Chapter 24

26 September 2017, 04:58 DMT; Dawnmist Village

He was honestly surprised that he woke up so early.

Kell opened his eyes and had to remember for a moment that he wasn’t in his old sleeping chamber.  He was back in his old burrow, albeit in a new, larger sleeping chamber that still smelled of fresh earth and newly hewn rock, and he and Kammi had moved everything in and had slept for their first night in his burrow.


Their burrow.


Even he was getting to the point where he couldn’t deny Kammi’s confidence in the matter.  They were simply too alike, had too many common interests, and they also happened to be very good friends.  And he was thinking about her now, almost all the time, ever since she showed so much worry and concern when he went with the water dragons to attack the Chinese.  He had woken up and felt right hearing Kammi’s breathing beside him, her wing thrown partially over his back, her tail curled up and over his own and along his opposite back leg.  He had to face the prospect that they were forming a pair bond, that their courtship would end in a successful mating.


And he was just fine with that.


Kammi was immature at times, a little saucy, irreverent, but she was never boring.  She was highly intelligent, exceptionally skilled when it came to their job—though she wouldn’t be his first choice to send on certain missions—made good decisions when in pressure situations, was very good with his hatchling siblings, educated in farmcraft and basic building as all earth drakes were, and seemed much more devoted to their courtship than he was.  She would be a good mate, at least after she matured a little bit more, and would be a good partner with which Kell could share the rest of his life.

His mother had been right.  Kammi was his match.


But it would be a while until it was official.  They had to court for two years before draconic society would recognize their mating, and even that was shockingly fast.  Courtships as long as fifteen years had happened, though most lasted between three or four years on the average.  For those two years, they’d still “officially” court, even if they’d already made up their minds about it.  And Kell had little doubt that Kammi would want to try for hatchlings as soon as things were official.

That was where earth dragons were very different from humans, as well as from other dragons.  Humans and the other dragon species derived physical pleasure from the act of mating, but earth dragons did not.  Among the dragons, earth and water dragons didn’t mate just for the sake of mating—though it was a social custom among the water dragons, not physiological—but the fire, sky, and chromatics could and did, particularly the fire dragons.  When that time came, the act of mating would simply be a step in the process for Kell and Kammi, driven by instinct and want for offspring rather than physical pleasure, and while it would not be painful for either of them, neither would they find the same pleasure in it that other dragons and humans did.  In one way, that was why earth dragons were so completely and utterly devoted to their mates, because there was little incentive or impulse to stray.  Mating was about sharing his life with his chosen mate, a bond of love and companionship, not the seeking of physical pleasure.  But that didn’t mean that earth dragons couldn’t be romantic, however.  Keth and Kanna were devoted to one another, very much in love as humans would reckon such things, and Kell couldn’t deny that he’d been having some romantic feelings about his intended in the last couple of weeks.

Prisma’s book said that earth dragons were unique among all forms of life, and that was just one of the many ways that the book was right.  Earth dragons were as different from the other dragons as the dragons were from the humans.


He needed to get up, but he didn’t want to disturb Kammi.  They’d been up late getting their computers set up and the workshop organized, merging both of their workshops into one large one that was almost cluttered with Kell’s experiments and Kammi’s large amount of equipment and gear.  The two of them had a lot of stuff, which had really emptied out the family burrow and cleared the way for him to his farmhands to settle in.  The first mated pair had moved in yesterday and would start their first day on the farm today, and the pair with hatchlings was slated to move in today.

The younger pair seemed decent drakes.  They were Jarr and Jenri, just mated after a three year courtship and looking to move off Jarr’s small family farm up in Red Valley Village, the most northeastern village, so named for the shallow, wide, but steep-walled valley that cut through the fairly flat plain that had reddish stone walls.  The pair wanted to own their own farm, and since Jenri was from a farmhand family and Jarr was from a family where he wouldn’t inherit his family’s small farm, their only option was to master farming and find a way to get some land of their own.  Getting hired by Keth was a good step; odds were, Sire hired them because he saw some potential in them.  Jarr was very young, only three years older than Kell, but he was dedicated and determined, and those traits would serve him well on Keth’s farm.  If he wanted to learn, Keth would teach him.  Jenri seemed less single-minded than Jarr, less driven, but she was clearly very intelligent and was a competent farmhand.


The older pair, Kell had met yesterday when they brought their hatchlings over to introduce them to his siblings.  They were Feno and Fia, both from journeyman farmhand families and respected through most of the island as very good workers.  They had three hatchlings that were about five years younger than his siblings, all three females, Fai, Fila, and Fori, who had seemed a trifle nervous and uncomfortable.  That was understandable, though, since they’d never moved to another burrow before, so everything was new, and a little scary.  The hatchlings had to get to know an entirely new village of drakes, both on the farm and around it, and they seemed a trifle intimidated by Kell because he was once on the council…for all of two days.

That gave Keth seven new workers on the farm, since Feno and Fia’s three hatchlings would also be pitching in, and that was more than enough for him to work the increased land, given they had to produce a whole lot of food in a hurry to get them back to self-sufficiency.  And the extra workers would give him a little time to himself, which he rightfully deserved.


Boredom overcoming consideration, Kell carefully extricated himself from Kammi without waking her and went into the common room.  One of the perks of being a department drake was that he could get his paws on things before anyone else, so some of the vacuum packed bread and crackers from the first Chinese food rations they’d recovered had found their way into Kell’s pantry yesterday.  The water dragons were still tied up in dragging the freighters back to the island, but they’d managed to get the carrier and all the oilers there already.  The carrier…well, that was the latest project of the department.  The department was crawling all over that ship, removing its useful equipment that could be salvaged, inspecting some Chinese military technology up close and personal, and Jukra had been called in to start salvaging the ship for its steel, wiring, and pipes.  They were going to take the ship apart and maintain some of its interior for other uses, since it was pre-fabricated, like the tanks and reservoirs within.  The water tanks, waste tanks, jet fuel tanks, steam boilers, they were all useful to the dragons, as were those units on other ships.  It was easier to just pull the tanks out of the ships and convert them than it was to build their own, and they were going to need some.  Everything else would be salvaged for its materials, which they desperately needed.  But, the sheer amount of steel in the carrier had solved their steel problems.  Between it and the freighters, they had all the steel they needed.

The oilers were going to come in handy in that manner.  Since they wanted to keep some of the diesel fuel for their own, they were simply going to take two oilers and take them apart as much as possible without breaching the holding tanks, harvest the steel from the hull and crew compartments, convert them from floating fuel cans to stationary ones.  Jukra was going to take one oiler and literally bury it on the north side of the island not far from Blackstone Village, run some pipes to its tanks, repair the pumps damaged by being sunk, and they’d use it as a gigantic underground diesel fuel reserve tank.  Then he would excavate a large diesel fuel reserve tank in Sanctuary City, easy to do since the basalt of the island was impermeable to any liquid, to give the city access to diesel fuel reserves for its emergency backup generators.  Jukra was also planning on building a series of pipelines to allow the converted oiler to provide fuel for every backup generator on the island, allowing them to draw fuel into their own tanks directly from the main tank.  Most of those generators were in the villages and at strategic points around the island to provide electricity when the main geothermal plant was down, and thanks to all the generators they were going to salvage off the ships, Fredda would be able to put a backup generator everywhere one was needed to give the island a complete emergency backup power grid once the new geothermal plant was online.  One oiler would supply the dragons with all the diesel fuel they’d need for a good fifty years, giving them so much diesel that the fuel would probably degrade before they could use all of it.


The rest of the oilers were going to be sold to the Americans, at least after the dragons scoured every vestige of China’s ownership of those ships from them, even to the point where they’d remove some of the superstructure to alter their appearance and make them hard to identify via satellite or reconnaissance photos.  They wouldn’t look like Chinese oilers when the dragons were done with them, and the Americans could simply take them somewhere the Chinese wouldn’t really be able to see them.  The oilers were small enough to be taken well up the Mississippi river, and the Chinese wouldn’t be looking for their oilers in the heart of the American midland, Saint Louis, Missouri.

Today was going to be a little different.  The fire dragons and chromatics had finished all the other work, and it was time for the earth dragons to fashion the talismans for the human magicians.  They’d been delayed a couple of days because the chromatics were the ones to cut the gems that would go into the talismans, and the fire dragons had had to re-smelt a couple of the metal ingots to pass the chromatics’ inspection. Today, Kell and the others making the talismans would pick up the materials and the formulas that would tell them how to fashion them.  Each of them would have a chromatic helper for the job, to use magic to do some of the work that an earth dragon might have trouble doing, such as inlaying one metal into another.  Kell could do it, but it would only take a couple of minutes with magic, where it would take him a good couple of hours of meticulous work under a magnifying glass.  Kell would be making three talismans, the ones for Jenny, Greg, and Davie, mainly because he wanted to make them.  Jenny was a very close friend, and if anyone was going to make her talisman and those for her family, it was going to be Kell.  Kammi had also been slated for talisman duty due to her experience working with extremely small components, having the kind of practice the chromatics felt was necessary for doing such intricate and exacting work.  Jukra, Fredda, and a few of the most experienced builders in their departments were the others slated for the task, for they too commonly worked with small items that required a great deal of precision.  Jukra and Fredda could carve gears that were absolutely perfect free-paw, craft wire out of scrap metal, so they certainly had the skill to make a piece of jewelry.

They’d need to finish them in a week, because they’d set the date for the next visit to Imakaii.  The council was going to meet the President, and they were planning on being there almost three days.  They’d arrive late in the afternoon of 3 October, get some rest, have a day-long conference with President Walker over a variety of political subjects, but mainly about the United Nations and how to get the resolutions granting legal protections for the dragons through as fast as possible.  They would then leave on the morning of 5 October.  Outside of the council and a detachment of fire dragons to protect them, all five field agents including Girk would go, Ferroth would go, and three earth dragons from the builders would be going, who would be doing some of the work that was needed.  It had taken some arguing to get the council to allow three non-field agents off the island.

And that worried Kell more than a little bit. Much as Prisma predicted, the other dragons had swung wildly from one side of the spectrum to the other, in a shockingly short time.  Many of the dragons still didn’t entirely like the earth dragons, but knowing that their magic depended on the earth dragons being safe and healthy had turned them ultra-protective.  Hirrag and Sessara had nearly demanded the entire fire dragon race to accompany the three builders that would go to Imakaii to protect them…and at least they afforded the field agents a degree of respect in that they were trained to protect themselves.  The island that had trapped them under chromatic dominion now trapped them with the dragons that didn’t want them to so much as get a scratch for fear that magic might somehow be damaged.  In a way, the earth dragons were still prisoners to the other dragons, but now it was the prison of good intentions, not the prison of perceived inferiority.  The other dragons would never allow the earth dragons off the island, for it was a fortress that kept their magical batteries safe.

Kell could see a reckoning coming over that, but not anytime soon.  Maybe when the humans accepted the dragons, or when the island could no longer support the earth dragons living there, there would come a time when the earth dragons would demand to be allowed to leave.  And when they did so, the other dragons would do everything in their power to keep them in their gilded cage, where they were kept safe from harm, but also kept against their will.


After eating, Kell went into the workshop, where they had their serious computers.  He combed through all the emails and other communications their spiders had gathered over the night, as well as some of his own personal data collection programs.  The Chinese were still debating what to do next, working up a plan about exactly how they were going to gain diplomatic control of the dragons, since a military attempt had failed so utterly.  The first stage of it was to block the United Nations from recognizing the dragons, giving them legal status, but they were still debating the specifics of what to do after that.  It was something of a sticky problem for them, especially since they were taking a whole lot of heat for their diplomatic standoff against America.  The Chinese couldn’t back down, not now, so they were carrying through on their latest threat to sell off much of the American debt they held, primarily in the form of bonds, which would devalue the bond market and put pressure on America’s borrowing power.  They were doing it in retaliation for Walker having Congress revoke China’s most favored nation status.

He glanced up when Kammi padded into the workshop, yawning a bit.  “Why didn’t you wake me up?” she asked.

“Because it’s not even sunrise yet,” he replied as he skimmed over another report, this one from the Chinese President’s office.  “Just remember that we’re making the talismans today, so don’t get sidetracked.”


“I know,” she told him as she turned and went back to the common room, which she’d had to pass through to get to the workshop.


Kell worked through more reports, at least until he came across one that mentioned the Shao Kai.  It was a message from the leader of Chinese intelligence to their Politburo, the leaders of the Communist party in China.  Decryption of the Shao Kai texts continues slowly, it read, due to the surprising complexity of the cypher the ancient order used in its writings. Were it not for modern computers, this code very well might be unbreakable.  As was noted to your august eminences in the security briefing, this data cannot be put on any computer connected to the internet.  As the report of 13 September indicated, an unknown foreign organization or organizations has managed penetration into our national intranet, to a degree which we cannot easily combat without cutting us off from the internet. Since this would cripple our own cyber intelligence operations, this is our act of last resort.  As my deputy undersecretary briefed you, we can track this penetration back to the instigator, if you only give us the time and resources to do so, so we have left the intrusions in place and untampered in hopes of using them to identify the attacker.

Good luck with that.


The part of the text holding the second formula of interest remains undecrypted at this point in time, due to the complexity of the cypher the Shao Kai used.  This office projects a complete decryption of the texts within ten days, which will contain the information your august personages require.  Once fully decrypted and the data is acquired, it will be hand delivered by courier to the office of the President, whom will assume the responsibility of disseminating it out to the rest of the ruling members of the party.


Preparing the first of our People’s Expeditionary Brigade immediately would be advisable.  Once we have the formula, we need only collect the materials.  The administration of the formula to our forces will be quick and efficient, and then Operation Glorious Dawn can commence.  The last step, while admittedly the most difficult, will be gaining access to the dragons.  But getting what is needed from them will be quick and relatively easy.


Kell leaned more up on his haunches and pondered the message.  Clearly, there was a second plan in place for them, since the first failed, and from the sound of it, it was also militaristic in nature, but not aimed at the dragons.  After all, they’d activate this Operation Glorious Dawn after getting what they needed from the dragons.  The dragons were an intermediate step in their master plan, he realized; they’d attacked the island to get something that they needed for this overall plan, a plan they’d been keeping extremely close to their chests.  This was the first mention of it Kell had seen anywhere in their internet traffic, meaning it had to be one of their most top secret plans.


Or, it could be bait, since the security secretary knew that someone had penetrated Chinese security.

Either way, it was something that Ferroth needed to chew over.  He emailed a copy of it to him to make him take notice of it, then joined Kammi in the common room as she ate breakfast.


They met three of the ancient chromatic sages and three younger, larger chromatics down in Sanctuary City, along with Fredda and Jukra and two other earth drakes, Herrik from the power department and Pult from the builders.  They met in a workshop that had been set up on the first floor of the high rise, with workbenches for each of them holding a few basic tools and large magnifying glasses.  The sage passed out stone slates holding a graven image of the talismans, three to each of them except for Herrik, who would only be making two talismans.  Kammi would be making Julia Walker’s talisman and two others for the Hunters, and Jukra would be making President Walker’s talisman and two others.  Fredda would be making three talismans, Pult three, and Herrik two.  Kell looked at Jenny’s talisman, which had been etched into the slate as an illustration of how it was supposed to look, as well as extremely precise material weights and placements.  Her talisman would be oval in shape, primarily be gold, but it would be inlaid both in the front and the back with silver and platinum, the platinum in the back forming a cap of sorts, and would have a large emerald for its focusing crystal.  Six other gemstones would surround it in a circular pattern; two rubies, two sapphires, and two diamonds, and there would be a very small copper inlay connecting the six surrounding gemstones together in a vague hexagon.  Draconic runes would be etched into the talisman, both front and back.  When he was done, the talisman had to weigh exactly what it said on the slate, and the weight and mass of the materials had to be precise, almost down to the milligram.

And that was why earth dragons had to craft them.  The other dragons wouldn’t be able to manage that kind of precision without using magic.


Greg’s amulet wasn’t as fancy as Jenny’s, but it was more valuable.  It was circular, would consist almost entirely of platinum with gold and silver inlays, and it would only have one crystal in it, a very large diamond cut in an oval shape.  The inlays were straight lines radiating out from the central diamond in a sunburst pattern, with draconic runes etched along the inlays.  There was a gold inlay surrounding the gem setting that further made it almost look like the sun, with the inlay metals light emanating from the center.

Davie’s amulet was the most interesting.  It was octagonal in shape but with rounded edges, and would be made mainly of gold but with quite a few inlays of platinum, silver, and copper in some swirling, artistic shapes, almost a spiral pattern.  It would have a large central crystal, a black sapphire, with three other gems arrayed in an inverted triangle.  The top left gem was a small ruby, the top right gem was a small garnet, and the bottom gem was a blue diamond, all three cut in a diamond shape and set thusly into the talisman.  Davie’s talisman would take the most work, because it was far more intricate than the other two.  For that reason, Kell would do it last.


“Woah, this is not going to be easy,” Jukra said as he held up a slate.


“It can’t be much more complicated than this one,” Kell chuckled, holding up Davie’s slate. “Who is that for?”


“President Walker.”


“An important man needs an important piece of jewelry,” Kell mused.

“We can begin as soon as you feel ready,” one of the old sages said.  “The tools we’ve placed on your benches have been specially prepared to make them conducive to working on these talismans, in case you need them.  These three young chromatics will be here to assist with magic if you need it,” he continued, motioning at the three chromatics.  “The gems in the formulae have been cut already and are in bins marked with the name of the human over on that table, as are all the other raw materials you’ll need.  You’ll note that the talisman formulae don’t mention the necklace chains.  Those aren’t part of the talisman, but you’ll need to craft the chains out of the primary metal making up the body of the talisman.  Gold talismans require gold chains, and so on.  We’ll magically treat the talismans once they’re complete to make them very hard to damage, as many of the metals that make them are soft.  Are there any questions?”  When silence greeted him, he nodded, his feathery antenna bouncing.  “Very well.  Please take no offense, but we’ll need to carefully inspect each talisman upon its completion.  These devices must be very, very accurate for them to work properly.”

“Quality control is a part of the process, most wise,” Fredda told him dismissively.


Since Greg’s talisman was the least complicated, Kell started with that one.  The six earth dragons picked up the bins holding the materials in a line, and then the shop went silent as they got to work.  Kell pulled out the gem and three small metal ingots, platinum, gold, and silver, made careful note of the size and weight of the main amulet, then he set to work.  He carefully whittled down the platinum bar into the proper shape, a perfect circle, cut out the center for the setting, then spent nearly half an hour carefully weighing and then shaving platinum off the amulet until it was the proper weight.  Once he finished that, he fashioned the setting for the diamond and carefully cut the inlays for the amulet, again having to weigh repeatedly to make sure that each delicate piece of metal was the exact size and weight required in the formula.  Once he finished that, he pulled out the magnifying glass and used one of the tools, a tiny chisel looked to have been magically forged out of pure iron and hardened, and he very carefully, very slowly etched out the inlays into the amulet, into which the inlay metals would fit.  He had to use a micrometer to make sure he had the depth exactly right, that the inlays perfectly matched the sockets into which they would fit.  Then, with one of the chromatics looking over his shoulder, he gently and carefully set the inlays into the amulet, each one fitting perfectly.  He affixed the center inlay last, the gold circle, then set the diamond into the amulet from the back and placed the cap in the hole he’d crafted.

That was the majority of the work on Greg’s amulet.  After taking a short break, Kell finished it, carefully etching the runes into the talisman using a sharpened etching tool and the strongest magnifying glass they had.  Kell would usually use his clawtip for something like that, but the runes were too small and delicate for him to do so.  The amount of metal he scraped out to make the runes mattered, since the finished talisman had to be absolutely precise in its weight and metal composition.  Just a few milligrams off and the chromatics would have to use magic to meld some metal back into the talisman to make it correct…and Kell wasn’t about to have to resort to that.  Earth dragon pride was at stake here, so he was for damn sure going to do it right the first time.


Five hours after he began, Kell gave the talisman a final weighing, nodded, and had one of the three attending chromatics give it a magical inspection to make sure it was correct.  Kell sat on the base of his tail as the chromatic held the tiny device in his paw, then he opened his eyes and gave Kell a respectful look.  “Perfect,” he declared.  “I will take this opportunity to harden the talisman, and meld the hole cut in the back to inset the crystal.  We need only make a chain for it now, and it will be complete.”

“That won’t take too long,” Kell replied.


Kell was done with the chain only a few minutes after the chromatic was finished with his magic, magically hardening the metal of the talisman so the usually soft gold and platinum could handle the rigors of being worn without damage…and probably more than that.  Given how precious they were, making them all but indestructible was almost necessary.  Making a chain like that was fairly easy, just cutting platinum fashioned into wire into equal lengths and bending them into shape.  The chain didn’t have to be as exacting as the talisman, so Kell didn’t have to obsess over it.  He did make it look nice, though, each link in the chain of equal size, fashioning a fairly large chain with sturdy links, a man’s chain for a man’s amulet.  Greg’s neck size was included in the formula, so he made the chain long enough so Greg could put it on over his head, but not so long that it would easily fall off if he turned upside-down for some reason.  The chain would have no clasp.


Kammi finished her first talisman as Kell got to work on the second one, Jenny’s.  Hers was much more complicated than Greg’s, with seven gems and more inlays in much more intricate patterns.  It was so complicated that by the time they stopped for the day, Kell was barely a third of the way done with it, having carved the main amulet out of a bar of gold and etched out about half the inlay channels in its face.  When they stopped at sunset, each of the earth dragons had produced at least one talisman, with Jukra and Fredda managing two.  The others were all at various stages of the second talisman.

The next morning, they went right back to work.  Kell finished carving the inlay channels and then fashioned the inlays and the gem settings, and after lunch, he put it all together with painstaking caution and care.  Each inlay fit perfectly, and each gem was set into the amulet from the front using the copper inlay to hold it in place, the socket cut to lock the gem and its setting in place and the copper inlay set over it.  It took him nearly three hours to carve the runes into the amulet, affix the platinum back inlay to the back of the amulet, then he passed it off to the chromatics for inspection as he fashioned the chain for it.  He made Jenny’s chain much more “lady-like,” a delicate chain with a multitude of small links, each one paw-crafted and joined into the chain one by one.  The chain took him nearly three hours to fashion since he wanted it to look nice.


Fredda and the other two earth dragons finished their talismans and then went back to their normal duties, leaving Kell, Kammi, and Jukra to fashion their third amulets, which were the most complicated for each of them.  Fredda had crafted three amulets in the time it took the others to make only two, but the three talismans she made weren’t quite as intricate as the ones that Kell, Kammi, and Jukra had to fashion.  Kell spent the rest of that day just planning out how he was going to make Davie’s amulet, something Kammi also had to do to fashion Julia Walker’s talisman and Jukra did for President Walker’s talisman.


It took Kell almost the entire third day to make Davie’s talisman.  It required a lot of prep work, since inlays crossed inlays on the surface of the amulet, requiring him to make nearly three dozen tiny pieces that he’d fit into the face of the amulet like a jigsaw puzzle, and to make it work right, he’d have to set them into the talisman in a specific order.  He spent nearly five hours doing so, putting the complicated design together piece by tiny piece, setting the inlays and gems into it with careful, delicate skill, until he set the last inlay, a silver octagonal ring around the border of the talisman that he had to very carefully carve out so it locked into place without needing anything extra to hold it.  He took a break after that, as Kammi took Julia’s talisman to the chromatic for inspection, then he got to work on the multitude of tiny runes that needed to be etched into the surface.  Jukra finished Walker’s talisman as he finished the last of the runes around the central black sapphire, then after weighing it and finding it right where it needed to be, he allowed the chromatics to inspect it.  That took nearly two hours since it was so complicated, time Kell spent making the chain for it and talking with Kammi, who had stayed behind to wait with him.  Finally, the chromatic came back to his table and set it on the surface.  “Almost perfect,” he replied.   “It’s heavy by gold by two varamila and light in silver by the same amount.  We can fix that easily.”

“That explains why it weighed properly,” Kell grunted.  “Alright, let me get some silver scraps you can use to meld back into the talisman.”


It took the chromatic about fifteen minutes to get the metal balances correct, by magically infusing a tiny sliver of silver into the ring around the center, after Kell shaved off a similar tiny little slice off the back of the amulet, which the chromatic then used magic to smooth over to create a smooth surface.  He then reassessed the amulet to ensure the weights were correct, which only took about twenty minutes.  He nodded and set it back on the table.  “Perfect,” he declared.  “I’ll harden the talisman as you finish the chain, then we can put them in the box and await delivering them to the humans.  You are keeping them in here, correct?”


“Chief is keeping them in his office,” Kell answered.


“That’s fine.  They need only be kept in a safe place away from stray magical emanations for a time.  Putting them anywhere within this city will do just that.”


That done, Kell and Kammi went back home after taking the small chest to Ferroth, holding the 17 amulets they’d crafted.  One for each hunter, one for the President and his wife, one for Greg and Davie, and one for Kevin Winters.  It was nearly sunset when they joined his family and the two farmhand families in the common room, around a much larger table that Jarr had carved for them.  The farmhands were working out so far, both pairs working hard and knowing what they were doing, and the three female hatchlings got along well with Kell’s siblings.  Jarr had made the table so everyone would just fit when Kell and Kammi were included, the table laden with potatoes, radishes, and a large platter of fish they’d probably bartered from Shii and Surral.  “You have good timing, youngling,” Keth said as Kell and Kammi padded into the common room, both of them still a little damp from the short walk in the rain.  “Did you finish your task?”

“Just a little bit ago,” Kell replied.


“Thank Gaia chief didn’t feel talkative,” Kammi chuckled as she came in behind him, and they took their places at the table.


“You are going to see the humans, right?” Jarr asked.


Kell nodded.  “In four days,” he elaborated.


“What are humans like, Kell?” Fia asked.


“Erratic, but entertaining,” Kammi replied with a toothy smile at her.  “They’re not all that bad, at least if you talk to the right ones, anyway.”


“They’re not like what you’ve seen on TV,” Kell chuckled.  “That’s entertainment.  Most humans are basically decent people, working to make a living for themselves.  Some are nice, some aren’t.  Some are smart, some aren’t.  They’re very different from us and from each other, based mainly on cultural upbringing, but at their core, most of humanity is decent.”


“Yeah. You get to know the good ones from the bad ones after a while,” Kammi added, taking several fish from the platter.  “We’ll be going to see the good ones, the ones on Imakaii.”

“I remember when that human was here, it set the whole island afire with gossip,” Jenri mused.  “I wonder, will another one visit?”


“I’d say that eventually, yes,” Kell replied.  “I know that Jenny will if I can help it, her and her family.  She’s exactly the kind of human that we want to associate with.”

“How so?” Feno asked.


“Jenny’s fairly awesome,” Kammi replied.  “She’s extremely smart, she’s friendly, she’s kind, and she’s highly skilled at what she does.  But what makes her so awesome is that she’s extremely open-minded,” she said, then she swallowed a smaller fish.  “She reacted like a champion when she found out about the dragons, then she found out that she can do magic.  She’s very steady, and that’s a trait we dragons admire in someone.”


“She’s predictable?”


“In a few ways, yes, but what Kammi means is that she’s very hard to unsettle or surprise,” Kell added.  “She didn’t freak out the first time we met face to face, at least the real me,” Kell chuckled.  “She reacts well to unusual situations and makes good decisions when faced with the unknown, decisions based on reason instead of fear.  That makes her a very good human to deal with us, since we’re very exotic to the humans.”


“We’re not exotic to Jenny anymore,” Kammi chuckled.

“Hopefully, we won’t be exotic to most humans after a while,” Kell said.  “Now that they know about us, we don’t want them to think we’re dangerous.  Not when there’s so many of them,” he grunted.


“How did the day go, Patron?” Kammi asked.


“Very well,” he replied.  “We’re showing some sprouts on the corn and wheat tracts, and the tomatoes are almost ready to be staked.  We’ll be taking care of that tomorrow.”


“Those should do very well in the rainy season, as well as the corn,” Feno mused.  I’ve only raised tomatoes once before.  They seem an easy crop to manage.”

“Once you stake them, you just let them grow on their own,” Keth nodded.  “I’ll be planting the first of Hett’s onions tomorrow in the tract right by the burrow.”

“And you’ll have to watch them else one of the water dragons will sneak over and steal a few,” Kammi laughed.


“We’ve already had a discussion about those onions,” Kanna said dryly, which made Kammi laugh harder.  “Mainly Shii offering some very nice barter for a portion of the harvest.”

“The entire pod absolutely loves those onions,” Kell explained to Jarr, who was to his immediate left.


“I’m still getting used to them,” Jenri said honestly.  “The water dragons didn’t often come to us so often at our old farm.”


“We’ve lived side by side with the pod for generations, Jenri, so our friendship dates back to the founding of the island,” Keth smiled.


“They’re a little different, but not much,” Fia observed.  “I rather like them.”


“Most earth dragons are nearly as isolated from the other dragons as we are from the humans,” Kell noted.


“I can’t deny that,” Jarr said.  “We almost never had other dragons come to our farm before.”


“That was their fault, not ours,” Keth said.  “They only had to come down and talk to us, but they would not.”


“Well, those days are past,” Kanna predicted.


“For better or worse,” Kell agreed, then he looked at Kitta.  “You three are awfully quiet tonight,” he noted.


“Just tired, brother,” she answered.  “Sire ran us all over the farm today.”


“There’s more to do here than at our old farm,” Fai noted, then she looked down abruptly when Kell looked at her.  All three of Feno and Fia’s hatchlings were a little intimidated by him.


“This is a much larger farm, youngling,” Kell chuckled.  “Sometimes I’m amazed that Sire managed to run it with just mother and the hatchlings.”


“That won’t happen again for a long time, with the extra tracts and the livestock we’ve taken on,” Keth said.  “I’m glad Jarr and Jenri are here, they have experience with animals.”  And that partially explained why Keth had hired such young drakes…they had something they could teach him.


“You don’t have enough cows and buffalo for them to be a bother, Patron,” Jarr called.  “But whoever selected them for you chose well.  They are prime stock.”


“Glad to get some corroboration,” Kell said lightly.  “The humans picked those animals out.  We bartered them as part of the relief supplies they traded to us for gold and silver.”


“I hope they bring more bread next time,” Fila piped up.


“When our wheat comes in, we’ll have our own bread, youngling,” Kanna told her with a motherly smile.  “Fresh made right here in the kitchen.”


“You know how to make bread, Matron?” Jenri asked.


She nodded.  “Kell often brought flour and yeast back from his missions,” she said looking at Kell.


“When I could sneak them home,” he replied with a chuckle.


“What’s it like out there among the humans?” Fila asked, looking at him.


“That depends on where in the world they sent me,” he answered.  “Some places it was fun, but in some places, I had to be very careful.  Human society isn’t contiguous like ours is.  The different races of dragons do act differently, but when you’re dealing with a different race of dragon, you more or less know what to expect.  Humans are nothing like us that way.  Different groups of humans have different customs, and some of them are very strange.  Some of them are even self-destructive, but they don’t see them that way.”

“I think I’d like to meet a human,” Fila declared.


“Unless they come here, I doubt you’ll get the chance, youngling,” Kell said evenly.


“They should be bringing humans we can trust here, so the other dragons can get exposure to them,” Kammi said.


“I’m sure they’re thinking about it,” Kell answered.  “I know for a fact that Jenny will be coming back, if I get my way.”


After dinner, Kell received a call from Jenny just after he got back to his burrow.   Kammi had stayed behind to get to know the new farmhands a little better, so she didn’t bother him as he took Jenny’s call on his computer as he worked more on the data his snoopers, spiders, and bots were filtering in from the Chinese.  “Hey Jenny,” he called as an image of her popped up on a window.


“Kell,” she said, her voice serious.  “I’m about to send you something using Liberty Six.  I want you to take a look at it and call me back when you’re done,” she told him.  “Just don’t bandy this about.  The CIA doesn’t exactly know that we have this information,” she added.


“Spying on the CIA now, Jenny?”


“Sometimes you have to with those secretive bastards,” she said with a frown.


“Is this about the mole?”


“No, but I can tell you that they found him this morning, so he’s neutralized.  This is about something else.  I’m emailing you a Liberty Six keyset and an encrypted file.  Make sure you copy them and purge the message from your mailbox, I have Olivia ready to scour it off every mail server it goes through.”


“Got it.  I’m ready.”


“I’m sending it right now.”


Barely three seconds later, two files appeared in his inbox.  One was a huge data file—gotta love insane bandwidth—and the other was a long series of numbers, the decryption keyset for Liberty Six.  The data file was both encrypted and compressed.  Kell copied both to a new file, deleted the originals, and then nodded to Jenny, and she looked to her right and nodded.  “I can’t stay on and chat, Kell.  Read that and send it up, it’s important,” she said, then her image winked off.


It took Kell nearly ten minutes to decrypt and decompress the file, which turned out to be a directory of files, text and video, gleaned from the CIA’s own internal intranet.  How Jenny had managed to get her hands on these was a mystery, but it just proved how good she was.  Kell started in the same order the files were in, and his glowing yellow eyes were widening with the first paragraph.

The CIA knew what the Chinese were after.

They had a mole deep in the Chinese security service, much like the Chinese had had a mole deep in the CIA, who had managed to get access to one of the Chinese government’s most top secret internal intranets, something that Kell couldn’t easily do.  He’d managed to copy a large number of files and smuggle them out of the country, and the CIA had been sitting on it for nearly three months.  The mole was actually a long-time employee loyal to his country, but what he found out made him so concerned that he stole the data and gave it to the Americans, out of love for the well-being of his own country.

The Chinese weren’t sitting on ancient Shao Kai texts they couldn’t translate—well, they probably were, but that wasn’t their primary motivation.  What they were acting on was Shao Kai texts that were written in Mandarin, one of which gave a formula for a magical substance that was derived from earth dragon blood, which made human soldiers virtually invulnerable.  That was what they wanted the dragons for.  Not their magic, but their blood, to make this magical substance to use on their soldiers.  And when they had enough of it manufactured, they were going to launch an invasion of the rest of Asia.

The mole had managed to copy the original text, written in Mandarin, which Kell could read.  He perused it, translating it into draconic as he read, which gave a formula for producing an oil with magical properties from the blood of an earth dragon and several other materials.  Done properly, it conferred onto anyone who rubbed it into their skin the invulnerabilities of an earth dragon.  Such a protected human wouldn’t be harmed by stone, earth, or metal, would have an earth dragon’s resistance to heat, and were immune to pressure and low to medium pressure changes, such as those created by small explosive devices.

After translating it, he called the only magical expert he knew that he could trust.  He rang Prisma’s computer, and she picked up his call almost immediately.  “This is Prisma,” her voice came over his speakers.


“I need you to come to my burrow, right now,” he said without greeting.  “It’s extremely important.”


“Certainly, Kell.  I will be there as soon as I fly down.”


“Thanks,” he said, then dropped the call.  He read some summaries for the top brass about Operation Glorious Dawn as he waited, which was their master invasion plan of the rest of Asia.  They intended to overrun Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Iran in order to get access to the Middle East, and from Iran, conquer the entire Arabian peninsula to the south and west and Turkey and the oil-producing nations south of Russia and into Russia to the north.  The plan called for a fast-moving blitzkrieg to take their opponents and the world by surprise, then consolidate their hold on their territory and dig in to resist the inevitable Western counterattack.  The primary objective of the operation would be to gain control of the oil resources in central Russia, the smaller nations between Russia and the Middle East, and the Middle East, as well as all the natural resources of the other nations they conquered along the way. The plan was fairly cunning in that it used the mountains of central Asia as shields to prevent counterattack, cut western Russia off from eastern Russia once they took the oil-producing regions west of the Urals, took the entirety of Iran to use it as a chokepoint if they were driven out of the Arabian peninsula, and conquered all the easier avenues of invasion when the west launched a counterattack to drive them back.

Prisma called out from his entry chamber, and he called her into the workshop.  She looked around as she padded in, her glowing white eyes curious.  “It’s very nice,” she told him with a nod, her feathery antenna bobbing gracefully.


“You can praise Kammi over the burrow later,” he said, pointing at another monitor.  “Read that and tell me if it’s possible.”


He continued to read about Glorious Dawn as Prisma read the Shao Kai text, then he heard her gasp.  Then gasp again.  She looked at him with surprise after she finished.  “Is it possible, Kell?  I believe so.  We already knew about the use of dragon’s blood on humans, but the Shao Kai look to have taken it to another level, allowing but a few drops of earth dragon blood to be manufactured into an oil that would protect two or three humans.  I cannot say with complete veracity if it actually works, but I would say that it is possible.”


“That’s all I needed to know,” Kell said grimly.


“This is what the Chinese were after, is it not?” she asked, pointing at the monitor.


“I think it is,” Kell replied.  “Jenny just got this information to me a few minutes ago.  If we’re right, they weren’t here to control us, they were here to harvest us for our blood, use this magical concoction to make their soldiers invulnerable, then start a war.”

“Or more likely both,” she amended.  “Both control our magic and take our blood.  After all, killing you would grant them only a limited supply, where if they kept us in thrall, they would have an unlimited supply.  And with them having a stranglehold on magic, it would rob their enemies of the only force with which they could fight back against their magically protected soldiers.  This formula would not protect the soldiers against magic not related to the specific protections the formula provides.  It would be primarily focused towards protecting humans against the weapons they use on each other.”

“You might be right,” he grunted as he opened another file.  “Prisma, do me a favor and go get Kammi.  She’s over in my family burrow.”


“Yes, we need to study this information thoroughly.  We need Chief Ferroth here as well.”


“I’m going to call him and the other field agents right now,” he nodded.


By the time Kammi came back with Prisma, Kell had Ferroth, the other field agents, and Kintel on the way to his burrow.  “The fluffy said you got something big from Jenny,” Kammi said, then she yelped a tiny bit when Prisma smacked her on the hindquarters with her feathered tail.  Kammi laughed and flashed Prisma a playful grin, but the grim look on Kell’s face made her smile dissolve.  “Uh oh, it must be really big.”


“Jenny somehow managed to get her hands on the real reason the Chinese are so hot to take over the island,” Kell nodded.


“The ancient Shao Kai created a magical formula to impart the protections earth dragons enjoy to human subjects,” Prisma told her.  “Your immunity to metal weapons, your resistance to heat, and your immunity to pressure and changes of pressure.  They need earth dragon blood for this formula to work, which can only be found here, on our island.”


“Then they were going to conquer most of the Middle East and south central Russia, as well as a path from China to Saudi Arabia to get their hands on the oil in the Middle East and the oil-producing areas east of the Urals,” Kell finished, pointing at a map on his monitor.  “Imagine an army of soldiers that you can’t kill with bullets, fire, or blast waves.”


“The three main weapons of most any human army,” Kammi grunted in a low tone.  “They’d have to resort to biochem, or even nuclear.”


“And that would make the entire world go to hell in a hurry,” Kell nodded.  “I have to admit, it’s pretty damn clever,” he added with a growl.  “Use us to make their troops invulnerable, then take over the majority of the human world’s oil supplies.”

Kell read the next file, which was their plan for getting the blood.  They were going to use coercion, and their target was the earth dragons.  The Chinese knew far more about the dragons than most others, probably thanks to the Shao Kai, and knew that the other dragons would not abandon the earth dragons if the Chinese managed to take the island, that the other dragons were highly protective over the earth dragons and would move mountains if needs be to keep them safe.  They knew about the near-war that had taken place between the earth dragons and the others thanks to their CIA mole, but had attributed the behavior to the earth dragons rebelling against what they felt were undue restrictions placed on them by the other dragons to assure their safety…which, in a weird sort of way, was almost true.  The Chinese analysts believed that if the Chinese could take the island and gain control of the earth dragons, that the other dragons would capitulate to their demands.  They would harvest earth dragon blood, and force the other dragons to teach them magic.

Amusingly enough, the Chinese didn’t take the fact that the earth dragons would fight into account, and they’d be ten times worse than the other dragons because very little the Chinese could do could harm them.


They’d certainly be prepared for it, Kell noted as he read the next file.  They’d devised weapons made of plastic to use against the earth dragons to threaten them to get the other dragons to capitulate.  They had both pure plastic weapons and bullets coated in a teflon-like plastic polymer.  Plastic…that actually wasn’t a bad idea.  Plastic was derived from oil, a natural substance from the earth, but it was so unnatural that earth dragons didn’t have any intrinsic defense against it.  A hardened plastic epoxy might be strong enough to penetrate an earth dragon’s scales and hide and do real injury, but a plastic-coated round would have enough kinetic energy to penetrate an earth dragon’s defenses, and thus do real harm.  Like a teflon-coated armor piercing round could go through an armored vest, such a bullet would hurt an earth dragon.


Those damn Chinese, sometimes they were too clever.


And if they’d thought of it, the Americans probably had as well.  Kell made a note to warn the others to be very careful during field missions from now on.


They did have their minds on magic, however.  With control of the island and the dragons, they would force the dragons to teach their soldiers magic to make their army even more formidable.  The Shao Kai texts they had about magic did make it clear that only people with the gift could learn it, but didn’t go into much detail about how much work it took for humans to use it.  The Chinese had a misguided idea that they could train a large number of magicians to add to their army within five years, because they didn’t know enough about magic to know any better.  Odds were, most of the texts on magic in any detail were written in draconic, and thus were unreadable to them.

Ferroth called out from the entry chamber, and then he and Kintel came into the workshop.  The two of them looked around a tiny bit as they stepped up, then Ferroth reared up and sat on the base of his tail beside Kell’s workbench.  “Well, whelp?  What did you get?”


“A whole lot,” he replied, pointing at his monitor.  “Jenny managed to get her hands on the real reason the Chinese tried to invade the island.”


“Summarize it,” he said.


“It was an attempt to get control of us not for magic, but for our blood,” Kell answered, then he went over the formula and China’s plans to use it to take over the richest oil fields in the world.


Ferroth gave a growling sound, then nodded.  “It does make sense,” he said.  “The one thing the Chinese need is oil.  They’re stressing the global markets trying to keep up with demand, and it seems they’ve come up with a way not to pay for it.  How involved is this plan?”


“Fairly well thought out from a military perspective,” Kell replied.  “It would probably work if they had this magical oil that the formula talks about making their soldiers invulnerable to bullets and fire and low-grade explosions.  They certainly have a big enough army to conquer all the way out to the Arabian peninsula and the logistical skill to keep it supplied, and then hold it against a NATO counterattack.  The only slapdash part of the plan was them rushing their fleet down here to try to get control of us.”


“They’ve always been far more intelligent than they let on,” Kintel offered, reading from one of the other monitors in the workshop.  “And this explains a lot.  Given how much they’re spending on oil, it’s no surprise they’ve come up with a military solution to their problem.”


Kell went over everything in more detail when Jirran, Trekka, and Girk arrived, and the seven earth drakes and petite young chromatic crowded the workshop as he went over everything he’d read thus far; he still have a few files to go.  Once he was done, Ferroth had them all read everything.  When everyone was done, they gathered in a rough semicircle in the common room, each of them with a tablet, and Ferroth reared up again.  “Alright, the first thing is we’d better assume that the CIA and the Americans know everything in those files, so that means that they might get the idea of starting to use teflon-coated rounds when dealing with us.  That means that until we come up with a solution, no field missions.”


“I believe we might be able to offer a magical solution,” Prisma spoke up.  “A magical spell or device that protects against the plastics and teflon they will coat over the bullets to do you harm.  I will speak to the sages about it tomorrow.”


“It’s low priority for now, Prisma, since we’re not going to be doing any field missions for a while,” he said.  “But do talk to them about it.”


“Keeping the earth dragons safe is of the highest priority for us, chief,” she replied with a quirky smile.  “Our lives literally depend upon your well being.”

“Alright, we know what they’re after.  The question is, what do we do about it,” Trekka ventured, looking at the others.


“Right now, not much we can do,” Kammi said, scratching her shoulder absently.  “We’re too busy dealing with our own problems, and right now, the Chinese aren’t much of a threat.  But this intel makes it abundantly clear they’re not gonna give up.  They want that oil, and we are their golden ticket to get it, so we’d better be ready when they come up with a new plan.”


“And we can’t overlook the idea that someone else that gets that intel might get the same idea,” Jirran said.  “It’s actually a bad thing that the intel contains the actual formula, so now anyone who gets their hands on that data will know exactly what they need for it.  We’d better be very careful.  Even the Americans might turn on us if they see invulnerable soldiers mowing down their enemies in their future.”


“That’s a fair point,” Ferroth agreed with a nod.


“Prisma, could just anyone make that oil, or only a magician?” Girk blurted.


She looked at the young drake, her glowing white eyes narrowed slightly.  “That is a good question,” she replied.  “I cannot be absolutely certain.  This formula is completely unknown to me.  I have never seen its like before, so my knowledge of its processes is virtually nil.  My educated opinion is that it would take a magical hand to craft this formula and manufacture the oil, but that is only my opinion.  I will have to take it to the sages and have them study it to get confirmation.  There is some chance that the Shao Kai might have found a way around the need to have a magical hand prepare the formula, and if so, the sages will be able to discern it by studying the formula.”


“Your opinion turns out right more often than not, Prisma,” Ferroth grunted.  “I’m going to assume that only a magician can make it until you prove me wrong.”


“What I can say with confidence is that the magician need not be trained to make the oil for it to work, if it does require a magician to make it,” she elaborated.  “He would only have to follow the steps of the formula.  If the Chinese found a magically adept human and had him manufacture the oil, it would have potency.  He need not have any training at all in magic, it would only require a magical hand.”


“Which is why we could make the talismans, because even though we can’t do magic, we are magic.  The Chinese maker would be the same way,” Kell said, to which Prisma nodded knowingly.


“Then this might put us at odds with the Hunters,” Trekka said grimly.  “If the American military demands that they make this, whatever it is, using their relationship with us to get what they’re after…well, it’s something we’d better keep in the back of our minds from now on.”


“We’ve always operated on the idea that we can’t entirely trust the Americans,” Ferroth said in a gravelly voice.  “This just makes that policy make much more sense.”


“It was Jenny that got it to us,” Kammi said.  “I don’t think she’d do something like that willingly.”


“She might not, but Price is a good little soldier that will do as he’s told. So is Yancy,” Kell countered.


“We’ll come back to that in a bit,” Ferroth said.  “Prisma, given what you do know, would it be possible for this formula to work if they only had a different dragon race’s blood for it?”

“I cannot answer that with any confidence, chief,” she replied.  “I will have to take it to the sages.  They could discern if it could be used to make an oil that conveyed the immunities of the dragon who supplied the blood.”


“That’s a question I want answered,” he said.  “We need to make sure there’s no threat to the other dragon races over this formula.  The first thing tomorrow, you take that to the sages and have them find out absolutely everything they can about it.  I want answers to questions I haven’t even thought of yet, whelp,” he ordered, which made the field agents chuckle a bit.  That was typical for Ferroth.


“I could take it now.”


“No, it’s almost sunset, no reason to keep them awake all night.  It’s not so important that it can’t wait for morning,” he said with a shake of his head.  “Kell, how did Jenny get this to you?”


“Using crypto and with Olivia purging it off every mail server after I got it,” he replied.


“Good crypto?”


“Liberty Six, chief.”


He gave a little sigh and nodded.  “Alright, so we won’t have to make sure no wannabe hacker yahoo with a mail server sniffer program got his hands on it,” he said with relief.


“The Hunters are definitely good, I have no doubt Olivia got it all,” Jirran nodded.


“Alright, we’ll have to find out who else knows about this.  Definitely the Americans, and most likely their allies,” Ferroth postulated.  “And anyone with spies inside the CIA high enough up to get their hands on it.  And odds are the Chinese know they’ve been compromised.”


“Jenny told me before sending this that they found the mole and removed it,” Kell told him.  “Unless they have another mole, that’s not a given.”


“We’ll have to keep an eye out and make sure.  If the Chinese know they’ve been compromised, it might make them do something crazy, say like nuke us to prevent someone else from getting their hands on the ingredients for this formula,” he said, pointing at his tablet.


“Where is the council at on discussing magical defense against nuclear weapons?” Kintel asked.  “I know they were debating the issue.”


“Right now, still debating, but it might be a good idea for them to debate faster,” Ferroth replied.  “But we’d better find out who else knows about this, so we can keep an extra-close eye on them.”


“Hate to say it, but the council might use this as another reason to keep us earth dragons way the hell away from everyone else,” Kammi grunted.  “As in suspend field missions.  They wouldn’t want to risk any agency out there getting their hands on our blood.”

“They’d be smart to do so,” Ferroth said soberly.  “And we’d better face the idea that they won’t let the earth dragons go to Imakaii.  It just presents too much of an opportunity.”


“That’s true,” Kintel agreed.


“Huh,” Girk sounded, then he looked up at the others.  “Prisma, here’s a dumb question.  Can this oil or whatever it is work on us?  On other dragons, I mean?”


Prisma’s eyes widened just a little.  “I don’t see why it would not,” she replied with sudden enthusiasm.  “Going on my general education in magic, I see no reason why it would not work for us the same as it would for the humans.  I’ll bring that up with the most wise when I present this to them in the morning.  If we can adapt this formula for our own use, it would give the fire dragons an earth dragon’s defenses if we enter battle with the humans.”


“Well, that might be handy,” Ferroth nodded.  “And given that the dragons know what it means to magic if they try to drain us of all our blood for the formula, we don’t have to worry about them going crazy with the idea.”


“Certainly not, chief,” Prisma nodded.  “Some might object to the idea of taking blood from an earth dragon to make the oil, for fear that it would weaken magic in some manner.”

“Alright then.  I want everyone to spend the rest of tonight studying this intel, and write up reports for the morning,” Ferroth said.  “Think of every angle, ask any question you can, no matter how stupid it might sound.  Everyone be in the office an hour before sunrise so we can have a meeting and discuss the reports.  Kintel will combine them and our meeting into a master report I’ll give to the council later in the morning.  Prisma, I want you to give that formula to the sages first thing tomorrow, and give them your report, since you’ll be approaching it from a magical angle.  Any question you think up, you write down and pose to the sages. We need to know everything we can about this formula, including how we might be able to use it,” he said, and she nodded soberly.  “Kell, copy all the data to the high security cloud server.”

“Sure thing, chief,” Kell said, looking down and tapping at his tablet to do just that.

“Snce Jenny got that to you, call her back and talk to her, find out what the Hunters know about it,” he continued.  “I need to take what we have to Geon and Anthra right away, so they have some advance warning.”

“So that’s why we’re breaking before we go through everything,” Kintel mused.


Ferroth nodded.  “Prisma, with me, so you’re there to answer any questions the council members might have.  The rest of you, get it done,” he ordered, and he turned towards the doorway.


They all filed out to either go down to the city or back home, but Kell and Kammi went straight to the workshop.  “I’ll start reading through this, you call Jenny,” she offered.


“Sounds like a plan,” Kell replied as he sat on the base of his tail in front of his computer.


Jenny picked up the voice chat almost immediately.  The background was that of the apartment she lived in over at Imakaii, with Greg moving behind her with Davie in his arms.  “You called back sooner than I expected,” she said seriously.  “You go through that?”

“Me and the field agents,” he answered.  “How did you get it?”


“They have rules about taking wifi-enabled tablets into CIA headquarters for a reason,” she replied with a grim kind of smile.


“Clever girl.  I take it they know what’s in those files?”


She nodded.  “So does the President. He’s already made it clear that anyone that lays a hand on an earth dragon will get shot for treason on the spot,” she relayed.  “And he said if he finds a single armor-piercing round anywhere on Imakaii, heads will roll.”


“Well, that’s something of a relief,” Kell grunted.


“His wife is tied up with us, with you, so he’s far more worried about Julia than what the government might get out of that data,” she told him.  “Anything we do to you might end up getting Julia killed.  I don’t think he’s willing to risk that.”


Kell hadn’t considered that angle, but it did make some sense.  Julia was intimately involved in the magic program, and she was in a place where the dragons could get at her quickly and easily if it came down to it.  Hinado could be at Imakaii inside an hour, and strike with complete surprise.  To protect his wife, Walker was making it very plain very quickly that the dragons weren’t to be harassed.


“I know you read Mandarin, Kell.  Was there anything more in the originals than what we got out of the translation?”


He shook his head.  “Whoever translated it for you did a very good job,” he replied.  “They even managed to accurately translate the original text, which looks at least a thousand years old.  Mandarin hasn’t changed much over the millennia, but it did change a little, enough to need special training to read old Mandarin.  Mainly with the shape of the pictoforms, some of them have changed a little over the centuries.”


“Like Latin,” Jenny mused.


“Pretty much, yes,” he agreed.  “Mandarin needed to be unchanging over the years because of what they used it for.  They needed that continuity with so many languages within the Chinese empire and its sheer size.  If it changed too much in one region, they wouldn’t be able to use it to talk to others.  So the bureaucracy took great pains to make sure that Mandarin changed as little as possible.”


“Well, there’s my history lesson for today,” Jenny chuckled.  “What’s the initial reaction?”


“Not much of one yet, but not all that good,” he replied honestly.  “Mainly paranoia.  We haven’t taken it to the council yet, so the initial reaction is from the department.  Chief thinks they won’t allow us to come to Imakaii for the conference.  They may not even allow Anthra and Geon to go, and they’re on the council.”


“I wouldn’t entirely blame them if they did,” she agreed.  “I can almost imagine the guys over in the Pentagon drooling over the idea of having an entire regiment of Captain Americas.”

“That’s what the Chinese were planning.  Did the Pentagon get the plans?”


“Oh yeah, and from what I heard, they’re going to devise a counter-strategy in case it happens, including them somehow getting the formula.  I think they’re even going to warn Iran about the plan, so they can fortify their eastern borders.  I wouldn’t be surprised if they pull the chemical weapons out of storage.”


“We were discussing that very possibility earlier,” Kell nodded.


“So it’s real?”


“We’re not sure.  Prisma’s going to take it to the sages tomorrow and find out, but we’re going to assume it’s real until it’s proved that it’s not.  Excuse us if we don’t tell you if it’s real or not.”


“Amen.  Don’t say a word,” she agreed vehemently.  “I have to say, it’s fairly clever, what they were trying to do.”


“The Chinese are many things Jenny, but they’re not stupid,” he said soberly.  “And it makes a lot of sense.  They’ve been almost strapped for oil for the last twenty years, since their domestic production capacity can’t meet the demand, their demand drove up global oil prices, and it’s a hell of a lot cheaper to conquer oil-producing areas than it is to buy it, at least in the long run.”

“It’s the World War three scenario,” Jenny sighed.  “What the boys over in the war games department say will eventually happen when the world reaches a critical point in oil consumption.  When supply can no longer meet demand, eventually some nation is going to try to take it by force.  It looks like the Chinese weren’t going to wait for the tipping point, and were going to move first and take the entire world by surprise.  I think they’d have managed to get to Turkey if they tried it, but I’m not sure if they could hold it.”


“And that’s what the formula would be for, to make sure they hold it,” Kell surmised.  “They wouldn’t have been slowed down very much by Pakistan and Afghanistan, that’s for sure.  It would have hinged on how well the Iranians prepared to meet them.”


“You’d think they’d avoid Pakistan.”


“The Chinese have a lot of agents in Pakistan, Jenny.  They know exactly where every Pakistani nuke is, and they’d have been taken out in the first day of the surprise attack.  That would let them simply march in and overwhelm the Pakistani army with superior numbers, and you know India would take advantage of it and invade the Kashmir region.  The Chinese wouldn’t be interested in conquering the entire country, they’d just need to hold enough territory through the southern half of the country to move their troops and maintain their supply lines.  And since that would cut off Kashmir from the rest of Pakistan, the Indians would just move in and take it.”


“Probably,” she agreed.  “So, the conference is still on, but you may not be here?”

“Right now, I have no idea,” he replied.  “Like I said, we haven’t taken this to the council yet, and they’ll have to make the decision.  But I’m sure the conference will go on.  Oh, and so you know, we’ve finished your talismans.  We were going to bring them to you.”


“Well, that’s good news.  What does mine look like?”


“You’ll find out when you open the box.”


She gave him an annoyed smile.  “Bastard.”


“I have to keep you honest, Jenny, and you know how hard that is.”


“It’s how women keep men under control,” she said lightly.


“Oh, is that so?” Greg’s voice called faintly from the background, which made Jenny laugh.


“I think this is a good time to let Greg beat you into submission,” Kell said dryly, which made both Jenny and Kammi burst out laughing.  “We have a lot of work to do tonight.”

“I’m the one with the gun around here, Kell,” Jenny winked.  “Call me back tomorrow when you know more.  I do love knowing what’s going on an hour before anyone else,” she grinned.


“Sure thing.  Later, friend.”


“Be well,” she said in draconic, then she cut the connection.


Well, that was at least one small favor.  Walker wasn’t going to act on what they’d found out, at least not openly and not yet, because he was personally involved.  After all, both he and his wife were going to be taking magical training from the dragons, who would take a very dim view of them trying to abduct an earth dragon to take his blood for that formula.  At least for now, it looked like they could trust the Americans…or they would after the department did some digging to make sure they weren’t feeding Jenny false info, since they knew she passed it on to Kell.


The bigger question was how the council was going to react. Kell wasn’t sure what they were going to do, especially since this ancient Shao Kai formula involved using earth dragon blood…and the council was way too protective at the moment.  Ever since they found out that earth dragons were the source of their magic, they’d done much what Prisma predicted, completely flipped over from their prior position.  There was a very good chance that the council wouldn’t allow any earth dragon off the island, not anytime soon, to protect them from possible human governments trying to capture them for their blood.


Prisma had told him about the old legends, and how they were based in fact.  Achilles was the best known old legend about earth dragon blood, which had changed over the centuries to become him being dunked in the river Styx. In reality, there was an Achilles, who had used earth dragon blood to make him invulnerable to metal weaponry.  Exactly how he got earth dragon blood wasn’t known, not even to Prisma’s histories, but the history did say that he had somehow procured a large amount of earth dragon blood, which back then was probably the rarest substance in the world.  But he wasn’t killed by a poisoned blade hitting him in the heel as in the story, he had actually been killed by a common footsoldier wielding a broken spear whose broken end formed a sharp point.  Earth dragons could be harmed by wood, at least theoretically, but the reality was that their scales and hides were too thick for wood to penetrate unless it was shot out of a cannon.  Human skin wasn’t nearly as tough as earth dragon hide, so Achilles had been killed by a man using the crudest of weapons, a broken spear.


And now, he knew that military leaders in both China and America were dreaming of an army of Achilles, men that couldn’t be hurt by bullets, who would have a very strong resistance to fire, able to survive the shockwaves generated by about anything smaller than a 500 pound bomb.  Men like that could storm through almost any defense like living tanks, and only the most extreme measures would stop them.


This was certainly going to complicate things.
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Kell and Kammi waited with the other field agents in the common office holding the field agent support team as the council had first met out in the large open gallery on the ground floor area, underneath the high rise, then they’d moved to the aerie about three hours ago after receiving Ferroth’s report.  The support team was a group of ten earth drakes that did some of the research and other work for the field agents, helped them prepare for their missions, and so forth, who was led by Kintel.  The entire department was a beehive of activity, because most everyone knew about the Chinese data.  It was all about anyone in the department could talk about.


The council had been in session for about six hours, and Kell figured that Ferroth had told them everything and they were now discussing the matter up on the aerie.  All of them had produced detailed reports, their impression of the data they analyzed, then they read each others’ reports and discussed the conclusions that each of them had reached about what they learned.  All of them agreed that they had to take this information very, very seriously, and that it put the earth dragons in danger from the humans for an entirely new reason.  Before, it was the fear of some old billionaire finding out an earth dragon might make them young again, but now it was because their blood could be used to make a topical oil that would give the humans that used it their quasi-magical defenses.  They all agreed that they had to be very careful around the Americans, and they all reluctantly agreed that until they got everything sorted out and made sure that what they’d learned didn’t go any further than the Americans, not a single earth dragon should leave the island.  It meant no trip to see Jenny, no trip to Imakaii, not even for Geon and Anthra.  They all more or less agreed to that because they knew that the council would make that decision anyway, so may as well accept it early.


They were all still working on the problem.  The department was now in containment mode, making sure that that Shao Kai formula didn’t go any further.  They’d made sure that it didn’t exist anywhere on the internet, and they set up a series of sniffers and spiders that would detect it and move to squash it if it did show up.  It was highly unlikely that would come to pass, given how paranoid the CIA was, but the Pentagon also had their hands on it, and sometimes they weren’t as careful.  They didn’t want that information going anywhere else…it was bad enough that two major nations had their hands on it, nations with tons of resources, they didn’t need every nation with dreams of conquest finding out that earth dragon blood could make their soldiers almost impossible to kill with conventional weaponry.

On the magical side, they still had no word from Prisma.  She was up on the aerie with six chromatic sages, so they didn’t know what she’d managed to find out so far.


Everyone stopped and turned when Ferroth came into the room.  He didn’t look more unhappy than usual, which was a good sign.  “Gaia’s grace, finally!” Kammi blurted.  “What news, chief?”


“Interesting news,” he replied.  “The council did what we figured.  They won’t even let Geon and Anthra off the island for now.  But, since they’re on the council and they need to be there for the conference, they’ve decided to move the conference here,” he declared, which elicited a few gasps from the room.  “The Hunters, Walker and his wife, and Kent will be invited to the island.  We’re not sure that the President will accept.  If he doesn’t, we’ll set up a video conference system for him.”

“That’s really surprising, since any human they bring here can’t be affected by the cloaking magic,” Kell noted.


“That’s why the guest list is seventeen people.  No Secret Service, no guards.  Only the magicians that intend to train.  The council feels that we can afford them a little trust, and that’s the reason why we doubt the Walker will accept.  So I want a secure portable conference package set up,” he ordered.  “We’re also going to build them some shelter.  Basic housing, a series of rooms up on the platform where the old department building stood, where the sky dragons can easily keep an eye on them.  Since there’s no ramp anymore, they’re not even getting off that platform without help,” Ferroth chuckled.  “They’ve already sent the orders down to Jukra, and I’m having Pikan draw up the plans.  She knows what humans will need in the rooms.  It’s going to be fairly basic, but they’ll only be here for three days.”


“How are they getting down here?” Trekka asked.


“They’ll allow an aircraft carrier to come within twenty kilometers of the island, and sky dragons will carry them the rest of the way,” he answered.  “The Navy has passenger planes capable of making carrier landings, so they shouldn’t have any problems getting down here.  Since we’ll have the Hunters here, I want you whelps to help the admins go over the network.  I don’t want any of them finding a way to hack in, so we’re going over our security with a hunter’s eye,” he declared.  “Kintel, put the team on it.”

“Yes, chief.”


Prisma came into the chamber, almost trotting, and came up to Ferroth.  “The sages have news, chief,” she told him.  “The formula is viable.  It actually impresses them mightily,” she said absently.  “It will require a magical hand to craft, as I suspected.  As to your query, they are not absolutely sure if it would work on another dragon, but they suspect that it will.  They will know more upon further study.”

“Put everything they told you in a report and send it to me as soon as you can,” he ordered.


“As you might expect, they wish to test the formula and it’s potential use on other dragons by making it.  They have all the other ingredients, but they will require a small amount of earth dragon blood.  No more than a few drops,” she added.  “They ask for a volunteer to provide the sample, whom I will take back to the Library of Eternity.”


“I’ll do it,” Girk declared.


Prisma nodded to him.  “Then by your leave, chief, Girk and I shall attend the matter and return quickly.”


“Go ahead,” he ordered.  “But don’t dawdle, Girk.  We have a lot of work to do.”


“I’ll be back as soon as they’re done, chief,” he assured them, then the two of them hurried out.


“Alright, let’s get it done, whelps,” Ferroth barked.  “Kintel, you draw up an inspection plan and hand out the assignments.  I want every aspect of the intranet checked over and reinforced.  Wireless, hardware, fiber, software, computers.  I want plans drawn up for physical security at external sites where the humans might gain access to the network.  These are the Hunters, whelps, they know nearly as many tricks as we do when it comes to hacking into networks.”

“I’ll take care of it, chief.”


“Good.  I have to get back to the aerie, they want me there in case they have questions,” he told them.  “Work hard, work well,” he declared, then he turned and scurried out of the room.


“You heard the chief,” Kintel called.  “I want the support team in my office while the field agents finish what they’re doing.  Someone find Irago and get him in here, we’ll need him to get in touch with the fire dragons about securing the remote sites,” he added, then he turned and padded towards his office with the ten support drakes following.

“I’ll go get Irago,” Jirran volunteered, then he bounded from the room.


“You think Walker will go for it, intended?” Kammi asked curiously, looking over at him as they returned to the terminals they were using.


“I’m not sure.  He’d probably love to come here, but his security may not let him.  Guess it’ll come down to how much they control him,” he chuckled.  “I’m just surprised they’re bringing the humans here.”


“I think it’s a good idea,” Kammi said.  “They’re on our turf if they come here, where we have control of everything.  That lets Anthra and Geon be there for the conference and still protect them from the vampires,” she said with sarcasm dripping from her voice.  “Besides, letting all the dragons see more humans might be a good thing.”


“That’s true enough,” Kell mused.  “And Jenny will get to visit my parents and the pod.”


“Yeah, they’ll love that,” Kammi nodded.  “I wonder if she’s bringing Davie.”


“He’s part of the invite list, so most likely,” Kell replied.  “It’ll be interesting to see how Greg handles it,” he laughed.

“How all of them handle it,” Trekka piped in.  “This will be the first time they’ve come to us, all of them but Jenny.  It will be way out of their comfort zone.”


“I’m fairly sure they’ll handle it,” Kell said easily.


Jirran returned with Irago, who nodded in silent greeting as he passed through the main office and into Kintel’s office.  So far, Irago had impressed almost everyone in the department, and Kell was fairly sure he was going to make it.  He was quiet, but he was smart, he was motivated, and he was steady.  “You know, I just thought of something,” Jirran said with a sly look as he returned to his terminal.


“What?” Kammi asked.


“We’ll have Price here, where we can easily separate him from the others,” he said in a lilting voice.


All three of them burst out laughing.  “We could make his visit here memorable,” Kammi agreed with an eager grin.


“We’ll be too busy to play with Price,” Kell chuckled.  “No doubt chief will have us all riding jockey over the intranet making sure none of them manage to find a way in.”


“Let a girl dream, will ya?” Kammi protested.
