’ magical aura was once again hidden in the background radiation of magical energy.  That area of empowered magic would now expand from the island at a non-linear rate, expanding quickly and then slowing down as the magic the earth dragons radiated entered space already saturated by magical energy, “pushing out” the volume of magical charge until the aura of magic encompassed the entire globe once again.  Prisma calculated that it would take 71 days for that to come to pass, but it would take 206 days for magic to reach its full “saturation” and be at full power anywhere on the globe.  But, it would only take the magical front three days to reach Imakaii, which would allow Hinado to teach magic to the Hunters.

The return of magic to the island also meant that the chromatics and the sky dragons were already making preparations to restore the magical cloak that hid the island from the humans.  It was going to take them 12 days to finish the preparations, gather whatever it was they needed to do the magic, then it would take them two days to complete the magical spells.  That was going to wipe out most of the sky dragons and the chromatic elders, it was very demanding magic, but Hirrag and the council considered the restoration of the cloaking spells to be far more important than sky dragons turning planes away.  After all, once the spells were restored, those spy planes wouldn’t be able to find the island anyway.


So, in two weeks, the island would be concealed behind its magical shroud of invisibility to the humans once again.  But until then, the Chinese were a threat, and a bigger one every day.  According to their taps on the Chinese network, they were sending the invasion force in three days whether they found the island or not, gambling that the planes launching from the aircraft carriers could search out and find the island before supplies became an issue.  Sky dragon overflights of the staging areas showed the massive scope of the Chinese operation.  Hundreds of thousands of troops, vehicles, equipment, and supplies, all gathered, organized in a very short time and then loaded onto ships, and those ships were now amassing at Hong Kong for the trip down.  Most of the troops were in Hong Kong now, in tent cities set up in most every clear area, staying in the stadiums, officers staying in hotels, anywhere they could find a place under a roof or shelter to set up a cot for a soldier.  The sheer logistics of it was staggering, and it showed the capability of the Chinese army to set that up so quickly and make it happen without any major glitches.  The Chinese timetable would get them to the area around the island in 16 days after launching, and they were carrying enough supplies to feed their 102,000 soldiers for 35 days, with a very long supply chain being organized to continue to supply those troops when they arrived.  They were bringing heavy equipment with them to build runways, and planned to add aerial resupply to their logistics after they had the island secured and the airfield built.


Tomorrow, Kell would study the ship manifest lists stolen from Chinese computers, surveillance photos, and some magical images produced by sky dragons that overflew Hong Kong and figure out which ships had to be sunk to inflict maximum damage.  Needless to say, it was the cargo ships they wanted the most, and in a bit of an ironic twist, the food on those ships had high priority.  The dragons were facing a food shortage, and all the food they were bringing for their soldiers would feed the dragons as well.  Sinking the supply ships created the double effect of starving the soldiers being sent down here.  They wouldn’t be here long if they had nothing to eat, or tents to sleep in, or replacement boots to wear..


Kammi’s nimble paws repaired the wiring to the cell node, and once they had it hooked up, Kell tested it with a small gas-powered portable generator they’d carried up.  They wouldn’t have power for it until they tied its power cables into the power shunts they had running from Sanctuary City.  Those two thermal generators would eventually be powering the entire island, as Fredda’s power drakes repaired the transformers the sky dragons trashed and extended the active power grid more and more every hour, repairing them by cannibalizing the unsalvageable transformers for parts to repair the ones that they could.  Fredda calculated that the two heavy generators in Sanctuary City could power the entire island, as long as they didn’t run any factories or heavy industry at the same time.  She was going to rebuild the thermal plant on the surface, however, so they’d eventually have more electricity than they needed.  Getting the power restored to Blackstone, the “capitol” village of the earth dragons, was now Fredda’s main task.  That would restore power to Grass Edge village and Darkwood village purely because they had to run the power right by both villages to get it to Blackstone, and the transformers for the villages were underground and had been undamaged.

“Okay, all we have to do is upload the patches and we’re set,” Kammi declared as she hooked up the microwave unit, then carefully sighted it on its sister transceiver down at Dawnmist, on one of the few towers that the earth dragons built.  It was only about 5 meters high and erected on Hrada’s farm at a spot where it wouldn’t be a nuisance, no danger to any flying dragon, and it was built purely to get the microwave transceiver some altitude.  Before, that dish would be aimed at the department, but now the high dishes would be aimed at that tower, since it was the main node linking Sanctuary City to the surface for their wireless applications.  Dawnmist would be the main node connecting above with below, since all the trunk cables came up from Sanctuary City into Dawnmist…and that meant that Kell’s job would get a lot harder, since he was the earth drake responsible for maintaining all the island intranet resources in Dawnmist.  Ferroth would probably dispatch a staff to handle the increased workload, though.  Kammi shifted and adjusted the dish of the microwave, covered by a white piece of sturdy plastic polymer to protect it but also wouldn’t hinder the microwaves, until she got a good “bounce” off the other dish.  Kell got the cell transceiver booted as she did that, having it access the network and download the patches to its core OS that the earth dragons utilized from the servers down in the city.

Almost immediately after the cell transceiver came online, the cell phone in his shoulder satchel rang.  Kell chuckled as he fished it out, then set his bluetooth on his head.  “Yes, chief,” he said lightly.


“Have Kammi finish that and get down here.  We have some new data in from the Chinese, and you read Mandarin better than any of us.”


“You tell her,” he retorted.  “You keep pulling me from work we’re both doing and making her finish it.  Well, I’m the one that has to live with her,” he pointed out, which made Kammi laugh and waggle the tip of her spiked tail


“Then put me on speaker.”  When he did so, Ferroth repeated what he said.


“Okay, I guess I’ll give you a pass, intended,” Kammi grinned.  “We’re almost finished here anyway, so I get to go home.”


“You’re carrying down all the tools,” Kell warned as he unhooked his tool satchel.


“No sweat, I can handle it.  Go ahead, the sooner you finish the sooner you can come home.”


Kell divested himself of everything he didn’t need and glided down, and instead of landing, he dove right into the water over the lava tube and let that momentum carry him into the tunnel.  Kell still refused to use the ramp unless he was carrying something that couldn’t get wet, and he always carried his waterproof satchel anymore, since there was never any telling when he’d have to go to the city.  He burst from the water at the end of the tube about five minutes later, shaking the water off his wings as two earth drakes that had just come from the tunnel started a little.  All the earth dragons knew that Keth’s family could swim the tube, but few had actually seen it.  He trotted up the long tunnel as he went over what he remembered from tomorrow’s task list, both terminal work where he sat on his butt analyzing intel stolen from the Chinese and paws-on work where he’d be out repairing or installing equipment to get the island’s intranet and wireless networks back up and running.


He came out into the main dome chamber and noticed how empty it felt now.  Before, earth dragons would be filling the chamber, either socializing or moving from one part of the city to the other, since the dome chamber was the center of the city both symbolically and literally.  The spur tunnels that formed the other parts of the city all opened to the dome chamber, forcing drakes moving from one part to the other to go through this area.  The 20 millimeter cannons they’d built were still flanking the doors, mainly because they really didn’t have anywhere else to put them…and because the Earth Council had decided that it might be a good idea to keep the fortifications in place, maybe build a few more.  If the Chinese did manage to invade the island and somehow found the entrance to the city, they might need to fight them off.  And those cannons would kill Chinese just as easily as they’d kill invading dragons.

He got up to the floor holding the field agent work areas and many of the computer terminals, and Ferroth stumped up to him as soon as he came up the ramp.  “Good, you’re here,” he said.  “We just got in some high-level cables from our sniffers, and I want some actual confirmation from a fluent Chinese speaker before we pass it down to the humans.”


“Uh oh,” Kell grunted.


“It could very possibly be uh oh level intel,” Ferroth grunted.  “It’s already on your terminal, whelp.”


Kell sat on his haunches and reared up with Ferroth sitting behind him, then used his paws to wake up his terminal and access the missives and reports that Ferroth had sent to his terminal.  They were a series of high-level military memos, to use a term, between the command-level staff of the Chinese Navy, Air Force, and Army, discussing deployment of their forces when they landed on the island.  The Air Force general had sent a message telling his Naval counterpart that they could suspend the recon flights, that they were certain they had the location of the island.  In another cable, the Naval command staff that was organizing the logistics of the supply lines told all their lower level officers to plan for a supply line that stretched 9,000 kilometers of travel distance from supply ports in southern China to the island.


Kell did the math.  Given that the Chinese would have to skirt Indonesian territory as well as avoid island chains held by other nations on their planned southerly supply routes, he saw that they had the distance more or less correct.  It was about 8,100 kilometers to Hong Kong from the island, but that was by sky dragon and ignoring territorial airspace.  A ship would have to take an indirect route, and that would be about 9,000 kilometers.

Kell finished the last cable, then rapped his claws on the desk.  “They have the location of the island,” he declared.


“That’s what I thought, but I wanted you to confirm,” Ferroth grunted.  “I don’t see how.  The sky dragons haven’t let a single Chinese plane within 500 kilometers of the island.”


“They must have eyes inside the CIA.  They know where the island is,” Kell reasoned.  “And I mean they have the exact GPS coordinates of the island.  They’ve seen it.  Have the analysts look for any stolen pictures of the island, chief,” he said, looking at him.  “Have them focus on the Army, they’re the ones that will need the most detailed intel of the island’s topography so they can plan landing sites and set up bases of operation.”


“I will,” he growled.  “Or I’ll have Kintel do it.  This has to be reported to the Earth Council and the council, immediately.  Kell, you call Kent and warn him.  The Americans need to know.”


“Why?”


“Because this means there’s a Chinese mole deep inside the CIA, and they’d damn well better find it quick,” he replied bluntly.  “Now do as you’re told.”


“Yes, chief,” he said.  Ferroth turned and stumped away, shouting for Kintel, and Kell sighed and looked at the various emails and messages scattered across his screen.  If the Chinese knew exactly where the island was, it was going to cause them far more problems, as well as make the Chinese much more determined.  They didn’t have to wander around, they didn’t have to guess.  And if they had images of the island, they’d know exactly where they could land; the island’s coast wasn’t very hospitable to boats except in certain places, like the beaches on the southeast and southwest sides of the island, and that territory included his own family farm.  There was a very real possibility that the Chinese would specifically focus on his family farm because of the cove and the ease with which a boat could land there, using the cove as a natural breakwater.  That, in a way, made this incoming invasion far more personal to Kell, that all the hard work they’d done over the last few days to repair the tracts, admittedly with the help of a small army of water dragons and a large pack of chromatics marshaled by Prisma, might be for nothing as the Chinese invaded and churned up the ground building forward operation buildings and setting up tent cities.

Kell put off calling Arlen by doing some personal digging, using some of the personal back doors he had set up in critical areas of the Chinese network.  He could get almost anywhere in their network he pleased, even read the personal emails of the Chinese President, and like any good hacker, he didn’t exactly tell others about his private little back doors.  He wasn’t holding out on them, they could get access to that information as well, but Kell could access it directly from the source.

After about an hour of combing through the highest level communications, he found it, buried deep in a Chinese Army archive.  Both the GPS location coordinates and the longitudinal coordinates of the island.  They did know exactly where it was.  There was only one accompanying image, a picture of a computer monitor displaying a satellite image of the island, an image taken with a cell phone most likely.  That told him that the leak was a mole, not a hack, and whoever took it was someone smart enough not to try to make a copy of that image and smuggle it out.  The CIA’s network was actually pretty secure, so much so that one couldn’t make a copy of a file in their system without the proper clearance and access to the file.  And on top of that, any time a file was copied on a CIA computer, it created a log that the one making the copy could not in anyway prevent or alter, and it operated in real time.  Certain highly sensitive files had flags on them so that trying to copy them raised an alert within the CIA, even when someone had authorization to copy the file.  And it had to be someone with some rank, who could take a recording device into the CIA facility.  The CIA had very hard rules about those kinds of things.  This told him that the mole had high rank and knew the way the CIA’s system worked, knew that the only way he was getting that image out of the building was by bringing it up and taking a picture of it, and that it was someone that had clearance and access to the file.  It could be an analyst, it could be a supervisor, but whoever did it had access to the file.

This…perhaps it was best if he went over Arlen’s head.


He dialed the direct contact number for President Walker, emulating Jenny’s crypto ID that would allow the White House system to recognize the call, something he’d stolen from Jenny’s cell phone, which bypassed the switchboard and connected him directly with the President’s secretary.  She answered immediately.  “Yes, Colonel Edwards?”

“It’s not Jenny,” Kell replied in English.  “This is Kell, and I need to speak to the President immediately.”


If the secretary was surprised, she didn’t sound it.  “One moment,” she said in a calm voice.


Barely ten seconds later, the line picked up.  “This is Walker,” his voice came over the computer speakers, the sound making it clear Walker was using a speaker phone on his side.


“Sorry to bother you, Mister President, but I just found something that I felt had to be brought straight to you, even to the point where I’d reveal this little trick I’ve been saving,” he said dryly.


Walker chuckled.  “You hacked her phone again, didn’t you?”


“I own her phone, Mister President, as well as her computers, her Ipod, her TVs, even her curling iron and her toaster,” he said dryly, which made Walker laugh.  “But we can discuss that another time.  Are you more or less alone?”


“At the moment?  Admiral Yates is here, that’s it.”

“That’s good, I trust him, and he should hear this anyway.  You have a mole in the CIA, and he’s very high rank,” he declared.


“How do you know?”


“Because the Chinese know exactly where the island is, Mister President, and they have an image of the island off the CIA’s satellite network, which the mole displayed on a monitor and then took a picture of it with a cell phone or some other imaging device.  I won’t go into the specifics, but this means that it has to be someone inside the CIA giving it to them, and it’s someone that has to have access to the information, someone with enough rank to take a recording device into the building without raising any alarms, as well as knowing enough about how the CIA’s computer system works to know not to try to copy the image into a computer file, and get their picture out of there without getting caught.  That means that it’s someone high up on the ladder.  It might be a senior analyst or one of their main supervisors, it could possibly be a computer expert or one of the people that operate the ISET system, but this mole has access to the intel the CIA keeps about the island and has experience with CIA internal security.  This is someone that the CIA’s internal physical security would allow to bring a cell phone into the building.”


“You’re sure?”


“I’m looking at the image I stole off the Chinese network as we speak, Mister President.  It even has the ISET ID stamp on it.”

“Kell’s got a point,” he heard Admiral Yates say.  “If that’s an ISET image, there’s no doubt where it came from.  We’d better get Barker in here and tell him so he can find this guy.  But more importantly, this means that the Chinese have hard intel on the island, and it’s going to make their attempt to invade much more effective.  They’ll know exactly where it is and where to go to land fast and establish a beachhead. The dragons had better stop them before they can get to the island, or they’ll have a war on their hands.”

“Exactly,” Kell agreed.  “Chief is warning the council as we speak, but since you have a mole in the CIA, you’d better be very careful what you do.  I’ll send you a copy of this image bundled in with some intelligence I pulled out of the Chinese system related to it so you can get some confirmation, Mister President.  Maybe the ISET stamp on the image itself will help you find who gave it to the Chinese.  I’ll send it directly to the email inbox we set up for Arlen,” Kell told them as he compiled all the data into a file.  “I’m encrypting this using a public domain encryption protocol that’s actually pretty damn secure, and the keyset to decrypt it is a numerical code.  That code is the first ten digits of the square root of the combined age of you and Misses Walker, Mister President.  Mind that if you use the wrong keyset code, it will corrupt the file and make it impossible to decrypt with the right keyset, so make a copy of it before you try to decrypt just in case.  I’m also going to delete the email off every mail server that it passes through on the way to Arlen’s inbox, so don’t worry about any copies floating around.  That’s as secure as I can make it right now given I’m pressed for time, but I’m fairly sure that you’ll get it right.  I know for a fact that you can access State’s email server from the White House, so you can download the email.  Any of your computer guys there in the White House will be able to decrypt it for you, just make sure you tell them which keyset to use.”

“Alright.  My and Julia’s ages?”


“Your real ages,” Kell said pointedly.


“I—ah, okay.  I have the number.”


“That was fast.”


“I keep a calculator in my desk, Kell,” Walker chuckled lightly.  “We’ll be waiting for your email.”

“I’m compiling it right now,” he said as his clawtips deftly did just that.  “By the way, how is Julia?”


“She’s settling in and she’s doing fine, Kell, thank you for asking.”

“And how’s everyone reacting to the sanctions the Chinese levied yesterday?  I’ve been a little too busy to pay much attention.”


“Oh, just a 900 point drop in the stock market,” he said dryly, which made Kell chuckle. “But we expected that.  I’ve already hit them back with that currency policy change, so the financial war has begun.”


“I was hoping they’d see reason, but I guess not,” Kell grunted. “But it does mean that they’re absolutely committed to this.  If they’re willing to bring economic ruin to half the world, they’re committed.”


“That’s what we predict as well,” Yates agreed.  “They must believe that what they can gain in taking your island can match what they lose by angering half the planet.”

“They have to reach it first, Admiral,” Kell said darkly.  “And when the water dragons are done with them, they’ll wonder what the hell they were thinking.  Oh yeah, speaking of water dragons, they’re raising the Appomattox as we speak,” he told them.  “They should have it in Hawaii by the day after tomorrow.  An earth drake is going to enter the sub to make sure it’s not irradiated, and once he’s sure it’s safe for the water dragons to transport, they’ll bring it to you.”


“How?  Subs aren’t built with dragons in mind.”


“A hider amulet, one of those devices that let us move around among you,” he answered.  “It won’t do anything about his weight, but it will make him small enough to get far enough inside with a geiger counter and make sure the sub’s not radioactive.  The earth drake is supposed to send a written report with the water dragons to give to your people, some numbers about the radiation levels inside the sub, so your recovery people know what they’re getting into.”


“Sounds like a field agent.” Yates noted.


“Trekka,” Kell said honestly.  “We had to send a drake that can write in English, and besides, only a field agent would know what to do.  It’s what we’re trained for, after all,” he said easily as he sent the email.  “Alright, the email’s sent.  You should be able to pull them out of Arlen’s box now.”


“I’ll have my IT people get on it, Kell, thank you for sending it.  And thanks for the warning.  I’ll have Barker start hunting down this mole.”  He was silent a moment.  “Before you go, I have a question.”

“Sure.”


“How averse would the dragons be to making a public appearance?”

“That’s going to depend on what it is and what it’s for,” he replied.  “We are kinda busy at the moment, Mister President.”


“I understand that, but I think that if the dragons were to present their case before the United Nations in person, it might have a significant impact,” he explained.  “It’s one thing for us to introduce these sovereignty resolutions on your behalf, but it puts an entirely different spin on it if there’s a dragon standing in front of the General Assembly making a speech about it.  If you want to be recognized as citizens of the world and a sovereign state, you’re going to have to prove it to some of the people that are going to vote on the resolution.  You know that the Chinese are going to fight tooth and nail to prevent the dragons from being officially recognized as a sovereign state, and they can throw a lot of weight around in the U.N.  If there’s a dragon stating your people’s case right in front of them, it’s going to make it very hard for them to vote against you.  Take it from me, Kell, standing face to face with a dragon is a memorable experience.”


“Well, that does make some sense, Mister President, but I’m not the drake you need to talk to about that.  You should have Secretary Kent arrange a conference call between you and the council.  They’d have to authorize that kind of an expedition, and you’ll have to convince them it’s in our best interest to do it.”


“I know that, but I’ve learned over these last few weeks that you’re probably the one drake on the island we can trust to give us an honest opinion, Kell, so that’s what I’m asking for.”


“Do I think it’s a good idea?  It has definite possibilities.  Will the council go for it?  Not without a whole lot of persuading,” he answered.  “Whoever gives the speech would have to go to New York, which is on the other side of the planet from our island, almost literally.  It would have to be Geon to give the speech, he’s the only one on the council that both speaks English and is small enough to make it feasible, and the amount of security the dragons would demand for his safety would make you choke on your coffee.”


“Yes, I noticed that when I was at Imakaii,” Walker said.  “Any time I even approached Anthra and Geon, the others almost took a step forward.”


“Now that we’re all friends again, the other dragons have it in their heads that we earth dragons need protecting,” Kell snorted.  “They see us as weak and defenseless because we can’t fly or use magic.  That made them prejudiced against us before we went underground, but now that they understand how much they need us, they see it as us needing their protection.  We grow most of the food, and they don’t want to starve again,” he said with dark humor.

“And to a field agent, that must be cloying,” Walker said sagely.


“Oh, just slightly,” he replied.  “We almost had to spike a few dragons to let the water dragons take Trekka out to make sure it was safe to move the sub.”


“Oh, I’m sure things will calm down a little once things get back to normal,” Walker mused.  “Oh, by the way, I should pass on to you that you’ve been invited to almost every government and public function in most of the civilized world,” he added dryly.  “Other governments, sports teams, even the Boy Scouts, they’ve all asked to pass along official invitations for the dragons to visit.  And a few are cashing in on the sudden eruption of dragon fever that’s gripped the civilized world since you let the cameras up onto the volcano in Hawaii.  The L.A. Dragons are selling tee shirts with their logo overlaid over a picture of Sessara, from when she came down and crashed the press conference.  I know her enough to recognize her.”


“We should sue them for that,” Kell chuckled lightly.  “But Sessara would probably be thrilled that they’re using her image on Dragon merchandise.”  He laughed.  “You’d better tell the football team that they’d better do good this year, or else they’ll disappoint very passionate fans that happen to outweigh them by a few tons.  The honor of the dragons is at stake here.”

“So, the Cowboys may be America’s team, but the L.A. Dragons are the dragons’ team,” Walker chuckled.


“Damn straight they are,” he replied.  “You’d make every fire dragon on the island your best friend forever if you got them a perch on the stadium to watch the games live.”

Walker was quiet maybe a second too long, then he laughed brightly.  “That’s a great idea!” he blurted.  “I’ll talk to Dan Childers, he owns the team, and tell him that if he built a reinforced scaffold perch high up on the stadium, that fire dragons might come to watch the game.”


“As far as it is to Los Angeles, maybe only once a year, and only with extensive preparations,” Kell chuckled.  “That’s a long way for a fire dragon, and they’d need to eat, have a place to sleep overnight before going back.”


“Well, it would be good for both of us.  Both sides could do with a little exposure to each other, preparing for the day when the dragons feel comfortable leaving the island for extended periods of time.  You know that day will come.”


“It probably will,” Kell agreed.  “Maybe not for a few decades, but it eventually will.  Anyway, I have things to do, so I’ll let you go call in your CIA director and have him have at it.”


“Alright.  I’ll be waiting for a report on the Appomattox.”


“As long as Trekka says its safe to move, they’ll have it where you want it when you want it there.  They’ll be glad to get it out of their ocean,” he chuckled.  “Gaia embrace you, Mister President, Admiral Yates.”


Walker hesitated just a split second.  “Gaia embrace you, Kell.”


Kell disconnected, a little amused that he’d actually say that.  It did sort of infringe a little on his Christian religion, to invoke the name of Gaia in that fashion.


Kell never saw what the flap was about.  The Bible stated thou shalt put no god before me.  It didn’t say that there weren’t other gods, it simply said that God deserved his due as God.  According to their own holy book, Kell didn’t see why Christians had issues with the idea that there were other gods out there.

But, he didn’t have time to ponder the call.  He sent Ferroth and Geon an email telling them about what they’d discussed in the call, so they’d know he contacted the President and they talked about a few things outside the mole, mainly about Walker’s idea to have a dragon address the General Assembly.  That idea did have some potential, so the council needed to know about it.  Then he put it aside and decided to get an early jump on analyzing the incoming Chinese fleet.  Now that he knew they knew the island’s exact location, that altered his plans about which ships to sink, and how many to sink.  They couldn’t just disable enough ships and sink enough tonnage to make then seriously consider turning around, they had to make absolutely sure of it.  The water dragons had to sink so much tonnage in supplies and equipment that they had no choice but to turn around, if only because their soldiers would starve if they didn’t, then disable so many ships that it would take every ship left to get those crippled ships back to a safe port, else tens of thousands of soldiers would die.


And it might take more than just attacking their fleet to do it.  A little direct action on China might be in order, coordinated with the attack on the ships.  They should make it abundantly clear to the Chinese government that the dragons were not defenseless, and could attack them in ways they had never dreamed.


The Chinese were starting to demonstrate an all-in mentality with this operation.  They were dedicated to the idea of taking the island and gaining control over the dragons…and though they didn’t know it, they could.  The earth dragons were trapped on the island, and if the Chinese managed to gain control of it, they’d have the earth dragons, and that would give them control over the other dragons.  If they got control of the island and forced the earth dragons underground, it would again starve the world of magic that the other dragons needed just to survive, and force them to either go to war against the Chinese on the island to free the earth dragons or submit to Chinese rule to protect the earth dragons from harm.

Kell frowned a little.  He was confident that they could repel the Chinese, but this did expose a weakness in the dragons’ position, and that was the island.  The earth dragons were vital to the other dragons, and they were on a small island a thousand miles away from any appreciable land.  That was their strength, a fortress of open ocean and clear sky controlled by the water and sky dragons, but if a hostile force could somehow get past them and get onto the island, somehow fight off the fire dragons and chromatics that would protect the island from the invaders, they could get within striking distance of the earth dragons.  Not that earth dragons couldn’t defend themselves, but in the realm of possible, it was possible that a hostile outside force could gain control of the island, and thereby gain control of the only dragons that couldn’t escape from it.  The other dragons could just fly away, but the earth dragons could not.  They were the most vulnerable because the land they called theirs was an isolated island far from everything else.  That had been an advantage up until the Chinese got their hands on an ISET image of the island and got its exact GPS coordinates.  Now, it was a liability.


A serious liability.


One thing was for sure, and that was that the chromatics and the sky dragons had to get a scion back in operation quickly.  Without a scion, the earth dragons were trapped on the island with no means of escape.  A scion was absolutely necessary to give the earth dragons a last-ditch way to get off the island in case of emergency.  In the interests of magic itself, they had to get a scion back in operation to protect the earth dragons by giving them a last resort means of escaping the island.


He decided he could do his research from home, since he had power and connectivity to the city’s network.  He swam down the lava tube and vaulted out of the water and onto the beach, shaking water off his wings before folding them back.  Keth and Kanna were doing a little work out in the nearest tract, where they’d had the wheat planted, Keth making motions with his forepaws at the budded sawgrass on the field, no doubt planning out how he was going to plant when the seed he’d ordered from the humans arrived with the relief shipment.  Keth would have his farm replanted as soon as the summer monsoon season ended, but would have a new crop of radishes and potatoes in the ground as soon as he could get the time to do it.  Keth had kept his giant radish seeds, had gotten them down to the city safely, and on top of that, he had managed to get some giant sweet onion seed from Hett’s farm in trade for some of the giant radish seed Keth’s family had developed and some wheat seed he had incoming, allowing Keth to start growing the onions himself.  They’d decided to trade the seeds because the burning of the farms made them realize that if either Keth or Hett lost their farms again and somehow lost all their stored seed, that their unique strains of giant onions and giant radishes would be gone.  So, to protect their work, they had finally given seed to another farmer so the giant vegetables they’d carefully bred over the centuries wouldn’t be wiped out by a calamity on a single farm.


So, Keth would be planting some of his giant radishes, giant onions, potatoes, tomatoes, corn (which did very well in the heavy rains of summer) and wheat when he finally had time to replant.  Repairing all the other farms was the highest priority, but Keth would no doubt find time to get his crops in, probably by lantern light at night.

Kammi was in the common room, laying on her belly watching TV and looking very tired as the hatchlings literally crawled all over her, but she wasn’t all that interested in playing.  Kav and Konn were certainly trying to get her interested, Kav on her back, biting her wingjoint as Konn hung off her neck.  Kitta was trying to at least pretend to be a little dignified, laying half on the other side of Kammi’s neck, her head up between Kammi’s horns as she scraped her claws lightly over the top of Kammi’s head, a form of grooming which earth dragons rather liked.  “Boys, leave her be,” Kell ordered as he came down in from the receiving room.  “She’s tired.”

“I am so tired,” she agreed without moving.  “I was digging drainage trenches after I finished the cell node.”

“I can relate, I just spent the last hour hunting down something that changed the game,” he said.  He told her about what he found, and his conversation with President Walker as the boys finally gave over on making her play and instead started wrestling with each other, making sure to stay well away from the TV as they did so.  They didn’t have the cable back on, but that didn’t stop her from pulling a TV show in off Hulu on the internet and sending it to the TV.  Instead of watching something entertaining, she had BBC News on, her favorite.  She stayed on the floor as she listened, shifted to laying on her side as Kitta continued to groom her.

“Seriously?”


He nodded.  “I found the ISET image in one of their intelligence servers, pretty deeply buried,” he told her.  “Now that they know exactly where the island is and they have a picture of it, they’ll know exactly what to do.”


“What does that mean, Kell?” Kitta asked.


“That the Chinese will be very hard to discourage,” he told his younger sibling.  “Since they know where the island is and where they can land, they might try even after they put the cloaking magic back over the island that prevents the humans from seeing it.  The water and sky dragons are going to have to spend the next few years minimum patrolling the water around the island to turn back ships and planes.  Even after we turn back this invasion, they’ll try to sneak down here and try to get on the island.”


“Sounds like we need the United Nations to get on the ball,” Kammi said.  “When it becomes an act of war punishable by sanctions to invade our territory, they might not be so willing to do it.”

“Yeah, but the Chinese won’t be quite so willing to let the resolutions pass until after we kick their butts,” Kell chuckled darkly.  “Speaking of which, let me go over the latest intel the analysts put together.  I need to have everything ready before the Chinese launch their armada.”

He retreated to the room he and Kammi had been using and got to work.  There was a whole lot of new intel to go over, organized by the analysts that worked in the field agent office to help them do their work.  Since they had to completely shut down the invasion, Kell pored over the manifests of the ships that they’d stolen off the Chinese systems, cross-referenced them with pictures of the ships, then located them in the Navy’s planned deployment schedule.  He used a piece of slate to map out how the Chinese intended to sail their ships down, the formations they intended to use and their deployment schedule, to locate the ships the water dragons had to disable, and the ones they had to sink.  Estimating the towing capacity of the remaining ships, Kell’s aim was to force them to dump supplies and gear to lighten their working ships enough so they could tow the disabled ships back to port with just enough food and water to keep the soldiers alive.  Hungry and a little surly, but alive.


The key would be a two-pronged attack.  The first and more important prong was to disable the largest ships, which would force the smaller ships to tow the crippled vessels, and to disable the carriers.  Given how expensive a carrier was, the Chinese would not leave those ships adrift, and it would take upwards of a dozen smaller freighters to tow it back to a safe port.  Kell worked out a spreadsheet of ships to cripple or sink listed by priority, based on its size and its cargo, to give the dragons some much-needed supplies and also tie up as many ships as possible in the towing effort.  The second prong was to attack the oiler fleet that would be carrying the fuel the fleet needed to get to the island.  Most freighters carried enough fuel to get where they were going, but most diesel-powered Naval vessels did not.  They relied on external fuel supplies, what the Navy called oilers, who brought the fuel they needed to get where they were going.  That was because a Naval vessel couldn’t sacrifice critical internal space to massive fuel tanks to get them around, and besides, those huge fuel tanks would be nothing but a large internal bomb that would blow up the ship if it was hit by an enemy bomb or missile.  Chinese ships carried enough fuel to get them about 2,700 kilometers before they needed to be refueled, so the Chinese had to deploy oilers to refuel their ships a minimum of three times along the way.  Sinking those oilers would stop that fleet dead in the water.

Once he knew how it was going to be done, he had to work out where.  He studied the projected route the Chinese intended to take and took into account who much fuel they’d need to get back to a safe port.  They had to be attacked in a place where their only option was to turn around, but make it take so long for them to get back that it would totally screw up any attempt to just turn right back around once the ships were repaired.  And the damage had to be so severe and scare them so badly that they wouldn’t try it again.  By arranging it so the very last of the rations were gone two days before they got back to port and they had some 100,000 hungry, tired soldiers on their hands that wouldn’t be all that easy to manage, it would seriously discourage them from making another invasion attempt until they thought they had some way to evade water dragon attacks on their ships.  He calculated what he felt were average food consumption rates for soldiers and Naval crewmen on reduced rations and compared it to how much tonnage of food supplies they had in the fleet and used that to identity the point of attack, where they’d just have enough food to get them back to Hong Kong, the closest friendly port where they could take their damaged Naval vessels.  Some ships could conceivably break away from the fleet to pick up emergency supplies from Indonesia and bring them back to the fleet, but that would just keep the soldiers from half rations.  They’d have too many damaged ships to try to tow them all the way to the island.

And there would be a public relations aspect to this attack as well.  The Chinese weren’t just going to steam an invasion force to try to take Draconia without anyone knowing about it.  Jirran was going to put together a press release package showing exactly what the Chinese were doing, and when that invasion fleet set sail, the entire world was going to know about it.  And when they limped back to port with half their fleet towing the other half and the soldiers all but jumping off the ships when they reached the dock in search of food, the entire world was going to know about that as well.  The disastrous attempt to invade Draconia before it received recognition from the U.N. was going to be a matter of public embarrassment for the Chinese, and when the rest of the world found out what they’d tried to do, their current round of economic sanctions against America would make perfect sense to the common citizen.

Kammi wandered in and looked over his shoulder as he finished up, putting her forepaws on his shoulder.  “All done?” she asked.


“More or less,” he replied.  “Which farm were you on digging drainage ditches?”

“Hett’s farm,” she replied.  “But that’s not what wore me out.”


“Well, what was?”


“I was doing some digging in our burrow,” she told him, bringing her head close to his, so close their horns tapped together with a chiming ring.  “I was enlarging the main room the way we talked about.”


He glanced over at her.  “Really.  Just invited yourself right in, did you?”


She grinned back.  “Yup,” she replied.  “I also laid out the entrances for the other rooms we talked about.  I drew up a plan for it from what we discussed, so don’t worry that I’m digging in the wrong place.  I want us moved in over there in a couple of weeks.”


“Why?’


“Because Patron is going to need a couple of farmhands that can work full time for him, and we’re taking up space in his burrow,” she replied.  “There is one thing we need to talk to Jukra about, though.”


“What?”


“The tunnel that goes down into the water is directly under the burrow,” she told him.


“I know.  I told him to dig it that way because I know the topography of the cove.  It was the best place.”


“Well, if we want to expand down, we have to either work around it or take it over.  Since we don’t need it anymore, I thought we could ask Jukra if he could wall it off from the tunnel to the village for us.  It’d give you a direct back door right into the cove, so Sella and Ralla could come right into the burrow.”


“That’s not a bad idea, actually,” he agreed, clicking his teeth together.  “But it’s gonna make the burrow a little musty.”


“Dehumidifiers,” she said easily.  “That and we can build a door leading from the passage to block it off when we’re not using it.”


“That could work too,” he agreed as she nuzzled the side of his head.  “My, we’re kittenish all of the sudden.”


“What, I can’t be affectionate to my intended?” she challenged.


“Given it’s you, I’m certain there’s an ulterior motive somewhere.”


She whacked him on the hip with the underside of her tail, which made him laugh.  “When do you expect to head out to attack the Chinese?”


“They won’t launch for another three days.  When they do, I plan to hit them right here,” he said, pointing at a point east of Indonesia’s main island on the map, which displayed the Chinese Navy’s projected route.  They would swing to a more southerly route after clearing the Indonesian archipelago and skirt the southern island chains to their north, then head directly for the island once they were in the open ocean of the South Pacific.  “It’ll take Surral about two days to get me out there, a little time to set up and get everyone ready, then we hit them.”

“I wish I could go.”


“This is too dangerous,” he told her bluntly.  “You’re turning into a pretty good swimmer, intended, but this is an entirely different row of spikes we’re dealing with here.  I’m going to be operating in open ocean in a war footing, and you just don’t have the open water experience for me to feel comfortable taking you.  Until you spend three full days with the only land a few thousand meters under your tail, we’ll talk about me taking you on a war party.  But until then, you’re keeping your feet on dry ground.”


“I won’t argue this time,” she acceded, which honestly surprised him.  “You’ve done that?  Spent three whole days out on the water?”


He nodded.


“How did you sleep?  Earth dragons don’t exactly float, you know.”


“It took the pod keeping me up, but I don’t sleep that much.”


“Don’t I know it,” she grunted.  “You’re always up before dawn.”

“I’m not lazy like you are.”  She pushed up against him, which made him chuckle.  “Anyway, odds are we’ll be heading out in six days, and attacking in nine.  I picked the spot I felt would be the furthest away they could be and still be too far away from the island to try to just head for it after the attack.  They’ll have too many disabled ships, and all their supply ships will be on the bottom, so they’ll have to put their soldiers on tight rations to get them back to port.”


“What if they just leave the damaged ships behind and rely on air drops for food?”


“I thought of that, and that’s where the sky dragons come in,” he answered.  “They’ll locate those cargo planes and either bring them down or misdirect the pilots into dropping their supplies in the wrong place.  And if the Chinese don’t take the hint and keep coming, then we just keep disabling ships until they either turn around or their entire fleet is adrift.”


“Which ships are we sinking?”


“The supply freighters mainly, but also a couple of the largest equipment transports and their oilers,” he answered, pointing to pictures of his targets on another window of his monitor.  “We can use that food too, so it only strips them of the food they need to make it to the island, it feeds us for another few weeks.  Taking out the oilers severely restricts the range of their Navy ships, since they don’t carry much fuel on their own.”


“No Naval vessels?”


“I was told to leave those alone,” he answered.


“Not all of them are nuclear.  Only two of them are,” she protested.  “And we could learn a lot if we could tear one of their next-gen cruisers apart.”

“I know, but the council doesn’t want us to sink any of their military ships.  They think it will send the wrong message.  They don’t want an all-out war with China, and I think they’re afraid that’ll happen if we sink their Navy ships.  So, I’m sinking their oilers instead, so their Navy ships won’t be able to reach the island,” he chuckled.  “That’s another reason why I picked that spot.  It’s more than twice the maximum range of the average Chinese Navy ship at full fuel, which puts us completely out of reach.  If we sink all their oilers and most of their food freighters, they’ll be forced to steam for the closest friendly port on the fuel they have before they run out of food.”

Kammi laughed.  “That’s damn clever!”


“The fun part is, the water dragons can drag those oilers back to the island without them rupturing if they’re careful, and that’ll give us all the diesel fuel we’ll ever need.  We can moor them on the north side of the island, strip them of anything that identifies them, and just use them as gigantic gas tanks.  We could even barter the diesel with the Americans for supplies we need.”


She laughed and nuzzled him.  “I knew there was a reason I kept you around, intended,” she said lightly.


“You’d better, this is my family burrow,” he replied.


7 September, 2017, 08:01 DMT; Council Aerie

Kell hadn’t expected to be back up here in a long time.


The aerie was exactly as he remembered it, though it felt a little weird to be back up here.  He’d sat on Geon’s podium for all of two days before killing Ivaiya and triggering the earth dragons’ holdout.  But he wasn’t up there to take Geon’s place—he didn’t want it—he was there to give a report on the upcoming attack on the Chinese fleet.  It was Kell’s mission, being relegated to the department as it qualified as a field mission, and he had complete control over it because he was the one that knew what to do better than anyone else.  He would direct the water dragons in the attack.  He would be the one to tell them which ships to sink and which to cripple.  He would be responsible for the safety of the water dragons that he would direct in the attack, making sure they attacked in a way that minimized the danger to themselves.  This was his mission, much as all his other field missions had been his, but this was the first time that he’d had any other dragon along on one of his missions.  It was the first time he wouldn’t be doing it alone.  It would be the first time that he’d have other dragons under his command.

He wasn’t the only department worker up on the aerie.  Ferroth was there, sitting behind and between Anthra and Geon’s raised platforms, and Prisma was also there, pulled out of school and sitting beside Trejem, the council chromatic.  Why Prisma was there was beyond him, but Trejem had to have a reason to call her out of school…most likely much to her annoyance.  There was a very young sky dragon flitting behind the sky dragon platforms, and a large water wyrm was standing to the side of Jussa, nearly as large as Jussa was herself.  The staffs of the council members worked behind their podiums, organizing slates, which served as paper for dragons, and doing all the busy work the council members needed to do their jobs.

“Earth Drake Kell, we’re ready to hear your preliminary plan,” Jussa called.


Padding out as Dralt and Viro from Anthra’s staff carried out a large slate, he got into the center of the circle and nodded to Jussa.  “I’ve used the intelligence we gathered last night to draw up this plan, esteemed council members,” he began.  “This plan has three main objectives, and is designed to force the Chinese fleet to turn around long before it has a chance to get close to the island.  We’re going to venture out some 4,000 draman and meet the Chinese off the east side of the Indonesian archipelago and attack them there instead of allowing them to get close to the island.  The reason for this is twofold,” he said, sitting up on his haunches and gesturing as Dralt and Viro set down the slate.  “First, as you were told yesterday, the Chinese have managed to get the exact location of the island from the American intelligence network, using a spy.  This gives them detailed intelligence that will make them much harder to dissuade if we attack them just a couple hundred draman from the island.  Secondly, we’ll be using the weaknesses of the Chinese Navy’s range limitation against them, which is the fact that the Chinese Navy keeps the fuel for its ships on external tankers they call oilers, not on the Navy ships themselves, and those hundred thousand human soldiers need to eat.  By attacking them east of Indonesia and sinking their refueling ships and supply freighters, it limits of the fuel supply for their ships.  And also, by attacking and sinking the vast majority of their food reserves, it drastically cuts down on how long that human army can operate without resupply.  We’re going to force them to turn around and head for a friendly port where they can get more fuel, and before their soldiers starve.  And they’ll do it with many of their ships disabled and requiring other ships to tow them, which cuts down on their operational capability to the point where not even the most rabid officer or politician would try to continue on to the island.”

“That sounds logical,” Jussa nodded.  “Continue.”


With the help of Dralt and Viro, using slates that Kell had already sketched out, he went over his entire plan.  The two earth drake aides rotated the slates as he explained the objectives behind his plan, from crippling ships and forcing them to use their own ships to tow them back to identifying and sinking ships carrying food, supplies, and equipment that the dragons themselves could use.  He continued on with detailed descriptions of the current military weaponry that the Chinese were using, from their machine guns to their torpedoes to their depth charges, then outlined the main dangers to the water dragons.  “The Chinese will realize they’re under attack after the second ship is crippled or the first ship is sunk,” he explained.  “Since they won’t be able to see the water dragons on their sonar, they’re going to more or less shoot blindly.  They’ll launch torpedoes and fire depth charges from their destroyers, moving to protect the ships that they think will be next.   That’s going to be the key of it,” he explained.  “The first thing the water dragons will do is attack the cruisers and destroyers.  They need to both snap off their propellers and rip off their rudders, and it has to be done as close to simultaneously as they can possibly do it, before they realize they’re under attack,” he explained.  “Those ships will be the main threat against the water dragons, and if they’re dead in the water, it severely restricts the Chinese’s ability to threaten the water dragons as they continue the operation.  The Chinese fleet will stop where it is and retreat to the disabled military ships for basic protection, since those ships won’t be able to move themselves, but that just makes them sitting ducks, as the humans say.  With the enemy fleet stalled because their defensive escort is crippled, it will give us the time to move on to phase two of the operation and do it carefully.

“Phase two is the most critical, which is the initial attack on the transports and oilers.  They’re going to have main supply freighters with the fleet, which are carrying the vast majority of the food for their soldiers.  The key to the attack will be to sink all twelve of those freighters, it does the most damage to them and gives us the most benefit in return.  The average troop transport only carries enough food on board to feed its complement of soldiers for about ten days.  Some carry more, like the military troop transports, some carry less, like the commandeered deep sea ferries, and if they’re sharing the food between the ships to extend their rations, it comes down to about ten days’ worth.  They just don’t have the room to store large stockpiles of food on the ships, since every ship will be nearly overloaded with the soldiers and their personal gear, what they’ll carry with them when they hit the beach.  Without those freighters, that gives them, on average, just enough food to reach the island, but nothing to eat once they get here.  If we sink every ship carrying their extra food, they’ll be looking at a scenario where their soldiers are starving by the time they reach the island.  If we’re somehow thwarted in the attack after sinking those freighters, taking out those ships will most severely cripple their offensive.  And on the other side of it, we need that food as well, so every ship we sink takes food away from them and gives it to us.  Even if everything else fails, if we can sink those freighters, it jeopardizes the Chinese plan while it extends out own food supplies.”


“Well reasoned, Kell,” Hirrag rumbled with a nod.

“But we’re not counting on the Chinese being particularly kind and gentle with their men,” he continued.  “The intelligence we have suggests they’d throw away half those men just to get them to the island.  So, making them turn around will require a combination of starving the soldiers, sinking their tankers so they can’t refuel their ships, and crippling enough Navy ships and troop transports so the vast bulk of their combat-ready manpower is stranded in the middle of the Pacific.  It’s going to take all three of these tactics to force them to turn around, but we should be able to do it.  After the initial sinking of the freighters, the water dragons will go after the oilers, tanker ships that carry the extra fuel the Navy ships need to get here.  The Chinese Naval vessels are almost all diesel powered, and they don’t carry enough fuel to get all the way to the island and back on their own.  Sinking their oilers is another one of those they lose we win scenarios, because it hamstrings any Navy ship we don’t cripple by vastly reducing its operational range.  We’re going to keep those oilers, mainly so they don’t get sunk and threaten to cause a diesel oil spill,” he told them.  “The water dragons wouldn’t like us fouling up their ocean like that, and besides, that diesel fuel has a material worth to the Americans.  We can trade them that diesel fuel for extra food and supplies.  The water dragons will sink those oilers carefully and then cart them back to the island.

“After the oilers are sunk, the water dragons will go after the troop transports.  Their job with the transports is to snap off rudders and propellers, disable the ships rather than sink them, which they have to do very carefully.  By then, they’ll have pulled their fleet in close to the crippled Navy ships, primarily their destroyers, and that will let them more or less shoot back using depth charges and explosives.  I’ll brief the water dragons on how to approach the ships to disable them, and also how to deal with the explosives the Chinese are going to drop into the water to try to stop them.”

“I see a couple of ways we could refine this plan, Earth Drake Kell,” Hinado said, ruffling his wings a little.  “Might I make a couple of suggestion?”


“Please, esteemed council member,” he answered.


“If the Naval ships are the most dangerous to the water dragons, can the water dragons separate the warships from the other ships using water magic?”


“I thought of that, and while it’s possible, the other ships will try to stay with them.  I thought it would be best to keep them in one place, so we know exactly where they are and the water dragons have a safe means of retreat in any direction if they surprise us with something I didn’t take into account.”


“Yes, but trying to stay together will not be easy if, say, there’s a storm raging over the area,” he said lightly.  “That’s my second suggestion.  I can dispatch a group of sky drakes to the location to whip up a very nasty squall that will reduce visibility and toss those ships around like a feather in a dust devil.  They’ll have a very hard time countering the water dragon attacks if they can’t see what’s going on.”

Kell reared up and sat on the base of his tail, scratching the side of his muzzle.  “They can’t overdo it,” he said.  “The storm has to be strong enough to make it hard for them to respond, but not so bad that the disabled ships capsize and sink.  Without their rudders or propellers, they’ll be in very real danger of sinking if the sky drakes make the storm too strong.  Our goal isn’t to wipe out their soldiers and destroy their convoy, it’s to make them turn around with as few deaths among the humans as possible.  That was what I was told to do when I made this plan.”


“But the storm would be of use?”


“Actually, yes, esteemed council member, it would be very useful.  It won’t hamper the water dragons in any way, and I’ve swum through worse storms than the one we’ll need.  I’ll have to revise my plans a little to take the storm into account, but I think it’s a very good idea, and I would ask for the help of the sky dragons in the matter.  Just make sure you send drakes who know the magic to evade radar detection or they won’t be there for very long.”


“Why didn’t you ask for the sky dragons earlier if it’s such a good idea?” Trejem asked.


“Well, I guess because I’m not used to having anything but earth dragon resources at my disposal when I draw up an operational plan,” he replied honestly.  “I’m a field agent, esteemed council member, I’m sort of used to only using what resources I can get out of the department.”


“An understandable oversight, I suppose,” Trejem chuckled.  “But that’s why I’m glad Jussa asked for this briefing.  With us here, we can get all dragons involved in this plan to stop the humans from invading our island, and bring the wisdom of the council to bear on the matter.  So, we will add a group of sky drakes to the plan to whip up a storm to make the water dragon attack safer and easier for them,” he said, rearing up himself.  “Does anyone else have any suggestions?  Since we have Kell here, we can have his input to debate the matter.”


“As long as everyone here remembers that it is Kell that has final say in this plan,” Essan warned.  “He has the education and training to know what to do, where we do not.  Not a single dragon here knows anything about these humans and their ships and their technology, where the department knows everything.  Kell is our specialist, and we must respect that training despite his young age.  That is why we put this operation to the department.  That is what they were created to do, and we should let them do their jobs.”


“You will hear no objection from us,” Hirrag rumbled.  “Kell has proven his worth to this council despite his young age.  It is his right to lead the attack.  I would feel comfortable with no other department dragon handling this matter.”


“Aye.  We may suggest, but we leave the specifics of it up to the department,” Geon agreed.  “This is their realm of expertise.”


Kell was a little surprised by that, but he didn’t dwell on it.  The fire dragons with their education in warfare made several very good suggestions about how and when to attack, maximizing the surprise factor, but it was Kell that weighed each suggestion and either approved it or discounted it.  They spent nearly two hours discussing the matter as Kell refined the battle plan with input from the council.  He also found out why that very young sky drake was present at the council.  The drake’s name was Irago, and Hinado had intended to add him to the attack as a means of getting Kell out of there in a hurry if things went bad.  The council, naturally, saw nothing wrong at all with that, and even Kell could admit that it would just be foolish arrogance not to have Irago’s services in case things went very, very wrong.  Irago would be outfitted with a very rare item in the chromatics’ inventory of magical devices, something that would let him see in the darkness as clearly as a sunny day.  Sky dragons had exceptional vision, able to read a book from 300 meters in the air, but they, and all other dragons but earth dragons for that matter, had the same problems seeing at night that humans did.  The water dragons could operate in a night attack because they’d be underwater, and they were used to functioning in the lightless expanses of the deep water.

Well after he expected to be back down on the lowlands helping repair Hett’s farm, the council meeting ended.  Kell’s initial plan was significantly altered from his original, but they were improvements, involving the sky dragons and their weather magic and a plan to drag the damaged Naval ships out of the convoys after they were disabled, pulling them different directions to make it impossible for the civilian ships to gather around them for protection.  With the Naval ships spread out, they couldn’t concentrate their underwater weapons, and the heavy squall would make it virtually impossible for the carrier to launch fighters to support the fleet while it was under attack.

If everything worked the way Kell expected, they’d sink 21 Chinese vessels filled with food, equipment, and diesel fuel, disable 121 other ships, and leave the Chinese stranded in the Pacific after the rain let up with no idea who attacked them or how it was done.  They would then be forced to use what ships they had that weren’t crippled to tow the crippled ships to the closest ports before their soldiers ran out of food.


Prisma and Trejem advanced up to him as the meeting ended, the earth drake aides carrying away the slates for archiving in the council historical vaults, and Hinado and Faralla joined them with Irago, all of them hovering in the air.  “An excellent plan, Kell,” Trejem said with an approving nod.  “I almost wonder why Geon took your place back on the council.”


“Because I’m a department drake, esteemed council member, and it’s where I belong,” he replied simply.  “I had my taste of council politics, and Geon can have it.”


“You are indeed wiser than your years, young earth drake,” Hinado chuckled.  “Chief,” he called.


Ferroth stumped over.  “Yes, esteemed council member?”


“After consideration and consultation among the sky dragons, we feel that the water dragons and the chromatics have the right idea.  They’ve placed drakes within the department, both to learn how it works, and to know the earth dragons better.  We would like to contribute as well.  Irago here has volunteered to take a position in the department.  We would like you to teach him about human computers and department operations, so he might bring us the expertise that the water dragons enjoy through Sella, and the chromatics have at their disposal with Prisma.  In return, his magic and his skills as a gifted young sky drake will be at your command.  But what’s far more, he will learn about earth dragons by being among the earth dragons, as Sella and Prisma have learned, and we hope that his understanding will prevent anything like what happened after the death of Ivaiya from ever happening again,” he said strongly.  “We must seek to understand the earth dragons better, so as the human once told us on this very aerie, the mystery isn’t quite so mysterious.  We feel that it’s a good first wingbeat towards an amicable relationship between our two species.”

Faralla nodded vigorously.  “We want to move forward after the recent events with a better understanding of our earth dragon cousins, so that this understanding foments better relations.”


Ferroth looked up at the sky drake, and so did Kell.  He was very small for a sky drake, probably barely a year out of being released by his parents, and only a little larger than Prisma, who was a very petite chromatic.  He looked like most any sky drake, whip-thin with slender backswept horns, huge wings for his size, and those small diamond scales whose coloration he could change at will, and the long sail-like fin that ran down his long tail, all the way to the tip.  His expression was calm, almost resolute, and there was no trace of indignance or annoyance on his face.  He did indeed look like he volunteered for the position.


“Well, while that’s a good idea, esteemed council member, the sky drake has to prove he’s capable of working in the department,” Ferroth warned.  “It takes not just intelligence, but the right mental attitude, discipline, and dedication.  We take only exceptional dragons to work in the department, Hinado.  Earth dragons that work in the department have to pass a lot of tests to win a position there, and the competition can be fierce.  But I’ll take him in under a probationary period and we’ll see how he does.  If he performs up to department expectations, I’ll make the position permanent.  If not, you’re free to send another drake to the department until we find one capable of the rigors of the job.”


“Excellent,” Hinado nodded.   Irago’s expression became almost insulted at Ferroth’s blunt declaration, but it then turned quite determined.  Kell could see already that if Irago didn’t make it in the department, it certainly wouldn’t be because he didn’t try.


“I will make you proud, esteemed council members,” Irago said with quiet dignity as he looked at his council members.


“I can ask for no less than your best, Irago, nor should I expect any less,” Hinado told him.  “I release him to you, chief.”


“Your first job will be old fashioned work,” Ferroth told him.  “Kell and Kammi are finished with their task lists, but they’re helping out on the farms in their off time.  You will go with them and help out.”


“I understand,” he said, then he looked to Kell.  “Would you like me to carry you down?”


Ferroth winced, and Prisma laughed.   “Kell never takes rides, Irago,” Prisma said with a sly look.  “He is almost stubbornly independent.”


“That’s a good trait among my field agents, Prisma,” Ferroth grunted.  “And where’s that report I asked for?”


“I will bring it to you as soon as I retrieve it from my den, chief.  I still don’t have a connection to the internet from my den.”


“I thought we did that,” he protested, and Prisma shook her head.


He looked to Kell, who chuckled.  “It’s on the task list, chief, but it hasn’t come up yet.  It wasn’t given high priority because Fredda has to run power lines up there.”


“We’ll fix that tomorrow,” Ferroth said.  “You take care of it, whelp.  I doubt Fredda’s gonna get up there anytime soon, so install a generator and set up wireless with a transceiver strong enough to get her a signal.”


“I’ll take care of it first thing in the morning, chief,” Kell nodded.  “I might have to install a bouncer down at Cliffside, her den’s on the southeast side of the island..”


“I might have a way to help with that, chief.  With assistance from the most wise, I’ve been experimenting with a motion spell.  I might be able to enchant the generator so it spins to give me power, without use of fuel.”


Ferroth grinned widely.  “That’s exactly why I brought you into the department, Prisma.  Don’t experiment on your own generator, though.  I’ll send you up a couple of broken ones you can experiment on, ones with broken engines.  They won’t interfere with what you’re trying to do.”


“I would be happy to continue my experiments,” she nodded.


“Report to Kell’s farm at sunrise tomorrow, and he’ll bring you down into the city,” Ferroth said, looking at Irago.  “Then we’ll get you started.  Just be warned, whelp, you have a lot to learn, and you won’t have much time.  Be ready.”

“I will be there at sunrise, chief,” he promised.

Kell ended up with Irago flitting along beside him as he glided down from the aerie, landing with a few bounding jumps near the burrow of his farm.  Keth’s farm was almost deserted, just ankle-high grass the chromatics had urged to grow, while most of the earth dragons were on the other farms of Dawnmist, moving in a wave that would eventually circle both sides of the island and meet at the northern lava flows.  Hrada’s huge farm was to the east, towards Three Hills Village, while Hett and Gev’s farms were to the west, towards the grassy pastures the ranching drakes had for their flocks, and towards Greengrass Village. The ranchers had no herds to tend, so they were planning on plowing up some of their prime grassland for farming tracts for the next two rotations, and once they had more and more stock in from the humans, they’d let their fields go back to grass and return to ranching.  The Darkwood was north of Greengrass Village, the forest riding the edge of the volcanoes with farming tracts along the coast, holding both Darkwood village and Blackstone Village.  Beyond that were the old lava flows that dominated the north side of the island, pouring down from the active volcano which was dominated by the fire dragons.  Most of the earth dragon villages were on the east side of the island, which had far more arable land.  There was a much broader plain out there from the base of the volcano out to the coast, where on the west side of the island, the volcanoes were looming over the coastline.  Of the 21 villages on the eastern side of the island, only 12 of them were along the coast.  The rest were inland, which had caused the beltway tunnel they’d dug to zigzag a little once they got to the east side of the island.

“This is my family farm, Irago.  This is where you come to tomorrow morning,” he instructed, pointing the thumbclaw of his wing at the burrow opening.


“I knew this was your farm, Kell,” he replied in that calm voice of his.  “Hinado’s had me watch you from time to time to make sure you were safe, since all the adults were busy.  I was just released yesterday, and when word passed among us that Hinado was searching for a sky drake willing to go underground to learn the department ways, I volunteered.”


“He must think highly of you to let you do that,” Kell said with a nod of approval.  “And congratulations on your adulthood.”


“Thank you,” he said with a nod, flitting just beside him.


“And Hinado is clever.  He’s sending a sky drake that had nothing to do with the attacks on the farms,” Kell chuckled.


Irago nodded again.  “My mother and father didn’t either,” he said.  “They were against it.”


“That’s a surprise.”


“Not every sky dragon feels the same way, Kell,” he said calmly.  “Esteemed council member Hinado didn’t approve of the attacks either.  He was very angry about them.”


“That’s true,” Kell nodded as he started towards Hett’s farm, and Irago hovered nearby, keeping pace with him without using his wings.  “Why did your parents object?”


“Because they’ve been on the wrong side of Ivaiya’s wrath before, and they were not sad in the slightest that you killed her,” he replied bluntly.  “Besides, it was a stupid thing to do.  We eat the food off those farms, and yet we go out and destroy them all.  That’s ridiculously stupid.”


“I think we’re going to get along, Irago,” Kell said grandly, which made Irago smile.


Kell went over the basics of what the department did and how it worked as they hiked over to Hett’s farm, using the cart path so they didn’t trample on any repaired farmland, coming over a rise and being greeted with quite a sight, hundreds of earth dragons, chromatics, fire dragons, and sky dragons laboring to repair Hett’s tracts.  Earth and fire dragons were digging drainage trenches or setting up waterbreaks to prevent water from forming torrents as it came down off the rocky slopes of the volcano or moving earth by paw while chromatics were using magic, and sky dragons were flitting to and fro with sling pouches filled with grass seed, getting the repaired tracts seeded so they’d have grass covering them before the summer rains started.  “The two main things you’ll have to learn, and learn fast, are the basics of how computers work, and English,” Kell continued as they approached a group of earth drakes with a single earth wyrm, Hren from the department.  That he was over here working on Hett’s farm rather than his own Matron’s farm was saying something about how well he took orders.  “Hren, why aren’t you on your Matron’s farm?” he asked as they reached them.

“They’re done, they’ve moved on to Tringa’s farm,” he answered.  “They needed me more over here.  I have to say, the magic the chromatics are using makes this much faster.  They bulldoze out entire tracts in a matter of minutes, then we come up behind and set up the water drainage while the sky dragons seed the tract.  It’s working pretty well.”


“I saw how they did it on our farm, they did all seven tracts in just a few days, and our farm is way bigger than Hett’s,” Kell nodded.  “Alright, tell us where we can pitch in a paw.”


“We can use another set of claws,” Hota told them as he set stones pulled from the volcano in the trench to form a waterbreak, to prevent the water from raging down the trench and eroding it into a deep gulley.  “We’re digging this down to the coastline.  You can get into the rotation.”

“I don’t think you’re equipped to dig very much, sky drake, so get yourself a sling pouch and carry the waste dirt they dig out over to the tracts the chromatics are working on.  They’ll need that dirt for the tracts.”


“I’ll do what I can,” he nodded.
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Irago was certainly punctual.

He was hovering just over the burrow entrance when Kell and Kammi came out at sunrise the next morning, which wasn’t easy to see because of a light rain that was drizzling down on them.  The clouds to the east were a faint murky gray where the rest of the sky was dark.  Irago had flown down in the dark, probably using a magically-conjured light, and was amusing himself by changing the coloration of his scales, trying to match them perfectly to the faint, ruddy light coming from the east.  It wasn’t light enough for them to lose their thermographic vision, so he was a brilliant heat source hovering in the sky above the entrance.  He ghosted down to them and actually landed, looking a little uncomfortable with his paws on the ground.  Sky dragons usually only landed when they were resting.  “Good morning,” he said in a quiet voice.


“Ready to delve the deeps, Irago?” Kell asked.


“As I’ll ever be,” he replied, looking at tad nervous.


“Oh come on, it’s not that bad.  Just a few thousand indrim of solid rock over your head,” Kammi said with a slightly malicious expression.


“Behave, intended,” Kell chided her.  “Well, if you’re ready, let’s go.”


Though Irago was a very, very small sky drake, he was still a good four meters longer than Kell and Kammi, though most of that was his extremely long tail.  He was long and thin, so he had little problems getting into the Dawnmist tunnel that led from their farm to the village, which had been cleared out of the cave-in debris and repaired due to the fact that it was the fastest way to get outside from the connecting tunnel, and had been about the only way out when they’d initially dug the connecting tunnel.  They had dug a new spur tunnel that opened off the farm, which kept earth dragons from trampling their tracts, but they got to benefit from the repaired tunnel left behind to get all the earth dragons out.  Irago looked a little skittish as they entered the tunnel, his eyes going up to look at the roof overhead, which Kell could understand.  Sky dragons were not comfortable in confined spaces, closed away from the sky.  Their dens usually had very large openings that reduced the closed-in feeling of their underground dens.  He walked along with them, almost staying too close as they advanced up the tunnel, which caused Kammi to give Kell a sly, almost mischievous look.


Kell had to give it to him, he didn’t hesitate as they went down the connecting tunnel, which spiraled gently to the left as it descended.  The curve and slope formed a wide circle that would bring it down and connect it to the lava tube when the two tunnels were actually very close to each other in a vertical sense.  But they couldn’t make the slope too steep because of all the heavy equipment they had to bring out, so they’d reduced the grade by turning the tunnel into a near-roundabout.  The builders were kicking around the idea of opening a second tunnel much closer to the city and opening it to Blackstone, something of the capitol village of the earth dragons, but they had many other much more important projects on their boards to worry about that right now.  The lava tube was large enough for him to rise up into the air, but he did not, walking with them as they started up the very gentle slope to the city, which was some seven kilometers away.  As they walked, Kell told Irago about the city and the high-rise, and how they were about to start rearranging it so the department dominated the lower floors.  “So, the earth dragons will stay in the underground city?” he asked.

“Some are,” Kell nodded, looking behind him.  “Since we built the place, we may as well use it.  So we’re moving a lot of our central administration down here.  The esteemed council members will have offices down here, the department is moving in, the builders and the power drakes are moving down here, and I think they’re keeping one of the factories down here.”

“The computer factory,” Kammi nodded.  “They’re going to take over the industrial space we dug in the lower north gallery.  Last I heard, the electronics and refrigerator factories are moving back outside.”


“Since some earth dragons work in those departments, they’re just going to stay in the city,” Kell told him.  “It makes sense, if you think about it.  That’s a long way to go to get to work.”


“That won’t hurt magic, will it?”


“The chromatics said it won’t,” Kammi answered.  “Besides, if you’re going to work in the department, you’re gonna be surrounded by earth dragons,” she said with a look back.  “And you’d better be polite.  Some of them are still torqued off about what the sky dragons did to the farms, so don’t give them a reason to spike you.”


“I can handle it,” he said calmly.


“I just hope you can manage the walking,” Kammi noted lightly.  “There’s no room in the high rise for you to fly. The ceilings are lower than they were in the old building.”

“I’ll manage.”


Kell and Kammi handed Irago off to Ferroth when they reached the high rise and got to work.  They gathered up everything they’d need and slung it off their wings and headed back out, to get wireless up to Prisma’s burrow and install a bouncer so she could get a signal, as well as do the other things on their task list.  Ferroth had been keeping them together since they were courting, maximizing their time together, which sometimes made Kell feel like the entire island was conspiring to stick him with Kammi.


Prisma had already given them prior permission to enter her den while she was at school, so after hiking over to the southeast side of the island and climbing up the side of the volcano, they got to work.  Kell installed the wireless system and generator while Kammi built the bouncer down at Cliffside, and installing a general wireless receiver node for the ground around the bouncer while he was at it to give some parts of Cliffside some wireless connectivity.  Kell also installed some electric lights on the ceiling, sleek fluorescent models that would illuminate her entire single-room den without drawing too much power.  He installed the generator outside her den so she didn’t have to listen to its gas engine drone, as well as it needing proper ventilation, and set down the two broken generators she was going to use for her experiments in the storage area of her den, which was orderly and kept immaculately clean.


He was hanging from the ceiling by his back feet when Prisma and Kammi came in, both of them looking up at him.  “Whatever are you doing, Kell?”


“Installing some lighting for you,” he replied as he bolted the light fixture to the back part of her elliptically excavated den.  He flapped his wings a couple of times to push his upper body back up and securing himself with another forepaw.

“Don’t claw up my ceiling, now,” she protested lightly.


“Think of it as decorative texturing,” he replied flippantly as he tightened the bolt on the last mount.  “Can you get those bulbs up here?” he asked, pointing at the cardboard box holding the lights.  “Just be careful, they’re glass.”


“I take it you will come fix them if they go out?  I know nothing of these things,” she said as she floated the box up to him.


“Of course we will.  Why aren’t you in school?”


“We’re between classes right now.  I have ten minutes to return to the academy, and wanted to see how things were going.”


“We have the generator and your wireless installed, and I’ll be done when I get this light in.  Did you finish installing the bouncer?”


“Yup, and Fredda’s got drakes repairing the last transformer going out to Cliffside right now, so the whole village should have power by the end of the day.  I got it on a generator right now so you can test connectivity from the den.”


“I’m finished, so you can do that while I finish this,” he prompted.


“And if I don’t want to?” Kammi asked swaggeringly.


“Never say that to someone directly over you,” he replied, holding his wrench out directly over her head.


Kammi laughed and danced back, but she did do as he asked.  Prisma only stayed a moment as Kell and Kammi finished up, then she went back to class just as Kammi began testing the connectivity to the bouncer down at Cliffside while Kell installed the lights, dropped down to the floor, and tested them the old fashioned way, turning on the switch.  They flickered to life as Kammi disconnected her tablet from the network cable leading from the wireless modem.  “Working perfectly,” she announced.  “I think we’re about done here.  What’s next?”


“The bouncer for Greengrass Village,” he replied, referring to the task list.  “Then we do Darkwood village, then Blackstone.  The power drakes were supposed to get power back to Blackstone village by this morning.”

“We did the bouncers for Greengrass.”


“Well, they’re on the list, so I guess we’ll go check them out and make sure they’re working before we move on to Darkwood.


About noon, as they installed the wireless equipment for Darkwood Village, a familiar face bounded up to them.  Jirran was weighed down with tools and equipment, ambling up as they installed a directional transceiver, pointing it back towards Greengrass village.  “Hey Jirran, what are you doing up here?” Kell asked.


“Chief sent me out here to take over.  Chief wants both of you back in the office after you get some lunch.”

“What for?  We’re not done with our task sheet yet,” Kammi protested.


“You can ask him, I’m just relaying the message,” he chuckled.  “By the way, Trekka’s back from his mission.”


“Cool, how did the mission go?” Kammi asked.


“Pretty smoothly,” he replied as he came up and sat on his haunches.  “They’re moving it to Hawaii now, and one of them brought him back.  The sub’s clean and the reactor’s intact, so they shouldn’t have any problems.  Chief sent him home to get some rest, so he’ll be back at work tomorrow.”


“I’m still surprised they didn’t send Kell to do it,” Kammi grinned at him.

“I was busy, and there were more than enough water dragons to make it safe for him,” he replied.


After they ate, they went down to the office to see what was going on.  Ferroth was sitting in the soon-to-be low security room, training Irago in his usual gruff voice by giving him a detailed explanation of what the room was for and what the drakes in it did.  Kammi bounded up to them and patted the very tip of Ferroth’s tail to get his attention.  “You two eat?” he asked as Kell padded up behind Kammi.


“Sure did, what’s up, chief?” she replied.


“The council wants to talk to you in about an hour, Kell,” Ferroth told him.  “Anthra sent word down through me, since she knows I know where you are.  “She said make sure to bring that updated presentation you were going to make about the changes to the plan.  They want to discuss it some more.”


“Well, what about me?” Kammi asked.


“Since you always bitch when you get stuck finishing Kell’s work, you can work in the office getting it ready for the switch,” he replied with a slight smile.  “Irago, since you’re part of the plan, you go attend the council session, they may need you there,” he ordered.  “You can go with Kell.”


“Yes, chief,” Irago nodded.

“I’m not ready yet, let me get what I need,” Kell said.  “I’ll come find you when I’m ready.”


“Alright.”


After gathering his things, he walked with Irago back up the passage, and he could see that the sky drake was showing the effect of spending half a day on his paws, walking around.  He walked a little gingerly as they went up the connecting tunnel, and looked pretty tired by the time they got out into open air. He breathed a sigh of relief and lifted up off his weary feet, opening his wings a little as he just hovered over and beside Kell.  “Are you sure you don’t want me to carry you up?” he asked politely.  “They haven’t rebuilt the ramps.”


Kell held up his wickedly taloned forepaw.  “That’s what these are for, Irago,” he replied calmly as he turned towards the volcano.


Kell climbed up the side of the volcano with Irago hovering close by, almost protectively, and got up to the aerie just as the council members were returning from their own meal.  He went over to Anthra and Geon’s podiums and looked up at them as Dralt set slates on the front edge for them; they council never worked in paper, as per draconic law.  Everything official was inscribed in stone and stored in the archives.  “Ready, Kell?” Geon asked.


“I’m ready, esteemed council member,” he answered.

Once again, he took his spot on the gold disc in the center of the aerie, then they went over the plan once again.  He covered everything from the beginning as if it were the first time they’d heard the plan, from its objectives to its proposed execution.  He again went over the list of Chinese vessels, updated as of an hour ago, this time having images of them to show the council, showing them one of the new Chinese aircraft carriers, their cruisers, their destroyers, their missile cruisers, their defensive picket frigates, and their military troop transports.  He had illustrations ready of exactly how the water dragons would disable the ships, and even had a slate ready to demonstrate how the water dragons would sink the oilers without damaging them.  It was all mixed in with a step by step rundown of how the operation was supposed to go, and this time, Kell had included the emergency abort procedures in case things went very wrong.  He finished with the follow-up plan, which included the water dragons salvaging the ships that were sunk for their cargo and their steel, after Kell went through them and disabled all automated beacons and positioning systems.  Just sinking them wouldn’t destroy some of those systems unless they went to the bottom, and that would destroy much of what was on those ships that the dragons could use.

He finished with the evacuation plan in case things went wrong and he called for an abort, which was fairly simple.  “Given our advantages, retreating from the Chinese fleet will be easy and fairly safe,” he explained as Dralt and the other aides removed his slates for archiving.  “If I call for an abort, the water dragons will dive straight for the bottom, and they won’t stop until they reach it.  Nothing the Chinese have can follow them to the bottom.  The sky dragons will do the opposite, they’ll go straight up and go as high as they safely can, then they’ll head for the planned rendezvous point.  The storm will give them cover as they pull out.  As for myself, what I do depends on what we’re facing that forces me to abort the mission.  One plan is to have Irago evacuate me, but if I deem that too dangerous to Irago, my alternate plan is to swim away.”


“There is no situation where you should be abandoned in the ocean to fend for yourself,” Sessara told him sternly.


“With all due respect, esteemed council member, I have certain advantages that Irago lacks.  They’re not going to hurt me with anything short of a torpedo, and the day I get hit by a torpedo is the day I deserve to get hit by a torpedo,” he said with a touch of indignity.  “If I decide that it’s safer for Irago for me to evacuate on my own, that’s exactly what’s going to happen.  I’m not going to risk any other dragon to protect me when I don’t need that protection,” he ended, a bit pugnaciously.  “The safety and welfare of the water and sky dragons taking part in this attack are my responsibility, and I’m not putting my own safety over theirs.  If anything, I’ll be the safest dragon out there, because the Chinese can’t kill me with the vast majority of their weapons.”  He turned and stared Sessara in the eyes.  “I don’t need to be protected because I’m an earth dragon,” he declared.  “I can take care of myself, probably better than any other dragon that’ll be in or above that ocean.”

“I suggest you leave it, Sessara,” Geon said with a little amusement.  “Kell is very independent.”


“I’ve noticed,” she said, giving him a look of grudging respect.  A fire dragon would respect his courage.


A water drake landed heavily on the platform and advanced up to Jussa and Essan, the young female whispering to them.  Jussa nodded to her, and she turned and bounded off the edge of the aerie behind the water dragons.  “I just received word that the water dragons have made contact with the human relief convoy, and they’re beginning to offload the supplies we bartered,” Jussa announced.  “Anthra, Geon, are your drakes ready to receive the goods?”


“They’re prepared,” Anthra said calmly.  “They should have enough of the food management center excavated by the time the shipment arrives to store it.”


“Very good.  Now, does anyone have anything to add with Kell’s report?”


“It was comprehensive, I see nothing that needs to be changed with his plan,” Faralla stated.


The others were quiet, so Jussa slapped his tail on the floor behind him.  “Very well.  Kell, you will begin training the water dragons participating in the attack when they return from their current tasks.  Tomorrow morning at dawn on the old Scion Aerie, you will meet the sky dragons assigned to the mission and begin training them as to what they must do.  I want you to remember, Kell, and I want everyone to understand completely, that Kell is the drake in command of this mission.  He is the field agent, he is the one with experience with human ships.  If you have any issues with disobedience, Kell, you let us know.”


“I won’t have any problems, esteemed council member,” he said, swishing his tail in an exaggerated manner, then he extended and spread his spikes, which made Anthra and Geon chuckle.

After he was done, he brought Irago back to the department, and found that Jenny had tried to call him a couple of times.  He reared up in front of his terminal and called her back as he checked a few things with his Chinese spiders, making sure that the Chinese hadn’t changed their plans enough to make him change his.  It wasn’t Jenny that answered the phone, it was Greg.  “Hello,” he called.


“Afternoon, Greg,” Kell called pleasantly as he started checking his reports.  “How are you?”


“Oh, hey Kell!  We’re doing fine, fine,” he replied.  “Davie’s still completely in love with his playground.”


“Well, I hope so, since we worked so hard to build it.  And how many of the Hunters sneak out and play on it when they think nobody is looking?”


He laughed brightly.  “More than they’ll admit,” he replied.  “Were you looking for Jenny?”


“She tried to call me, just playing phone tag,” he replied.


“Well, she’s out at the pool, so hold on a second.”  He read some reports while he waited, and Jenny’s voice came over his bluetooth.


“Hey Kell!  What’s up?”


“Not much, just calling you back,” he answered.


“Well, I wanted to let you know that they started offloading the supplies you bought earlier today,” she told him, her voice turning distant a second as she probably leaned away from the phone.  “Everything Keth wanted is in the shipment, and it’s marked with his name.  All the seeds he wanted, as well as the livestock.  It’s pretty clever how they’re moving those,” she chuckled.  “The water dragons asked for old rafts and barges with guardrails.  They’re lowering them into the water and putting the livestock on them, then they just pull them away.”

“That’s good, we’re going to need those animals,” Kell said.  “So, you got our cows and buffalo?”


“I didn’t, but we had someone from the USDA pick out good ones.  We wanted you to have quality cows and buffalo,” she told him.  “We got all the other ones too.  Ummm, cows, buffalo, sheep, pigs, water buffalo, emus, and some ostriches.”

“Sounds about right,” he said.  “How’s things on the island?”


“Hurry up and wait right now. We’re still studying the stuff Hinado sent us, and practicing our draconic.  Until Hinado starts coming back regularly, we can’t do very much.  The eggheads have been doing work for the NSA and for the CIA concerning the Chinese, and the other guys are just loafing around.  How about down there?”


“Going faster than we anticipated,” he answered.  “We’ve got the other dragons helping us repair the farms, and instead of working on all of them at once, we’ve assembled into work gangs that are moving around the island.  The chromatics have been pretty helpful with their magic,” he admitted.  “They’re bulldozing entire tracts to even them out and fill the ruts, then they’re using magic to accelerate the growth of the sawgrass we’re planting to hold the soil through the rainy season.  They’re projecting that the last farm will be repaired in nine days, which just barely squeaks us in before the daily monsoons start.”


“That’s a relief,” she said.  “So, how is your farm?”


“It was the first one repaired,” he said with a chuckle. “It was our farm where we experimented with the reclamation techniques the others are using now, because Prisma managed to pull some strings and get some chromatics down there to practice a kind of magic they can’t usually do.  Patron would be preparing to plant some crops that can handle the rainy season on our tracts that can deal with it, but right now, getting every farm and ranch pasture fixed is more important than getting crops in the ground.  They’re almost to Greengrass village to the west, and to the east they’re working their way towards Cliffside.  They’ve already gone through Three Hills.”

“They are moving pretty fast,” she mused.


“We haven’t built the fences yet, so I guess I’ll be doing that when I get home,” he mused.  “They should have the supplies we bought back here by sunset.  Well, I guess we can mark our stock and let them wander until we have the fence built.  Nobody will bother them.”

“How about China?  Anything new we need to know about?”


“Not too much,” he replied.  “We’re finalizing our plan to attack their fleet.”


“They leave yet?”


“Not for a couple of days,” he replied.  “We’re still consolidating our holds on their computer network.  If they try to escalate, we’ll tail-slap them back into place.”


“I thought you agreed not to do that unless the President was alright with it.”


“We agreed to give him advance warning when we were doing it,” he corrected lightly. “A couple of sky dragon elders have overflown the large cities of China searching for any lost books, but so far nothing.  They’re either buried deep underground or being kept somewhere very remote, and that’s way too much real estate for them to search quickly or easily.  And speaking of sky dragons, they’ve put one in the department.”


“Oh, they did, did they?  And Ferroth let them?”


“They asked, and he agreed,” he told her.  “His name is Irago, and he’s about as young as an adult sky drake can possibly be.”


“What’s he like?”


“Quiet and determined,” he answered.  “He’s going to be trained as a full department drake, so he has to learn computers and learn English, and do it quickly.”


“You should just send him here, we could use someone to teach us draconic, and we’ll teach him English.”

Kell chuckled.  “That’s a good idea, but chief will have to make that decision,” he told her.  “I can pass that along.”


“Any word on our talismans?”


“Nothing yet.  I think the sages are still formulating them, that or they’re waiting for us to have the time to make them.  Sorry, Jenny, but right now, our farms are more important than your amulets.”


“True, and earth dragons are the ones that have to make them,” she agreed.  “We don’t need them anytime soon, but since they assensed us, we were kinda curious, that’s all.  Oh yeah, we sent you some jeweler’s quality gold, silver, and platinum with the shipment to use for the talismans.  They sent a bunch of uncut gemstones too.  They didn’t want you to have to use your own resources to make them for us.”


“That’ll help,” Kell told her.  “We’ll send back what we don’t use.”


“That works.  When are you coming back to Imakaii?”


He chuckled.  “Not til we get some of this important crap dealt with.  There’s more we need to do over there, some more digging and building.  What we did the first time was the bare essentials.”


“Good, I’d like to see you again.  Maybe you can stay more than just a day or two, and you can bring Sella.  Maybe even Patron and Matron.”

“Good luck getting Sire off his farm, Jenny,” he retorted, which made her laugh.


“Yeah, that would take a miracle,” she agreed.  “Too bad I can’t come there.”


“You might, but I doubt they’d allow anyone else,” he told her.  “If there’s any human they’d allow on the island, Jenny, it’s you.”


“Well, if I can’t bring Greg and Davie, that’s a no-deal,” she told him immediately.


“They were kicking around the idea of bringing you here to be an ambassador, you might want to ask Arlen to see where they stand on that,” he said.  “But odds are that’d be another promotion.  You wouldn’t be here only representing the United States, but all of humanity.  Even though we have a good relationship with you Americans, we’re not tying our tails to you.”

“Well, I’d have an entire island of tutors,” Jenny chuckled.

“Yes, but could you handle the isolation?” he asked.  “Just you and Greg and Davie on an island surrounded by dragons.”


“That would be an adventure, not a prison sentence,” she told him immediately and earnestly.

“Can Davie?”


She was quiet a long moment.  “Well, I’m not so sure how Davie would handle that,” she said.  “He seems to be doing alright here, but we consulted a few child psychologists to know how to deal with him having no children his own age around.  The one thing I do know is that he gets along very well with the dragons.  He asks every day when Sessara and Gressa are coming back,” she chuckled ruefully.


“They did seem fond of him,” Kell mused.  “Anyway, that’s above both out pay grades.”


“Not mine,” she teased.


“Then you handle it, Lieutenant Colonel bossy pants,” he said dryly, which made her burst out laughing.  “I bet you pull rank on Greg in the house.”


“He’s not impressed by my oak leaves,” she replied with a residual giggle.  “Now if I had birds,” she added.


“Give it a week,” he predicted.  “I’m surprised they haven’t made all of you officers.”


“They did,” she answered.  “The ones still in the military, anyway.  The other eggheads are all from the private sector, I’m the only military computer expert.  We had to teach them the basics of small arms tactics.”


“Petrovski’s still learning,” he noted lightly.


“She’s learning fast, though, or she was,” Jenny chuckled.  “But I outrank everybody.  They’re all Majors, or Lieutenant Commanders in Hutch and Juarez’s cases.  They’re from the SEALs.  Price came from the Army Rangers, from their elite sniper unit, and Tom was an E-5 in a mechanized infantry division when he took this job.  They gave him oak leaves, and he wasn’t very happy about it,” she told him with a laugh.  “It takes Congressional approval for any of us to make Colonel, so it’s not quite so easy to field promote us.  Lieutenant Colonel or Commander is about as high as the President can promote us without Congress getting involved.”

Kammi crashed into him from behind, making him almost butt the base of his horns against the monitor, and she laughed and pushed her head over his shoulder.  “Hey Jenny!  I shoulda known this was what was keeping him busy!” she said near his microphone.  She reached down and put Jenny on speaker, hearing her laugh cut in halfway through.


“Hey Kammi!  How’s the courtship going?”


“Oh, he’s mine, he just hasn’t admitted it to himself yet,” she grinned, patting his shoulders with his paws, then gasping and staggering back when he snapped his wings up into her chest.  They jostled a little as Jenny laughed, then Kammi returned to looking over his shoulder.  “What’s up?”


“Not much, just catching up.  We haven’t talked for a few days.”


“Well, you’ll have to wrap it up, cause we have some work to do,” she said, giving him a commanding little look out of the corner of her glowing amber eye.


“What work?”


“Well, we need to go up and help out reclaiming the farms, and after we’re done with that for the day, we’re working on our burrow,” she replied.  “We’re expanding it before we move back in.  Oh, by the way, intended, I talked to Jukra and he said we could seal off the water tunnel.  So we can dig down into it and connect it to the burrow.  I was of a mind to dig out an entire second level down there, mainly for our gear.  We could build a killer workshop down there with all the equipment we have, and we could always use our own mushroom cellar.”

“She’s certainly running your life now, Kell,” Jenny teased.


“She thinks she is,” he replied dryly.


“We haven’t even talked about the brood chamber yet,” she said slyly.


“Brood chamber?”


“Where we’ll keep our eggs,” she said pointedly, which made Jenny grin.


“So, what makes a brood chamber a brood chamber?”


“Temperature, humidity, complete darkness,” she ticked off on her four fingers on her forepaw, three fingers and an opposable digit that was almost a thumb.  “A brood chamber’s floor is dug down past the entry hall and filled with earth up to the hall level.  We incubate the eggs in fertile earth, only the best earth, and keeping the conditions perfect in the chamber takes some vigilance.  After about ten months, the eggs hatch, and our hatchlings will stay in the room until they’re ambulatory.”


“What do hatchlings eat?” she asked curiously.


“The same things we do, but usually one of us will either tear it up until it’s in bites they can handle,” she replied easily, leaning more against Kell’s back, and their horns rapped against each other, producing a crystal chiming sound.  “Hatchlings don’t leave the brood chamber until they’re about six months old, and they won’t leave the burrow until they’re about two.”

“Sounds interesting.  I’d love to know all about how dragons raise their young.”


“That’s something you’d probably have to be here to learn,” Kell noted.


“Anyway, I gotta take Kell now, Jenny, sorry,” she smiled.


“No problem.  I guess I’ll go back out to the pool and work on my tan.”


“Work that bikini, Jenny,” Kell called, which made her laugh.


“I am,” she affirmed mischievously.  “I’ll try to call back tomorrow afternoon.  That work for you?”


“You can always try.  No guarantees,” he said.


“Alright then. Talk to you later.”


“Later, Jenny,” Kammi called.


“Bye Jenny,” Kell said. He disconnected the call, and Kammi wheezed when he jammed his elbow into her lower chest.  “I’m gonna put you on valium,” he threatened, which made her laugh brightly.


“Admit it, you love me just the way I am,” she teased, patting him on the shoulders, then she reared up and moved off his back.  “But I was serious.  They need us up there for our claws and strong backs right now, intended.  The sooner we get the farms repaired, the sooner we can work on our burrow.”


“Alright, let me wrap this up,” he said, checking his spiders.  His eyes widened when he saw one of his spiders’ report, then he quickly pulled up the message the spider had tagged.  “Gaia’s horns,” he growled, quickly saving it to a thumb drive.


“What?  What is it, Kell?”


“The Chinese just threw another spike, and a Gaia-cursed big one,” he said quickly.  “Kammi, get hold of chief, we need him.  And tell everyone in the department to track down the esteemed council members immediately and convince them in the strongest possible terms that the council has to meet right now,” he said.  “And tell chief we need a sky dragon overflight of China.”


“What?  What’s going on?”


“They’re sending a nuclear-equipped Celestial Arrow missile system with the convoy,” he told her, which made her gasp.  “They just made the decision, umm, an hour ago.  They’re getting ready to move the system right now, so we need a sky dragon to overfly and get visual confirmation.”


“Are those those short-ranged missiles they developed to blow up aircraft carriers?”


“Yeah, that’s them, but they’re sending the nuclear variant for taking out an entire task force with a single missile,” he said as he read the orders.  “If they have nukes on the island, they’re certain nobody will dare try to kick them off with force.  And the mission commander has authorization to use them if they’re faced with an overwhelming opposing force.”


“Why those bastards!” Kammi spat.


“This tears it, that force absolutely cannot be allowed to land here,” Kell said as he quickly began to type, sending an emergency message to Ferroth’s tablet.  If he was in wifi range, he’d be alerted, but Kell had the feeling that he wasn’t.  “Go, intended, go!”

She nodded, turned, and bolted out of the field agent office, screaming at the top of her lungs.  Ferroth did answer the emergency message, his voice coming over his speakers.  “What is it, whelp?”


“We need to get the council in session right now, chief,” he said quickly.  “I just intercepted an order for the invasion force to bring a Celestial Arrow system with them.  A nuclear Celestial Arrow system.”


Ferroth swore in English sulfurously.  “You have confirmation?”


“I have the orders, but we need a sky dragon to overfly the installation to get a visual.”


“Which?”


“Umm, installation 13-122,” he said, referring to the department’s code number for the Chinese base.


“I’ll have a sky dragon on the way in five minutes, Irago is here and he can get one here so I can brief him on what he’s looking for,” he replied.  “Get your tail to Council Aerie and wait for the council to get there, I’ve got a couple of chromatics here that can send a magical message.”


“Right away, chief, see you up there,” he said, then he cut the call.


By the time he climbed up to Council Aerie, they were just starting to arrive.  Faralla and Hinado arrived first, landing on their podiums, and they didn’t wait for the others.  “What’s the reason you called this council, Kell?” Hinado asked curiously as he folded his wings.


“The Chinese are sending nuclear weapons with their invasion force,” he replied strongly, which made both of them gape at him a little.  “We just intercepted the order an hour ago.  Chief has a sky dragon overflying China to get visual confirmation, but I have no doubt about it.  I have the orders the Chinese President sent down to his commander of the Army.”


“A nuclear bomb?” Faralla said in dismay.


“Actually a system of eight short range missiles, each equipped with a tactical nuclear warhead,” he replied.  “The system has a range of about a hundred draman.  The Chinese developed the system to wipe out a Naval task force that threatened their coastline.  But just one of those tactical nukes could irradiate the entire island and make it unfit to support life if it was set off on the island,” he said intensely.  “This is something the council needs to know immediately.”


“I dare say we do,” Faralla agreed with a fervent nod.

The other flying dragons all arrived within a minute, and Kell remained in the center of the aerie.  When Jussa climbed up onto his podium and shivered water off his wings before folding them, he looked down at Kell curiously.  “What is so important that you would have us conduct an emergency session, young earth drake?” he asked calmly.


“The Chinese are bringing nuclear weapons to the island,” he stated quickly, which made the newly arrived council members gasp.  “We just intercepted the order about an hour ago, and Chief Ferroth has a sky dragon on the way to get a visual.  We felt that we had to get this information to the council immediately.”


“You certainly did,” Jussa agreed.  “What kind of nuclear weapon?”


“It’s called the Celestial Arrow,” he replied, looking around.  He bounded over and picked up a blank slate and dragged it into the center, then laid it down and started scratching on it.  “It’s a system of eight short-ranged missiles, each one equipped with a small nuclear warhead.  The missiles have a range of about a hundred draman, and the Chinese developed them to attack enemy Naval task forces that threatened their coastline.  The nuclear warheads on these missiles aren’t as powerful as the ones that destroyed the cities in Japan, but just one detonated on the island would irradiate the entire landmass and make it unlivable,” he warned.  He finished his quick sketch of a launcher holding eight fairly large missiles, mounted on a universal track mount, then lifted it up and showed it to Jussa and Essan.  He rotated around slowly to show the other council members in attendance.  “This changes things a great deal, esteemed council members,” he warned.  “Under absolutely no circumstances can we allow them to get this weapon system onto the island.  Not only could it irradiate our island, but even if we asked for help from the Americans or the United Nations, they would be very reluctant to attack the island if it’s got nuclear weapons on it.  A single one of these missiles could wipe out an entire Naval task force, that’s what they’re designed to do.


“What this means, esteemed council members, is that the ship this system is put on has to be sunk, and it has to be sunk first,” he said strongly.  “Even if the rest of the attack fails, we absolutely can not allow the ship carrying this weapon to reach the island.  Since this is so critical, once we have a visual on the system, we need to make sure a sky dragon sees which ship it’s loaded on.  It’s the only way to be absolutely sure.  We let them steam out as we originally planned and attack them east of Indonesia, but we single that ship out and sink it first.”

“Why such adamance?” Trejem asked.


“Because the Chinese government has given the general in charge of the invasion the authority to use this weapon, esteemed council member, at his own discretion,” Kell said, turning to face him.  “The one thing about the Chinese that you have to understand is that when they are given authority to do something, they will do it,” he stressed.  “If this commander thinks that using these nuclear weapons will somehow aid in their mission to invade our island and secure it for China, he will not hesitate one second.  If they get these missiles onto the island, esteemed council member, the commander will use them before he surrenders the island back to us.  He will either use them against the other humans if we ask for their aid, or he will use them against us as scorched earth to deny us the island if his invasion force is about to get pushed back off the beach.  Never doubt for one second that the general in command of this invasion will use these missiles, esteemed council member.  Because of that, the absolute most important thing we must do is sink the ship carrying these missiles.  Better the entire invading force reaches the island and we fight them here than allow these weapons to get within firing range of our island.”

“Can these weapons be launched from the ship carrying them?” Jussa asked as Geon appeared, climbing up onto the aerie.


“Yes, esteemed council member.  The system is intended to be a ground-based system, but they can assemble the launch system right on the deck of the ship and fire them.”


“It must be important if you started without us,” Geon noted as he climbed onto his podium.


“Quite, Geon,” Jussa answered.  “Young Kell reports that the Chinese are sending nuclear weapons with their invasion fleet.”


Geon gaped at Kell, then frowned.  “What kind?”


“Tactical warheads on short-range missiles, esteemed council member,” he said, picking up the drawing and holding it out for him.  “We intercepted the order about an hour ago.  Chief has a sky dragon en route to get visual confirmation that they’re loading this weapon system for transport.”


“This changes everything,” he said immediately.  “You have to sink that ship, Kell, before it can get within range.”


“He has made that very clear to us,” Jussa said with a nod.  “Kell, I would like everything you know about these weapons in a report you will give us at sunrise.  Everything.  What they do, how much damage they can do, even how they work.  If we learn how they work, we might be able to devise a magical defense in case your mission fails and the ship survives the attack.  In this, we take no chances.”

Faralla looked back to one of the sky wyrms that had arrived with him.  “Find Anthra and bring her here, Hioya,” he ordered.  “Carry her to the aerie.”


“At once, esteemed council member,” the small wyrm said, then he dashed away in a gust of wind.  He returned barely twenty seconds later carrying Anthra, who must have been halfway up the volcano.  Since the ramps hadn’t yet been rebuilt, the earth dragons were climbing up the side.


Kell repeated what he’d learned to Anthra, who looked almost furious.  “Is this one of the systems they can fire from the deck of a ship, Kell?”


He nodded.  “It’s small enough for them to assemble on the deck.”


“Then that ship cannot get within the missiles’ range of the island,” she declared.


“A point Kell has stressed most strenuously, Anthra,” Jussa told her.  “I told him I want a full report on this weapon at sunrise containing the tiniest detail, so we might better understand the nature of this weapon, and search for some means we can use magic to defend ourselves against it if the attack somehow fails.”


“A prudent course of action, Jussa,” she agreed as Ferroth climbed up onto the aerie.  “Ferroth, thank Gaia. Have you been briefed?”


“Yes, esteemed council member.  I have the department working on it as we speak, and I dispatched a sky dragon to get a visual on the weapon.”


“Which dragon?  We have updated orders,” Hinado called.


“Jileva, esteemed council member,” he answered.


“I’ll send the orders immediately,” Hinado said, then he rose up and drifted away from the aerie so he could speak clearly without disturbing the others.


“What new orders?” Ferroth asked curiously.


“To watch the conveyance they load that weapon on at all times.  We don’t want it out of our sight,” Trejem answered.


“She’s already going to do that, esteemed council members.  Jileva was ordered to find the weapon and watch the truck or train they load it on, stay with it until another sky dragon arrived to relieve her, then return and report her findings directly to the council.”


“Always one step ahead of us, Chief Ferroth,” Essan chuckled.


“I begin to think that we might need a flight of fire dragons on paw when the attack commences, with orders to destroy that ship,” Hirrag grunted.   “If sinking it is so critical, then a backup plan may be in order.”


“That would be suicidal, Hirrag,” Kell said quickly.  “The fire dragons have no defense against the weapons the Chinese Navy can bring to bear.”


“Better the valiant loss of a brave fire dragon than allow such a terrible weapon to reach the island,” he said simply.  “I would volunteer for the mission myself were I not needed on this council.”


“Let’s not start scribing names in Gaia’s Obelisk just yet, Hirrag,” Geon said.  “I’m sure we can work out a way to make sure this weapon doesn’t get anywhere near the island.”


“Indeed.  Kell, you are dismissed to begin gathering the information we require.  Be here at sunrise and ready to teach us everything the department knows about this weapon.”


“As you command, esteemed council member,” Kell said with a bob of his head.

“Chief, stay while we discuss the matter further.  We may need your expertise.”


“Of course, esteemed council member,” he replied, padding over and sitting on his haunches by Anthra’s podium.  Kell bounded to the edge and jumped off, spreading his wings and gliding down, his mind already organizing the information to prepare the report that Jussa wanted.


Which was only wise.  If the Chinese were upping the stakes of the game by bringing nuclear weapons, then the dragons had to be thoroughly prepared to face them.


But one thing was for damn sure now…no dragon that ventured out to attack that armada would think it was some kind of milk run, as the humans said.  The price for failure just went way up. 
