Chapter 22

15 September 2017, 06:12 DMT; South Hill Village

It was quite a sight.

Kell stood on the low cliff overlooking the ocean along the relatively straight and even west coast of South Hill Village, looking down at nearly the entirety of the water dragon race.  There were some 1,892 water dragons down there, staged and ready to depart for the mission, all of them looking up at Kell, the council, Ferroth, Irago, Kammi, Keth and Kanna, Prisma, two of the chromatic sages, and twenty sky drakes and four sky wyrms.  Kell was executing final checks on the gear he was taking, mainly a satcom system for communicating with the island that could handle getting wet, a tablet in a waterproof case, GPS equipment, a transceiver he’d set up to pick up Chinese ship to ship communications, and some odds and ends he thought might be useful.  The council was addressing the assembled dragons, Jussa giving a speech about how important this mission was, how safety was paramount, and he stressed more than five times that Kell was the dragon in charge of the mission, despite his young age, despite the fact that he was an earth dragon.  Kell was the department drake that was mainly responsible for China, and that gave him more experience with their enemy than any dragon on the island.  He spoke their language, he had conducted multiple missions in their country, he knew their ships and their tactics, he knew them better than anyone else.


It was a full day later than they expected to depart, but that was because of the Chinese.  They had delayed their departure for a day because one of their carriers had a mechanical problem, but they were under way the next day.  They were currently north of Indonesia’s westernmost islands in the archipelago, and they were steaming eastward at about 14 knots.  That was very slow, but they had some very slow ships in their armada.  And they were not going to make this attack easy, because they’d placed the Celestial Arrow missile system they were bringing on their newest aircraft carrier, which was nuclear.  They’d put the system that they had to sink on the one ship that the council didn’t want him to sink.  The council had debated the issue for nearly five days, and then decided that the safety of the island was far more critical than starting a complete war with the Chinese.


Kell had very specific orders about that carrier.  It would be sunk, and it would be attacked first, allowing it to sink while they continued the attack.  They would so heavily damage the ship that it had no chance of staying afloat, and Kell and Surral would be among those attending to that personally.  Surral would drag Kell down the length of the ship as Kell’s claws ripped gashes from bow to stern, and with seven other water wyrms slicing the hull along with him with their own magic, then do it again on the other side.  That kind of damage would make it absolutely impossible for the sailors to keep the ship afloat, even a ship with as advanced a damage control system as a carrier…not with every compartment of its interior breached on multiple decks.  With damage that extensive, Kell estimated that the carrier would sink within 30 minutes, and for those entire 30 minutes, a small group of sky dragons would be hammering the ship with high winds to make it rock violently, making it impossible for anyone to offload those nuclear weapons.  The sky dragons would also strike their antenna mast with lightning generated out of the thunderclouds, which was far more powerful than their breath weapon, to fry their antennas and most of the components and equipment connected to it, such as their primary radios, to make it extremely hard for them to communicate.  After it sunk, the water dragons deep below would ensure the ship didn’t shatter on impact with the bottom, bringing it down gently, to prevent its nuclear reactor from rupturing.


Kell had rallied very hard with the council for the right to salvage that ship.  It had so much usable steel and equipment on it, and they couldn’t just leave those nuclear weapons in the water.  They weren’t designed to withstand prolonged exposure to saltwater the way the reactors were, and they might contaminate the entire area with radiation.  So, after nearly three hours of explaining, persuading, cajoling, nearly begging, Kell had managed to convince the council to let the water dragons pull that ship back to the island.  When they did so, since it would be far too big to beach and thus wouldn’t be part of the magical protections of the island, it would stay submerged to hide it from possible satellite imagery and be chopped up into manageable pieces while laying off the north coast.  The department would extract the reactor’s fuel rods with the help of the water dragons and dispose of them the only way it would be safe to do so, and the nuclear weapons would be disarmed and disposed of along with the fuel rods.

Jukra already had a team digging a shaft on the tiny island to the west past the Scarred Rock, which was barely more than a small extinct volcano, and it would go so far down into the earth that it would nearly put the nuclear material in the mantle. They’d bury the fuel rods and disabled nuclear weapons in that shaft, and fill it in and seal it with their own breath weapons at set intervals to form hard barriers, which would bury the disabled nuclear weapons and fuel rods under nearly ten kilometers of rock.  That deep, even if they suffered some kind of meltdown, it would cause no problem.  The heat would make the superheated material melt through the rock and sink into the mantle, and the molten rock the heat formed would cap the shaft once it cooled.  They just had to make sure not a single drop of water ended up in that shaft, to prevent pressure buildup, something Jukra could easily do.

Sinking that ship, that…was going to make the aftermath very messy.  That carrier was considered the flagship of the Chinese Navy, named the Mao Tse Tung in honor of China’s first communist leader, and it was only four months old, almost fresh off the docks.  It wasn’t as large as an American supercarrier, but it was pretty damned big, it was nuclear, and it primarily carried Russian-built SU-27 fighters, which were admittedly very impressive machines.  Intelligence told them that they had 38 fighters on board along with surveillance planes.  But the problem Kell could see was that by sinking that carrier, the pride of the Chinese fleet, it might provoke an all-out war if the Chinese figured out that the dragons had attacked them…and they wouldn’t be that dense, not with all the damage done and the fact that they’d been outed.  The Chinese might even launch a few nukes at the island in retaliation, carrying out the ultimate orders the admirals and generals had been given before departing:  if we do not control the dragons, then no one controls the dragons.

Needless to say, the department had its claws deep in the Chinese nuclear missile system, but not even they could prevent a launch.  The Chinese were actually smart in that it required manual controls to launch the missiles, and the actual launch systems themselves and programmed guidance were cold systems, in no way connected to the internet, and thus were unhackable.  They couldn’t stop a launch, but what they could do is be ready for the eventuality.  It would only take one missile to obliterate the island, so there was a sky dragon lurking over every nuclear missile site in China, and there was a sky dragon following every one of their mobile ICBM missile systems.  If they launched any missiles, the sky dragon in the area would intercept it and destroy it.  Kell had already trained them how to do it, for Chinese missile guidance systems were vulnerable to an EMP pulse once they were airborne, and a sky dragon could produce an EMP pulse just by modulating their lightning the right way.  A sky dragon could fry the missile’s guidance and blow out its onboard computer, which would make it crash.


The whole world knew what the Chinese were doing, however.  Yesterday, the department released an exceptionally detailed list of what the Chinese were sending towards the island, what their mission was, the fact they were sending nuclear weapons with them, and revealing their orders to take the island or destroy it to deny it to anyone else to every nation on the planet and every major media institution.  The world was reacting with outrage, but the Chinese did not care.  Them being outed only made them much more determined, and they doubled down by announcing a new round of punishing sanctions against the United States.  Walker hadn’t made an official statement about what he was going to do yet, but Jenny told him that Walker was going to have the Senate revoke China’s most-favored trade status and hammer them with a complete ban of all Chinese imports—something he could do without Congressional authority via executive order—and to lobby Congress for a resolution for every American company to close all of their facilities in China or face crippling fines and sanctions.  The Chinese economy was large, but it was vulnerable to something like that because it was almost completely dependent on exports for its well being.  If they lost the lucrative export business with America and other large markets, their economy would crash in a matter of weeks.

China did have a lot to lose if they decided to push it to the limit, but on the other paw, their leaders hadn’t shown much rationality in this situation.  There was something on the island they wanted so badly they were willing to risk war to get it.


The hope was, however, that after the dragons took out their invading armada, they’d realize that they had too much to lose, not just in economic matters, but also in military assets.  They would surely realize that trying to invade the island was just too costly.


And those water dragons down there were a Navy unto themselves.  Only 90 would be engaging in the actual attack on the Chinese, while the rest would stay very deep, far deeper than any depth charge or torpedo could reach, and would be there to capture the sunken ships as they came down and magically seal them so they wouldn’t break apart or rupture, protect the food and equipment inside from the seawater, put them on the bottom—which was 520 meters down where Kell intended to attack, far too deep for the Chinese to easily salvage any of the ships quickly—and then haul them back to the island.  It had taken hundreds of water dragons to raise the Appomattox, but that was out of an abundance of caution due to the grave risk the sunken and damaged sub posed should something go wrong.  It would take about 100 water dragons working together to move an oiler, mainly because the diesel fuel inside was more buoyant than water and thus easier for the water dragons to move, and about 200 to move one of the large supply ships.  It would take some 600 water dragons to move the Mao Tse Tung, and that was what they had to move first due to the nuclear weapons  They’d simply park them on a narrow plateau on the edge of the Indonesian shelf, a wide relatively flat area about halfway up the gigantic cliff where the Indonesian plateau dove down into the abyssal plain, then haul them back to the island in groups.

. The method the water dragons would use to sink the ships was quite simple, and would vary depending on the ship.  For the oilers, since they could do no major damage to the ships or risk a diesel spill, the water dragons would drag them under.  The surface conditions would be windy, rainy, and with high waves, so the water dragons would drag the ship under the waterline by affecting the water around the ships and inside the ballast tanks, forming exaggerated depressions in the surface into which the ships would fall, then ram out every door and porthole above the hull to flood the interiors.  It was almost akin to some animal falling into a pit.  They assured him that 60 water dragons working in unison could scuttle an oiler, because once the entire ship was under the waterline, the water would collapse in on the ship and blow out almost every window and door, which would then doom the ship.  They only had to keep it under until enough water got into the ship to rob it of its buoyancy, which would not take long.  Once the ship was pulled under the waterline, it was doomed.  They would drag under the oilers one at a time, then let them sink on their own.  The water dragons deeper down would catch them using their combined magic, set them on the bottom so they didn’t break up or rupture, and magically seal them.  The freighters, well, that was much easier.  A single water dragon could sink one of those, using the same tactic Kell was going to use, by slicing a series of gashes below the waterline of the hull from bow to stern on at least two decks.  They’d have four water dragons do that, slicing a set of gashes down each side so the ships wouldn’t capsize and destroy or ruin what was in them, and also would let them sink faster.

And while they were doing that, the 20 water dragons trained to disable ships would be doing their job.  Their first and primary target was the other carrier, the Cheng Lao Xu, and once it was dead in the water, the water dragons would then split up in a pre-determined pattern and snap the rudders and propellers off every other Navy ship.  The 14 submarines with the fleet would be ignored unless they moved to threaten the operation, since there was absolutely nothing they could do; they relied utterly on sonar, and water dragons didn’t show up on sonar when they didn’t want to, thanks to a simple spell that both hid them from sonar and masked their own sonar so human sonar couldn’t lock in on their position.  After disabling the Navy ships, they’d drag them away from the transports and freighters in a wide circle, making it impossible for any disabled ship to protect the ships inside the ring.  Once that was done, they’d disable the troop transports Kell had marked, then they’d pull out and leave the Chinese to stew over it.  Kell had calculated it so the ships that weren’t damaged would have just enough towing ability to tow the other ships back to the nearest port, which would be in Indonesia.  They could anchor there until Chinese tugs arrived to haul them back to Chinese ports for repair.

When they left, the Chinese would have no refueling oilers, no freighters carrying their food and equipment, a sunken carrier holding their nuclear weapons, a crippled aircraft carrier, and 121 disabled ships carrying some 55,000 troops.  At that point, the Chinese would have virtually no choice but to turn around…that or forge onward with transports carrying 45,000 or so troops that would have no food or equipment.


And if they did that, Kell had orders to sink any ship that did not turn around, no matter how many human lives it cost.


Kell packed the last of his gear in his two waterproof shoulder satchels, making sure they were sealed properly, then he tuned back in just as Jussa finished his speech to the water and sky dragons.  Chromatics, sky dragons, earth dragons, and fire dragons were in the air and on the ground around the council, watching on in quiet attendance.  They had their own jobs to do while the water dragons were off to war.  The sky dragons and chromatics were preparing to cast the cloaking spells to hide the island again, this time with a few water wyrms adding a few protective wards to help enhance the island’s invisibility against modern forms of detection and surveillance, and the fire dragons were both helping repair the farms and also preparing for the eventuality that the attack on the armada failed.  If the Chinese threatened the island, the fire dragons would attack them, and they had to prepare for it.  The earth dragons were hurrying to finish repairing the farms, having repaired some 85% of them thanks to the magic of the chromatics and the manual labor provided by sky and fire dragons.  And that was a good thing, since the sky dragon sages predicted that the rains would begin in just a couple of days.


Jussa finished his speech, then turned to Kell.  “Are you ready, Kell?” he asked simply.


“I have everything I need and it’s all working, so I’m ready,” he replied, then he wheezed a bit when Kammi slammed into his side, nuzzling him hard.


“Be careful out there, intended,” she said with quiet intensity, which was not like her at all…she sounded worried.


“I’ll probably be the safest dragon in the host,” he replied as he shared a nuzzle with his parents.


“Don’t take any unnecessary risks, youngling,” Keth warned.  “Stay close to Surral and keep your safety always in the forefront.”


“You had better come back unhurt, my youngling,” Kanna said with almost desperation in her voice, clinging a little to him.  Since she was bigger than he was, that made it easy for her.  “No crazy stunts!”


“I’ll be too busy making sure the others are executing the plan to do anything crazy, mother,” he protested mildly.

Prisma advanced and held out a small brass ring.  “This was made by the sages last night,” she said, then she advanced on him.  She slid it down his horn, almost down to the base, where it seemed to clamp down on his crystal horn.  “With this, you can hear magical messages sent to the device, and also send them.  Simply tap the ring with a claw and speak the name of the dragon you need to speak with, and it will send a magical message.”


“Cleverly made,” Jussa said with honest respect in his voice.  “It works the same as the standard spell of sending?”


She nodded.  “It is simply a modified version of the spell locked to the ring,” she answered.  “It should last nearly a week until the spell fails, Kell.  This is not a permanent device.  But that should be more than long enough.”


“I think it will be.  I take it like most temporary items, the more I use it, the faster it depletes?” Kell asked.


She nodded.  “So use it wisely,” she affirmed.  “There is some debate among the sages about how long it will last, however.  This is as much an experiment as it is a useful device.”


“Earth dragon aura?” Essan asked.


Prisma nodded again.  “Yes, esteemed council member.  Several sages speculate that Kell’s aura will extend the life of the device when it’s directly touching him, drawing power directly from him.  I am to bring it back to them upon his return for them to study.”


“I will be most interested in their findings,” Essan said.


“Time grows short,” Hirrag boomed.  “The water dragons must be away.”


Kell nodded.  “If the attack fails, I’ll get it back to you as fast as possible, esteemed council member.  The department can give you all the information about the Chinese we have.”


“They already are,” Hirrag said, looking to Ferroth.  “The fangs and claws of the island will understand the nature of the enemy, should they make it to our shores.  We will be ready.”

“As will we,” Faralla agreed.  “We have plans in place to make trying to land on the island as hard as possible, when their ships face the full wrath of the weather that only the sky dragons can create,” he declared.


“I have no doubt,” Kell said, then he turned and looked back.  “Ready, Irago?”


He moved over from his council members and hovered directly beside him.  “Ready.”


“Then let’s do this.”


“Gaia watch over you, Kell of the Earth Drakes,” Jussa intoned sonorously.


“Gaia watch over us all, esteemed council member,” Kell returned, then he started bounding towards the edge.  The fire dragons gave an ear-shattering roar just as Kell jumped off the edge and opened his wings with Irago flitting beside him, gliding down towards the water.  He tucked his wings and dove in, the water dragons making room for him, then they allowed him to swim out to the edge of their gathered host before they turned to follow, giving him the right to lead the dragons away from the island.   Shii and Surral took up positions on his flanks, and Ralla was directly behind them.  Sella, unfortunately for her, was one of the water dragons chosen to remain behind to care for the hatchlings and young, one of some 70 young females tasked to babysit the young of all the pods.  Sella was not happy about it, but a water dragon had to be the one looking after the young of the other water dragons.  They’d gathered all the young in the somewhat large bay that formed the eastern coast of South Hill Village, forming the peninsula upon which it stood.


“It’s almost like a fishing expedition,” Surral said lightly as they swam to the west-northwest, along the planned route that would bring the dragons to the Chinese armada in about 41 hours, 


“We’ve never fished for this kind of prey before,” Ralla noted.  Kell had made sure that Ralla was not on the strike team.  He and Shii would be among those on the bottom setting the sunken ships down without them tearing apart.


“I’ll let you navigate, Patriarch,” Kell told him.


“Alright,” he said, nudging slightly into the lead as the flight of sky dragons hung lazily overhead, and a group of 10 of them lanced far ahead, vanishing in the distance.  Some would be flying recon around the host, which would submerge so they wouldn’t be visible on any satellite images, and the rest were going ahead of them to prepare the host’s planned rest point.  The first leg was to a tiny uninhabited rock about halfway to the attack point, where Kell and the sky dragons would have a chance to get some sleep, then they would lay up on another tiny island not far from where they intended to ambush the Chinese.  The attack itself would be at 2:30am, striking after the moon set.  Food and water weren’t a problem, because the water dragons could drink saltwater, the sky dragons could wring water out of the air, and the tail end of the formation of water dragons were carrying along enough fish to at least settle empty bellies for the host.  Nobody would be gorging, but dragons were capable of operating for long periods of time on reduced food.  “We’re on the line and past the first shelf, let’s submerge,” Surral called.


Kell nodded, took in a deep breath, then he dove down.  The hundreds and hundreds of water dragons followed suit in a wave of exposed tails.  He moved deeper and deeper, coming into view of the shelf of rock right around the edge of the island, an old plateau that had been drowned by the melting of the glaciers of the ice age, then it plunged out of sight when he went past its edge.  Surral created a breathing bubble around his head and he exhaled, then tested the newest refinements to the spell that Shii and Surral had created and taught to many other water dragons.  “Can you hear me?” he called.


Surral nodded—he wasn’t able to speak in return—but a glowing series of draconic letters appeared on the interior of the bubble, yet another Surral creation.  Your voice sounds a little strange, but I can understand, he wrote on the bubble with magic.


“Okay, that trick works too,” Kell told him.  “You have contact with the sky dragons?”


Yes, the sending spell doesn’t require speech the way we do it.  The sky dragons use a similar version, since it’s very hard for them to speak high up and flying fast.  Kassa is the wyrm responsible for keeping the sky dragons informed.  They can’t see us this deep, so they’re tracking us with magic.  He pointed past Kell, where one of the largest of the water wyrms was swimming just beside him, a huge male nearly the size of Sessara.

“Okay.  Let’s get the aura current going.  Kassa, let the sky dragons know we’re about to speed way up.”

Kassa nodded.


We’re forming it now, Surral told him.


Kell felt the aura current form, and once it had firm hold of him, he eased his swimming to conserve energy.  Since they’d formed the current deeper underwater and they didn’t have to worry about allowing Kell to breathe, and since they had so many water dragons to maintain it, they’d be traveling some 120 knots the entire way to their first stop.  It would be easy swimming, but Kell certainly wasn’t going to be bored.  He had a whole lot on his mind.

18 September 2017, 00:48 DMT-2; 156 nautical miles northeast of Jayapura, Indonesia

The island was barely more than a speck just barely poking out of the sea.

It was a coral atoll, barely 400 square meters in area and so low that it swamped at high tide, but it was just big enough for Kell and the 23 sky dragons with him that needed someplace solid to rest.  The tiny island was more or less by itself north and east of Jayapura, Indonesia, on the large island of New Guinea, part of which was the extreme eastern edge of Indonesia.  Kell sat near the crashing waves of the atoll studying a satellite image of the Chinese fleet as of 2100 local time, just before sunset with Kassa and Surral sitting beside him and Irago hovering just above them.  The fleet was in a defensive formation, the Navy ships forming a protective ring around the hundreds of both military and civilian ships with them.  Kell had kept track of them as they came south from Hong Kong on the west side of the Philippines, then turned east in the Sulu Sea.  They’d passed between the Philippines and Indonesia due east, and had turned more southerly after clearing the islands of Indonesia forming the eastern border of the Molucca Sea.

The sky dragons were quiet as they prepared for their part of this.  Creating a storm big enough to cover the entire fleet and make it violent enough to severely hamper the Chinese, but not so strong that it sank disabled ships, was going to be challenging for them.  Creating a powerful and highly violent storm was actually easier for them than creating a moderately powerful storm, one that they had to carefully control in both size and power.

He was waiting for a report.  Two sky drakes were watching the fleet, able to see it via its lights on this crystal clear early summer night, and keeping track of their air cover.  Like any smart fleet on its way to war, they had fighters up over the fleet flying CAP and two surveillance planes keeping an eye on the commercial freighters that were using the same shipping lane.  Underwater, they had 12 attack submarines banging away with active sonar in search of any possible lurking American subs.  He was far more concerned about those fighters.  The sky dragons would be too involved in making the storm to concentrate on those fighters, but the tradeoff there was that the sky dragons would be very, very hard to see in the darkness.  Standard heat-seeking missiles wouldn’t lock onto them, and sky dragons could use magic to reflect laser light to foil laser-guided missiles, not allowing the laser light to scatter and provide the missile with a means to find its target.  The sky dragons could blind those fighters using magic, using their sense-altering magic on the pilots to make them not see anything amiss, but that kind of magic didn’t last very long.  They’d have to attack all 10 planes in the air just before they created the storm.

A young water drake popped his head out of the water and climbed onto the rocky coral.  “The submarines have not broken their formation, Earth Drake Kell,” he reported.


“Did you cast those spells on them?”


He nodded.  “We can disable their sonar completely with a thought.  It will absorb all sounds trying to pass through the barrier.  It will blind their active sonar and prevent any sounds made from outside from getting through.”


“Good.  ELF radio?”

“It will block that as well.  The spell will also destroy the electronics of any torpedo they try to fire through it.”


“Excellent.  They’ll know they’re being attacked somehow, but with them blinded and unable to talk, it won’t do them any good,” he grunted.  “Did they survey the ship bottoms?”


He nodded.  “We know which are which.  They’ve been marked.”


“Are they still in the same formation?”


He shook his head.  “Two ships have changed places,” he said, coming over and looking at the image.  “This one and this one, they’ve swapped positions,” he relayed as he pointed at two freighters, both of which were targeted for sinking.


“Alright.”


One of the sky drakes returned, zooming down by homing in on the ghostly bioluminescence emanated by a few water dragons.  Like humans, as long as they had lighted landing areas and operated in an area where they couldn’t crash into anything lurking in the darkness, they could fly effectively at night.  The large female pulled into a hover just beside Irago, who had his night-sight device resting just in front of his horns, ready to be pulled down.  “The fleet continues at the same speed and direction, Earth Drake Kell,” she reported.  “It stays in the same formation, except for two ships.”


“The water dragons just told me,” he nodded.  “What about the planes?”


“The two surveillance planes circle at a distance of 39 draman from the fleet, at an altitude of 3,200 dram.  The fighters are in two flights of four, flying a diamond pattern at a distance of 49 draman at 8,100 dram and 61 draman at 10,012 dram opposite sides of the flight path.  They are patrolling to protect from a threat from without, not within.”

“At that distance, they won’t be able to get a visual on you,” Kell noted absently, also noting that the higher flight of fighters was almost into the commercial flight altitude layer.  “But those surveillance planes are really close.”


“That won’t be an issue, Earth Drake Kell,” one of the sky wyrms called.  “The first act of the flight will be to conceal us in a cloud.  They won’t see us anyway.”


“Radar?”


“The spell that hides us from radar doesn’t have to be actively maintained,” he answered.


“How high up will you be when you start making the storm?”


“We have to be around 2,000 dram, but we’ll increase our altitude as we form the storm.”


That was about 2100 meters, which was fairly low—draconic dram were only slightly longer than human meters, which made it easy to convert—but if they’d be covered by clouds, they’d evade visual contact.  “Alright.  If you think you can do it safely, flight leader Foyadi, I’ll leave it in your paws.  Just keep your dragons safe.”


He nodded solemnly.


Kell dug into his satchel and pulled out his special bluetooth for his Chinese military radio, then set it over his earhole and turned it on.  A sky dragon would be carrying that radio for him in the air so it could pick up all their ship to ship transmissions, and send it to his remote bluetooth via a form of site to site that would penetrate about 20 meters into the water.  The armada was too far away for him to hear their ship-to-ship transmissions yet, but they were close enough now for him to barely receive their air traffic control radios.  Chinese ships communicated with the mainland and their command via satellite…which the department had already hacked and was standing by to disable on his command to prevent the fleet from telling anyone what was going on.


“Alright, Kassa, Foyadi, bring in your lieutenants and we’ll have our last briefing before we engage,” he called.


About ten minutes later, Kell was addressing the assembled water and sky dragons as the rest of the water dragons looked on from the sea just beside them.  Foyadi produced magical images in the air that Kell had on his tablet for everyone to see that gave the dragons a graphical representation of the plan, from the initial strike on the aircraft carrier to their retreat lanes when the mission was complete.  He also went over the abort plan to make sure everyone knew what they had to do.  They’d all heard this plan dozens of times, but this final briefing was to make absolutely sure everyone knew what to do, and also to make any last-minute changes.  The only change he made was to reverse the sink order of the freighters since two of them had swapped position in the formation.  “The scout team has marked the hulls of the ships for us,” he instructed the water dragons offshore.  “So we sink them in order once we’ve disabled the Naval ships.  I want all of you to keep alert,” he said sternly.  “The Chinese are going to start shooting once they realize that it’s not just a bad storm, but an attack.  Expect small arms fire and explosives such as grenades tossed over the sides from the freighters, and heavier caliber weaponry, depth charges, and torpedoes from the Naval vessels, including the smaller Hu Sang torpedoes that will pose the most threat to you.  Pay close attention when you get near the destroyers, they’re the ones that will have the most anti-submarine weaponry, and thus pose the greatest threat.  Never approach a destroyer any way but from directly underneath, stay right under the hull while you’re there, and for Gaia’s sake, stay inside its flanks.  Remember that the Chinese still use the older style depth charges that don’t rely on proximity sonar or induction to explode, and they’ll start launching them over the sides as soon as the destroyer’s disabled.  All of you have been trained how to prevent them from exploding, but that doesn’t mean that you don’t treat them with extreme care.”

“What are we to do with overboard humans?” someone called.


“If they’re far from you, nothing,” he replied.  “And I hate to say this, but if you think one was close enough to see you, then you drown him,” he added.  “The Chinese cannot have concrete proof that we attacked them, and eyewitnesses can provide that.”


“How far would that be?” another called.


“Given it’ll be night and storming, don’t get within five dram of any overboard sailor, and use no bioluminescence or lighting during the attack, human eyes are very sensitive to light.  If you get closer than that, then you can’t let him get back on a ship.  He has to be drowned.  I know you find that highly distasteful, but the security of our island is far more important.  We can leave no evidence of who attacked the Chinese.  None.  That means that if you have to, you must drown any overboard sailor that may see you.  So save yourself the need for it and keep your distance from them.”


“That should be fairly easy, since we’ll be well under the surface,” Kassa called.  “Any human that goes that deep will most likely be doomed without our interference.”

“Any other questions?” Kell shouted.  When no dragon responded, he nodded.  “Very good.  Get ready, we leave in ten minutes.  Ten minutes,” he repeated.


“Organize into your teams,” Kassa boomed.  “Deep divers, go ahead and get into position.  Sing of your readiness when you’re there.”


“Sky dragons, we depart in ten minutes, make your final preparations,” Foyadi shouted as the vast majority of the water dragons submerged, rising up over Irago.  “Irago, remember your role in this attack most keenly.  The safety of the earth drake is in your paws.  If he needs you, you cannot fail.  Be ready at any time to extract him.”


“I will protect him, flight leader,” Irago said with a nod up at the much larger wyrm.


Kell reached up and tapped the bronze band around his horn.  “Esteemed council member Jussa.”


“I hear you, Kell.  Are you ready?”

“We’re preparing to leave from the island we used to rest to intercept the Chinese now.  We should make contact in about an hour, and begin our attack a half hour after that.  The attack itself should take about an hour to execute.  Is the department ready?”


“Prisma is there now.  Send her the message when it is time for them to strike.”

“It will be done, esteemed council member.  I’ll contact you again at the completion of the mission.”


“Gaia watch over you, Kell.  Be careful.”

“I will.  Until we speak again, Gaia embrace you.” He removed his claw from the band and looked at Surral.  “The department is ready and waiting.  Everyone check your spells one final time and make sure you’ll be invisible to sonar and radar!” Kell shouted.  “Could you check me, patriarch?”


“Your protective wards are in place, Kell,” he replied after looking at him closely.


“Remember, no external lights of any kind, either in the air or in the water!  Sky dragons, make sure you’re cloaked from thermo and keep yourself blended into the night, the Chinese have infrared cameras!  Keep a controlled air layer around you to hide your heat!  No unnecessary sounds when we get under way!”  He packed up his gear except for his tablet, which he strapped to his foreleg in its waterproof case, and used it to tune the radio Tiyano was carrying to Chinese ship to ship frequencies.


By the time he was done, it was time for them to get moving.  The sky dragons streaked into the night, quickly vanishing in the darkness as they shifted their scales to take on the exact color of the starlit sky.  Kell waded into the water and submerged, and Surral formed a breathing bubble around his head.  Kell tested his ability to reach into it to touch the magical messaging device without popping it, and nodded in satisfaction when he could do so.  He touched it once again and spoke.  “All lieutenants, report in,” he called.

“Carrier team ready.”


“Naval team ready.”


“Oiler team ready.”


“Freighter team ready.”

“Ship catchers en route.”


“Sky dragons en route.”


“I’m in position and ready,” Irago finished.

“Very good.  Let’s do this.  Ship attackers, move out,” he ordered, then he turned his body and snapped his wings, leaving the tiny island behind as he swam swiftly and steadily towards the location where they would intercept the Chinese fleet.


18 September 2017, 09:25 EDT; The White House

In his situation room, President Jack Walker sat at the head of his table and watched the monitors arrayed on the wall facing him.  Graphs and maps of the Pacific overlaid with American military assets shared space with a real time satellite image from their Air Force birds that had been parked over the area, six different satellite images being streamed to his situation room in real time.


The attack would begin anytime now.  The dragons hadn’t told them when or where they were going to do it, but they’d been keeping a very close eye on things since they told them what they were going to do.  They’d seen a huge number of water dragons leave the island three days ago, led by a small earth drake that Walker was positive was Kell, and they spotted them four more times over the three days.  The water dragons weren’t changing course to hide their destination, so his people were able to plot their course, to the point where they identified the two islands that the dragons used as rest stops, and now they’d left the island and headed northwest, which a graph showed would have them intercept the Chinese fleet.  They couldn’t see them now, they were all underwater, but Walker had no doubt that they were sitting underwater and they were waiting.


What they were most interested in was the crescent of clouds that had formed almost of their own volition, forming a U into which the Chinese ships were sailing.  The clouds were thickening, constricting, and once the Chinese fleet was inside its border, it began to close behind them like silent hunters encircling their prey.  This was weather magic, the magic of the sky dragons, and they wanted to see just how strong it could be.  They hadn’t known for sure that the sky dragons would do it, but Admiral Yates predicted that they would.  A storm would reduce visibility and provide cover for the attacking dragons, but it was also going to conceal the ships from the satellites and prevent them from seeing what the dragons did.

“You were right, Tom,” Walker said as he watched the clouds thicken and expand on an enhanced image.  There was no moon in the area, but the satellite had cameras so sensitive to light that they could see the ships far below using their own running lights.  The image couldn’t make out all the details on every ship, but they could see them well enough to make out their general shapes.  “What’s about to happen?”


“A whole lot of chaos for the Chinese,” Yates said, standing up and walking to the large monitor.  “This is the weather magic the sky dragons can do, it has to be.  This storm is forming far too fast to be natural.  They’ll use it as cover to attack the ships.  Jenny’s report said that they intend to disable the Naval vessels and sink the oilers and food freighters, forcing the remaining ships to turn around and tow the damaged ships back.  It’s damn clever.”


“Which ship has those nukes on it?” he asked.  Three days ago, they received that shocking message from the dragons, that the Chinese were sending short-range tactical nukes along with the invasion force.  That had very nearly made Walker dispatch every ship they had in the Pacific to intercept that fleet and destroy it, but the dragons had assured them that they could deal with it, so they were allowing them to do so.  But he did have just about the entire Pacific fleet that could steam to the rally point in three days about 500 miles south of Pearl, and ready to steam into battle should the dragons fail.  They also had four subs shadowing the Chinese fleet just outside of sonar range.  They were not allowing the Chinese to put nuclear weapons on an island that put Hawaii within range of their medium-range missiles. If necessary, the U.S. Navy would engage that fleet.  It would be war, but this was a line in the sand they could not allow the Chinese to cross, not when it came down to nuclear weapons.  It had nothing to do with protecting the dragons.  It had everything to do with protecting Hawaii.

“This one,” he said, pointing at the largest.  “The Chinese flagship, the Mao Tse Tung.  If I were them, this is the ship I’d sink first.”


“I hope they know that.”


“From what I’ve learned about the dragons, Jack, I’d say that they know exactly what they’re doing,” Yates said calmly.  “Their department will allow them to send in the other dragons knowing everything they need to know about those ships.  How they work, what kind of arms they have, what threat they pose, their radar and sonar systems, how to attack them, how to sink them, they probably even know the names of the captains of the ships,” he chuckled.


“Kell is with them,” Walker said.  Jack Walker had something of an affection for Kell.  He was by far the most approachable of all the dragons he’d met, with a personality that he could easily understand and admire, including a rather quirky sense of humor.  He’d grown fond of the earth dragon long before he met him, when he continually hacked Jenny’s electronics and played little jokes on her, and as he learned more about him, how competent he was, that fondness became respect and admiration.  It only grew when Julia cut herself on his spike and turned 18 again, for he’d been very, very concerned about her well being, showing that he had sincere compassion for humans.  If Kell was the norm of the earth dragons in the department, then that was one fearsome and highly effective organization.  Walker had no doubt that they’d sent Kell to lead the attack, since he knew so much about their enemy, there to provide his expertise…maybe even there to do something about those nukes.  If they gave him one of those, those hider amulets, he could get onto the carrier and inside, find the nukes, and disable or destroy them.  That was what field agents did, the dangerous work, and Kell was a field agent.


“He’s the one that knows about modern Naval ships, they need him,” Yates nodded.  “Someone like him would be a tremendous asset,” he added.


“How so, Tom?”


“Remember Jenny’s report, Jack.  Earth dragons can’t be harmed by their own element.  That means that Kell is completely bulletproof.  He could climb onto any ship and wreak total havoc, and there’s little the Chinese could do about it, not unless they start launching explosives at him that’ll do damage to their own ships.  God, what I’d give to have something like that on my side,” he breathed.  “Earth dragons are like goddamn tanks, and on a ship, the only way to stop him is to sink the ship he’s on.”


“That might just be why he’s there,” Walker nodded.  “I figure he has a hider amulet with him, and he’s there to get onto that carrier and deal with those nukes.”


“That’s entirely possible,” Yates agreed as they watched the U of clouds close into a ring, then it thickened, the cloud cover moving quickly towards the ships in the middle.  “I’d say they’ll be starting as soon as that storm is fully developed,” he said.  “We do have the boys over at NOAA a feed of this?”


Walker nodded.  “They have a weather satellite over the area, they’re watching the storm form,” he answered.  “If we can get enough info on it, we’ll be able to identify other storms they create.”


“Then there’s little we can do until the clouds clear,” Yates noted, coming back over and sitting down.  “We’ll at least get a good view of the aftermath.”


18 September, 02:28 DMT-2, 126 Nautical miles northeast of Jayapura, Indonesia

430 meters down, well below the operational range of the Chinese subs, Kell and 92 water dragons waited for the signal to go.

Kell had been down that far before, but he’d never stayed more than maybe 20 seconds, and it was an entirely different world.  The water was pitch black, cold, and it pressed on him in ways that he almost found uncomfortable.  Earth dragons were immune to the effects of great pressure applied to their bodies as long as it wasn’t applied with explosive force, they didn’t suffer from the bends or other pressure-induced maladies, but that didn’t meant that he couldn’t feel the weight of the water above him pressing on his scales.  They were so deep that the water was still and calm, unlike the roiling that had to be going on up on the surface as the sky dragons developed their squall, and there was faint luminance from the three water dragons by Kell using their bio-luminescent glow to give him at least a little light to see, which the dark water swallowed up barely two meters from their bodies.  His thermographic vision was useless in water that was one uniform temperature, unable to even see the heating of the water around them as they stayed stationary, blinding him as surely as the lightlessness of this deep world did.  Surral, Kassa, and Ralla were surrounding him closely, giving him that faint light so he had something to go by.


Time? Surral wrote on his breathing bubble, which surely had to be taxing Surral’s strength to maintain it that deep.  There was probably a couple of tons of pressure per square centimeter being applied to the magical bubble.


“Two minutes, but Tiyano is supposed to message me when the fleet is in position,” he replied, hearing his own voice echo back a little off the bubble.


Everyone is in position and ready, Surral wrote on his bubble

He nodded as he looked up, though he couldn’t see anything.  He reached up and touched the band on his horn.  “Prisma.”

“I hear you, Kell.  What orders?”

“Tell the department it’s a go.  They should have the Chinese sat system hacked by the time we begin.”


“I will relay the order.  Gaia protect you, friend.”

He looked to Kassa.  “Get everyone in position.  Have the wyrms start staging the water.” 

That was the most recent addition to the battle plan, added barely two hours ago.  The water wyrms participating in the attack were actually going to strike first, and they were doing it with their innate power over water.  All of them would be pulling water up with them as they ascended rapidly, getting a large volume of water moving at high speed, then they’d form the water into spears and impale the bottom of the aircraft carrier in multiple places.  Those holes would probably penetrate at least three decks into the carrier due to the sheer force the water would apply once it got past the hull, and then they’d veer off and shear through the hull with scythes of magically-backed water as per the original plan.

“One minute,” he said as he felt water start to move around him, as the water wyrms got control of the water directly below them.  “Remember, strike in the determined order.  The hulls are marked.”


He felt more than saw the 91 water drakes participating in the attack gather around him, and Ralla sank a little.  He nodded to Surral, then he turned and dove for the first wave of ship-capturing water dragons some 200 meters under them, that would use their magic to prevent the ships from imploding as they dropped to the flat abyssal plain deep below.  They’d leech out air pockets and magically seal the oilers so their diesel tanks wouldn’t rupture, then the hundreds of dragons at the bottom would allow them to land gently to prevent the ships from tearing themselves apart from the impact.


“Earth Drake Kell, the fleet is in position,” the sky drake charged with surveillance up there, Tiyano, reported. He was also carrying Kell’s radio and a camera to get some hard photos.

He tapped the band.  “Tell the sky dragons that we’re beginning the attack.  Begin hitting the carrier’s antenna mast with lightning.”


“I will tell them immediately.”

Kell raised his foreleg and waved it, and Surral and Kassa sang out the attack order.  They all waited for Kell to move first, and he didn’t make them wait more than five seconds.  His wings opened and snapped down and back, sending him rocketing directly upwards, and the 91 water dragons that would attack the fleet surged just behind him.  The faint glow around Surral and Kassa faded as they ascended, as Kell felt the air expand in his lungs as the pressure lessened.  Kell proved to the water dragons what he was made of in that rapid ascent, as he kept pace with the water dragons, rising higher and higher and hitting speeds of 60 knots.  The magical marks on the hulls appeared in the darkness ahead, the magical glyphs that only a dragon could see marking which ships were to be attacked and in what order, and he adjusted to bring himself up right at the rolling bow of the carrier Mao Tse Tung.  The other water dragons fanned out as they adjusted to intercept their assigned Navy ship, aiming at their sterns so they could use a water scythe to slice off the rudder and shear off the propellers, or screws in nautical terms, where it was bolted to the engine shaft.  The water dragons attacking the destroyers would also have to destroy the four small movable engine pods under their ships that augmented the main screw, a newer innovation that gave the small ships more maneuverability.  The hulls of the ships above flickered in and out of visibility as intense lighting raked across the sky above, illuminating the silhouettes of the hulls to the dragons below.  The radio signals from the ships started to sound in his ear as he got close to the surface, close enough for the relay radio that Tiyano was carrying that was picking up their ship to ship transmissions to penetrate into the water and reach his crypto headset, telling him they were within 30 meters of the surface.

Kell heard the initial strike hit home.  The sound of tearing steel was loud in the water as the water spears rose up from the depths and penetrated the hull, but Kell didn’t have the time to look back.  He reached the bow and drove all eight of his claws on his forelegs into the steel, penetrating through, then Surral grabbed hold of him with water and yanked him backwards towards the stern with tremendous force.  Slivers of steel curled away as his claws rended through the eight inches of steel hull, ripping through the hardened metal like paper.  Kell didn’t just drag his claws through the hull to breach it, he scissored his paws, bringing them together and opening them as Surral dragged him down the base of the carrier’s starboard side, which caused large elliptical segments of the hull to tear away from the side and get sucked into the ship, and ribbons of steel from between his claws to fall into the darkness below.  Above him, two water wyrms were doing the same thing, slicing through the slightly thinner hull higher up, and using two scythe blades oscillating to not just cut through the hull, but cut long eye-shaped holes in it to make the ship absolutely impossible to keep afloat.  Kell felt the tremendous stress on the roots of his claws, almost threatening to tear them out of his fingers, but his claws proved to be far harder than the steel they were shredding.  He felt the jolts every time they raked over a bulkhead…but that was why he was the one tearing through the bottom, because his claws could go through the hull much easier than the water dragons could cut through it.

Surral pulled him out all the way to the very end of the carrier, which had already had its screws sliced off and its rudder torn away.  He heard a muffled explosion inside as the crankshafts lost the resistance the propellers placed on them and allowed them to spin free, which they were not designed to do.  Ships that size didn’t use transmission systems to alter the speed of the propellers, they instead adjusted the RPMs directly from the engines…and that sound told him that either a driveshaft just shattered or the engine itself ruptured, blasting steam all through the engine compartment.  Surral carried him around to the port side while going under the ship, as several pieces of steel sank by them.  Water wyrms had already slashed out the port side and were moving to their next task, leaving Kell and Surral to tear through the lower section of the port side.  The ship began to list in a way that had nothing to do with the storm, and it settled in the water by a good two meters in the time it took Kell and Surral to get back to the bow.


It’s working.


“Just as planned.  Let’s open this side and then move to the oilers.  What word on the subs?”


They’re turning back towards the fleet.  I think someone on the carrier managed to get out a distress signal.

“How many ships are disabled?”


Nine and counting.

“Then we’re right on schedule,” he said as he reared back, then drove his claws into the hull.  His head snapped to the side, however, when he heard a dulled THWOOM behind them, an explosion of something that was designed to blow up…a depth charge.  “Already?  Is everyone alright?”


Just a couple of dazed drakes, Surral answered.  You were right about the depth charges.

“I didn’t expect them to start that so quickly,” he fretted.  “I’m not hearing any orders on their radios for the ships to open fire, just a lot of confused chatter as ships report that they’ve lost helm control.  Let’s get this done so I can see what’s going on.”


Again, Kell almost felt like his claws were being yanked out of their sockets as Surral dragged him down the length of the carrier.  He scissored through the hull, opening gaping holes in the base of the ship and hearing the water rush in, but his attention was on the radio.  The carrier was transmitting, probably using a backup and a secondary antenna since the sky dragons fried their main array, warning the others that they were taking on water and that they hit something, for them to sound off to find out which ship they’d hit in the storm.  Other ships began to sound off as they lost their propellers and rudders, some of the comm officers almost screaming over the radios as they warned the others that they’d been damaged. He heard another explosion from a depth charge, then Surral pulled him free of the stern of the doomed carrier, which had settled another three meters just in the time that it took Surral to pull him down the length of the ship.  He tuned into the carrier’s intercom and heard the frenzied reports from all over the ship, that they had multiple hull breaches on both sides, then he almost breathed a sigh of relief when the carrier’s captain put everything together and gave the order to abandon ship.  Not everyone would survive, but that quick decision would save the Chinese Navy many sailors.


It was one destroyer firing off depth charges, which had already been crippled.  The ship was drifting in the 12 meter waves and 80 kilometer winds the sky dragons were whipping up above the surface, unable to resist the movement of the waves and water without its engines and rudder.  He saw it roll dangerously to the side as it was swamped by a wave that hit it broadside, and that effectively ended its firing of depth charges.  Those sailors could probably do nothing but hold on for dear life as the rolling waves tossed the ship about like flotsam.


All Navy ships crippled.  Water wyrms are pulling them away from the center of the formation.

“Begin phase two!” he called, and Surral nodded, then he sang out the order.


The Mao Tse Tung, fatally wounded, listed hard to starboard as the water dragons moved to the second phase.  The oilers and transports were turning towards the Naval ships, who were drifting in the storm but also being slowly pulled away from the transports by water wyrms, and the entire time every ship was rolling and rocking in the high waves and high winds.  Kell swam towards the nearest oiler as 30 water dragons surrounded it, then they worked together to enact their magic.  First, they sheared off its propeller so it couldn’t try to escape, then the oiler’s hull suddenly sank drastically as the water dragons pulled it down, affecting the water inside the ballast tanks as other dragons pulled the water surrounding the oiler down itself, forming a depression in the ocean surface that made the waves crash in on the oiler with exaggerated force.  Kell swam past as the dragons did exactly what they’d practiced, what they said they could do, dragging the oiler’s bow down to the point where the crashing waves swamped over it.  Water dragons used rams of water to blow out closed hatches and windows, flooding the bridge, flooding companionways, but doing no damage to the diesel tanks as the crashing waves filled the bowl and drained into the oiler, robbing it of its buoyancy.  Kell circled the oiler, saw several sailors jump into the water wearing life jackets as floodlights were turned on the surface, and then the dragons all dove in unison.  The oiler surged down about four meters from the drag, but when it bobbed back up, it didn’t bob up nearly as far as it had come down.  Massive streams of air bubbles roared from the top of the swamped oiler, and Kell saw that the oiler was doomed.  It sank deeper and deeper as Kell swam past it to check on the next oiler.  The water dragons could only sink two oilers at a time due to the number of dragons it took and the need for other dragons to do other tasks.  While 60 water dragons sank the oilers, others were attacking the ships they weren’t sinking to snap off rudders and screws while others pulled the Navy ships further and further away to prevent them from protecting the other ships.

The subs are moving in, Surral warned, pointing down and to the east.


“They’re blinded, right?”


Surral nodded.  They can’t even make sonar contact with their own ships.  We have them completely blinded.

“Just warn the others to keep track of them and stay away from them.  They might be coming in to help pick up overboard men.”


Men.  A dead Chinese sailor’s body drifted past Kell as he turned more to the north on its way to the bottom, a man with no life jacket…but they knew that it was going to happen.  They couldn’t sink that many ships without casualties.


Two by two, the water dragons sank the oilers, while Kell kept a very close eye on the doomed carrier.  It was no longer rolling in the waves because it was so low in the water that the waves were crashing over the deck.  They’d swept the deck clear of everything, and Kell poked his head out of the water to see the port edge of the carrier’s bow go under the base of a wave, and not come back up.

That was what he was waiting for.


He dove under and saw the horrific damage the dragons had inflicted on it.  There were gaping eye-shaped holes at regular intervals along the side of the carrier, exposed superstructure visible within in the emergency lights of the interior bleeding through the water.  Kell made his way to the port elevator and set the claws of his hind feet into the steel, puncturing it, then he tore through it quickly and easily.  He ripped a square hole through the elevator door and entered the carrier’s main hangar deck with Surral just behind him.  Water roared in behind them, swamping planes that were tied down to the deck and sloshing around equipment and gear that wasn’t lashed down, but Kell knew exactly what he was in there to find, and now that he was out of the water, he could see perfectly in the dim lighting of the hangar.  The Celestial Arrow system was fairly large, and if they wanted to keep it in a place where they could get it out quickly and easily, able to assemble and deploy it in a hurry if necessary, they’d keep it in the main hangar.  The sky dragon watching had reported that it was brought into the hangar through that door, and he was going to make sure that nobody was trying to evacuate it…or set off one of the warheads.

“Where is it?  What would it look like?” Surral asked as he and Kell bounded across the hangar.


“That’s it, right there,” Kell replied, sliding to a stop and pointing at a very large series of steel containers, holding the missiles and its modular launch platform.  “It’s still lashed to the deck.  They didn’t try to move it.  We need to flood this hangar fast, Patriarch, so they never get the chance.”


“You made sure of that when you tore open the hangar door,” he replied, looking back.  Water was racing around his tail and ankles, quickly rising in the hangar now that it was below the waterline.  “This ship won’t stay afloat more than five more minutes.  I’d better get you out of here.”


“Not until this hangar is flooded,” Kell retorted.


A scream to the side got both their attention.  A lone Chinese sailor was clinging to a work table bolted to the deck, and Kell saw that he was reaching for an intercom phone.


He couldn’t take the chance that the intercom was operational.  Kell turned to the side and slashed his tail just over the rising water.  A single spike sizzled across the space between them, almost skipping off the top of the roiling water, and impaled the man through the upper chest.  Two of his fingers spun away as the force of the impact ripped him away from the bench and drove him into the bulkhead wall about ten meters behind him, pinning him to the metal.  He gave a single convulsive shudder, then went limp, hanging from a clear crystal spike that was the size of a large javelin impaled through the sailor’s body.


“You did say no human could live if they saw us,” Surral said in a grim tone.


“Better I do it than you, Patriarch.  Killing in such a way is not for you, or any water dragon,” Kell said simply.  “I need to get that spike, I can’t leave it here just in case the Chinese manage to get a submersible down to the carrier before we can move it.”

Surral nodded and turned to look back at the water pouring into the hangar deck.  “Hurry, we have maybe three minutes before this hangar floods.”


Kell started wading towards the body, but ended up swimming as the water level rose quickly.  He tore the spike free and shook the body off of it, then he carried it with him as he and Surral went under and waited for the hangar to completely flood.  When it did, Kell heard the carrier make ominous groaning noises, as its largest open compartment filled with water.  We have to go, it will go under any second, Surral wrote on the surface of his breathing bubble once it was restored.  A ship this big will drag you under if you’re caught in its wake.

Kell nodded, and once the water gushing into the hangar slowed, Surral pulled him out, Kell holding him by the tail as Surral swam against the powerful current and got them back through the breached hangar.  Once they were well clear of the carrier, Kell turned and saw the flight deck sink under the water, then the conn tower followed it.  It spiraled slowly down out of sight, falling into the cold darkness below, taking everyone that had failed to get off with it into death’s embrace.


Kell let go of his spike to let it sink to the ocean bottom and touched the bronze band on his horn, as he was ordered to do so when the carrier went down.  “Esteemed council member Jussa, the carrier is sunk.  I have visual confirmation the nuclear weapons went down with it.”


“Very good, Kell.  We are all breathing a sigh of relief.  Does the rest of the attack go smoothly?”

“Just as planned, esteemed council member.  We’re sinking the oilers and freighters now.  No major injuries to report at this time.”


“Very well.  Contact us again when the mission is complete.”

Kell let go and tapped it again.  “Alright, what do they sing, Patriarch?”


All oilers are under, and they’re working on the freighters.  The Navy ships are pulled out to the distance you set and those dragons are moving in to help sink the freighters.  All ships marked for disabling have been so, and a few dragons are keeping the less seaworthy ships from sinking in the storm by steadying them.  The ship catchers have caught the first oiler and they’re taking it down gently.

“Warn them the carrier is on the way down.”


They already know.  All they have to do for it is to make sure it lands gently, so they’ll intercept it close to the bottom.

“Any resistance?”


No.  The storm is preventing the Chinese sailors from managing much more than hanging on for dear life, he wrote on the surface of the bubble.  That storm was an excellent idea.  No ship can see any other ship, and the Navy humans can’t throw bombs at us.

“Alright.  Let’s get the rest of the freighters down, then we pull out.”


Surral nodded.

But the Chinese weren’t going to go that quietly.  Kell heard over their ship to ship that they were certain it was an attack, and they responded.  They used every weapon system they could that was automated, didn’t require sailors to go out on deck.  Destroyers dropped depth charges, but they did so with empty ocean around them, so they did no harm to any dragon.  The submarines moved directly under the fleet to try to get sonar on whatever was going on, which required the water dragons to move a few sinking ships around the blinded subs, which were 40 meters down to make sure they were deep enough to not scrape the bottoms of the ships above.  Hu Sang torpedoes were fired from every Navy ship, which were equipped with smart guidance that allowed them to ignore friendly ships…but since they were unable to lock on to any dragon with sonar, they simply veered around in the choppy waters searching for a target to chase down, and often locked in on and destroyed sinking debris off the ships above, which required the water dragons to give any piece of debris a very wide berth.  The destroyers were firing their 9 inch guns into the water, timing the roll of the waves so the barrels fired into the sea, and there were virtual carpets of small caliber rounds fired from the Chinese Navy’s own version of the Phalanx system, gatling guns that sprayed large volumes of rounds in a short time, which were mounted in a way to allow them to fire down into the water.  Troop transports that weren’t disabled were making their way to the second carrier, and the fighters flying CAP were trying to get close enough to see what was going on, but the storm was making flying that close to their fleet very dangerous.  The constant lighting rolling across the sky above, flashes of light on the choppy surface, was all the sky dragons needed to keep those fighters out.  No fighter pilot would willingly fly through a thunderstorm that intense, since the aircraft’s metal frame would attract lightning.

But that was all they could do…flail helplessly.  Since the only weapons that could pose a threat to the water dragons relied on sonar, which the water dragons could defeat, they were virtually helpless.  Torpedoes circled aimlessly searching for targets, nine inch shells and gatling rounds pounded into the water vainly, trying to hit something…anything.  It was all they could do, and Kell had to give them credit for at least trying.  But the simple fact was, they were completely helpless against the way the water dragons had attacked.


Kell put a finger near his ear as he listened to the captain of the Cheng Lau Xu, the surviving carrier, scream for confirmation that the Mao Tse Tung was sunk.  None of the sailors above could see more than 100 meters past their own windows thanks to the pounding rain and high winds, the moonless night making only a ship’s running lights visible even if they had a clear sky.  “Progress?” Kell asked.


All oilers are sunk.  Four freighters yet to be breached, the rest sinking right now.  Six have already gone down, he replied.  Opening them up like clams is working.  They sink within minutes when their hulls are opened from bow to stern.  Hessu reports that one freighter has broken apart amidships, they must have done too much damage.

“What about the other ships?”


Wallowing through the storm.

“Have them breach the last four then dive,” he ordered.  “We’ll keep an eye on things from two hundred dram down, too deep for most of their weapons.”


Kell shuddered when an explosion sent a shockwave through the water.  He turned in time to see it, see the bright flash that was quickly muted.  “What was that?”


One of those torpedoes locked onto the freighter that broke apart and hit the bow section.  Hessu’s sorting it out.  Kell waited in tense anticipation.  Hessu reports two concussion injuries and a few broken bones, but nothing severe.

“That’s it, evacuate everyone to two hundred dram except the dragons breaching the last four ships, and tell them to be damn careful when they do.  Avoid any and all debris, the torpedoes are locking onto it.  Things are getting too messy up here.”  Kell followed his own order, turning his nose down and diving, his wings carrying him deeper and deeper, the flashes of light from the lightning above getting dimmer and dimmer.  Surral joined him a moment later, both of them looking up into the darkness.  Several more water dragons joined them, and more, and even more, until almost all of the strike team was hovering in the water around Kell, all of them looking up.  They saw an occasional explosion above as torpedoes detonated against debris, making him feel very justified getting the water dragons out of there.  The last ship has been breached, Surral wrote on his bubble.  They waited about 20 more minutes, then Surral nudged him.  That’s it, the last ship just went under.  All oilers and freighters sunk, all marked ships disabled. 

“That’s it, we’re done,” Kell called loudly.  “Everyone go deep and help catch the ships as they fall.  Patriarch, get me up to the surface past the storm’s border, then you can come back and help.  I’ll swim to the extraction point and meet Irago and have him carry me back to the island.  I’ll meet you there with the water dragons going back to Draconia once you have the ships safely on the bottom.  Remember, we have to be off the island and underwater before sunrise to avoid aerial recon from Chinese planes.”

 Surral nodded.


Kell put a finger to the band on his horn.  “Flight Leader Foyadi, the mission is complete.  Evacuate your sky dragons to the rendezvous point.”

“Is it a success?”

“A complete success,” he replied.  “Only minor injuries among the water dragons, and nothing they can’t heal.  Have Irago meet me at extraction point one, he’ll carry me back to the island.”


“I will be there in two minutes, Kell,” Irago replied.


“Let’s go,” Kell said, then he and Surral turned and started out as the other water dragons began to dive, relief washing through him…but also justification.  Kell had planned that attack to maximize the safety of the dragons while also stripping away every single defense the Chinese could mount against them.  Simply put, no Navy on earth, not the Chinese, not the British, not the Americans, had any hope of defending itself against the water dragons, not unless they simply dropped explosives and depth charges into the water at all times as they moved.  Sonar couldn’t detect them, radar couldn’t penetrate the water, and laser beams had a range of only about half a meter in seawater due to diffusion, and 95% of Naval water-based defenses relied on radar, sonar, or lasers.  Some next-gen American naval weapons used underwater cameras for visual detection, and those were the only weapons that could hope to find and stop a water dragon…but only if the water dragon was lazy or inattentive.  Some others used induction to detect the metal of submarines, but that would never find a water dragon.  Modern human weaponry simply could neither detect nor stop a water dragon bent on attacking, forcing the ships to do exactly what the Chinese did; fire wildly and blindly and pray they hit something.  That was all they could do, and Kell had been expecting it.  It was no bad mark against the Chinese Naval officers that they couldn’t stop anything, and they did everything they could.  They simply had no idea what kind of enemy they were facing, nor what they were capable of doing.


The battle was won in the initial strike, when the water dragons disabled all the Chinese Naval line vessels in a simultaneous attack.


Kell breached the water about a kilometer from the edge of the rapidly unwinding storm, running on what power the sky dragons had invested into it before it fell apart.  Little pieces of it would remain as showers and thunderstorms due to the sky dragons getting things started, but the near-cyclone conditions they’d whipped up couldn’t be sustained without sky dragons to fuel it.  He didn’t feel the paw set itself between his wings, so he was a little startled when he was pulled up out of the water.  Surral looked up at him as Irago pulled him free of the ocean, the waves rather high due to the storm behind them.  “I’ll have the water dragons escorting you back to the island at the rendezvous point in half an hour,” Surral called.


“It’ll probably take me that long to finish my report to the council,” he called back.  “Remind the dragons on the bottom to collect up all the loose steel, every bit of it.  We’re going to need it.”


“There are still fighters in the air, Kell, staying in one place is not wise,” Irago warned.


Kell looked up and nodded.  “See you in a bit, Patriarch.”


“Well done, my young one. Well done,” Surral said proudly, then his head pulled back under the waves.


They weren’t the first to return to the island.  Five sky wyrms were already there, using their magic to cover the top of the island in an image that there was nothing underneath, a clever bit of camouflage that allowed Kell to set his feet down without fear that Chinese fighters or recon planes would see him.  He sat on his haunches as Irago landed beside him and reared up to sit on the base of his tail, touching the band on his horn.  “Esteemed council member Jussa.”


“I hear you, Earth Drake Kell.  Report.”

“The mission is a success.  The nuclear weapons are on the bottom, and all oilers and freighters are either on the bottom or on the way to the bottom.  Only a few minor injuries among the water dragons from explosive concussion when the Chinese dropped a whole lot of torpedoes that locked onto sinking debris and exploded.  We were not seen by the humans.  Tiyano of the sky drakes is supposed to be sending you a message to report on the condition and situation of the enemy fleet.  He’s still watching.  The water dragons are setting the ships on the bottom right now and preparing them for transport back to the island.”


“Excellent,” Jussa said with relief.  “You have performed admirably, Kell, as has the entire department.”

“It certainly wasn’t just me that put this together, esteemed council member,” he said.  “Tiyano will return to the island as quickly as he can once the sun comes up and he can get some pictures of the fleet to bring back to the department for study and release to the world.”


“We will be expecting him.  Will you be back on schedule?”

“I should be.  The water dragons should also be on schedule. Expect the first of the food freighters to arrive at the island in two days.  The water dragons will be dragging the ships back two or three at a time, with the food having priority.  They’re also pulling the nuclear weapons out of the carrier and bringing them back immediately, since they’re not designed for extended exposure to saltwater.”


“Very good.  Keep us updated as things happen, Earth Drake Kell, and well done.  You can give us a full report on your return, I won’t keep your attention when there is much left to do.”

“Thank you, esteemed council member.  I have a few things to tie up, and then we’ll be on our way back.  I’m sending the sky dragons back as soon as they get back, and Patriarch Surral and some water drakes will be bringing me back to the island as quickly as we can while the rest of the water dragons get the ships ready to move.”


“Gaia go with you, Kell.”

That done, he then moved to report to his other boss.  He set up a small satcom dish, part of the Navy SEAL equipment the Americans gave them, and hacked himself an uplink to get in touch with the department.  Kintel’s face appeared on his chat program almost immediately.  “Chief’s at the aerie?” he asked.


“You know it, they wanted him right there.  We already heard that your mission was a success, it’s all over the island.”


“That was fast,” Kell grunted as the rest of the sky dragons arrived, swooping in and landing to rest a moment after their efforts.  “Everything went according to plan.  Have Jirran and Trekka get everything ready to accept the nuclear warheads, they’ll be en route as soon as the water dragons pull them out of the carrier.”

“They should have everything ready by the time they get here, even the disposal shaft,” he answered with a nod.  “Was it smooth?”


“They had absolutely no idea what was going on until it was too late, just as we predicted,” he replied.  “By the time they realized they were under attack, there was nothing they could do.  A few water dragons got concussed by exploding torpedoes, but nothing more serious than a few broken bones.  Those Hu Sang torpedoes were as dangerous as we figured.  We really need to get out paws on a few of them and check them out.”


“We’ll have enough to play with.  An entire carrier, and even a few of its fighters,” Kintel smiled.  “Enough steel to hold us for years,” he added eagerly.


“I told the water dragons to pick up every scrap of steel they could find,” Kell assured him.  “We should be able to salvage a lot of fiber out of that carrier too.”


“Good.  Are you on schedule to get back?”


“I should be.  The sky dragons will be heading back as soon as we’re done here, except those escorting me,” he said with a snort.


“You would like to stay hidden when we stop in on that other island to rest, wouldn’t you?” Irago asked from the side.


“Well, they’re needed to raise the cloaking magic back at the island.  Is that still on schedule?”


Kintel nodded.  “They have everything ready.  They’ll be doing the magic in two days, when the magical forces are aligned or something.  It should be back up by the time you get back.”


“It won’t mean as much as before now that the Americans and Chinese have images of the island, but it’ll stop most everyone else,” Kell noted.  “The sky dragons should be back a couple of hours after sunrise, so they should have time to rest before they have to enact the magic.”


“We’ll need it.  Most every sky dragon and chromatic on the island will need a few days to recover after they cast that spell,” one of the sky wyrms hovering over him said.  “The only ones that will have the strength to fly will be the youngest sky dragons, Kell, those too young to know the basic magic required to assist us.  We’ll be depending on them to keep the island safe until we recover.”


“I’m sure they’ll do just fine, Jimari,” Kell told her. “Call me jaded, but I happen to believe that young dragons are capable of real responsibility.”


“You do make a good point,” she murmured with a slight smile.


Kintel got jostled out of the way, and Kammi’s face replaced him.  “Thank Gaia!” she said with an explosive sigh.  “Intended, are you well?  Did things go alright?”


“Not a scratch, just as Surral promised, intended,” he chuckled.  “And it went exactly as planned.  The Chinese never knew what hit them.  All their oilers and freighters are on the bottom, and the rest of the fleet will have to tow a whole lot of ships to the nearest friendly port.”


“Awesome!” she beamed.  “Now get your tail home safely, and we’ll have a big feast on the beach to celebrate!”


“We’re gonna be too busy to party, goof,” Kell told her.  “Sire’s gonna need us to help get his crops in, now that he has time to work on the farm.  So be ready to do a lot of planting for the next couple of weeks.”


“Stop avoiding fun, intended,” she chided, which made a couple of the sky dragons chuckle.


“Put Kintel back on,” he ordered, which made her laugh.  Kintel replaced her, looking over and no doubt swatting Kammi with the underside of his tail.  “I should be back in two or three days, depending on how fast we move,” he said.  “The first ships should be there in about three days, but the nuclear weapons should be there as fast as the water dragons can carry them.  Maybe a day and a half, given the distance.”


“I’ll make sure everything’s ready.  We’re about to lose the uplink, so safe journey, Kell.  Message Prisma if you need to tell us anything.”


“I will.  Gaia embrace you, Kintel.”


“You as well, Kell.”


Kell shut down the program and started packing his gear back up.  Surral’s head poked out of the water, along with about 15 other water dragons, and he climbed onto the tiny atoll, shaking the water off his wings, as the others remained just offshore.  “Everything goes as planned,” he replied.  “The injured have been healed, and they’re dragging the ships some ten draman to the north and setting them until we can come back for them, to make them harder for the humans to find.  The nuclear weapons are already on their way back to the island.  I have our fastest water wyrms carrying them back.  The drakes here will be taking  you back home, Kell.”

“Outstanding, Patriarch,” Kell said with a nod.  “Then it’s time to get out of here.  Foyadi, get the sky dragons organized and on the way back to the island, as fast as you can get there.  If you have to stop to rest, don’t do it here, this is not a safe place.  Make sure you give the council the pictures that Tiyano took,” he ordered.  “Irago, go with the sky dragons, I won’t need your help from here.  But thank you for being right where you needed to be any time I needed you,” he said with an approving nod.  “I want all of us out of here before the Chinese start sending out scout planes, so don’t linger here.  We won’t be so much as poking our heads out of the water until we get back, so you won’t be able to stay with us.”


“Where will you sleep, Kell?” Irago asked.


“I’ll sleep underwater on the way back, Patriarch Surral will take care of me.  We’ve done this before when he’s taken me out on extended fishing expeditions.  We have practice,” he said, glancing at Surral.  “That’s why he’s been right here with me the whole time.  We work well together, and he knows exactly what I can and cannot do.”  He gave a short grunt of amusement.  “The island rest stops were mainly for the sky dragons to rest and so I could set up my equipment to keep track of the Chinese, not necessarily so I could sleep.”


“Earth dragons don’t sleep much anyway,” Surral chuckled.


“Nope,” he said as he made sure his satchel was sealed.  “I’m ready, Patriarch, let’s start back.”


“I have our route planned out, including a couple of places we can stop and rest that aren’t on the bottom,” he nodded as they both turned towards the waves.


“Message me when you return to the island, Foyadi, I want to make sure every singly sky dragon gets home safely,” Kell said, looking back at him, then he waded into the surf.  “We’ll report in to the council twice daily until we get back.”


“I’ll relay that to them, Kell.  Outstanding work, young earth drake.  You have proved beyond any doubt the critical importance of the department this day.”


“Thank you,” he said with a simple nod, then he and Surral slipped under the waves.


18 September 2017, 15:19 EDT; The White House

“Holy shit,” Admiral Yates breathed as they got their first daytime images back from the attack site.

It was a complete mess.  There were quite a few ships missing from the fleet—that much they knew form their night images once the clouds cleared—but now that they could get a very good look at things, they saw just how devastating the attack had been.  Ships were drifting in the current north of New Guinea as other ships tried to lasso them with towing lines, and there was a lot of debris still in the water.  One of the ships must have broken apart, spreading floating flotsam all over the area, from packs to crates to broken and twisted wreckage, and there were quite a few bodies bobbing in the light waves.  All their subs were on the surface as sailors and soldiers filled the decks of the ships, repairing damage from the storm or trying to fish items out of the water.


It was a mess, and it was everything that Yates thought it would be.  Walker leaned back in his chair and watched a series of images taken 20 seconds apart, as sailors and soldiers tried to get things cleaned up.  The ease with which the water dragons had crippled a highly capable fleet like the Chinese, who had formidable equipment and training, it was quite sobering.  The water dragons had struck hard and struck with surgical precision, sinking one military ship but leaving the others afloat, if crippled, and all the oilers and freighters in the formation were gone.  Sunk.  The water dragons had sunk the fuel supply and the food and equipment for the invasion force, leaving them with no choice but to turn back for the nearest friendly port so they could get their crippled ships tied up to something solid, or at the very least, anchored in shallow water.  The estimate on his screen was approximately 12,000 Chinese casualties, which made it very merciful considering that the dragons demonstrated that they could have sunk the entire armada with relative ease…a very forceful point that not only the Chinese would take to heart.  That chaos out there was a message to anyone and everyone that entertained thoughts of invading their island:  do so at your own peril, for we can fight back in ways you can neither comprehend nor prevent.

The damage was crippling not just to that armada, but to the Chinese Navy as a whole.  Some 30% of its operational fleet was now crippled, leaving them heavily undermanned, and they’d be facing billions of dollars to repair those ships, not to mention the hefty price tag that represented the loss of their carrier.  They had a second carrier there to recover their airborne planes, and they were close enough to New Guinea for them to find a place to land anyway, but the price of the ship, the fighters and planes that had still been on board, equipment, supplies, men…that was about $4 billion dollars total laying on the bottom of the Pacific Ocean, and it was sunk by an enemy that the Chinese could not see, could not hear, and could not stop.

Walker tapped his fingertips together as he watched the images.  “Tell me we can’t be manhandled like this,” he said grimly.  “They’re our friends now, but history has proved over and over that your friends don’t stay your friends forever.  We’d better be able to stop them from doing that to us.”

“At this moment, I can’t do that, Jack,” Yates replied.  “The Chinese have equipment almost as good as ours, and it’s clear they never saw it coming.  Neither will we.”


“Ideas?”


“A few.  Give me a few months, and I’m sure we can come up with some way to see them coming.  I’m not sure how effective we’ll be stopping them, but if we can prove they did it, it might help us on other fronts.  But as one Navy man to another, damn I’m impressed,” he said with a nod.  “Whoever planned that knew exactly what to do and how to hit them.  In just over an hour, they completely eliminated any threat the Chinese posed to their island, and did it in a way that will scare the piss out of anyone else with similar ideas.  It was perfect.”


“Mister President, there are pictures of the Chinese fleet appearing on media sites,” an aide said.  “I’m getting reports that they were sent to every major media organization in the world as part of a mass email.”


“They said they’d do that,” Yates said.  “They told everyone they were coming, and now they’re showing the world what happens to anyone that tries, without ever admitting that they were the ones that did it.  It’s a show of force, and a damn effective one.  No doubt the admirals over in China are standing in front of some extremely pissed off politicians right about now,” he grunted.  “There might even be a few executions. The Chinese don’t take military incompetence very lightly.”


“They’re everything Jenny warned us they could be,” Walker said quietly.  “Their magic backed up by the department’s technological savvy…it makes them dangerous.”

“But reasonable,” Yates said quickly.  “And they had every right to defend their island.  It’s the right of any sovereign state to defend itself from aggression.”


“Of course, but to see how they did it, and how defenseless it makes us…I’d almost be happier not knowing,” he said.  “Have the boys over in the Navy lab start working on some way we can protect our ships, Tom,” he ordered.  “If they ever turn on us, we’d better be ready.”

20 September, 2017, 10:31 DMT; Dawnmist Village

It was a tired Kell that climbed up onto the beach of his family farm, between the family burrow and the cove.


It had taken the 16 water drakes with him two days to get him back to the island, time spent almost constantly on the move.  The water drakes took turns sleeping in the aura current while others carried them, and Kell had done so himself, sleeping about two or three hours at a time, which was more than enough for an earth drake.  The rest of the time was spent swimming so he didn’t tire any water drake out carrying him, and after two days, he was feeling it a tiny bit in his muscles…after all, he hadn’t exerted himself like that in a while.  He’d spent nearly six days on a war footing, constantly on the move, and it had finally caught up with him a little bit.


He was most likely energetic compared to the sky dragons and chromatics.  He’d been receiving reports almost on an hourly basis since starting back, and he’d been told that at midnight last night, they’d recast the enchantments that hid the island from the humans.  It had taken them nearly four hours to complete and had required quite a few materials to enact, and now about 99% of the sky dragon and chromatic population was virtually comatose in their dens.  Even chromatics like Prisma had worked on the spell, chromatics still in school, there to literally be nothing but magical batteries, to feed power to their elders.  Only the youngest of the chromatics and sky dragons weren’t wiped out by the magic, and now those sky dragon juveniles were the ones flying patrols around the island, searching for human ships.  And they’d probably be doing so for two or three days.


The fact that tomorrow was supposed to be the most conducive to using their magic was an indication of how serious they were about getting those spells back up as fast as dragonly possible.  The autumn equinox would have been a high point in magical energy that would have made casting the spells much easier, but the council had decided to do it as soon as the conditions were conducive enough to cast the spell without killing any dragons.  But at the end of the clawtips, the spells were back up and the island was once again hidden from visual and satellite surveillance.


There was more magic coming, however.  Jussa had been giving him status reports as he swam back, and the water dragons were going to research a permanent spell that would act like a physical barrier, turning away anything made of steel from the island that didn’t come in with a dragon physically touching it to get it past that spell.   Jussa was talking about placing the spell about half a kilometer away from shore on average, since the spell had to be spherical in shape to work right.  That would prevent any large ships from being able to get close enough to anchor by shore and prevent most forms of landing craft from reaching the shore.  It would also stop virtually any human weapon from getting onto the island, at least ones not being carried by a dragon.  They needed to keep a way to get steel into the effect of the abjuration because the dragons needed that steel themselves, so they had to have a way to get it onto the island.  Setting a spell so only steel that was brought past the boundary of the spell in contact with a dragon was a very clever means of going about it.  The conditions Jussa described would let a dragon carry steel items back and forth across the boundary of the spell without any problems, but would stop just about everything else.  It was simple, but it was elegantly effective in its design.  But that was how water dragons tended to think, simple solutions that solved the problem.  Water dragons were highly underestimated in how smart they were, since they were very modest and unassuming by basic personality. 

The first freighter was about five hours behind them, and the nuclear weapons were already here.  They’d already disarmed the weapons and extracted their plutonium cores, and those were now safely stored behind plenty of steel and lead casing in Sanctuary City, waiting for the reactor fuel rods from the carrier to arrive so they could bury them.  The shaft was dug and waiting, capped so it couldn’t fill with water.  The department was studying the rest of the missile system to get a very close look at it, looking for any design flaws they could exploit if they had to ever deal with those missiles again.

His family and Kammi boiled out of the den and bounded towards him, and Kammi being Kammi, she slammed into him and drove him to the ground.  He was too tired to do much more than lay there as she nuzzled him fiercely, all but laying on top of him.  “I’m so glad you’re home,” she told him in a strong, emotional voice.


“I’m glad to be home too,” he replied.  “See, mother?  Not a scratch, outside of Kammi just giving me some bruises.  Surral kept his promise.”


“I’m so glad,” she said with a relieved smile.

“We’ve heard that it went well,” Keth said as they reached him.


“Just as planned, but I wasn’t too surprised.  The Chinese had absolutely no defense against the water dragons, so it made it relatively easy,” he said as Kammi let him up, and he endured a little rough hugging and nuzzling from the hatchlings.  “Sheesh, I’m just fine, you worriers,” he chided Kitta as she pulled on his horn to bring his head down.  “Just a little tired.  We’ve been moving nonstop since we left Jayapura.  The water drakes are so tired they just went straight to their dens.”  He looked at the coastal tract behind the burrow.  “I see you planted already.”


“Wheat, and I have a crop of Hett’s onions and my radishes on the south coastal,” Keth said professionally.  “Those crops can handle the rain, and those tracts have good drainage.”


“The tomatoes?”


“We’re going to plant those on the lower north slope tomorrow,” he answered.  “And the corn on the north tract.”

“What about our livestock?  They might eat the seedlings when they sprout.”


“That’s what you and Kammi will be doing after work, youngling.  We need you to build the fence so we can keep them from roaming while the rest of us get our crops planted.”


“We can do that, Patron, no problem,” Kammi told him.


Two sky dragons whizzed down from the volcano well behind his parents.  One was Irago, and the other was an extremely small female juvenile.  “Kell,” Hinado called.


“Irago,” he replied with a nod.  “Didn’t you help with the spell?”


“No, I’m the drake in charge of the youngling sky dragons,” he said modestly.  “Until our elders recover, I’m directing the younglings in patrolling the skies around the island in search of planes and boats.  I was given a message for you.  Rest for now.  The council will meet to hear your report when the council members feel strong enough.  Right now, the chromatic and our council members are too exhausted to attend council.”


“I can understand that.  Just have them send me a message when they need me.”


He nodded.  “I was tasked to collect that message band to take to the chromatic sages for examination,” he added.


“Oh, right.”  Kell pulled it off his horn and offered it up, rearing up on the base of his tail and handing it up to him.  “Is the council still in session while the others are recovering?”


Irago nodded.  “They gave permission for the council to meet with six until such time that they can rejoin.  They trust Jussa’s wisdom.  He was a good choice as the leader of the council.”


“No argument from me there,” Kell agreed.  “You’re moving up in the world, Irago,” he said lightly.


He nodded his head slightly.  “Since I was placed in the department, they felt I was mature enough to handle the responsibility to oversee the youngers and keep watch over the island,” he explained.  “So far, they’ve done very well, because they understand how important our task is.  Nothing is sneaking up on the island while our elders regain their strength,” he declared, a bit forcefully.


“I’m sure you’ll do fine, Irago,” Kammi told him, then she took hold of Kell’s paw.  “Now, if you don’t mind, Kell needs to get some rest.”


“Of course,” he said with a slight smile.  He and his very young female companion flitted up and raced back towards the top of the volcano, and Kell found himself being dragged towards the burrow.

“Now let’s get you on a sleeping mound so you can rest, then we’ll have a big feast tonight to celebrate you coming back safe,” Kammi declared.


“Well, thank you so much for planning my entire day, Kammi,” he protested.


“Get used to it, intended,” she said teasingly.  “You belong to me now.”


Kell cut off the inevitable giggle from his younger siblings with a hard stare, which naturally made them all burst out laughing as he was dragged bodily towards the den.
