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    Hey you. 
 
    Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah. 
 
    Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com 
 
      
 
    If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    My freaking head. Did somebody whack me with a two-by-four last night? My eyes felt so heavy as the first bits of light crept in through the tiny windows of the Cero women’s hut, and I instantly let out a groan as I forced them shut.  
 
    Looking at those small bits of sunlight felt like I was staring into a damn supernova, so I rolled over onto my side.  
 
    The last thing I remembered was chugging a whole bowl full of sweet palm-wine after being dared by Rikuri and then dancing the night away around a billowing fire, driven by the beat of Zamwae’s drums. What happened after that, I had no idea…  
 
    But one thing was for sure. I was paying for it this morning.  
 
    When I finally wrested the courage to open up my eyes, I realized the rest of my crew must have also had an equally fun night.  
 
    The dragonkin elder, Jonas, was passed out in a nearby thatched chair. His limbs dangled down by his side like a scarecrow, and his head was leaned back over the back of the headrest. Jonas’ regal robe was bunched up and unkempt by his waistline, and I was glad the old man had decided to wear stockings under his clothes. The soothsayer’s snores were as loud as a chainsaw, but everybody else in the room must have been too hungover to notice.  
 
    Meanwhile, Zarya and Darya, the beautiful dragon twins, cuddled up close together on the floor. Their golden hair was splayed out below them like a pile of pristine hay, and they spooned like an old married couple atop the carpet on the dirt floor.  
 
    Oh, how I wished to be the third spoon at that moment… Darya’s cute, fit ass pressed firmly against my cock… Her strong yet slender figure resting in my arms…  
 
    It would have been heaven on earth.  
 
    Nima the Niralope was laid out face-down on one of the hut’s tables, with her face buried in the stone surface and her nest of red hair tousled. Her smooth, bare legs were in a chaotic heap behind her, as one of them laid flat and the other was bent at the knee and rested against her thigh.  
 
    The golden-haired butterfly-woman, Candara, had half of her body hanging off the bed of straw that stood at the far edge of the hut. Her blonde braids dangled down in a waterfall of beauty, while her green wings did a little sputter with each breath she took.  
 
    My beloved Mira was asleep in the carved-out nook along the western wall of the hut, with her face buried deeply in the crook of her arm. Beams of sunlight shone across her body and reflected from her beautiful golden scales with a soft glow, and I chuckled when I realized what was going on.  
 
    Mira’s eyes must not have been ready for the daylight, either.  
 
    Anora was sprawled out on the floor just below Mira’s nook, though the dragonkin healer appeared to be sleeping the most peacefully of us all. Her emerald-green hair laid across the sunflower scales of her chest, which rose and fell with her calm, slow breaths. There was a smile on Anora’s face as she slept, and for a brief second I wondered what she was dreaming about.  
 
    My confusion, however, turned to amusement when I saw Lezan and Nadir.  
 
    Both of the Coonag women must have taken it a bit too far last night, because they were both just lying in a heap in the middle of the floor. Their furry tails were puffed up and rustled like an unbrushed cat, and both of the raccoon-women were snoozing away in very different, uncomfortable-looking positions.  
 
    Nadir’s head and legs were turned to the left, even though the rest of her body seemed to tilt right. Her arms were in front of her body in a position that could only be described as a drunken robot, and her limbs were bent in a different direction at every pivot point on her upper appendages.  
 
    Lezan, on the other hand, was face-down in the dirt with her thonged ass raised high to the sky as if she was waiting for me to penetrate her tight tunnel. Her mouth was wide open, and her white-and-black hair cascaded down her face like two curtains at a color-blind designer’s house.  
 
    Damn. Last night must have gotten away from us in a hurry. These Cero women really knew how to party.  
 
    Then again, it wasn’t every day your Queen Mother and a quarter of the village decided to up and leave the island they’d lived on for their whole lives.  
 
    It was the best damn going away party I’d ever been a part of.  
 
    Once my head stopped spinning, I slowly swung my legs over the side of the nook I was rested in, stretched out my arms as far as they could go until I heard a satisfying pop, and then limbered up my body for the day.  
 
    Still, I’d had enough hangovers to know there was still one thing I needed before I could become a functioning adult again… Water. Ice-cold water would at least help flush the remnants out of my system and get me alert once more.  
 
    We all needed to be fully alert today, too. Today was the day we set sail for the dragonkin island.  
 
    Although we’d had a lot of fun adventures on this savanna-like island, I couldn’t wait to get home and see my children and my women again. Just like a good vacation, it was always nice to get home after being gone for so long.  
 
    When I stepped through the door of the Queen Mother’s hut, my pupils instantly dilated, and my brain began to scream from within my skull. I made a makeshift visor with my right hand and put it over my eyes to block out the vile rays, but the dull throbbing in my head remained.  
 
    I walked across the grasslands, away from the “residential” area of the Cero Village, and toward the spot where they had their fresh spring well. As I got closer to my destination, I saw a few of the Cero women gathered around in a circle.  
 
    The rhino-women were throwing their hands in the air and whooping wildly as I approached, and soon I saw two of the Ceros were standing at the center of the pack.  
 
    Ashanti and Baratu.  
 
    Both of the women circled each other like a pair of panthers waiting to strike, with their eyes locked firmly and their hands behind their backs. As I observed further, I realized their hands were actually bound together behind their bodies at the wrist.  
 
    “Are you gonna stand there all day?” Baratu scoffed with a bold frown. “Or are you gonna make your move?”  
 
    “Your goading won’t work, Baratu.” Ashanti just rolled her eyes. “The Cero who strikes first is almost always the one who ends up on the ground.”  
 
    “It’s like sixty-forty,” Baratu huffed and stamped her foot.  
 
    “What’s going on here?” I whispered to Rikuri as I slid into the crowd beside her.  
 
    “It’s the Ceremony of Strength.” The black-haired Cero nodded her head with a somewhat evil smile. “My favorite of all the ceremonies!”  
 
    “So, what?” I chuckled. “Is this some sort of Cero woman fight club? Actually, scratch that… We’re talking about it.”  
 
    “I guess you could call it that.” Rikuri shrugged. “It is a fun little ceremony where we get together and attempt to push our sisters around using nothing but our horns. It’s fairly inconsequential, but it’s by far my favorite ceremony to watch.”  
 
    “Just watch?” I questioned with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Well, I can’t really participate.” The Cero woman grumbled and pointed to her snapped-off horn. “I mean, sure, I might be able to push some of the weaker ones around, like Zikiu--”  
 
    “I heard that!” Zikiu’s voice hissed from somewhere to our right.  
 
    “But not having a horn anymore gives me a very, very strong disadvantage,” the hornless rhino-woman continued. “The real trick to winning this battle of pure brute strength is all about leverage, and you can’t really do that with this sorta damned flat stump.”  
 
    “Look at it this way,” I joked to Rikuri. “Having a stump but not a horn just means you can slam your head into theirs without the danger of stabbing them. I bet that’d knock them out pretty damn cold.”  
 
    “I like the way you think, Draco Rex,” Rikuri snickered. “But I think you’re missing the point. We’re not trying to ‘knock each other out.’ We’re just trying to push each other out of the circle.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” I drawled as the epiphany hit me. “We have that back in my world, too. Only in Sumo Wrestling, the wrestlers are trying to knock the other guy out with their guts.”  
 
    “Their guts?” The Cero woman raised an interested eyebrow. “Is it a gory ceremony?”  
 
    “Not their internal guts,” I explained and then slapped my belly. “These guts. It’s usually played exclusively by fat dudes.”  
 
    “That sounds… Very strange,” Rikuri admitted.  
 
    “Stranger than tying your hands behind your back and headbutting each other out of a circle?” I laughed.  
 
    “Okay, fine,” the hornless Cero sighed. “This does sound a bit strange from an outsider’s perspective. But I promise you, it’s great fun. Just watch!” 
 
    Baratu and Ashanti continued to circle each other carefully with their feet dug into the ground and their bodies as tense as could be. Ashanti’s eyes were narrowed in preparation for the battle, though Baratu’s were glimmering with challenge.  
 
    Finally, Baratu made her move. The Cero chef took a quick step forward and slammed her head into Ashanti’s, and the two rhino-women locked horns. The crowd went wild as we watched the two opponents pushing against each other with every bit of strength in their neck muscles. They remained at a stalemate for a few seconds, until Ashanti ducked down and allowed Baratu’s own weight to carry her forward.  
 
    Baratu let out a gasp as she stumbled forward, but she quickly caught herself before she fell out of the circle. The blonde woman’s long ponytail whipped around wildly as she forced herself to a stop, and then Baratu spun around and crouched.  
 
    “What in Tembori’s name are you doing?” Ashanti huffed and jerked her chin upward. “My horns are up here.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Baratu teased before she launched herself forward like a charging bull.  
 
    The Cero chef flew upward at an angle, and Ashanti wasn’t fast enough to dodge the attack. Baratu’s horns slammed into Ashanti’s from the bottom and sent the Cero with the shaved head back onto her ass.  
 
    There were whoops and cheers as Ashanti landed, whipped her head around, and then let out a sigh of relief. The fabric of her loincloth was about half an inch away from the line in the grass.  
 
    She was still in this.  
 
    Ashanti sprang back to her feet like an acrobat before she lowered her head and stared down Baratu.  
 
    “Tembori must be smiling on you today.” Baratu smirked. “You should have been out.”  
 
    “Indeed he does,” Ashanti parroted. “That doesn’t bode well for you, I’m afraid.”  
 
    This time, Ashanti made the first move. Or, at least, she pretended that she was going to make the first move.  
 
    The three-horned Cero woman took a few steps toward Baratu, but I could tell from her angle she wasn’t on the path to actually hit her opponent. Still, Ashanti’s trap worked like a charm.  
 
    Baratu charged at Ashanti, who simply halted in place and let the chef zip right past her harmlessly. Baratu’s feet pressed firmly into the ground as she tried to halt her momentum, and she skidded to a stop about a foot from the circle’s edge.  
 
    That’s when Ashanti made her move.  
 
    Ashanti ran at Baratu just as the blonde-haired Cero turned around and reared back her head. Ashanti’s horns slammed against Baratu’s, and Baratu let out a frustrated grunt as the impact of the blow sent her stumbling backward and out of the circle.  
 
    “Tembori’s will does shine on Ashanti today!” the village shaman, Zamwae, announced as she stepped into the circle.  
 
    I watched as the mystical shaman produced a crude stone knife, sliced the rope from Ashanti’s hands, and then raised the victor’s hand into the air as the crowd went wild.  
 
    “That was quite the battle!” Baratu declared as she approached her opponent. “I suppose you were right about the whole ‘striking first’ thing… I should be more patient in the future.”  
 
    “That?” Ashanti chuckled coyly. “I made all that up. I was just trying to get inside your head and buy myself more time until I could figure out an opening move.”  
 
    “Very clever,” Baratu sighed. “I guess that’s why the Queen Mother always chooses you for the dangerous journeys.”  
 
    “Former Queen Mother,” Ashanti reminded the chef. “Nargwai hasn’t sent me on a journey yet, and I hope she doesn’t have to in the next few hours.”  
 
    “The next few hours…” Baratu trailed off as Zamwae cut the ropes from her wrists. “It’s hard to believe we’re actually leaving this island before the next sunset.”  
 
    “You don’t have to go,” the newly-anointed Queen Mother, Nargwai, noted as she stepped forward. “As much as I believe Matrai’s cooking will be delightful, nothing’s ever going to be the same as what you do in that kitchen.”  
 
    “As honored as I am that you think that,” Baratu began. “Our old Queen Mother needs me more. Her and Zikiu. Both of them are going to be eating for two now, and I don’t know if those Dragonkin chefs will ever really be able to satisfy their cravings. They need a true Cero to fulfill their needs.”  
 
    “I think you’re gonna find Hali’s food is more than enough,” I chuckled as I announced my presence. “In fact, she’s probably gonna jump at the challenge of making something you Cero will enjoy!”  
 
    “Well, there he is!” Batari’s voice proclaimed from somewhere in the crowd, and then the former Queen Mother stepped forward. “We were starting to think you guys were never going to get out of bed.”  
 
    The infant wind dragon, Swaer, was wrapped around her right arm like a piece of armor. His angular head was raised up on full alert, and his little black eyes were full of wonder as his noodly whiskers twitched with glee.  
 
    “I told you they weren’t ready for the Festival of Mlajik,” Ashanti chuckled. “There was enough palm-wine consumed last night to bring down the Skudawar himself.”  
 
    “You should see the others,” I said with a smirk. “At least I was able to drag myself out of bed. They’re all still laying in there like they’re dead.”  
 
    “My palm-wine will do that!” Baratu declared as she puffed out her chest proudly. “It is almost a rite of passage for the Cero people to get completely woozy on palm-wine, particularly when we are celebrating such a monumental occasion.”  
 
    “Then I guess you can name us all honorary Cero,” I chuckled. “But seriously, I really need some water right now, or else I’m gonna need to go find another place to lay down.”  
 
    “Then by all means,” Batari said. “I shall escort you to the well.”  
 
    “I remember where it’s at,” I reassured the former Queen Mother. “I don’t want to take you away from your turn or anything like that.”  
 
    “I insist.” The white-haired rhino-woman smiled. “It’s always wise to go to the drinking well in pairs. We’ve had far too many accidents, and in your current state, we’d be just asking for another one.”  
 
    “Okay, okay.” I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “I’m perfectly fine, though.”  
 
    Come on, Ben, Swaer’s high-pitched voice argued. She’s only trying to look out for ya!  
 
    “I know.” I smiled at the tiny wind dragon. “I’m just saying this isn’t the first hangover I’ve ever had, and I’m sure it won’t be my last. But if you’re offering an escort, then I’ll gladly accept.”  
 
    As I was speaking, I held out my arm, which Batari swiftly took in her own, and with our arms intertwined, the Queen Mother and I set off toward the well. The sun was high across the savanna as we walked, and a gentle breeze rolled across the landscape to create a sea of swaying grass.  
 
    The well was only about a five-minute walk from where the fighting circle had been created, so we made it there in no time. There wasn’t much to it, either… It was a simple round structure made out of clay bricks, with a primitive stone bucket hung above the hole in the ground via a simple pulley.  
 
    We let our arms fall to the side before I stepped up to the well, grabbed the rope, and slowly lowered the bucket downward.  
 
    I coulda just flown down there with it, Swaer noted. I’m small enough to fit down that hole, you know.  
 
    “I do know,” Batari chuckled as she scratched her bondmate under the chin. “We should savor this time, Swaer. Give it a few season cycles, and you will be larger than even our largest land dragon.”  
 
    Really? Swaer’s dark eyes were wide as he looked at Batari in disbelief. I’ll be bigger than Huwar?  
 
    “Much bigger than Huwar,” the white-haired Cero promised. “In fact, if you grow as big as most wind dragons get around here, Huwar and the others will be able to ride upon your back.”  
 
    Wow… the little red dragon trailed off. That’ll be the day. Then maybe he won’t call me ‘pipsqueak’ all the time.  
 
    “Hold on.” I stopped pulling on the rope and held it in place about halfway up. “You’re able to communicate with Huwar? I thought he wasn’t dragonbonded with anybody yet?”  
 
    “He’s not,” Batari noted. “The land dragons might not be able to communicate with Ceros or Dragonkin or anyone else of another species, but they are certainly able to communicate with their own kind. It’s usually nonverbal, of course, but they certainly try.”  
 
    What else am I supposed to think when the big, green dragon pushes me away from the food bowl and then starts munching away for himself? Swaer pouted. Or when he just looks at me smugly every time I want to test my wind breath out against him. He doesn’t take me seriously at all!  
 
    “And have you actually tried to use your wind breath against the guy?” I chuckled and resumed pulling up the water. “I’ve seen you ruin entire orc ships with that cannon you got in your mouth. I bet you could knock him over with just a little sneeze.”  
 
    Probably, the wind dragon said. But why would I want to show off my power right away?  
 
    “Exactly.” Batari smirked. “The best time to show your true power is when your opponent least expects it. I promise you, Swaer, that Huwar will be completely blindsided when the moment finally arrives, especially if he doubts your strength as you claim he does.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “It’s always a big ‘oh, shit’ moment when Yoda busts out his lightsaber for the first time.”  
 
    The dragon and the rhino-woman both gave me a confused turn of the head, though by this point I was already expecting nobody to get my references.  
 
    “I’ll explain it to you later,” I sighed. “When we have about six hours to kill and I can walk you through the entire saga. But only in Release order, since that’s the only way to watch it.”  
 
    Soon, the stone bucket was within my grasp, and I snatched it out of the air with my hand. I pulled the edge of the container up to my lips, opened my mouth slightly, and then tilted it back in unison with my head. The ice-cold spring water tickled my tongue as I gulped down its refreshing goodness, and within seconds I felt like my entire outlook on life had been rejuvenated. I swallowed down the entire bucket before I let it swing back on its rope, wiped my mouth, and let out a long “ahhhh.”  
 
    “The palm-wine hardly affects me anymore,” Batari chuckled. “Though many of us had these same symptoms when we first discovered you could ferment the palmberries like that.” 
 
    “That’d be several decades worth of tolerance talking,” I joked. “Come back to my world, and I’ll make you try Jägermeister. Then we’ll see who’s fighting the massive hangover in the morning.”  
 
    I gulped down another full bucket of the well water before I figured I was recovered enough to continue on with my day. Sure, I still wasn’t at one-hundred percent, but I felt like I could at least function as a human for the moment.  
 
    “Are you sure you’ll be okay to move the floating wood vessel?” Batari raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I reassured the Cero woman. “We’re not setting sail for a few more hours, anyway. I don’t want to be out on choppy waters if we can help it.”  
 
    “Either way,” the white-haired rhino-woman admitted, “I’m very excited. I’ve never been out on the ocean before… We’ve always just marveled at it from afar. Mainly because we’ve seen the sorts of abominations that emerge from its depths.”  
 
    “And we’re going to be sailing right over all those creepy creatures,” I reminded her. “Hopefully, they’ll stay beneath the waves during this journey, but that’s usually just wishful thinking. For whatever reason, the second we get out to sea, some creepy-ass monster gets it in their head that we’ll be an easy snack.”  
 
    “Are you an easy snack?” Batari smirked seductively, and I felt all of the blood in my body rush to my dick.  
 
    “Not a chance.” I winked back. “Ironically, usually the creature ends up in our bellies, after it bites off more than it can chew.”  
 
    “They made the most common mistake in all of nature.” Batari clicked her tongue. “They assume size is all that matters.”  
 
    “Well, it matters some…” I smirked, and the Cero woman’s cheeks turned red.  
 
    “Of course, it does,” Batari confirmed with a giggle. “It does matter a lot. But sometimes the smallest creatures are actually the deadliest. That seems to be the case with you, Draco Rex. We’ve only been together for a few sun cycles, and yet I’ve watched you slaughter creatures double your size and overcome armies that vastly outnumbered your own. One thing is for sure… You are the Apex Predator of this world, and anyone who doesn’t realize that yet is a total fool.”  
 
    I honestly didn’t know what to say to that. There was a swell of pride in my chest at the kindness of Batari’s words, as well as a feeling of burning determination to prove them correct.  
 
    If I wanted to prove to this world I was the ultimate apex predator, then I was gonna have to hunt down the rest of the fire dragons and burn the fucking Orc Homeland to the ground. Then, and only then, would this world be safe from those brutish pirates and their barbaric wrath. 
 
    As I contemplated our situation, I saw a few more figures approaching the well from off in the distance, and when they finally drew closer, I recognized the colorful silhouettes of a Morpho, a Niralope, several Dragonkin, and two Coonag.  
 
    It was the rest of my crew.  
 
    “Good morning!” I declared as I threw out my hands in greeting. “Did everybody have a good sleep?”  
 
    “Don’t start,” Mira grumbled as she rubbed her forehead. “I saw the shape you were in this morning, too.”  
 
    “I think I’m going to die,” Nima bemoaned. “Were… Were we poisoned last night?”  
 
    “Technically, yes,” Candara noted in a whisper. “Our body responds this way because fermented juice is a poison, and it wants to get it out immediately.”  
 
    “Then why do we drink it?” Nima continued as she squinted in the mid-day sun.  
 
    “Because it tastes amazing,” the elder Jonas sighed. “And it allows us to be looser and have more fun when we ingest it. None of us were complaining whatsoever last night.”  
 
    “I’m sure Jonas here has many stories involving such intoxication,” Mira snickered. “Stories that the fallen elders of our people wouldn’t want told.”  
 
    “Precisely,” Jonas noted. “Which is why they will stay out of the public record.”  
 
    I spent the next half hour helping my crew pull up water from the well and then distributing it around to all of my hungover friends, and we chatted away while we recovered. We talked about the journey home, the rations we still had available on the ship, and also explained to Batari how the “floating wooden horse” actually worked.  
 
    Before long, we heard the deep, howling bellow of a horn from the other side of the Cero village, and we knew what it signaled.  
 
    It was time to begin the journey back home.  
 
    My crew and I somberly ventured back to the hut, gathered up the few belongings we had carried with us, and then stepped out onto the savanna once more. As we passed through the threshold of the Queen Mother’s hut, Batari’s face fell into a frown.  
 
    The white-haired rhino-woman turned around, leaned against the side of the door, and let out a sigh as she took one last look at the place she had called home for decades.  
 
    “I know it’s hard,” I comforted the cloud-kissed beauty. “I miss my home sometimes, too… I mean, I only had a crappy little apartment in the middle of an urban jungle, but it was still nice to have a place to call my own, you know?”  
 
    “It’s a strange feeling,” Batari admitted. “Something like a mixture of happiness, sadness, and longing at the same time.”  
 
    “That’d be nostalgia,” I explained as I placed my hand on her stomach. “It’s one hell of a drug. But don’t worry… Once we get back to the dragonkin island, you’ll have a room just as nice as this one, and we can start making new memories. You, me, and the little horned baby who’s growing inside of you.”  
 
    “I know, Ben.” The white-haired woman gave me a soft smile. “That’s how I know this is the right decision. I’ve never raised a child before, but I can assure you Tembori would not want our child to grow up without a father.”  
 
    “I’ll give you all the time you need,” I promised. “Just come and meet the rest of us out here when you’re all done.”  
 
    I gave Batari a final pat on the shoulder before I kissed her forehead and headed out. The crew of The Dragon Queen had gathered around the front of the hut, as had the rest of the Cero women who’d decided to make the journey with their former Queen Mother.  
 
    Then, of course, there were the dragons. George, Tirian, Swaer, and Huwar stood around in a small circle as they seemed to converse in their own nonverbal language. All four of the dragons chuffed, hummed, and snorted at each other as they made sweeping gestures with their various body parts.  
 
    Huwar kept pulling back his lips as he snorted and huffed, almost like he was snarling. However, his eyes were full of happiness as he conversed, and his body looked about as relaxed as you could get.  
 
    Meanwhile, it was hard not to laugh at Swaer. The red wind dragon floated in the air above the rest of the dragons, though his body wasn’t even a quarter of the size as theirs. He made over-exaggerated movements with his snake-like body as he twisted, turned, and tried to emulate the bigger dragons’ sounds, but all that came out were a few chirps and high-pitched chuffs.  
 
    Eventually, Batari came back out from her hut. Her eyes were filled with tears as she walked up to our crew, but she refused to show any bit of weakness on her face. The Cero leader gave us all a nod, and then we began to head to the other side of the village.  
 
    When we got there, the entire population of Cero women had gathered to bid us farewell. Nargwai was at the front of the group, and she wore a half smile and a large golden breastplate on her chest. The second we were before them, Nargwai stepped forward and placed her hands onto Batari’s shoulders.  
 
    “Words cannot describe my emotions in this moment, Batari,” the new Queen Mother admitted. “Your people are sad to lose you as a Queen Mother, but we will be forever grateful for your leadership. The Cero people would not be the strong, bountiful race we are today if not for you. Yet, it’s not a sad day at all… In fact, we should look at this as the first part of a new story for our people. No matter what the future holds for us as a people, Batari and her friends will always go down in history as the first Cero women to ever venture out into the world beyond, as well as the first two members of our race to ever bear Tembori’s gift of children. Thank you, Batari. For everything.”  
 
    “She’s definitely got the sappy speechmaking part down,” Rikuri whispered to Ashanti, and the two rhino-women shared in hushed laughter.  
 
    Ashanti and Rikuri went silent when Batari shot them a dirty look, and then the former Queen Mother began to address her people.  
 
    “The thanks is all mine,” Batari announced. “Nothing in life has quite been as fulfilling as being your Queen Mother, and I will miss you all. But, as Nargwai has established, this is simply a new tale. Hopefully, you will be sharing the story of Batari and the Draco Rex for thousands of season cycles to come. Who knows? Maybe even to future generations of Cero children?”  
 
    “I would very much like that,” Nargwai said with a smile. “Farewell, Batari. Farewell, Draco Rex. Farewell, friends of the Cero people. Good luck, and know that you are welcome on our island at any time.”  
 
    “This is not a farewell forever, my friend.” Batari smiled. “We will hopefully be back someday.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of these guys,” I reassured the Cero women. “I promise.”  
 
    We all said our final goodbyes before my crew and I turned around and headed up the mountain at the edge of the Cero village. The Cero women made the trip on the backs of their giant ants, the Mieraks, while the rest of us just traveled on foot. The journey was long and tedious, but we’d done it enough times by now that it was practically second nature. We ventured down the other side of the mountain and then out onto the sprawling plains of the Cero island, where we traveled without much incident.  
 
    As we passed by the spot where we’d had our great battle with the orcs, I couldn’t help but smile with macabre delight. The bones of the fuckers were still scattered about the savanna, and they were now in various states of decay. Orc bodies had been picked clean by the scavengers of the Cero island, with only scant bits of flesh still remaining on their decaying bones.  
 
    Hell, if I hadn’t already known they were orcs, I never would have guessed.  
 
    “I still can’t believe you convinced the Cero to just leave all the bodies out here,” Darya noted as we passed through the newly-made graveyard. “If it were up to me, I would have burned each and every one of these disgusting pirates, just so I wouldn’t have to stare at their corpses.”  
 
    “It wasn’t that difficult.” Candara shrugged. “Strange as it may sound, decaying flesh is great for the soil. Which then means the grass will flourish, and the animals who inhabit this island will have more food to eat. The animals that eat the grass will be well fed, which means the predators will have good meals, as well.”  
 
    “I understand how it works,” Darya grumbled. “I just hate looking at orcs, even the dead ones.”  
 
    The grassy graveyard thinned out the closer we got to the shore, but the scattering of orc bodies never ceased. None of that mattered, though, when we got to our beautiful schooner ship, The Dragon Queen.  
 
    “There she is!” I proclaimed happily as I turned to the Cero women. “I’ll admit, I was a little worried I was never gonna see her again when we found out the orcs stole her. But here she is, in all her glory.”  
 
    “We’ll definitely need to have the maids clean this thing when we get back home,” Zarya grumbled as she pinched her nose. “I can smell the orc stench from all the way over here.”  
 
    “Okay, so she might need a bit of a bath,” I chuckled. “But we can get past it. Deep down below the orc filth, she’s still our beloved vessel.”  
 
    “Will… Will that be able to fit us all?” Zikiu gasped. “I’ve had to deal with some complicated space problems before, but nothing like this. How will that thing stay afloat if we have so many people, plus the dragons and the Mieraks, on it?”  
 
    “Tirian and Swaer can fly,” I explained. “And I think George here will just be swimming along the side. If that’s okay with him, of course.”  
 
    It doesn’t bother me a bit, dear one! George proclaimed with a chuff. That just means I get the first chance to catch any of the animals we run into along the way.  
 
    Save some for us, Tirian declared as he motioned to Huwar with his head. The rations on the ship aren’t exactly filling for our giant bellies. Plus, we’ve got this big guy now, and he looks like he could eat a whole pack of wild boars. 
 
    Huwar tilted his oval-shaped head at Tirian, though I wasn’t sure if he actually heard anything or understood. When the land dragon bared his teeth and let out a loud huff, I figured he got the gist.  
 
    I will toss up the best creatures for you all to enjoy, George reassured. We’re feeding four instead of two now, after all. Though I’m not sure what exactly those giant insects actually eat.  
 
    “They’ll eat whatever you give them,” Batari chuckled.  
 
    “The boat will stay afloat,” I informed Zikiu. “I could go into a bunch of details about the physics and buoyancy and all that, but it would be a lot easier if I just tell you to trust me.”  
 
    “I trust you, Draco Rex.” Zikiu nodded. “I trust you with my life.”  
 
    “Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” I winked at the Cero with red tattoos. “Now, come on, everyone… Let’s hop aboard and set sail.”  
 
    The Cero women were hesitant as we waded out into the salty water and approached our ship, and they were even more uncertain when they saw us climbing up the rope ladder that hung over the side of The Dragon Queen.  
 
    “Forgive me for asking, Draco Rex,” Zamwae said as she looked up the side of the vessel. “But how will Huwar get up there? I don’t think the rope will hold him.”  
 
    “That’s what the ramp is for,” I chuckled. “Somebody just needs to get up there and lower it down.”  
 
    “We’re on it!” Nadir proclaimed as she sprang up onto the rope. “If Lezan can even keep up with me.”  
 
    “I could beat you in my sleep,” Lezan scoffed. “I don’t even need the help of a rope. Watch.”  
 
    The multicolor-haired raccoon-woman leapt out of the water, stabbed her razor-sharp claws into the wood of the ship, and then began to scale the side of The Dragon Queen herself. Not to be outdone, Nadir began her ascent with the determination of a middle schooler trying to beat out their rival in gym class.  
 
    “Watch the trim!” I called up to the Coonag women. “We just had those redone before we left!”  
 
    It took the raccoon-women no time at all to get up to the top of the ship, and then they hopped over the side and disappeared onto the deck. Once that happened, it was only a few more minutes before we heard the clanking of metal chains and the groaning of moving wood, and the ship’s ramp began to descend.  
 
    We hurried up onto the deck of the vessel, where I then promptly dashed over to my spot behind the steering mechanism, grasped the wheel firmly, and let out a happy sigh.  
 
    Even though the palace back on the Dragonkin island was my home, I always truly felt my best when I was here, behind the wheel of a ship out on the open sea.  
 
    As soon as everyone was in their positions, I began to bark out orders, and the ship itself seemed to come alive. My crewmates began to hoist the sails, tie down the ropes, and turn the mechanisms to raise the anchor, and soon I felt the ship underneath me shift as it floated up off the ground.  
 
    The Cero women were all petrified when we went buoyant, and I smiled smugly as I watched them all grasp onto their Mieraks for balance. Huwar, on the other hand, simply laid down on the deck as flat as he could, just like a dog that was trying to cower from a thunderstorm. When we finally caught our heading and started off into the ocean, the entire party of Cero woman let out a sharp gasp.  
 
    Even Rikuri and Ashanti, the “baddasses who could never be bothered,” held each other like fearful toddlers when they first experienced the sea.  
 
    “Tirian?” I asked the silver-scaled dragon via our dragonbond. “Are the skies clear enough for you to find our heading?”  
 
    Sure thing, Ben! Tirian responded. Nothing but blue sky all around us… 
 
    “What about those whirlpools?” Mira reminded me. “Please don’t tell me we’re going to sail through those again.”  
 
    “That’s what Tirian’s up there for,” I said as I pointed to the dragon above. “He’s going to keep an eye on the horizon. That way we can sail out really, really far and hopefully avoid those whirlpools by more than a mile.”  
 
    “Let’s hope so.” The green-haired warrior nodded.  
 
    Thanks to the combination of Tirian’s vantage point, some smooth sailing on my part, and the amazing crew of The Dragon Queen, we were able to avoid the field of whirlpools altogether.  
 
    The trip continued onward without so much as a hitch or cloud in the sky, and George occasionally would let out an excited chuff before he tossed a dead sea creature up onto the deck, where it would be promptly devoured by the rest of the dragons.  
 
    Meanwhile, the Cero women eventually got brave enough to come down from the backs of their Mieraks. They stumbled around for a few seconds as they tried to catch their footing on the rocking boat, but it didn’t take long before they cautiously made their way around the deck.  
 
    “So, this is what it’s like to be out on the water, huh?” Ashanti mused as she walked over to my position. “I would have thought there’d be a lot more to it than just moving around some ropes and turning a wheel.”  
 
    “Would you like to try?” I offered sarcastically. “It’s waaaay harder than it looks. You see the rest of our crew here? If one of them slips up even in the tiniest of ways, we could find ourselves capsized or completely blown off course. Take it from me, Ashanti… That’s why it’s so important to have a good crew aboard. You literally have to trust these people with your livelihood and sometimes even your life.”  
 
    “So, it’s almost like the group exercises we do from our mounts,” the three-horned Cero woman observed. “There is one particular exercise we use to train ourselves for being surrounded and outnumbered. Basically, we have to form up into a circle, pick a target, and then ride around continuously. As we’re moving, we’re supposed to count, one enemy for every Cero in our group… Then we fire at that enemy. When that enemy goes down, we count again and shoot another one. It’s a great defense mechanism, but it only works if you can trust your fellow warriors to hit the correct target.”  
 
    “That sounds pretty comparable,” I admitted. “Though that also makes me think you’d be a natural at sailing a ship.”  
 
    “Me?” the rhino-woman gasped. “Impossible.”  
 
    “Anything’s possible when you’re part of the Draco Rex’s crew.” I smiled at the beautiful Cero. “I think you’d make a fine--”  
 
    Before I could finish my thought, I heard the sound of something erupt from the water on our port side. Suddenly, the blue-scaled body of George appeared over the edge of the boat, slammed onto the deck, and caused our entire vessel to tilt intensely to the side.  
 
    “Hold onto something!” Mira cried out as we continued to tip toward our port side.  
 
    The Dragon Queen moved until we were nearly horizontal with the ground, but thankfully she stopped before we were all capsized. As the boat began to teeter back upright, however, my eyes caught George’s assailant.  
 
    I couldn’t make out what it was exactly, but I saw the bright red skin of something as it slid back below the surface of the water and then swam away in a hurry.  
 
    “George!” I shouted to my bondmate. “Are you alright?  
 
    N-Never better, the water dragon grumbled weakly.  
 
    “What was that thing, Draco Rex?” Ashanti demanded as she pulled her bow from her shoulder. “A deadly creature from the deep?”  
 
    “Something like that,” I growled. “I just hope it decided to fuck off and leave us alone.”  
 
    Who knows? Maybe this thing was just a curious predator, like most of the sharks back on my world. Maybe the creature tried to take a bite of George, realized it didn’t like the taste, and then fled.  
 
    I should have known my luck wasn’t going to be anywhere near that good.  
 
    There was a sudden, jarring impact off the starboard side of The Dragon Queen, and I was forced down onto my knees from the impact. The next thing I knew, I heard a loud, scuttling sound, almost like two bones being rubbed together in rapid succession.  
 
    That’s when it came over the side of the ship.  
 
    Upon first glance, the thing looked like an oversized crab. It walked on six equally long legs, all of which supported its rotund body. The creature had two slitted eyes that sat just above its mouth, which itself took up half its body, and multiple rows of razor-sharp teeth stared back at me in a circular pattern as drool oozed from the lipless mouth.  
 
    Worst of all, however, were the damn claws.  
 
    Unlike the claws of a lobster or most of the crabs I’d seen before, this thing had two cleavers on its wrists each the size of a compact car, and their insides were both lined with spikes that looked downright lethal. Even the tips of the freaking things were curved into a lethal sickle shape.  
 
    The monster stood at least fifteen feet tall and about ten feet wide and was covered from head to toe in a glistening, bright red shell.  
 
    I didn’t know what this thing was, but one thing was for sure.  
 
    If we wanted to continue our journey, I was gonna have to turn this thing into rangoon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    The giant crab monster continued to eye us as drool spittled out of his mouth, and I just knew he was imagining how good we must taste. Still, the bastard had no idea what he’d just gotten himself into. Right now, he was surrounded by not only some of the most elite warriors in the world, but also four deadly dragons that probably thought he looked equally as delicious.  
 
    I’ll handle it, Ben, Swaer declared as he swooped down and began to suck in his breath. I hope you like wherever it is you’re from, because I’m gonna send you right back down there!  
 
    The slender red dragon unleashed a gust of wind from his mouth that was so strong, we all had to try and tether ourselves in place. Nadir and Lezan gripped into the mast with their claws, and the other Dragonkin stabbed their spears into the ground and held on for dear life while the Cero women clung to their gravity-defying Mieraks. Much to my surprise, our enemy didn’t even budge.  
 
    The crab’s legs must have been dug in deep, because he simply stood there as Swaer’s breath blew the spit off the crustacean’s mouth and dried his shell like the world’s worst hair dryer.  
 
    That’s when I heard the sound of creaking wood.  
 
    “Cut the wind, Swaer!” I commanded the dragon. “You’re gonna break off our masts if you keep going like that, and then we’re fucked.”  
 
    Swaer halted his breath with a frown, and the crab creature let out a frustrated roar. It began to scuttle toward the wind dragon and took a snap at him with its claws, but Swaer was quick on his feet.  
 
    Or, more accurately, he was quick in the air.  
 
    The little red dragon slithered away from the battlefield, and the crab snapped at nothing.  
 
    Let me try, Tirian declared. He’s not gonna hold his place for this one.  
 
    Tirian’s mouth began to glow orange and red, and the dragon hauled back his head as he winded up the attack. The silver beast threw his noggin forward and unloaded a blast of white-hot flames down onto the back of the crab’s body.  
 
    This time, the dragon attack definitely had an effect.  
 
    The crab creature let out a gurgling shriek as its shell was torched. Then it scuttled away to the right without turning its body whatsoever and disappeared over the edge of the boat. We heard a splash down below as the creature doused its own scalding-hot shell, and we all knew we’d only have a few seconds before it returned for a second attack.  
 
    “Does anybody know anything about this creature?” I demanded from my crew. “Any weaknesses? Attack patterns we should look out for?”  
 
    “Don’t look at us!” Rikuri huffed. “We’ve never been off our own island.”  
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this before,” Mira noted. “Though the fire seemed to do the trick.”  
 
    “It’s a band-aid,” I noted. “It’ll get him off the ship, but he’s gonna just keep coming up every time he recovers.”  
 
    “We need to discover any weak points and then pump it full of arrows,” Ashanti declared from the back of her Mierak. “Those eyes don’t look very protected, if you ask me.”  
 
    “I say we just smash the thing.” Nadir grinned. “It’s got a hard shell, but I doubt it’ll be hard enough to withstand a few whacks from our axes!”  
 
    “Not a bad idea,” I admitted. “But I want to go in a different direction. Zamwae? How strong is that dragon of yours?”  
 
    “The strongest of the strong,” the shaman declared as she climbed up onto her land dragon’s back. “You saw how many orcs he killed just on his own.”  
 
    “Then we’ll leave the charge up to you,” I commanded. “Huwar goes in for some close quarters stuff, while everybody else backs him up from afar.”  
 
    “Who is ‘everybody else?’” Nima questioned. “Ashanti and I are the only ones with a bow and arrow.”  
 
    “We’ll figure it out as we go,” I noted as I twisted the wheel to the left. “That’s the Draco Rex specialty.”  
 
    Like clockwork, the crab creature returned from the depths, but this time he appeared over the stern of The Dragon Queen and instantly snapped at the closest thing he could find.  
 
    That “thing” happened to be Zikiu.  
 
    The brunette Cero woman yelped as she ducked down just in the nick of time. A meaty claw snapped shut right above where her head had been, but Zikiu wasted no time being afraid. The rhino-woman drew her sword-spear weapon, twirled it around, and then plunged it into the crab’s claw as she stood up.  
 
    At least, that’s what she was attempting to do.  
 
    Instead of piercing the creature’s shell like she had hoped, Zikiu’s weapon simply left a small nick as it bounced off harmlessly, and she only had seconds to roll out of the way before one of the crab’s spiked legs slammed down onto the deck with enough force to break through the wood.  
 
    “Fucker of mothers!” Mira declared. “It’s strong enough to destroy our ship with only its claws.”  
 
    “Not if Huwar has any say in the matter!” Zamwae called out.  
 
    The long-haired Cero woman barked out something in her native tongue and pointed at the crab creature with her staff. Huwar responded with a loud snarl before he bent his front down like an overexcited dog and then hurled his body at the crab.  
 
    My heart raced a million beats per second as Huwar snapped his jaws onto the crab’s wrist and proceeded to shake his head back and forth furiously. 
 
    The crab responded with a pained cry before it lashed out at Huwar’s long neck with its claw, but before the blow could land, a blast of fire rained down from above and knocked the claw into the ship’s deck.  
 
    Not on my watch, pal, Tirian growled telepathically.  
 
    As Huwar continued to rip and tear at the crab’s arm, I noticed Lezan and Nadir were climbing up a nearby mast… Oh, no.  
 
    What were these two planning to do?  
 
    The crab brought its claw back up toward Huwar, and this time the land dragon had to release the creature from his grasp. Huwar hauled back his thick neck and then batted away the deadly claw with his head, and my mouth fell open as I watched Huwar proceed to use his neck like a freaking club against his opponent. He slammed his skull into the crab about a dozen times, and each new attack struck a different part of its body. Huwar slugged the creature’s head and arms repeatedly as he parried blows and attacked on his own, until he finally went for the spiny legs that held the bastard upright.  
 
    Huwar’s head slammed into one of the crab’s spiny appendages, and there was a loud, eggshell-esque crack as the crab screamed bloody murder.  
 
    The deadly monster pulled back both of his claws in unison before he brought them forward right at Huwar’s throat.  
 
    Luckily for the land dragon, the two Coonag women had his back.  
 
    “Ayeayeayeayeaye!” Nadir yelled as she and Lezan leapt off the masts and took aim at the crab.  
 
    Both of the raccoon-women propelled themselves in different directions so they could take aim at different parts of their opponent, and their faces were full of mischievous glee as they slammed their battle axes into the crab’s claws, knocked them downward, and then somersaulted away from the beast when they hit the deck.  
 
    With the crab temporarily exposed, Huwar and Zamwae went in for the kill.  
 
    Huwar opened his mouth wide and then slammed his teeth into the crab as hard as he could. There was a loud crunching noise as the beast’s shell was breached again, but it still remained standing.  
 
    In fact, Huwar had made a deadly mistake. He got too aggressive, and that made him let his guard down.  
 
    In one swift motion, the crab hoisted all six of its legs into the air until it was suspended by the grasp of Huwar’s mouth, and then it rammed all of its appendages right into the land dragon’s chest.  
 
    Huwar roared in pain as he was tossed backward and released his hold on the crab. When the land dragon’s body impacted the deck, Batari’s Mierak tried to skitter out of the way, but then the dragon’s tail lashed out and swept them over the deck’s railing.  
 
    “Ben!” Batari screamed as she and her Mierak disappeared over the side of the ship.  
 
    “Queen Mother!” Baratu gasped in horror as her leader plummeted into the ocean.  
 
    Fuck. I couldn’t just abandon the wheel and give us up to the mercy of the sea. At the same time, I wasn’t going to let any of my crewmates drown, especially the future mother of my child.  
 
    “Mira, wheel!” I commanded, and then I let go.  
 
    “Are you fucking crazy?” Mira barked as I dashed past her and toward the edge of the ship.  
 
    I didn’t even look back to see if Mira had secured the wheel before I leapt over the edge. There was only one thing on my mind at the current moment, and that was saving Batari from a watery grave.  
 
    The deep blue sea approached fast as I plummeted toward its icy waters, and I clasped my hands up above my head like an Olympic diver seconds before I breached the surface and fell below the waves. I curved my body and then used my own momentum to bring myself back up to the surface, where I instantly began my search for the Cero woman.  
 
    “Ben!” Batari’s voice called out through a mouthful of water. “Ben!”  
 
    Off to my left I saw a head of wet, matted white hair as Batari flailed around in a panic. Her ant was beside her in the water, and the poor thing looked like it was just as scared.  
 
    The sounds of the battle continued to rage on the deck above as I kicked my feet and swam toward the drowning Queen Mother. I wrapped my left arm around her neck, held her tight, and then tried to calm her down.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I reassured Batari. “It’s okay… I’ve got you. Calm down, and listen to me closely. I can carry you easily, but if I try to carry both you and your Mierak, I won’t have any hands left to paddle. Do you think you could hold onto your ant for me?”  
 
    Batari spat out a bit of salty water and took one last deep, fearful breath before she nodded. The Cero woman then held out her spear-sword toward the ant, who snapped his pinchers around it in an instant.  
 
    Then I began the long swim back to the ship, made even longer by the fact that I was now lugging a full-sized person and a giant insect behind me.  
 
    I really shouldn’t have complained, though, because things were about to get much fucking worse.  
 
    There was a flash of fire from above, and then the body of the crab creature came careening over the side of The Dragon Queen.  
 
    Shit. Shit… Double shit.  
 
    I tried to intensify the strokes of my swim, but there was only so much I could do.  
 
    Suddenly, the body of the crab crashed into the water behind us.  
 
    The waves created by the impact scooped us up in their deadly grasp, and the next thing I knew Batari and I were being lifted up off the surface. All I could do was close my eyes and hope we weren’t crushed against the side of the ship.  
 
    The three of us splashed down into the ocean, and I took in a full breath of salt water. I gasped and gulped for air as I kicked to the surface, but that just made things worse. More water was pulled into my throat as I panicked for breath. If I didn’t break through soon, I was going to drown. 
 
    After what felt like a freaking eternity, my head burst through the surface of the water, and I coughed up about a gallon of salty liquid as I tried to catch my breath.  
 
    As soon as I caught it, however, I realized we weren’t out of danger yet. Nowhere even close.  
 
    Because now, the giant, hungry crab was in the water with us, and I was sure it could probably swim way faster than I possibly could.  
 
    Still, I had to try.  
 
    I grabbed Batari, and Batari grabbed her Mierak, and then I proceeded toward the ship. The wave had brought us closer to the vessel, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling that the crab was closing in on us by the second.  
 
    “Captain overboard!” Darya called out from above, and then she dropped a rope down this side of the ship. “Grab on, Ben, and we’ll hoist you up.”  
 
    “M-My Mierak!” Batari gasped as she tried not to swallow water.  
 
    “I’ve got him, too,” I promised the Cero woman.  
 
    “He can climb walls, Ben,” the Queen Mother reminded me. “F-Faster than rope.”  
 
    She was right. If we could get to the edge of the ship, Batari’s Mierak could take us up the rest of the way and get us far away from the deadly pinchers of our enemy.  
 
    Still, we had to get there first.  
 
    “Swim, Ben!” Nima’s voice screamed. “Come on!”  
 
    Well, fuck. The terror in the Niralope’s voice definitely wasn’t a good sign.  
 
    The crab was gaining on us.  
 
    Thankfully, I had a guardian angel up above. Actually, it was a three-hundred-pound water dragon, but it may as well have been the same thing.  
 
    Hold on, dear one! George called out, and then I saw a streak of blue as he leapt off the ship.  
 
    George plummeted for a second or two before he splashed into the water, only ten feet or so behind our position. The waves launched us forward once again, but this time I was ready.  
 
    I took a deep breath as I went under, popped back out, and continued to push forward with my two passengers.  
 
    Still… A chill ran down my spine when I realized just how close we’d come to being crab bait.  
 
    Splashes intermixed with the sound of a grunting water dragon and a snarling crab monster as they fought behind me, and the water became more and more turbulent by the second. I finally reached the side of The Dragon Queen, grabbed onto the rope, and then let Batari’s Mierak do the rest.  
 
    Once the oversized insect was within reach of the boat, it placed its front legs onto the wood, clung to it like saran wrap, and then hoisted itself out of the water. Batari and I both wrapped our legs around the ant as tightly as we could before it took off up the side of the vessel like a bat out of hell.  
 
    It overpowered me, dear one! George warned me telepathically. It’s headed your way!  
 
    Right on cue, something massive rose out of the water behind us and began to scuttle up the side of The Dragon Queen.  
 
    Tirian’s silver body flew over behind us as his mouth lit up with his fiery breath, and he prepared to roast the crab again.  
 
    “Don’t!” I commanded the dragon. “If you miss that thing, you could set the whole ship ablaze.”  
 
    I don’t miss, Tirian scoffed. Jemma taught me that.  
 
    He may have had a great teacher, but it still wasn’t worth the risk. Then again, if Tirian did nothing… We might not be around to say “I told you so.”  
 
    Just then, Ashanti and Nima appeared over the side of the deck with their bows at the ready. They fired in unison, and two seaglass-tipped arrows zipped past my head and clanked off the armor of the crab behind me. Nima and Ashanti fired two more arrows, but they seemed to be equally as useless against our opponent.  
 
    “Tirian?” I asked the fire dragon. “Not to be pushy, buddy… But what’s taking so long?”  
 
    I can’t get a clear shot, Tirian huffed. Now that you mentioned the whole ‘don’t burn the ship down’ thing, I think I’m getting inside my own head.  
 
    “Now is not the time to have a crisis of faith in yourself, Tirian,” I grunted. 
 
    “Yipppeeee!” Lezan cackled as she and Nadir hurdled over the edge of the vessel.  
 
    The two Coonag women plummeted downward with their axes behind their heads, and they seemed fully intent on cracking this crab like a rotten egg.  
 
    “Hi, Ben!” Nadir giggled as they fell past our position.  
 
    I finally got the courage to turn my head around and look back at our pursuer, and I was instantly glad I did. The crab monster was only about twenty feet away from us at this point, but he stopped instantly when Nadir and Lezan slammed their stone battle axes into its body.  
 
    Bits of the monster’s shell flew off in clusters of broken dust, but the attack didn’t seem to do much damage.  
 
    Thankfully, that wasn’t going to stop Nadir and Lezan.  
 
    Lezan struck the crab in the face again with her axe, while Nadir took aim at one of the joints on his arm.  
 
    When Nadir’s weapon hit, there was a loud crack, and the creature wailed in agony.  
 
    That was it. The joints.  
 
    The Mierak carried us over the side of the ship and back to safety, and I instantly sprang off its back and drew my seaglass sword. 
 
    “Thank the gods you’re both alive!” Nima practically sobbed.  
 
    “And thank the gods we didn’t capsize,” Mira teased from her position at the wheel. “Luckily, we had a first mate who knows what she’s doing, and who’s literally bonded to our captain via telepathic link. Otherwise, she might have just thought he was abandoning ship and leaving us all for dead.”  
 
    “Speaking of feeling dead,” Darya grumbled with a twirl of her spear. “Zarya and I feel completely useless right now.”  
 
    “Tell me about it,” Rikuri agreed.  
 
    “That’s about to change,” I reassured the team. “Because our lovely Coonag friends just discovered this thing’s weakness. The joints.”  
 
    “The joints?” Nima questioned.  
 
    “Of course!” Candara smacked her forehead. “The creature is pretty flexible, but has a hard shell around its body. That means it has to have joints to move freely, which means--”  
 
    “Which means the armor isn’t as strong there,” Rikuri finished with a smile, and then she flipped her spear-sword around in her hands. “This just made the battle a lot more interesting.”  
 
    “When that thing gets back up here, swarm it,” I commanded. “Every single one of us needs to go for its joints, and don’t let up until it’s on the freaking deck.”  
 
    “Ahhhhh!” Lezan cried out as her body hurled up into the air.  
 
    Tirian swooped up and caught her before she fell back down, though the Coonag woman wasn’t fazed whatsoever. Lezan’s tail was fluffed out like a pissed off cat as she dangled from Tirian’s talons, and she swung her limbs wildly and stared down at her opponent.  
 
    “What’d you catch me for?” She blew a lock of her multi-colored hair out of her eyes. “I had him right where I wanted him.”  
 
    You were about to fall right down into his mouth! Tirian declared, even though he knew Lezan couldn’t understand him. 
 
    Nadir’s body was tossed up next, but the Coonag leader was much more enthusiastic about her counter attack. As she passed by Tirian, the raccoon-woman threw out her hand, grabbed onto his right wing, and then used her momentum to swing onto the dragon’s back.  
 
    “Onward, noble dragon!” Nadir cackled and pointed her axe down at the beast below.  
 
    I think I have a clear shot now. Tirian completely ignored the woman’s comment. Shall I--  
 
    “No!” I ordered the silver dragon. “I’ve got a plan, and that plan requires the monster to come up here.”  
 
    Sure, Tirian’s fire breath would probably repel the crab monster’s charge, but it wouldn’t end anything quickly. The crab would just do like it had done the last two times… It’d jump back into the water, cool off, and then make another assault.  
 
    We needed to end this on our terms, where we had somewhat of a tactical advantage.  
 
    The disgusting scuttling sound continued as the crab monster pulled itself over the deck of The Dragon Queen. Bits of saliva sprayed across the deck as it roared at us, and then the damn thing charged us with full-on rage in its dark eyes.  
 
    This wasn’t about getting a bite to eat anymore. We’d shown the crab monster we weren’t going to be an easy meal, and this apex predator of the ocean didn’t like that one bit.  
 
    It was too bad he’d decided to attack an even stronger apex predator.  
 
    The Draco Rex.  
 
    “Let’s crack this crab!” I commanded, and then my crewmates and I charged the beast.  
 
    Ashanti, Anora, and Nima provided cover with their arrows while Baratu, Batari, Rikuri, Zikiu, and Zamwae led a mounted assault. Candara flew by their side with her fan-blade at the ready, while the Dragonkin twins and I were the final line of attack.  
 
    As for Jonas? Well… He was mostly just here for emotional support, and he was currently standing behind Mira at the helm.  
 
    One of Anora’s arrows struck a joint on the crab’s left leg, and the beast let out a shrill, gurgled gasp as the leg gave out from under him. He continued forward, but I breathed a sigh of relief knowing this plan could actually work.  
 
    Now, all we had to do was avoid those deadly pinchers of his.  
 
    Huwar and Zamwae were the first to arrive, and they hit the crab with everything they had. The land dragon smashed his head into the side of the red bastard as hard as he could, and the crab fell down onto one set of knees.  
 
    The rest of the Cero women were next up, and they showed no mercy.  
 
    As the crab attempted to stand, they rode past him on each side and slashed out at him with their sword-spears. Their blows landed against the creature’s leg joints, and he snarled as he fell back down onto the deck.  
 
    “What exactly is the plan here, Draco Rex?” Darya shouted as we ran. “We can attack his joints all day if we wish, but until we crack through that shell, he’s not going down for good.”  
 
    The crab monster swung its arms at the mounted rhino-women, but their trusty steeds were way too fast. Instead, they all continued to harass the beast as it feebly tried to take them out.  
 
    It was so distracted by the Cero women, in fact, that it didn’t even see Candara approaching.  
 
    I watched with pure glee as the butterfly-woman flew over to the crab, held her fan-blade horizontal to the ground, and then plunged its front spine straight into the monster’s eye.  
 
    Blood splurted from the crab’s eye hole when it was stabbed, and then again when Candara pulled her weapon away.  
 
    The crab beast roared with pain and anger as he continued to lash out at his attackers, but it was no use.  
 
    That’s when the twins and I arrived on the scene.  
 
    Darya and Zarya tended to fight as a singular unit, so they split off to the right. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Zarya do a cartwheel, land underneath the monster’s right leg, and then plunge her spear into its lowest joint.  
 
    I slashed my sword across one of the crab’s arms as I passed and reveled in its bellow of pain. The monster’s spiny claw tried to snatch me up off the ground, but Huwar was on the case.  
 
    The land dragon bit into the crab’s wrist, caught it in place, and then snarled as he bit even harder. There was a sickening crunch as the crab’s right claw popped free from its joint, and sticky red blood sprayed across the deck like a firehose.  
 
    The beast screamed in agony as it became more panicked. It began to attack with every single appendage on its body, and I quickly found myself weaving back and forth as its deadly legs stabbed into the deck around me.  
 
    It made a sweeping swing with what remained of its arm, and this time its blow landed. The crab’s arm swept the Mieraks out from underneath the Cero women, and they all went tumbling onto the deck as their ants rolled in the opposite direction.  
 
    The beast continued to stomp its feet as Darya, Zarya, and I moved around it in a circle, and we looked for any break in its pattern so we could attack. Our archers didn’t let up their assault, either, nor did the land dragon.  
 
    This bastard must have realized his days were numbered, because he suddenly scuttled off to the side and toward the edge of the ship.  
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t…” I growled. “Swaer! We could use an updraft right about now.”  
 
    On it! the little red wind dragon said before he swooped down just above the surface of the water.  
 
    I ran over to the side of the deck as the crab threw itself overboard in a cowardly effort to escape.  
 
    Too bad Swaer was already waiting for him.  
 
    The wind dragon sucked in a big breath and then unleashed a massive gust of wind straight up into the air. Swaer’s wind caught the falling crab, pushed back against its gravitational pull, and held it suspended in the air.  
 
    The crab’s arms and legs flailed around as it was caught in the wind dragon’s miniature funnel cloud, but there was nothing it could do.  
 
    “Who wants to play the role of nutcracker?” I asked aloud, even though I already knew the answer.  
 
    “Mememememememe!” Nadir couldn’t hold in her excitement. “Let me do it, Ben!”  
 
    “Tirian?” I raised an eyebrow to the dragon, and the silver guy read my mind.  
 
    I watched as Tirian flew out above the flailing crab, with Nadir still on his back and Lezan still in his hands, and then I turned to Darya and held out my hand.  
 
    “Uhhh…” the golden-scaled warrior sputtered. “What are you suggesting, Draco Rex?”  
 
    “I just need to borrow your spear,” I finally asked. “I’ll have a new one made when we get back home.”  
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” Darya chuckled. “These things are as expendable to me as the wargs are to the orcs.”  
 
    The beautiful Dragonkin woman handed me her weapon, and I weighed it in my hand as I watched the scene before me unfold.  
 
    Tirian released his grip on Lezan at the same time that Nadir hopped off his back, and both of the Coonag women cackled happily as they landed atop the crab’s back and got to work. Lezan and Nadir slammed their stone axes into the monster’s back repeatedly, and it roared in agony as they began to break through the already-cracked spots on his shell.  
 
    As soon as they saw an opening, however, the raccoon-women went downright feral.  
 
    Nadir used her axe as a fulcrum as she shoved its flat edge underneath the creature’s shell, leaned her weight on the handle, and broke away a massive chunk of its protective armor.  
 
    Lezan, on the other hand, sunk her teeth into the hole in the crab’s shell. She made a chittering noise as she tore off a bit of shell with her mouth, and then she repeated the action again.  
 
    “Remind me to never get on these twos’ bad side.” Ashanti shuddered as we all watched the scene unfold.  
 
    “What happens now?” the sunflower-scaled Dragonkin, Anora, asked.  
 
    “Watch and see.” I smiled at the healer, and then I jumped up onto the side of the ship.  
 
    I took a deep breath as I looked down on the monster’s back and tried to remember where exactly his eyes had been. None of us really knew what the anatomy of this giant crab monster was, but surely he had a brain of some sort between those slitted, dead eyes of his.  
 
    I guess if I didn’t find it the first time, I’d just have to keep trying.  
 
    With my target spot locked on, I took a small leap and allowed gravity to take its course.  
 
    I pulled the spear back above my head as I plunged toward our opponent and waited for the opportune moment to strike. Once I got about five feet above the bastard, I let out a yell of frustration and brought the spear forward.  
 
    The seaglass tip of the weapon plunged right into the crab’s exposed flesh with a wet schluck, and the beast went rigid. The whole spear snapped at the middle when my body impacted against the beast, but the damage was already done. The crab monster gurgled as the life drained from his body, and then he finally went limp.  
 
    I simply smiled at the two Coonag women, looked up to my crew, and held the broken spear above my head in victory.  
 
    “Ayeayeayeayeaye!” Lezan and Nadir declared as they held their axes high.  
 
    Meanwhile, the rest of the crew went wild.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks…” Batari gasped. “You did it!”  
 
    “Of course, he did,” Jonas scoffed. “We all should know better than to doubt the Draco Rex.”  
 
    Uhhhhh, I don’t want to ruin the celebration here, Swaer’s pipsqueak of a voice spoke up. But this thing is really, really heavy.  
 
    “You did well, Swaer,” Batari reassured her bondmate. “I think you can drop it now.”  
 
    “Actually, wait…” I held up my hand to stop the dragon. “On second thought… Toss me down a rope. Two of them, actually.”  
 
    There was a confused silence from above, but my crewmates obliged without so much as a single question.  
 
    Once I had the ropes in my hands, I proceeded to tie their ends around the dead crab’s arms, and the second I was done, I peered down at Swaer.  
 
    So…. Am I done? the little dragon practically begged.  
 
    I motioned to Nadir and Lezan to hop on the ropes, and the three of us proceeded to grab onto our lifelines.  
 
    “Okay,” I chuckled to Swaer. “You’re good to go. Let him go.”  
 
    The wind dragon released his breath, and the lifeless crab’s body crashed against the side of the ship.  
 
    “Don’t just stand there, guys,” Mira’s voice commanded from her position at the wheel. “Pull it up!”  
 
    My crewmates all flocked to the ropes, grabbed them firmly, and then hoisted us and the dead crab back up onto the deck. Swaer and George both returned to the ship’s deck as we arrived, and everyone seemed perplexed as to what was going on.  
 
    “I can explain,” I chuckled through winded breaths. “The creatures that look like this back in my world are a delicacy. I figured this guy right here might taste a lot better than he looks, too. If Baratu and Hali are up to the challenge of cooking it, that is.”  
 
    “You know me, Draco Rex.” Baratu clapped her hands together and grinned. “I will try to cook anything.”  
 
    “Tell me about it,” Rikuri gagged. “I just hope Ben’s right about this thing, or we’re in for another spotted hound incident.”  
 
    “That was just because the meat was spoiled,” the Cero chef harumphed. “It had nothing to do with the way it was prepared.”  
 
    “Sure, sure…” Ashanti muttered.  
 
    I was just glad my friends and I were all still in once piece, and that we could all laugh about the situation now.  
 
    I leaned back against the body of the crab, looked up to the blue sky, and let out a longing sigh.  
 
    Hopefully, the rest of the trip would go much more smoothly.  
 
    Then again, if it didn’t, I now knew I had a really fucking good team by my side to ensure it got back on track.  
 
    Next stop? The Dragonkin island.  
 
    And, more importantly, all of the sexy, adoring women who lived there. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “This process is taking forever,” Rikuri grumbled as she poked at the dead crab’s shell with her sword-spear. “At this point, I’m not even sure the meat inside will be worth it.”  
 
    “Congratulations,” I chuckled from behind the wheel of the ship. “You’ve just had your first ever experience trying to eat crab. Trust me, though… If that meat tastes anything like the crab back in my world, it definitely is worth it. Slather it with some Old Bay… Dip it in a bunch of melted butter… It’s like an orgasm for your taste buds.”  
 
    “That sounds delightful,” Zikiu gasped. “Baratu, do you know anything about this ‘Old Bay’ he’s talking about?”  
 
    “That depends.” The Cero chef shrugged and then turned to me. “Is it some sort of spread? Like palm jelly?”  
 
    “It’s a seasoning,” I explained. “So, like, a mixture of a bunch of spices.”  
 
    “What spices, exactly?” Baratu continued with a curious expression.  
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, and it hit me that I actually had no fucking idea.  
 
    “Uhhhh… Old Bay spices?” I guessed awkwardly. “If I actually knew, then I’d be the one raking in millions from selling all those little yellow cans, and not Mr. Old Bay or whoever came up with the idea.”  
 
    “That’s alright,” the chef noted as she yanked a hunk of shell off the crab and tossed it overboard. “Even if you don’t know the exact recipe, I’m sure I can just experiment with spice combinations until I get the right one.”  
 
    All of the other Cero women stopped what they were doing and cried out “No!” in unison, but Baratu remained oblivious to their concerns. The blonde rhino-woman simply wiped her hands off on her striped apron, flipped her sword-spear around in her hand, and then tried to pry off another piece of shell.  
 
    “There are many spices on the Dragonkin island,” Anora said before she plucked off a hunk of shell much smaller than any of her peers. “I’m sure Hali would be happier than a water dragon in a hot spring to show you all the different things you can make with them.”  
 
    “No offense to this Hali woman,” Baratu mumbled, “but I’ve always been the head chef for my people. She might know the tastes of her own people, but nobody knows the Cero flavor palate like I do.”  
 
    “I think you will be surprised,” Mira laughed. “Hali has yet to find someone who doesn’t enjoy her cooking. I swear that woman’s food could satisfy Urlon the Great.”  
 
    “I don’t know if I’d go that far!” Jonas scoffed with amusement. “You weren’t around during the days of Urlon the Great… He refused to eat anything but roasted sand dwellers, no matter the occasion. A great victory feast? Roasted sand dwellers. Post-bonding celebration? Roasted sand dwellers. If it wasn’t a long, scaly creature that had been blackened over a fire and attached to a wooden skewer, he wouldn’t touch the thing.”  
 
    “I still think Hali could have changed his mind.” Mira shrugged.  
 
    “I probably could have, too!” Baratu argued. “You saw the kind of awful food I had to work with in our village. If I actually had a shot with some fresh ingredients that were plentiful and didn’t take months to replenish? I could probably change the temper of a spotted hound.”  
 
    “Well, now you’re just being boastful,” Rikuri laughed. “Your food was a gift from Tembori himself, but I don’t think it would go that far.”  
 
    “Either way.” Jonas shuddered. “I am just glad Queen Nerissa appointed Hali to be our cook. I believe I can still taste the tart, fishy taste of the sand dwellers on my tongue just from thinking about it.”  
 
    “Tart and fishy?” I cringed.  
 
    “Urlon the Great was a strange man,” the soothsayer conceded.  
 
    “All this talk about disgusting food is making me wonder,” Ashanti announced as she stood from the dead beast and stretched out her arms. “Shouldn’t we test some of this thing’s meat before we spend the rest of the trip trying to deshell it?”  
 
    “It doesn’t appear to be poisonous, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Candara noted. “There’s no bright colors or change in texture after death, so it should be safe to consume.”  
 
    “I’m sure it’s safe to consume,” the three-horned Cero scoffed. “I just want to know if it tastes bad or not.”  
 
    “I agree with Ashanti,” Batari added. “We should test this creature’s meat out before we proceed.”  
 
    Can I volunteer? Swaer smacked his lips. I’ll gladly take the risk if it’s as good as Ben says it is!  
 
    “We’ll all need to try it,” I explained to my crew. “Our bodies are all different since, well… We’re all different species. Why don’t we tear off some chunks and have Tirian cook ‘em up real quick?”  
 
    The rest of my crew gave nods of silent agreement, and then they got to work. Every one of my crewmates sliced off pieces of the dead crab monster while Darya disappeared to the lower deck, but after a few minutes, the golden-scaled warrior returned with the stone dutch oven that we carried aboard the ship. My crew tossed the meat into the pot, which was then placed onto the ground cautiously.  
 
    “Make sure you don’t accidentally burn the ship down,” Darya warned Tirian as he floated down into position.  
 
    Don’t act like I’m an amateur, Tirian teased. I could burn a furry-scurrier from a hundred feet in the air!  
 
    “You know she can’t hear you, right?” Mira chuckled.  
 
    Tirian shot the jade-haired beauty a dirty look, but then the silver fire dragon took a small breath, which caused orange and red embers to glow from deep inside his throat. Then Tirian pressed his lips together and blew softly, and he sent a pencil-sized blast of flames down onto the pot below. The top of the stone smoldered red-hot as the dragon charred the meat inside, though he only held the blast for a minute or so.  
 
    When Tirian finally finished, the crab meat inside the pot was blackened, and I could smell it from all the way over here.  
 
    Instantly, my stomach let out a hearty growl.  
 
    It smelled freaking amazing.  
 
    “That’s much better than before,” Zarya chuckled as she picked up one of the pieces. “I was starting to wonder if our whole boat was going to smell like fish after butchering this big guy. But this? I can handle this delicious smell.”  
 
    Zarya popped the bit of crab into her mouth and began to chew. Soon, her eyes rolled back into her head, and she let out a long “mmmmmm” sound.  
 
    “So, I assume that means you approve?” Jonas chuckled.  
 
    “See for yourself, old man.” The dragonkin warrior winked as she held out the container.  
 
    My crewmates all took turns plucking out a piece of crab, eating it, and then overreacting with their own pleasurable noises.  
 
    “Okay,” Nadir conceded, and she ran her tongue along her sharp teeth. “I’m not usually one for cooked meat, but this is delicious!”  
 
    “Here you go, Draco Rex,” Mira said as she approached with a small offering for me. “I didn’t want to make you leave your steering wheel. If I had to take it over again, you just might not get it back.”  
 
    “Well, in that case, I’m going to hold onto it extra tight,” I chuckled and intensified my grip on the steering wheel.  
 
    “Wow,” Mira teasingly scoffed. “I guess this is just gonna have to be for me, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Not so fast.” I smirked, and then I opened my mouth wide.  
 
    “You’re really letting the title of ‘Draco Rex’ go to your head, aren’t you?” the green-haired beauty giggled as she slowly placed the piece of crab in my mouth. She then proceeded to float her fingers across my chin and push my jaw closed with a playful wink.  
 
    Instantly my taste buds were assaulted with an unfamiliar, dull fishy taste, but the real flavor came out when I took a bite of the crab meat. Juice squirted into my mouth as I devoured the morsel, and my entire tongue felt like it was in seventh heaven.  
 
    “Damn.” I whistled after I’d gulped down the meat. “That was definitely a good call. Now, just imagine what Baratu or Hali could do to that…”  
 
    “I need to get back to shelling, then,” Mira mused. “They won’t be doing anything if we don’t get it harvested and preserved.”  
 
    The dragonkin warrior turned to walk away, which left her wide open for my attack. I slapped her tight ass gently, and the green-haired beauty let out a startled gasp. She glanced back over her shoulder with a mischievous smile, and her eyebrows raised to the sky, but all she did was shake her head before she walked away.  
 
    “You know what?” Lezan smirked at Nadir. “I’m gonna try a hunk of this thing the old fashioned Coonag way. I bet it tastes a thousand times better.”  
 
    Lezan then lurched forward, stabbed her claws into the flesh of the crab monster, and ripped off a meaty chunk, and her eyes glowed with excitement as she raised the meat to her mouth and bit into it using her razor-sharp fangs. Lezan chomped on the meat for a split second before her entire body froze, and her smile dropped into a disgusted frown. The raccoon-woman’s cheeks puffed out as she covered her mouth and tried to contain her disgust, but try as she might, she couldn’t fight it for very long.  
 
    Lezan rushed over to the side of the ship, leaned over the edge, and sent the hunk of meat hurling toward the briny sea.  
 
    I heard a large splash as something jumped out of the water, followed by a loud gulp and the hum of a water dragon.  
 
    Tell Lezan ‘thank you’ for the morsel, George declared.  
 
    “You do realize that was just in her mouth, right?” I asked my bondmate telepathically.  
 
    I did not, George said. Why does that matter, though? I’ve seen you kiss her on the lips hundreds of times, so her mouth can’t be too dirty.  
 
    “It’s not,” I chuckled. “I’m just surprised you’re okay with eating half-chewed food.”  
 
    Have you seen some of the creatures that live in this ocean? my water dragon retorted. Half-chewed meat doesn’t even come close to being the strangest thing I’ve devoured, dear one.  
 
    “Fair enough.” I shrugged before I turned my attention back to Lezan. “I’m guessing it didn’t taste as good as you thought?”  
 
    “I can’t believe I’m saying this.” Lezan gagged as she brushed at her tongue with her fingers. “But I’m never eating that again unless it’s cooked. It tasted like a dead fish.”  
 
    “Maybe because it is a dead fish?” Rikuri snickered.  
 
    “It’s probably for the best you don’t like it,” Candara added as she plucked at the beast’s shell with the spine of her fan-blade. “We had a Morpho man who was trying to impress us all by eating raw fish.”  
 
    “As if that’s something to be celebrated.” Batari cringed.  
 
    “Needless to say, he was violently ill for quite a long time,” the golden-haired butterfly-woman giggled.  
 
    “You know, raw fish are actually considered a delicacy back in my world, ” I noted. “We call it ‘sushi,’ and people pay out the ass to eat it, usually wrapped in seaweed and rice.”  
 
    “Your people ate raw fish for fun?” Zamwae gasped, and the shaman covered her mouth in horror. “You must have had a terrible mortality rate.”  
 
    “Proper precautions were taken,” I explained. “They were flash-frozen before they were served, so any of the creepy-crawlies that lived inside were killed on the spot.”  
 
    “Flash-frozen?” Anora stroked her yellow chin as her eyes looked to the sky. “What does that mean?’  
 
    That’s when it dawned on me… These women had no concept of frozen food whatsoever. It really shouldn’t have surprised me, though. Every single race we’d come across so far lived in a pretty temperate climate. Maybe some of the tallest mountains on the islands had peaks covered in snow, but otherwise there would have been no way for any of these women to have experienced a snowfall or seen a frozen lake or anything like that.  
 
    So, it was up to the Draco Rex to explain.  
 
    “It’s when you make something super, super cold,” I elaborated. “Really fast. And when you do that, all of the living organisms inside die.”  
 
    “You can kill something just by making it cold?” Ashanti raised an eyebrow. “Is that like when Zikiu fell in the lake and then had to sleep by the fire to stay alive?”  
 
    “Kind of.” I shook my head. “See, back where I come from, there are entire landscapes that get really cold during the wint-- er, the cold season, as you call it. So cold, in fact, that frozen rain falls from the sky and turns everything it touches cold and slippery. We call it ‘ice.’”  
 
    “That sounds as awful as finding a bone in Hali’s stew,” Anora mused, and the dragonkin healer scrunched up her nose. “How do your people survive such terrible weather?”  
 
    “Layers,” I retorted. “Lots and lots of layers of clothing. That, and we mostly stayed inside during that time of year.”  
 
    I continued to wow my crew with stories of my world as we pushed across the horizon. Eventually, my friends were able to get all of the crab meat off its body, cut up into edible pieces, and then tucked away into salted barrels. Once that was all done, we proceeded to toss the bits of shell and bone overboard and watched it disappear down into the watery abyss below.  
 
    Finally, after a long, harrowing journey, I saw the island on the horizon.  
 
    I could see the massive mortar wall we’d created, with its archer nests and the various fortifications of debris that had been scattered along the beach in front of it. Even from back here I could see the nests were occupied, and I saw a figure gently gliding down the stairwillow.  
 
    When we got even closer, my heart swelled with happiness.  
 
    I instantly recognized the woman who stood on the beach waiting for the arrival of her friends. She had dark mahogany skin whose every inch was covered with pearl-colored scales, and on her head were silver locks that had been braided with various seashells of different shapes and sizes.  
 
    It was Nerissa, my beloved queen.  
 
    We anchored The Dragon Queen once we were into the shallow water and then proceeded to exit the vessel. As my legs plopped down into the sea, I saw two blurs, one silver, and one blue, zip past me like two bats out of hell.  
 
    Why are you rushing back to our castle? George teased Tirian. I’m the one who hasn’t seen my partner and my children.  
 
    Don’t flatter yourself, George, Tirian snickered telepathically. I’m off to see my bondmate. Going on a voyage without Jemma just didn’t feel right.  
 
    “Those are… a lot of trees,” Rikuri noted as we all splashed through the tide. “It’s like you have thousands and thousands of cloudbrushes, only of different shapes and sizes.”  
 
    “This is nothing,” Nima promised, and the deer-woman smiled. “You should have seen the island my people called home… We had whole settlements up in the trees!”  
 
    “I don’t think I could do that,” Ashanti mused. “Sure, you would have the high ground over anything that tried to attack, but all it would take was one bad step to send you spiraling down to your death.”  
 
    “You would have really not liked our homes on the Morpho island, then,” Candara chuckled. “They were quite literally made of flimsy throatsilk, and they hung down from the trees by only a small thread.”  
 
    “You lived in hanging houses?” Batari gasped. “That sounds like disaster waiting to happen.”  
 
    “Tell me about it,” I added. “We stayed the night in one of their little makeshift villages, and I just about lost my son when a storm hit.”  
 
    “It’s not our fault.” Candara shrugged. “They were made to be disposable.”  
 
    “You have a son?” The Queen Mother’s eyes widened as she looked at me. “Why didn’t you bring him along when you came to our island?”  
 
    “We were headed to an island we thought was full of wind dragons,” I explained. “As much as I love Arrick, I wasn’t going to bring any of my children to a place that dangerous.”  
 
    But you’ll gladly sacrifice us! Tirian snickered telepathically.  
 
    “Don’t start with the pity party,” Mira warned with an amused smile. “Right now, you’re the deadliest creature we have on our whole crew, so I think you would have been fine either way. No offense, Swaer and George.”  
 
    No need to apologize, George retorted. Tirian here can burn our enemies alive, while the worst I can do is attempt to drown them. Unless they are standing perfectly still, with their mouth wide open, that is fairly difficult to do.  
 
    Come on, George, Tirian laughed. I think you’re being a little overdramatic. You can still bite off our enemies’ heads and knock them off cliffs and all that with your water breath. Plus, I don’t think drowning somebody would be as hard as you think.  
 
    Perhaps, the blue water dragon admitted. Though I hope I’m never in the situation where we must do that. Drowning is a terrible, terrible way to go.  
 
    “I’ve seen worse.” Mira grinned. “Usually when those orc fuckers of mothers are being slaughtered by the Draco Rex.”  
 
    “That’s the truth,” Rikuri agreed. “I’ve never seen anyone quite so brutally effective in combat as the Draco Rex.”  
 
    “What can I say?” I smirked. “I was trained by my world’s military to be an elite killing machine.”  
 
    That was only partially true. They taught us everything we needed to know during our basic training at Cape May, but it wasn’t like I was going toe-to-toe with Navy Seals or anything.  
 
    Hell… I’d never even killed a man before I got to these islands and started going on these swashbuckling adventures.  
 
    When we finally got up to the sandy shores of the dragonkin island, Queen Nerissa was right there to greet us. Rays of light glistened off her pearl scales like a kaleidoscope of pure bliss, and her lips stretched out into a wide, radiant smile when she saw us.  
 
    Before I was even fully out of the water, Nerissa strode across the beach, threw out her arms, and wrapped them around my neck tenderly.  
 
    I dipped her backward and pressed my lips firmly against hers without missing a beat, and pure euphoria surged through my body as I kissed my lovely Queen, with lips as soft as silk, and her fragile, scaly figure in my arms.  
 
    When we finally came up for oxygen, Nerissa’s face was red with embarrassment.  
 
    “Welcome home, Draco Rex.” The Queen cleared her throat as she tried to contain her emotions. “It has been far too long.”  
 
    “You’re telling me.” I winked at the silver-haired goddess. “It was a long, hard journey, but we’re finally back where we belong… With my beloved and all of our children.”  
 
    Nerissa’s eyes flitted over to the Cero women. “I see you brought back some new friends from this journey, too.”  
 
    “Nerissa, meet Batari.” I stepped aside and motioned for the two women to greet each other. “She was the Queen Mother of her people, but she decided to give up her title so she could come and live with us.”  
 
    “It is always nice to be in the company of royalty,” Nerissa announced as she stepped forward and held out her hand. “Welcome to the dragonkin island, Batari. I shall ensure that you and your friends are treated just as we’d treat one of our own.”  
 
    Batari looked at Nerissa’s hand with a frown and a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “It’s a greeting Ben taught us,” Mira finally interjected after a short, awkward silence. “My sister wants you to jerk her hand.”  
 
    “Shake her hand,” I corrected.  
 
    “Oh, right,” the jade-haired woman chuckled. “She wants you to ‘shake’ her hand, as is the custom in Ben’s world.”  
 
    Batari seemed to mull it over for a second before her expression changed to one of determination. Then the white-haired rhino-woman stepped forward, grabbed Nerissa’s arm around the wrist, and shook it like she was trying to snap it off.  
 
    Nerissa and Batari simply smiled at each other as they continued the strange motion, and all I could do was chuckle at their attempted comradery.  
 
    “Close enough,” I announced when the two women finished their shaking.  
 
    Afterward, I introduced Nerissa to each of the Cero women, one-by-one, but then Nerissa’s eyes fell on Swaer. The Dragonkin Queen let out a gasp as she threw her hand over her mouth, and her pointed ears wiggled with curiosity.  
 
    “Is that… Is that our egg?” she finally sputtered.  
 
    Who you calling an egg? Swaer grumbled. I’m almost a week old, thank you very much.  
 
    “This is Swaer.” Batari smiled and motioned to the red dragon. “My bondmate. The Draco Rex and his crew helped us eliminate a monster who plagued our lands, and in return we helped him hatch his wind dragon egg.”  
 
    “So, if that dragon is your bondmate,” Nerissa began with a raised eyebrow. “That means…”  
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed. “Batari is bearing my child. So is Zikiu.”  
 
    Nerissa’s eyebrows raised a fraction higher as she looked between the Queen Mother and me, but then a coy smile twisted on her lips.  
 
    “You really did have a productive journey, Ben,” the Dragonkin Queen giggled. “Perhaps next time you will come back with an entire pregnant crew?”  
 
    “Gods, was that a joke?” Mira gasped sarcastically. “From my sister? I think we have been gone for too long.”  
 
    Nerissa’s smile dropped into a deep frown as she shot daggers at Mira from her eyes, but the green-haired warrior didn’t seem to be fazed whatsoever.  
 
    “So, he was hatched from the egg,” Nerissa tried to ignore her sister’s joke. “But what about this large, spotted dragon?”  
 
    “This is Huwar,” Zamwae announced from atop the beast. “He has been my loyal land dragon for hundreds of season cycles.”  
 
    “He looks ferocious,” the Dragon Queen noted.  
 
    “I would say his bark is worse than his bite,” I teased. “But I’ve seen his bite in action. It’s much, much worse.”  
 
    Nerissa eventually turned her attention back to me, smiled once more, and placed a soft hand against my cheek.  
 
    “I couldn’t wait for you to get back, Ben,” she whispered to me in her angelic voice. “I have some wonderful news.”  
 
    My mind raced with the possibilities of what it could be. Did we finally secure those fences in the chicken coops? Had the other Coonag women stopped tearing up their beds in their sleep?  
 
    Or was it the news I’d been waiting to hear for months now?  
 
    The news that Jemma or Ainsley had their children.  
 
    “Don’t tell me…” I trailed off in a joyous disbelief.  
 
    Nerissa smiled, and I pressed my lips together hard to prevent myself from getting overwhelmed with emotion.  
 
    “Jemma went into labor yesterday,” the Dragonkin Queen confirmed. “And Ainsley was not far behind them.”  
 
    “And the babies?” I gulped as, for a brief moment, dark thoughts entered my mind. “Are they--”  
 
    “They are perfectly safe and healthy,” Nerissa reassured me. “Would you like to meet them?”  
 
    “Y-Yes!” I chuckled with disbelief as I ran my hand across the back of my neck. “A thousand times yes!”  
 
    I wrapped my arm around Nerissa’s tiny waist, and the two of us began back up the beach. The rest of our crew followed close behind, all the way up the stairwillow trunk, over the perimeter wall, and then down the path that wound through the humid jungle.  
 
    “I think this is the most green I’ve ever seen,” Zamwae mumbled in awe as she and the rest of the rhino-women looked around at the forest. “At least, the liveliest green.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Ashanti scoffed. “The only green we had in our land was the sickly, greenish-yellow of the dying grass.” 
 
    We continued down the jungle pathway for quite some time until finally, the foliage of the island parted, and we were all staring at our castle. As we approached the structure, the Cero women’s jaws practically dragged on the ground.  
 
    “I’ll admit,” Zikiu whispered. “I’m impressed. How did you manage to build all of this?”  
 
    “The castle has been around since the times of our ancestors.” Darya spoke up. “But everything else was the result of the Draco Rex’s knowledge and leadership.”  
 
    “That is an understatement,” Nerissa said as she leaned against me. “Before Ben came along, our island was not fortified whatsoever. All we could do was cower in our castle as pirates pillaged, raped, and destroyed everything we held dear.”  
 
    “Orcs?” Rikuri growled.  
 
    “Yes.” The Dragon Queen looked away with tears in her eyes. “But we need not worry about their kind anymore. With these dragons and all of these new allies at our side, I know the Draco Rex will lead us to ultimate victory.”  
 
    I appreciated the kind words, but right now all I could focus on was getting inside the castle and seeing my newborn children.  
 
    The second we entered through the castle threshold, I announced I was going to the healing rooms.  
 
    “You guys all make yourselves at home.” I smiled proudly. “I promise I’ll come back and see you later… Right now, though, I need to meet my children.”  
 
    The rest of the crew headed in the other direction as Nerissa and I wandered to the healer’s section of the castle. Soon, we came to the doors of the infirmary, and I took a deep breath.  
 
    No matter how many times this happened… No matter how many children I fathered or newborns I met… I could never keep myself together.  
 
    Who the hell could?  
 
    My heart raced with excitement as I peeked into the room and saw both of the Niralope women. Their beds were right next to each other, and they looked like they hadn’t slept in days.  
 
    Still, they were as beautiful as ever.  
 
    Ainsley’s slender torso sat straight up when she saw me enter the room, and she quickly tousled her strawberry-blonde hair to make herself look more presentable. The very ends of her long, slender legs stuck out from beneath the bedsheet on her body, though she looked as content as ever.  
 
    Jemma, on the other hand, sat without a blanket. She wore some sort of dress that looked more like a burlap sack than a piece of clothing, and she had one long leg crossed over the knee of the other. Her auburn hair rested on the pillow behind her, but she was all smiles as she held the small bundle in her arms.  
 
    Our resident dragonkin healer, Talise, was in the room as well. The aqua-scaled woman held a second bundle in her arms as she spotted it with a wet sponge and carelessly whispered a song in her native tongue.  
 
    My entire body was a shaking mess as I approached Jemma, but the Niralope woman didn’t have a care in the world.  
 
    “Hi, my love,” Jemma whispered to me. “Would you like to hold our daughter?”  
 
    “Daughter?” I croaked.  
 
    “Yes,” the Niralope woman giggled. “I was so sure I would have a boy, but it seems I was wrong. The goddess Nira works in mysterious ways. Now, do you want to hold her?” 
 
    I couldn’t even find the words to speak. All I could do was nod, and then Jemma extended the little bundle of joy out for me to grab.  
 
    I willed my nervous shakes away before I gently placed one hand behind my daughter’s head and cradled her in the crook of my arm.  
 
    She was so beautiful.  
 
    She had wispy brownish hair like me, though I could tell from the gleam in her green eyes that the little girl was going to have a similar personality to her mother. My daughter was much leaner than any baby I’d held before, and her legs were nearly half of her height. Though she had a few patches of scales around the sides of her head, she mostly shared the features of a Niralope, with her long legs and large eyes.  
 
    “Hey there, baby girl,” I whispered as I tickled her nose and smiled. “Daddy’s got you…”  
 
    My daughter let out a gleeful laugh, and my heart melted right in my chest.  
 
    “I’d like to name her Nirali, if that’s okay with you,” Jemma announced. “She is a gift from the goddess Nira, so I find it fitting that she would share the same name.”  
 
    “Hello, Nirali.” I smiled at my girl. “Welcome to the world.”  
 
    Though my child looked content in my arms, she soon began to fuss.  
 
    “I think she’s hungry,” Jemma sighed and then motioned for me to give her the baby. “She’s been nursing just about every hour.”  
 
    “Maybe she just needs a lot of nutrition,” I mused as I handed our beautiful baby daughter back to her mother. “Maybe that means she’ll be a strong warrior like her mom.”  
 
    “You flatter me too much,” Jemma scoffed as she held Nirali up to her breast.  
 
    “You deserve to be flattered.” I winked at the auburn-haired beauty, and she just rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Go see your son, Ben,” she chuckled.  
 
    My son…  
 
    I turned around to see Talise was now sitting on the bed beside Ainsley, and my other child was now back in the arms of his mom. I dashed over to the bed, crouched down so I was at eye level with our child, and then brushed my fingers through Ainsley’s hair.  
 
    “How are you holding up?” I asked the blonde Niralope.  
 
    “About as good as I can for having just pushed a baby out of my body,” she joked, and then she smiled tenderly. “He has your eyes, Ben. Look.”  
 
    Sure enough, it was like looking into a mirror. A miniature, pudgy mirror.  
 
    My son’s eyes were narrow, with two tiny caterpillars of hair above them. Though he had the same long legs as a Niralope, his entire body was covered in scales, and he had the ears of a dragonkin.  
 
    “He does have my eyes,” I sighed longingly. “He actually looks a lot like me.”  
 
    “I know.” Ainsley smiled. “And I couldn’t be happier.”  
 
    I leaned over and gave the Niralope woman a slight kiss on the forehead, and then I repeated the action with my newborn.  
 
    “You’re gonna be a great leader to your people, son,” I whispered.  
 
    “Algon,” Ainsley corrected. “I want to name him Algon. It was my brother’s name. He was the most kind, caring, and gentle man Nira had ever bestowed upon this world. And then those orc heathens took him from us.”  
 
    “I like that name,” I reassured the Niralope. “It sounds like a fitting name for the future leader of the Niralope people.”  
 
    I sat in the infirmary room for nearly two hours, and I went back and forth between the two mothers and my two children. Pride swelled in my chest each time I saw my beautiful babies, and I couldn’t help but think about the future that was in store for them.  
 
    I was going to train them both to be wise, thoughtful leaders and cunning warriors. I would teach them the ways of the dragonkin, while their mothers would instruct them on the Niralope traditions and way of life.  
 
    I was going to be the best damn father I could possibly be, for their sakes and the sake of my lovers.  
 
    However, I soon had to come back to reality.  
 
    Nirali and Algon both began to fuss, so Talise and I started to rock them in our arms until they passed out. Once the children were back in the arms of their mothers, Nerissa placed her hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “We should be getting back to the courtyard,” she whispered in my ear. “The Cero women will need to be introduced to the rest of our friends, and I think we should both be there for that.”  
 
    “It’s alright, Ben,” Talise reassured me in a hushed voice. “They need their sleep right now.”  
 
    “The kids, or Ainsley and Jemma?” I teased.  
 
    “Both,” the healer confirmed with a soft, musical chuckle.  
 
    With that, Nerissa and I said our goodbyes and then headed out into the hallway. I gave one final glance back at the incredible scene before we began to head toward the courtyard.  
 
    However, we didn’t get that far.  
 
    “Ben!” I heard a bubbly voice call out.  
 
    Suddenly, two dark-green arms wrapped around my chest from behind and pulled me into a bear hug. I felt somebody’s face press against my back, take a deep breath as she savored my smell, and then pull away.  
 
    When the woman finally released her grip on me, I turned around to see the dragonkin cook, Hali, staring back at me. Her red hair was parted to both sides and decorated with seashells, and she placed a hand on one hip and cocked her head to the side.  
 
    “I was wondering where you were, Hali,” I chuckled. “You didn’t want to come out and greet me on the beach?”  
 
    “Of course not,” the bubbly dragonkin woman scoffed. “You know me, Ben. If it wasn’t for those pesky things like latrine breaks and sleep and all that, I don’t think I’d ever leave the kitchen.”  
 
    “I’ll leave you two to catch up,” Nerissa giggled before she kissed my cheek. “I’ll go perform my Queenly duties for our new guests while you two talk. Just promise you won’t keep him for too long, okay, Hali?”  
 
    “You and I both know I can’t promise that.” The chef winked at her Queen.  
 
    “Then I’ll have to stretch my duties beyond what I normally do,” Nerissa chuckled. “Don’t have too much fun, now.”  
 
    “Wait, I’m confused…” I trailed off as Nerissa turned and walked away. “I thought she wanted me to go do Draco Rex stuff?”  
 
    “I’m sure she does,” Hali reassured me. “But while you were gone, we all made an agreement…”  
 
    “What sort of agreement?” I raised an eyebrow as my heart fluttered in my chest.  
 
    “Well…” Hali glanced at the ground. “An agreement on who had the right to become pregnant next. I’ll give you two guesses as to who we all decided on.”  
 
    A smile spread across my face as my pants grew tighter around my dick.  
 
    Hali gave me a knowing smile before she grabbed my hand, turned around, and began to lead us off to an unknown destination.  
 
    Yeah… it was good to be home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “So…” I teased as Hali led me through the winding hallways of the dragonkin palace. “I’m gonna take a wild guess and say it’s Holara? I can’t say I’m surprised, given the fact she’s always got that crazed warrior look in her eyes…”  
 
    “Very funny,” Hali giggled. “But no. I believe I am the only dragonkin woman in this castle you have courted but not impregnated yet.”  
 
    “Who ever said I was courting you?” I winked at the green-scaled redhead. “Maybe I just talk to all of my friends the way I talk to you.”  
 
    “Really?” the cook scoffed. “I would hope you’re not talking to Jonas like that. Or the dragons…”  
 
    “You don’t know,” I continued to play hard to get. “Besides, there are still dozens more dragonkin on this island, and most of them are still nowhere near pregnant. Also, Darya, Zarya, and Anora haven’t had any children yet.”  
 
    “The twins told me about the treehouse.” Hali’s green eyes glinted with mischievousness. “I would bet all of the cooking supplies in my kitchen they are already with child, even if they don’t know it themselves yet.”  
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “Even though I’m kinda hoping they aren’t, so we have to try again.”  
 
    “I bet.” Hali grinned. “And from all the wonderful details they told me, I bet they are hoping they get another chance, too.”  
 
    “They will,” I promised. “I just like to play hard to get sometimes.”  
 
    “You’re telling me,” the petite cook chuckled. “Here I am, literally throwing myself at you and leading you to a place where we can fornicate, and you’re trying to play it off like you’re not interested? I’m calling clucker bird dung.”  
 
    “Maybe I’m bullshitting, maybe I’m not,” I retorted coyly.  
 
    “Just wait until I get you to where I want you.” Hali shrugged. “I bet you won’t be playing hard to get then.”  
 
    Maybe it was Hali’s sudden change in demeanor, or maybe it was just the fact I was already hot and bothered by her beautiful, petite-yet-curvy figure. Either way, her words made my heart race at the speed of an Indy car, and I was starting to worry my pitched tent was about to tear through the fabric of my pants.  
 
    Hali and I continued, hand-in-hand, for a bit longer. Finally, the two of us came to a small room with a feature that was rare in this castle: a door that could be closed completely shut. Sure, it was made up of thatched straw on top of some flimsy wood, and it would probably break away if you just knocked on it, but it was a door nonetheless.  
 
    Which meant Hali wanted me in a place where we could be completely alone… 
 
    I watched the green-scaled cook open up the door before she looked back over her shoulder with a pearly-white smile, but when she led me inside the room, I became a little bit confused.  
 
    “Uh…” I observed the room around me. “You wanted to bring me to a mess hall?”  
 
    The space was quite large, with several crude wooden tables and benches covered with straw-stuffed cushions. There was what could only be described as a buffet bar against the eastern wall of the room, with a tiki-like thatched roof over its entire length. This room was much smaller than the courtyard where we’d usually have our feasts, though it was nearly five times the size of a normal bedroom in this palace.  
 
    “I thought it would be fitting,” Hali giggled. “Considering the fact I’m the resident cook around here. Plus… We’re going to be making a big mess.”  
 
    I audibly gulped at the thought of what this beautiful dragon-woman wanted to do to me, which seemed to make Hali all the more aggressive.  
 
    Her sea-green eyes flickered with hunger as she dragged her teeth over her bottom lip and let out a small sigh. Then her regular, bubblier demeanor returned as she let go of my hand, placed her hands on her hips, popped her waist out to one side, and smirked.  
 
    “Not to be a buzzkill or anything,” I noted as I continued to glance around the room. “But isn’t this kind of a public place to be doing ‘that?’”  
 
    “It’s our old mess hall.” Hali shrugged. “This is where we used to have our feasts, back when it was just a handful of us dragonkin women. After all of our men were killed, and before you washed up on our shores. I have many, many sad memories of all the times I served our people in here, knowing we were all going to be the last of our kind. Thankfully, we were all wrong, and now we have to hold our feasts out in the courtyard because of how many lovely people we have on our island.”  
 
    “Doesn’t that kind of emphasize my point?” I chuckled. “This sounds like a depressing place.” 
 
    “It is.” Hali nodded firmly. “But I want to start making good memories in it, and creating a child with you is the perfect way to start.”  
 
    “Maybe,” I continued. “Unless somebody comes bursting through that door looking for one of us and catches us in the act. That wouldn’t be too great of a memory.”  
 
    “Nobody’s going to come through that door,” Hali reassured me. “In fact, I’m the only one who’s even been in here since we moved our feasts outside. And that is only for sentimental reasons.”  
 
    “Sentimental?” I mused. “How could you feel sentimental in a place that has such depressing memories?”  
 
    “It’s strange,” Hali agreed. “This place reminds me of our most trying times, but there is a twinge of happiness to it. Even though our spirits were down, Queen Nerissa did her best to lead us into the light. In a way, life was much, much simpler during that time, considering it was all about survival.”  
 
    “Nostalgia.” I nodded. “You’re talking about nostalgia.”  
 
    “What a strange word,” the green-scaled cook noted. “Nostalgia… What does it mean?”  
 
    “Just what you were saying,” I explained. “It’s a longing for a time when things were simpler. Even though in reality, they really weren’t, but your brain filters out all of the bad stuff. In my world, we usually get nostalgic about trivial stuff, like the video games we played in the eighties or some corny sitcom that came out in the nineties or the car we drove all through high school, even though it was absolutely shit.” 
 
    “I suppose when you’re under constant threat of destruction, you see all your living memories as special moments,” Hali sighed with a hint of longing.  
 
    “Hey,” I promised the cook as I placed my hands on her shoulders and began to rub gently. “You’re not under constant threat of destruction anymore. We’ve fortified against the orcs, and I’ve kicked their asses every single time they’ve tried to come to your island. You’re all safe here with me.”  
 
    “I know we are, Ben,” the cook reassured me. “That doesn’t change the fact we have to worry about invasion all of the time, though. Or the possibility that the orcs have gotten their hands on a dragon or two. Sure, we always win… But wouldn’t it be great if there came a time where we didn’t have to win because there was nobody to fight with?”  
 
    Hali’s shoulders were extremely tight as she spoke, so I increased the intensity of my rubs, and she let out a soft moan as I massaged the tension out of her shoulders with soft, circular motions from my thumbs.  
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted. “That’s what I’m working on. That’s why it’s so important Jonas and I go out and find the rest of the fire dragons from that island. If we can somehow collect all eight of them? We could just sail right up to the orcs’ home island and burn the whole fucking thing to the ground.”  
 
    “That would go a long way in making us feel safe,” the cook chuckled. “Even though there seem to be different races on every island, the orcs are the only ones who want to go out and desecrate everything.”  
 
    “They’re just a bunch of bullies,” I reminded her. “They pick on the weak, and they cheat any time they can.”  
 
    “Ohhhhhh,” Hali suddenly let out a soft moan. “How did you learn to give such good back rubs?”  
 
    “I’ve got a gentle touch.” I shrugged. “But seriously… You’ve got a lot of tension back here in your shoulders. Maybe you should take a break from the kitchen every now and again? I don’t think all that rushing around and moving heavy pots is doing much good for your back.”  
 
    “Spend less time in the kitchen?” the emerald-scaled woman scoffed. “I’d rather die, Ben.”  
 
    “Wait until you meet Baratu,” I laughed. “She’s a cook with a passion for what she does, just like you. I think you two will get along really well.”  
 
    “I just hope she doesn’t expect to take over,” Hali warned. “I’m willing to take on an understudy, but the only way I would ever give up my duties as the royal cook is when my big, triple chambered heart stops beating.”  
 
    Triple chambered? How strange. I guess I never really stopped to think about what a dragonkin’s internal organs actually looked like.  
 
    “She’s pretty stubborn,” I chuckled and continued to massage the beautiful woman. “But I guess I can let you two sort out all the details.”  
 
    I continued to rub Hali’s soft skin for a few more minutes, until the woman had practically melted in my arms.  
 
    “I swear,” Hali sighed with pure euphoria in her voice. “You are a gift from Oshun herself. How do you do that?”  
 
    “If you think I’m good on your shoulders,” I teased. “Wait till you see what I can do with my hands in other places.”  
 
    “I’ll make you a deal,” the cook giggled. “I’ll let you show me what you do with your hands, and you let me show you what I can do with my hips.”  
 
    My cock throbbed to attention at the mere thought. There weren’t many no-brainer deals in this world, but this was certainly one of them.  
 
    “Okay.” I grinned from ear-to-ear. “Who gets to go first?”  
 
    “I’ll go first,” Hali noted. “Since my part of the bargain can be done with you fully clothed, but yours does not require the same of me.”  
 
    Fully clothed?  
 
    “Maybe I’m missing something,” I admitted. “I need to keep my clothes on for this part?”  
 
    “Well, you don’t have to…” the woman admitted. “But it made more sense, logistically. Now… Do you see that chair over there? Go sit down on it.”  
 
    Hali pointed over to the nearby cushioned bench, so I stopped rubbing her back and proceeded to walk to it. As I sat down, the emerald-scaled chef spread out her legs and took an open stance.  
 
    “Is this good enough?” I asked as I got comfortable in the chair.  
 
    “You might want to brace yourself,” Hali warned. “Because I’m about to begin.”  
 
    Ohhhhhh, shit. My lips curved upward into a giant smile as it dawned on me what was about to happen. Not to be outdone, my dick followed in the footsteps of my face and stretched toward the heavens.  
 
    Hali gave me one last sultry look before she walked over to me, threw her right leg up onto the bench beside me, and stared deep into my eyes.  
 
    It took every inch of willpower I had not to peek underneath the fabric of her skimpy white toga and glance at her beautiful pussy in all its glory.  
 
    The dragonkin cook must have noticed the conflict in my eyes, because she simply smiled and reached down to her knee. Hali then proceeded to pull the fabric of her toga up her thigh, all the way until it was just inches from her tender slit… And then she swiftly stopped.  
 
    “Wow.” I smirked as my heart skipped a beat. “Is this one of your special celebration dances?”  
 
    “No.” Hali’s green eyes narrowed like a jaguar zeroing in on its prey. “If anything, this is my mating dance.”  
 
    The beautiful woman proceeded to pull her leg back to the ground and then, in one swift motion, sprang up onto my lap. Hali placed both of her hands over my shoulders with a giggle before she pressed her perky breasts together and leaned forward so they were right in my face.  
 
    My erection throbbed with excitement as she ran her cleavage against me, and then it got even harder when the cook started to grind against me.  
 
    Hali made sweeping circular motions with her lower half and ground herself against me tenderly. I could feel her warmth even through my pants, which made me even hornier than I already was.  
 
    The dragonkin woman let out a gasp when she felt my cock grow to full-mast, but she didn’t let up.  
 
    My hand drifted across every bit of exposed flesh on Hali’s body, from her face to her shoulders all the way down to her smooth, toned legs. Every inch of her flesh was as soft as silk, like a gentle cover that deserved to be kissed, sucked, and licked until it was as red as the auburn locks on her head.  
 
    I gently stroked her legs, and then I allowed my fingers to trace up her inner thigh… 
 
    Instantly, Hali pulled away and wagged her finger at me.  
 
    “I’m not done yet,” she giggled. “You’ll have plenty of time for that all in due time.”  
 
    Hali then began to sashay her hips side to side as she fumbled with the knot on her toga. She pulled the fabric free from its constriction, but she grabbed onto her garment and held it against her chest before it fell away completely. The dragonkin woman smirked as she did a little twirl, and for a brief second I saw her small, shapely ass in all its glory.  
 
    Hali took one look at my erection, smirked, and then slowly turned around once again. The white toga had been untied, so the entirety of her backside was bare.  
 
    I could see it all, from the rose-kissed hair that cascaded down her slender neck to the lean shape of her upper body, to the cute little dimple just above her ass.  
 
    Hali’s rear was about as perfect as you could get. It was full, but not in a “defies the laws of physics” sort of way. Her glutes were firm and toned, to the point where it looked like her porcelain skin had been stretched out over a fucking tanning rack.  
 
    The green-scaled woman shot me a sensual look over her shoulder, and then she slowly started to walk backward toward me as she sashayed her hips. Hali took direct aim at my stiff cock, and within seconds her bare, tight ass brushed across it. The dragonkin cook pressed herself down onto me as she made circular motions with her hips, and I felt like I was on cloud nine.  
 
    “Fucking hell…” I moaned as Hali ground her ass against me.  
 
    My balls grew tight as my manhood was teased, though I knew the sweet release would come soon enough.  
 
    Actually, I hoped it didn’t come “soon” at all. I was enjoying myself too much.  
 
    As Hali gave me the lap dance of a lifetime, she let out a giggle and released her hold on her shirt. The white fabric fell off her body and fluttered to the floor, and now she was completely nude.  
 
    And facing the other way.  
 
    Damn… This woman really knew how to tease.  
 
    I nibbled on Hali’s neck as she rubbed her beautiful body against me in a sensual dance of passion. My hands ran along her velveteen sides before I slipped my hands around the front of her body, wrapped them around her precious breasts, and softly began to rub my fingers across her erect nipples.  
 
    Hali let out a soft moan as I rubbed the swollen nubs on her chest, and then she leaned her upper body back against me. As she did so, I got a full glimpse of her supple, voluminous breasts.  
 
    They were perky C-cups that started nearly flat at the very top and then curved up into puffy peaks as they continued down her torso. A pointed pink nipple stood at attention at each peak, and I couldn’t wait to get them in my mouth.  
 
    Now that Hali was against me, I kissed her tenderly on the forehead, but that’s not where she wanted to be kissed.  
 
    Hali’s hand shot up, grabbed the back of my head, and pulled my lips down to meet hers. Both of us groaned with carnal excitement as our tongues danced in each other’s mouths, and our bodies ground against each other fiercely. The woman’s kiss was as sweet as warm honey, and I never wanted this moment to end.  
 
    Actually, on second thought… Maybe I did. But only because I wanted to move on to something even better.  
 
    “Is it my turn now?” I whispered as I pulled slightly away.  
 
    Hali bit her lip faintly and nodded.  
 
    That was all the invitation I was gonna need.  
 
    I allowed my right hand to fall away from Hali’s breast and then slide down her tummy, and when I got to her waistline, I moved off to the left and continued on until I was at her knee. Hali let out a little grunt of surprise, which was just what I wanted.  
 
    After all this teasing she’d done to me, I wanted her to beg for it.  
 
    I moved my fingers in circles around her inner thigh as my fingers floated closer and closer to the tender slit between her legs. Hali’s thighs tightened with anticipation, and her hip movements became slower as she tried to make it easier for my fingers to reach their destination.  
 
    That’s when I went in for the kill.  
 
    I moved my hand up her thigh and brushed my fingers across her swollen, warm labia. Hali was extremely wet with anticipation, so it took no effort whatsoever for me to slide into her.  
 
    “Oh, Gods…” the cook gasped.  
 
    I hadn’t even gotten to the good part yet.  
 
    Once my index and middle fingers were inside of Hali, I pressed my thumb against her clitoris and started in a counterclockwise motion. She whimpered as her pussy clenched around my fingers, and then she practically melted against my chest when I began to kiss the back of her neck.  
 
    “You’re so wet,” I whispered as I pecked at her pale skin. “I can’t wait to put something else inside of you.”  
 
    “I can’t wait, either…” Hali moaned. “I-I think I want it now.”  
 
    “Not yet,” I growled. “You got to tease me for a while, so it’s only fair.”  
 
    “You call this teasing?” the emerald-scaled woman gasped. “I can’t wait to see what you call the real thing.”  
 
    I continued to nibble on Hali’s neck as she softly gyrated against my dick, and I fingered her repeatedly. Her moans of pleasure started off soft, though they quickly morphed into something deeper and more intense. Hali’s womanhood was sopping with excitement while it spasmed against my fingers, and sure enough the convulsions eventually became hurried and sporadic.  
 
    Then the beautiful woman stopped what she was doing completely. Every muscle in her body tightened up as she leaned back against me, braced herself, and then let out a few quick, deep breaths.  
 
    “Are you about to cum?” I growled into her ear.  
 
    “Is-- Is that what this is called?” Hali gasped. “Because I think I’m going to-- Ohhhhhhh!”  
 
    Hali’s womanhood spasmed around my fingers as a monsoon of her love came pouring out onto my hand, and the dragonkin cook seemed to stop breathing completely as she tensed up and froze in place. Then she took a deep breath and fell back into my arms.  
 
    I slid my fingers out of her delicate slit and then wasted no time in getting back to work. I pressed my lips against Hali’s back as I grabbed her around the waist and started to move her hips in rhythm once more.  
 
    Almost instantly, the porcelain-skinned woman stood up from her position and turned around, and a smile stretched across her thin lips as she stared down at my erection, which by this point was fucking harder than diamonds.  
 
    I could feel the anticipation in my manhood. My balls were as tight as a pair of goddamn spanx, and my cock itself was leaking out loads of pre-cum by the second.  
 
    There was nothing more I wanted at this moment than to be inside of Hali, and judging by the hungry look on her face, that was the only thing she wanted, too.  
 
    Hali stepped toward me and then reached down and grabbed my shirt. She practically tore the cream-colored garment off my body before she threw it off to the side and proceeded to run her hand down my chest. When she reached my waistband, the dragonkin woman wrapped her tender fingers around the belt, unfastened it in record time, and yanked my pants down around my ankles.  
 
    Hali’s eyes grew to the size of life preservers when she saw my manhood in all its glory.  
 
    “You like what you see?” I winked.  
 
    “It’s… It’s massive,” Hali sputtered. “How do you even hide such a thing behind the fabric of your pants?”  
 
    “What can I say?” I continued. “Maybe I’m just a grower and not a ‘show’er?”  
 
    Hali stared at my dick as she pulled my pants out from around my feet and tossed them away without so much as looking. Then the beautiful redhead stood to her feet, spread apart her legs, and got up onto the bench with me. She tried to straddle me with her shins on the bench, but I wasn’t having it.  
 
    I wanted to be deep inside this woman, and there was only one way to do that.  
 
    “Here, let me.” I threw my arms around Hali’s waist, lifted her up into the air, and allowed her to outstretch her legs so they were perpendicular to the floor. Then I lowered the dragonkin woman down onto my cock slowly, and we both let out deep, guttural groans as I entered her.  
 
    Hali’s velvet tunnel slid over my erection like a glove, tight as hell and dripping wet. When I finally bottomed out inside of her, Hali’s body began to tremble as she wrapped her legs around my waist, and then we got down to business.  
 
    I lifted Hali a few inches up my cock, held her in place as I stared into her sea-green eyes, and lowered her back down.  
 
    “You’re so goddamn tight,” I moaned as her pussy gripped me like a vise. “I’m gonna fill you up any second now.”  
 
    “G-Good.” Hali closed her eyes as she took me all in. “I want you to fill my womb with your precious seed. Make a strong dragonkin child, Ben.”  
 
    Once I got the rhythm down pretty good, I started to get creative with the rest of my body. I ran my tongue across Hali’s perky nipples as they passed me by, and the dragonkin woman responded with an eardrum-shattering moan. When I took her nipples fully in my mouth, however, she practically went over the edge.  
 
    Hali groaned as she ran her fingers through my hair, and her warm tunnel squeezed me to the brink of eruption.  
 
    We had been going at this for so long my balls were tingling and practically numb, though I knew that just meant the grand finale was going to be all the more spectacular.  
 
    The minutes passed by like seconds as I pleasured my beautiful lover, and we were both so caught up in the moment that it didn’t even feel like we were in a mess hall. There was nothing in this moment but Hali and me, two passionate lovers enjoying each other in a vast sea of ecstasy.  
 
    “Oh, Ben…” Hali moaned as she bounced up and down on my dick. “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted this.”  
 
    “Yes, I do,” I reminded her. “I think we’ve both wanted this ever since that first day I walked into your kitchen.”  
 
    “Y-Yes!” Hali agreed through a hasty moan. “I’ve never felt anything like this before in my l-life.”  
 
    “It only gets better from here,” I teasingly warned.  
 
    By this point, Hali’s velvet tunnel was tighter than a skeleton’s belt, and my poor balls were on pins and needles.  
 
    We knew the big finish was approaching, but neither of us wanted to be the first one to go.  
 
    However, I wasn’t going to give Hali a choice.  
 
    I slowed my pace as I ran my hand down her right thigh, and the sensation sent her wild.  
 
    Hali’s mouth fell open as a soft whimper escaped her lips, followed by a powerful moan. I raised her up one more time before I slid back inside at a snail’s pace, and the redhead’s pussy lips ran down my cock as she took it all in, inch by inch.  
 
    Hali’s moans became more hurried and powerful, and when the head of my cock finally touched her cervix, she went into overdrive mode. 
 
    “Oh, Ben!” she cried out as her velvet tunnel held me in its grasp. “I-I’m going to-- Ohhhhhhhh, Gods!”  
 
    Hali’s pussy squeezed me like a tube of toothpaste as she orgasmed. Her entire body quivered along with her womanhood, and she softly pressed her forehead against mine.  
 
    The sounds of her ecstasy were what finally sent me over the edge.  
 
    “Oh, fuck…” I gasped as I grabbed onto the back of Hali’s head and continued to plunge in and out of her.  
 
    I saw literal stars as the warm pressure in my abdomen released and sent my balls into a full-on seizure. I clenched every muscle in my body, and I let out an earth-quaking moan that reverberated off the walls of the desolate room and bounced back like an orchestra of carnal sounds.  
 
    Every single muscle in my lower body clenched up as my gun went off. My seed blasted up into Hali as I plastered her womb with my love, and her eyes went wide when she felt just how much there was.  
 
    “Gods…” Hali moaned as she wrapped her legs around me tighter. “Is there more in there for me?”  
 
    Sure enough, there was, and my orgasm continued on for another second or two as I sprayed my sperm into her velvet tunnel.  
 
    I found myself a bit lightheaded as I came, and for a split second I was afraid I was going to pass out. Of course, watching Hali’s perky breasts as they jiggled with her motions quickly brought me back to the here and now.  
 
    Hali refused to move off me, not even a single millimeter.  
 
    The cook wanted her fertile womb to bear my child, and she wasn’t going to waste a single drop of my seed.  
 
    When my orgasm finally ceased, my entire body felt like it was on pins and needles.  
 
    I collapsed back onto the bench like a ragdoll, and Hali’s naked body was right behind me. Still, she didn’t pull herself off me.  
 
    Instead, the beautiful redhead placed her lips against my chest and kissed my pecs softly. She then ran her hand across my abs as she looked up at me with her big green eyes and smiled.  
 
    I gave her a tender kiss on the head before I began to run my fingers through her strawberry locks.  
 
    My legs were still shaking from the aftermath of my eruption, and Hali’s whole body trembled like it was a scared chihuahua.  
 
    Yeah… We weren’t going anywhere for a while.  
 
    But that was fine. There was nothing more I wanted right now than to just sit here with this amazing woman in my arms.  
 
    After a bit, Hali finally broke the silence.  
 
    “Do you think that did the trick?” The redheaded cook smiled up at me.  
 
    “If it didn’t, then I must be fucking sterile,” I joked.  
 
    “True,” Hali chuckled. “There’s so much in there, I’m not sure if I’ll be able to walk for a while without having bits of your seed dripping down my leg.”  
 
    “You took it all like a champ,” I reassured her. “I don’t think I’ve ever had a partner who wanted it that bad.”  
 
    “It’s the only thing I’ve ever wanted, Ben,” Hali promised. “Ever since I met you, back when you were new to the island… I’ve wanted nothing more than to be held in your arms. Then, when I saw how you gave Queen Nerissa and Talise such adorable, strong children? I wanted you to do the same for me.”  
 
    “There was never a question of ‘if,’” I said as I ran my thumb across her pale cheek. “It was always just a question of ‘when.’ It’s actually harder than I thought, though, since you never come out on our journeys with us.”  
 
    “That’s because my place is here,” Hali sighed. “If I left the dragonkin island, who would keep our people nourished? Anora? That woman might be able to bring you back from the brink of death, but she absolutely could not cook a good boar if her life depended on it.”  
 
    “Baratu’s here now,” I reminded her. “She could always take over for a bit if you decided to come along for the ride.”  
 
    “Abandon my kitchen?” Hali gasped with fake offense. “To somebody who doesn’t know the palate of the dragonkin, Niralope, Coonag, or Morpho? That is a recipe for disaster. We’d probably come back to a coup.”  
 
    “It couldn’t be that bad,” I laughed and then pulled Hali into my chest.  
 
    “Don’t underestimate what people will do when they are desperate for good food, Draco Rex,” Hali teased. “Besides, I wouldn’t really have a role on your ship. I can’t shoot a bow and arrow, and I can’t fight with a sword. Gods… I can barely handle the seaglass daggers you had Mira train us all with.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” I scoffed. “You would have a very clear role. We got lucky on this last journey since we ran into Baratu, but usually the grub on our voyages is… Not the best, to say the least.”  
 
    “Sounds like somebody needs instruction,” the redhead giggled. “Luckily for you, I just so happen to know someone who could teach you a thing or two.”  
 
    “Maybe someday,” I promised through a sigh. “When I have a little bit more time on my hands.”  
 
    “Are you saying being a king and an explorer is difficult?” Hali snickered sarcastically.  
 
    “A king, an explorer, a captain, and the head architect,” I reminded the redhead. “Plus a hunter, a butcher, a father, and a diplomat.”  
 
    “Okay, fine,” the cook chuckled. “Maybe you are busy after all. I wouldn’t want any of those titles, in all honesty. Particularly the diplomat one.”  
 
    “Speaking of that,” I sighed. “I should probably go do my diplomatic duties and make sure all of the Cero women are being seamlessly added to our group.”  
 
    The two of us laid there for another moment or two before we got up from the bench, gathered our clothing, and pulled it onto our bodies. Hali rewrapped her toga as I tugged my pants around my waist and re-tied my belt, but before I could get my shirt back onto my body, the door of the mess hall flew open.  
 
    Hali and I both let out a yelp of surprise as Baratu marched straight into the room. The Cero woman’s high ponytail swayed back and forth with each forceful step she took, and her face was drooped down into a scowl. When she saw I was shirtless, though, Baratu’s mouth twisted into a half-smile.  
 
    “So much for nobody coming in here,” I chuckled to Hali.  
 
    “Are you the ‘head cook’ around here?” Baratu demanded as she glanced at Hali.  
 
    “You must be Baratu.” Hali smiled. “Ben here has told me about you, and how your talents are almost as good as mine.”  
 
    “Almost?” Baratu huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ve made a stew out of spotted hound meat my Queen Mother said was ‘incredible and succulent.’ Do you have any idea how hard that is to do?”  
 
    Hali looked at me, but all I could do was shrug.  
 
    “Well, I don’t even know what a spotted hound is, so no,” Hali admitted. “Though I did create a dish out of the dangerously poisonous treehopper once. Not a single person in our palace even got sick, let alone suffered the agonizing death that usually comes along with that creature.”  
 
    “Uhhh, new royal decree.” I raised a finger. “We will never, ever make that again.”  
 
    “Why not?” Hali demanded. “Queen Nerissa herself said it was one of the best things I’ve ever made.”  
 
    “You want to talk about the best thing ever made?” Baratu whistled. “How about widehorn meat soaked in palmwine and then roasted for several hours over hot coals? I would put that up against anything that has ever been created in the history of our world.”  
 
    Obviously, she’d never had a Five Guys burger.  
 
    “I don’t understand this little go-around,” Hali admitted. “Why are you demanding to know who I am?”  
 
    “I just wanted to know who I’d be mentoring.” Baratu shrugged. “That’s all.”  
 
    “You think you are going to mentor me?” the green-scaled dragonkin woman scoffed. “My friend, I have been cooking for the dragonkin people for several season cycles. I know their palates like the back of my own hand, and I can assure you I’ll find something to satisfy your people, as well.”  
 
    “No need.” Baratu smirked. “I’ve got a whole bag of tricks that satisfies them.”  
 
    “Look, you guys,” I finally interjected. “You both have some really, really good talent between you. I don’t get why you think it has to be one or the other.”  
 
    “Because I’ve been the head cook since I was Marella’s age?” Hali half-stated, half-asked. “I’m sure this woman has skills, but I have the intimate knowledge of the dragonkin people.”  
 
    “And that knowledge could easily be passed onto Baratu,” I reminded her. “While you’re at it, maybe Baratu could teach you a thing or two about the dishes of her people. Or maybe some of the unconventional skills she’s come up with over the years. According to Baratu, she’s made some crazy things over the years.”  
 
    “Like the time we found a strange, eight-legged creature on our shores,” Baratu reminisced. “It came out of the ocean and had a head with eyes on the sides of its strangely-shaped blue head.”  
 
    “A wavecutter?” Hali raised an eyebrow. “Are you trying to tell me you ate a wavecutter?”  
 
    “Sure did!” Baratu proclaimed. “The entire village couldn’t get enough of it. But we never had one come onto our shores again after that…”  
 
    “We get them all the time here,” Hali announced. “I’ve never been able to make one edible, though… They always taste very tough, like a stone with a little bit of give.”  
 
    “It’s easy,” the Cero woman chuckled. “You just-- Waiiiitttt. Why should I give you my secrets if you’re not going to let me be your partner?”  
 
    “What about my understudy?” Hali suggested. “Isla has a few of those, and she loves it.”  
 
    “Co-chef,” Baratu counter-offered with crossed arms.  
 
    “Apprentice,” the dragonkin cook retorted without missing a beat.  
 
    “Colleague,” the blonde rhino-woman mused. 
 
    Hali mulled it over for a second before she finally shrugged.  
 
    “I could live with that,” she conceded. “But I will warn you… I may seem kind and happy, but things will change when it comes time to make a meal. I don’t even think Ben has seen that side of me yet.”  
 
    “Then we should get along just fine.” Baratu nodded seriously. “I’m the exact same way.”  
 
    I just about spoke up and told them that actually seemed like it might lead to some issues down the road, but I didn’t.  
 
    I was more than willing to just put these two in the kitchen together and then just see how it played out.  
 
    From across the room, there came a light knocking on the door.  
 
    “Draco Rex?” Jonas’ voice asked from the other side. “Talise told me you and Hali might be in here.”  
 
    “So much for ‘inconspicuous room,’ huh?” I chuckled and shot a wink at Hali. “Yeah, I’m in here, Jonas!”  
 
    The thatched door slowly opened, and then the elder dragonkin slunk into the room. Jonas strode across the wooden floor with a bunch of creaks and cracks until he gave me a slight bow.  
 
    “I hate to bother you, Draco Rex,” he apologized. “But I come bearing some excellent news.”  
 
    “What is it, grandfather?” Hali questioned. “Were the orcs all wiped out by the fire dragons?”  
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” Jonas chuckled. “Though that would be quite an anticlimactic end to our journey, wouldn’t it? No… It is about Marella. She has had another vision.”  
 
    “Damn.” I whistled. “She’s getting more and more of those by the day!”  
 
    “Indeed.” The soothsayer nodded. “This one is very important, though. She told me she has seen you petting a dragon.”  
 
    “Okay…” I trailed off. “We have seven dragons now, so that’s not too surprising.”  
 
    “Oh, it certainly is,” Jonas continued. “The dragon Marella saw you petting was a full-grown fire dragon.”  
 
    My jaw nearly hit the floor when I heard the soothsayer’s words.  
 
    One of the dragons from the volcanic island. My daughter had a vision of where it was. More importantly, she predicted I tamed it.  
 
    “Shit,” I gasped. “Where is she? I want to talk to her.”  
 
    “She’s with the rest of your children, Draco Rex,” Jonas noted. “Well… The rest of your older children.”  
 
    I pulled my cream shirt onto my body and then shuffled out of the mess hall like a madman.  
 
    Marella had predicted we added another fire dragon to our crew, and I wanted to find out just how we could make that a reality.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “I wonder which dragon you are set to tame?” Hali pondered aloud as she moved through the corridors beside Baratu, Jonas, and me. “Tirian’s mother, perhaps? Or maybe another one of the adolescent ones?”  
 
    “I hope it’s a full-grown dragon,” I admitted. “As great as it’s been to have Tirian and Swaer and George, a full-grown dragon that’s bonded to one of our friends would be a game-changer.”  
 
    “We do have a full-grown dragon now,” Jonas reminded me. “Judging by my calculations, Huwar has been around for several thousand season cycles.”  
 
    “That’s true,” I admitted. “But he doesn’t have any sort of dragon bond. He seems to be able to communicate with Zamwae and the other dragons nonverbally, but that presents a lot more risks than a dragonbond does. Every single person who shares their bond with a dragon can see into their mind and know what they’re thinking so they’re on the same page. I can’t tell you how many times Mira, Jemma, and I have gotten out of tricky situations because we could silently communicate with our dragons. With Huwar, it’s a lot riskier. Also, stealth is kinda off the table when you have a freaking brontosaurus lumbering around everywhere.”  
 
    “I understand what you are saying, Draco Rex,” Jonas mused. “Though that would be the case with any full-sized dragon you would have. Do you really think Tirian’s mother or the rotund dragon would lend themselves to stealth?”  
 
    “Probably not,” I admitted. “But they would do great in battle. Especially whenever we finally decide to go after the orcs’ homeland. In that case, we need all the firepower we can get.”  
 
    “Why would you even need stealth if you had a full-sized dragon?” Hali questioned. “I would think it would make your journeys much, much simpler if you had a creature that could take down half an army on its own.”  
 
    “It’s a double-edged sword,” I sighed, but then realized I needed to change my phrasing when both the dragonkin looked at me funny. “That means there’s both good and bad things about it. Sure, we could wipe out hordes of orcs or enemies with one good fire breath, but we’d also have a giant, flying target hovering above our heads at all times. Our enemies would see us coming before we were even close, and then they’d have enough time to properly prepare for a counter assault. Not to mention the fact that apparently the orcs have some dragons of their own. If they get word we have bigger and badder dragons, each and every encounter with these guys could end up in a giant freaking Godzilla-style battle, and we don’t need that.”  
 
    “So, what is the plan, then, Draco Rex?” Jonas questioned. “Do you really intend for our crewmates to bond with all of these dragons, and then we just leave them here on the island while you continue to search?”  
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “I definitely plan to have the dragons come along on our journeys, but only when we think there might be a bigger threat lurking out here…”  
 
    “We’re going to run out of room on this island very quickly,” Jonas chuckled.  
 
    “Food, too,” Hali noted. “We have quite a population of wild boars in our land, but not enough to feed the army of dragons we hope to eventually have.” 
 
    “Eventually have?” Baratu scoffed. “Have you ever seen a land dragon eat before? They’ll swallow a widehorn whole and then go back for a second helping!”  
 
    Shit… They had a really good point. For the longest time we only had George, Nixie, and their children to feed. Then we brought in Tirian, who was smaller than the rest of the dragons and could hunt for himself.  
 
    But now, just on this last journey alone, we brought back two more dragon mouths to feed. Swaer may have been small right now, but I’d seen first-hand just how large those guys could grow to be. Then there was Huwar, who was larger than any of the dragons we had on our crew and was used to eating giant, fatty creatures like the widehorns.  
 
    For the most part, the only good meat we had on this island came from boars and chickens, and it took probably six of those to equal out to a single widehorn from the Cero island.  
 
    And we were hopefully about to bring another large beast into the mix.  
 
    “Fucking hell…” I grumbled to myself. “You’re right. We need to find a new food source, or else we could be looking at a famine very quickly.”  
 
    “Could we increase the production of vegetables in our gardens?” Hali suggested. “We have plenty of seeds.”  
 
    “Dragons don’t eat vegetables, I’m afraid,” Jonas sighed. “I’m sorry to be the one to point out such a predicament, Draco Rex, but this is something our king must be aware of.”  
 
    “We’ll need to start mobilizing our people better,” I announced. “We’re going to need new living quarters built on the castle, and we’ll need to increase the parties that we send out to hunt and fish each day. Zikiu would be the perfect woman for this job, actually.”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” Jonas chuckled. “She could easily figure out the best way to mobilize our people, particularly when you are not around.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I chuckled, though I was still nervous.  
 
    I trusted Zikiu to run things, no problem, but the solution I proposed was just a band-aid.  
 
    If we started to bring back more and more people and dragons to our island, the situation was going to just get even more dire.  
 
    As much as I hated to think about it, we may eventually be forced to move away from our beautiful home.  
 
    I hated the thought as much as anyone. This was the island where it all began… The one where I found my first true loves, where my children were born and had lived the entirety of their lives. This was the only island so far that I felt was truly safe from those bastard orcs, mostly thanks to the fortifications we’d made and the dragonkin’s familiarity with the territory.  
 
    “What about hariberries?” Baratu finally suggested. “There are plenty of those back on our island, and just one of them can keep a dragon’s belly full for a whole day.”  
 
    “Not a bad idea,” I admitted. “But that’s not very viable, either. We’d have to have them shipped from your island at a constant rate, which means tying up one of our two ships and an entire crew’s worth of people pretty much constantly. Then there’s the fact we’d be taking away resources from the Cero women still back on the island… Not to mention the fact they were really, really hard to find when we were there.”  
 
    “I know it’s not ideal.” The blonde rhino-woman shrugged. “I just wanted to make a suggestion that might or might not work.”  
 
    “I appreciate it either way,” I reassured her. “I think I’m just going to have to brainstorm this one for a little bit longer. I don’t want to make any rash decisions, especially not without consulting the rest of our people first.”  
 
    Jonas led the four of us out of the castle and out into the jungle, down the pathway that took us to the more “recreational” beach to the south of the palace. When we finally arrived, I saw many of my friends and family as they relaxed on the shores.  
 
    My eldest, Marella, sat atop a flat boulder with her legs crossed in front of her body and her hands placed firmly onto her knees. Her eyes were closed as she meditated, and her braided raven hair fluttered softly in the wind. My daughter’s amethyst-colored scales radiated the sun onto the sand in small, kaleidoscope-like patterns as she continued to look into the future. I’d only been away for a few days, but it felt like she’d grown a full year while I was gone.  
 
    Marella now looked like she was nearly as tall as her mother, and equally as beautiful.  
 
    Meanwhile, Arrick, the Princeps Draco, was down closer to the water. He had his infant sister, Meer, atop his shoulders, and they both cackled with glee as Arrick bounded down the shoreline as quickly as his awkward teenage legs would take him.  
 
    The twins, Lizzie and Amaria, were off to the right with their mother, Sela, and I watched with amusement as the dragonkin warrior led the girls in some sort of karate-like exercises using a spear whose point had been removed for safety. It was adorable to watch the two little girls as they followed their mother in her “hi-ahs” and cries of determination, but their frail imitations were nothing short of heartwarming. Lizzie and Amaria had their eyebrows furrowed in a serious fashion, complete with Sela’s trademark scowl plastered across their faces.  
 
    It was enough to melt even the coldest of hearts.  
 
    Oshuna and Careen stood next to each other a few more feet down the beach from Sela and her kids, and my beautiful, pink-haired dragonkin mate stared at our daughter lovingly as the toddler skipped rocks out into the sea. Every now and again, Careen herself would toss a stone out against the waves, and then the two would laugh when it sunk before even the first skip.  
 
    Even further down the line was one happy family of water dragons. The two adolescent beasts, Malkey and Cerin, frolicked around about one-hundred feet out in the ocean. They ducked and dived beneath the waves as they created several large wakes, but they seemed like they were having a blast. Swaer floated above the two little water dragons, and he chased them with the intensity of a cat chasing a mouse as he shot down tiny puffs of his wind breath onto their position.  
 
    Meanwhile, George and Nixie laid on the beach in a large heap on top of each other. Their gentle eyes flitted back and forth between their children and each other, and their necks were intertwined in a loving embrace.  
 
    How could I ever even think of asking anyone to leave this place?  
 
    There seemed to be a meeting of the Queens going on, as well… There was a small circle of wooden stools spread across the beach, and royalty adorned each one.  
 
    Queen Nerissa sat next to Queen Dalwen, and next to them was the Queen Mother of Cero people, Batari. Nadir was part of the group, as well, though she looked out of place with her pregnant belly and furry tail that whipped back and forth like an excited cat.  
 
    Ainsley was the only leader I saw who was missing, but that was with good reason. She was surely still back in the infirmary, with Algon. Whatever was going on right now with our child was way more important.  
 
    We took a small detour to approach the circle of Queens first. All of the royal women were laughing heartily as they chatted, but then they grew somewhat silent when they saw us approaching.  
 
    “Ladies,” I chuckled and held up my hands. “Don’t stop talking on account of me. Unless you were talking about me, of course… Then you must cease immediately.”  
 
    “I confess,” the yellow-haired Dalwen said with a sly grin. “We were talking about you. Only good things, though!”  
 
    “Indeed.” Nerissa nodded. “I was explaining to them what it’s like to have a royal child, since all of them will soon have one of their own.”  
 
    “It’s a shame Ainsley couldn’t be here,” Nadir chuckled. “She’s the one who needs the advice the most right now.”  
 
    “You’re not far behind her,” Batari mused as she pointed at the raccoon-woman’s round stomach. “I’m not very familiar with how pregnancy works, but it looks like that baby is ready to pop out any minute now.”  
 
    “Within the next moon cycle.” Nadir held her head high as she patted her baby bump. “There will be a little Coonag child running around this island, absolutely causing all the chaos they can. Actually… There will be two! Lezan got pregnant at the same time as me, so there will be two furry creatures tearing up the palace. I hope the caretakers are ready for such madness.”  
 
    “Gods, I hope so,” Nerissa chuckled. “They’ve all been instructed as to the… chaotic nature of the Coonag people, but what exactly do they need to be prepared for?”  
 
    “Oh, you know…” Nadir trailed off with a devilish grin. “Lots of mischief. Loud noises as they’re literally bouncing off the walls… Oh, and be sure to hide anything fabric, wood, or thatch that might be of value. I swear a Coonag child’s claws are the sharpest thing in all existence, and they use them at all times when they are first developing.”  
 
    “That’s… That’s everything we own!” Nerissa’s eyes went wide. “Our entire world is made out of wood and thatch!”  
 
    “I guess you’d better have eyes on them the whole time, then.” Nadir shrugged. “Even then, something is bound to get destroyed. Those sorta things just happen when a Coonag kid is around.”  
 
    “Why can’t you watch them yourself?” Nerissa questioned.  
 
    “Well, I could,” the raven-haired raccoon-woman chuckled. “But a ship traveling around to dangerous islands full of deadly creatures and killer orcs isn’t really the place for a child, is it?”  
 
    “I assure you, Nerissa,” Dalwen interjected with pursed lips and a raised finger. “Our Morpho children will not be quite so destructive. In fact, they mostly just keep to themselves for the first short cycle of their lives. The most noise you’ll hear out of them is their delicate laughter as they chase after an insect or a scuttling scaly creature. After that, they wrap themselves up into a cocoon, hibernate for a full season, and then emerge as a full-grown adult.”  
 
    “That sounds much, much easier,” Nerissa admitted before she looked at Batari. “What about your kind, Batari? Is there anything I should know about Cero children?”  
 
    I noticed Batari and Baratu both tensed up at the dragonkin queen’s words, so I stepped in before they had to make the awkward explanation.  
 
    “There has never been a Cero child before,” I spelled it out for my beautiful lover. “Batari and Zikiu will have the first.”  
 
    “Never?” Nerissa raised an eyebrow.  
 
    Batari opened her mouth to elaborate, but I cut her off with a reassuring wink.  
 
    “They were created by the God Tembori in the image of the Lord of the Underworld,” I continued. “He wanted their sole existence to be protecting the dragons on their island, so he didn’t create any males whatsoever.” 
 
    “Fascinating.” The silver-haired dragonkin woman nodded and then leaned forward on her chair. “So, Ben was the first male you’ve ever seen?”  
 
    “Well,” Batari chuckled. “Him and Jonas here. But the Draco Rex is the only male we’ve ever known… Intimately.”  
 
    “How strange,” Dalwen noted. “Though your God has blessed you with these children, so it must be by his design.”  
 
    “It is.” The Queen Mother smiled. “And I, for one, cannot wait to meet our child. He and Swaer are going to be the best of friends.”  
 
    “I can’t wait to meet him, either,” I sighed as I wrapped my arms around Batari’s neck from behind and nuzzled my nose against her snowy locks. “Or her. I’ll be happy with either.”  
 
    “I must admit,” Batari mused. “The thought of having the very first Cero male sounds wonderful.”  
 
    “As long as it’s healthy and happy, that’s all I care about,” I noted. “But, yeah, it would definitely be cool for one of you to have the first Cero boy. Then again, if you don’t… It just gives us more reason to try again.”  
 
    “I will warn you, though,” Nerissa mused as she looked down the beach at our two children. “Boys are much, much harder to handle. Just ask Ben about Arrick.”  
 
    “He hasn’t been that difficult.” I waved my hand in dismissal. “He’s got a lot of personality, that’s all.”  
 
    “Is that what you call it?” the dragonkin queen chuckled. “Personality?”  
 
    “Okay, I’ll admit it,” I conceded. “Marella has been much simpler in terms of independence. Like, look at her over there. She’s literally just chilling out on a rock, at complete peace while there is nothing but screaming children around her. Arrick, on the other hand, always wants to be right there in the action. Then there are the twins, who literally want to follow Sela around all the time and act just like her. They all have their quirks, but they’re all still a blessing in a different way.”  
 
    “That is the truth.” Nerissa nodded firmly with a huge smile. “And I am sure the rest of your children will be equally as precious.”  
 
    “I’m gonna go talk to Marella for a few minutes,” I announced to the circle of Queens.  
 
    “Good.” Nadir winked. “That means we can start talking about you again.”  
 
    I just rolled my eyes and then slowly strode down the beach toward my daughter. Jonas tagged along, though Baratu and Hali hung back with the rest of my friends.  
 
    “Hello, father,” Marella muttered while we were both still five feet behind her. “Hello, Jonas.”  
 
    “Hey, my little amethyst.” I smiled as I approached my beloved child. “How did you know that was Jonas and me walking up behind you? Did your visions let you know?”  
 
    “That’s not how it works, Dad,” the dark-haired teenager chuckled, though she still didn’t open her eyes. “Jonas taught me that, if I want to allow the spirits from beyond to guide me, I need to turn off some of my senses and truly focus. Like right now, I’m closing my eyes, and I was trying not to speak. When I do that, it heightens all the other elements of my being.”  
 
    “Which means….” I trailed off, still not following.  
 
    “It means I could hear you both talking from all the way down here,” Marella giggled. “You literally told Queen Nerissa you were coming down to talk to me. As for Jonas? I just assumed he would come down, as well.”  
 
    “So, you took a lucky guess?” I teased the girl. “Is that all soothsaying is? Because, if so, that’s about as accurate as the meteorologists back in my world.”  
 
    “I’m guessing that’s supposed to be a jab, father?” Marella finally opened one of her purple eyes and shot me a disapproving glare. “The joke is on you, though… You never taught me what a ‘meteorologist’ is.”  
 
    “Touché, Marella,” I sighed. “Touché. So… Jonas told me you had another vision?”  
 
    “I did.” My daughter nodded. “The gods have not guided me quite as clearly as I had hoped, though. I saw a vision of you with your hand on the belly of a dragon, almost as if you were trying to calm it down. Jonas and Nadir were there, too, though you were all surrounded by darkness.” 
 
    “That seems… ominous,” I admitted. “But that’s at least a starting point. Did you have any other visions during your meditation?”  
 
    “I did,” she admitted. “I also saw you and Tirian flying over a landscape that I couldn’t believe actually existed… It had lots of large plants and foliage on the ground, but no trees whatsoever. And strangely enough… Everything was glowing.”  
 
    “Glowing plants?” I asked. “Are you sure the gods aren’t just leading you on?”  
 
    “It’s not as unheard of as you think,” Jonas interjected. “Back in the days of my youth, dragonkin sailors who went out to sea told the tales of an island that glowed on the horizon.” 
 
    “I thought you guys didn’t have large vessels before we stole them from the orcs?” I questioned with a raised eyebrow. “How were your elders going out to sea?”  
 
    “On the backs of their dragons, of course,” Jonas chuckled. “You must remember we have not had a full-sized water dragon since the first orc invasion. George and Nixie are both quite large, but they are still growing. With a full-grown water dragon and a bit of bravery, a dragonkin could theoretically travel around the entire ocean.”  
 
    “So, they found an island that glows, huh?” I questioned as I stroked my chin and looked to the horizon. “Do you remember where they claimed it was? I’ve never seen it from our island.”  
 
    “It is to the north of these lands,” Jonas explained. “Perhaps the map we stole from the orcs might give us a better sense of direction?”  
 
    “The map… That’s right,” I said. “If we could at least see what islands were up in that general vicinity, it would give us a starting point.” 
 
    I was also going to need a crew to come with me on this journey… And for that, I needed to round up everyone and see who wanted to volunteer.  
 
    Now, the only question was, how did I get a bunch of people together in a short period of time?  
 
    Arrick.  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile as I ran over to my son and Meer and then halted right in the boy’s pathway.  
 
    “Heads up, Dad!” Arrick declared in a fake-panicked voice. “Oh, no, Meer! We’re gonna crash into Dad!”  
 
    I widened my eyes and looked right and left repeatedly as I pretended to be concerned.  
 
    The toddler on Arrick’s shoulders laughed up a storm as they ran toward me, but thankfully Arrick was able to slow his gait to a dull trot. My son proceeded to “run into me” gently, and for comedic effect I threw out my arms, stumbled backward, and then plopped down into the water.  
 
    Meer went hysterical when she saw me fall, and the sound of her whimsical laughter was enough to make me forget all our troubles, even if for only a second.  
 
    Sure, my ass was now soaked from falling into the somewhat frigid water, but it was all worth it to hear my daughter laugh.  
 
    “Wow,” I chuckled. “You guys were going really fast there. It’s a good thing you slowed down, or you might have just taken my upper half off!”  
 
    “I’m carrying precious cargo,” Arrick teased as he pulled his sister from his shoulders and held her in his arms like a baby.  
 
    Meer giggled as her brother proceeded to tickle her belly, and I just watched the series of events as a proud father.  
 
    “Well, Dragon Prince,” I offered. “I’ve got an even more precious task for you, if you’re up to it.”  
 
    Arrick’s demeanor shifted instantly from “playful brother” to “stoic royalty” when he heard my words. He forced himself to stand up straight, cleared his throat, and removed all emotion from his eyes.  
 
    “Whatever you want, Father,” he said in a voice that was comically deeper than his regular one. “Just tell me what you want me to do.”  
 
    “I want you to run back to the castle and tell everyone to meet me down here,” I chuckled. “All of the Cero, all of the Coonag, all of the Morphos… Everybody you think could possibly want to go on a long journey with your dad here. And make sure Isla brings her map.”  
 
    “Right away, father.” Arrick’s eyes narrowed as he gave me a firm nod. “Come on, Meer… Ready to play water dragon again?”  
 
    My infant daughter let out a shrill cry of excitement as Arrick placed her back atop his shoulders. Then the Dragon Prince attempted to mimic the sound of dragon hum as he dug his feet into the sand and charged up his legs. The next thing I knew, Arrick took off up the shoreline as his little sister flailed her arms wildly above her head.  
 
    “Arrick, be careful!” I heard Nerissa cry out as her children passed. “Your sister is still quite small!”  
 
    Arrick slowed his pace for a few seconds, until he was out of Nerissa’s sight. Of course, the second he thought he was home free, he took off like a bat out of hell again.  
 
    “Arrick,” I warned the child via our mutual dragonbond. “Listen to your mother.”  
 
    Fine, the preteen boy harumphed back telepathically, and then I saw his figure slow down.  
 
    I remained down on the beach while Arrick went and gathered up the rest of my crew, and I turned and looked out to the watery horizon as I took in the pure serenity of the landscape.  
 
    It was still fairly early in the day, so the sun was high in the crystal-blue sky as its rays beat down on the water. I could feel the heat of the day on my forehead as I stared off into the distance and watched the waves crash against each other out in the deep blue sea. Occasionally, I saw a strange aquatic creature or two spring out from beneath the surface and then disappear, never to be seen again.  
 
    Of course, whether or not they had just swam away or gotten eaten by something far larger was a complete unknown.  
 
    Even back on my days as a Coast Guardsman, the prospect of the ocean seemed scary as hell. It was this big liquid mass that covered the majority of the globe, and it was so vast and deep there were millions of miles that had yet to be explored yet. Then there was the fact that just falling into the water put you at risk of getting gobbled up by one of the many deadly creatures that dwelled beneath the surface.  
 
    In this world, of course, there seemed to be even more of those deadly creatures.  
 
    Needless to say, I had great respect for the dragonkin men Jonas had talked about. I trusted George with my life, but even then I didn’t think I would have felt safe with just him and I out on the endless ocean.  
 
    All my thoughts and concerns dissipated when I heard the sound of loud, thundering footsteps in the sand behind me. I whipped my head around to see Zamwae riding atop Huwar, and the pair was followed by the rest of the Cero women.  
 
    At the same time, I saw a small, beautiful wave of technicolor coming toward me from the sky. The butterfly-women fluttered through the air on their delicate wings, landed on the shore next to the circle of Queens, and proceeded to beat their wings softly with excitement. The Coonag women, dragonkin, and Niralopes all took a much less elegant approach, though they were right behind the other two groups.  
 
    Soon, I had everybody I needed right here, and I whistled to everyone on the beach as I made a motion for them to gather around me.  
 
    My friends obliged, and within minutes everyone was present.  
 
    “Alright, everybody…” I announced as I tried to get their attention. “Here’s the lowdown. Marella had a vision that one of our escapee fire dragons is on an island that glows. Apparently, Jonas has confirmed the story and says the elders always used to say they used to see a similar island during their travels. Isla? I was hoping your map could at least get us started down the right path.”  
 
    “A glowing island,” the beautiful Candara spoke up. “The Morpho men used to talk about that all the time.”  
 
    “They told us it was the most beautiful sight in the world,” the orange-haired Ahwara grumbled. “Of course, I always thought it was just one of their feeble attempts to try and woo us.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of creatures that light up in the dark,” Candara noted. “Though they mostly live in the depths of the ocean or deep inside of the lakes on our island. They glow like they’re engulfed in light, even though there’s nothing around them whatsoever.”  
 
    “Wait…” I mused. “You’re talking about bioluminescence. Of course!”  
 
    I hadn’t heard the term since back when I was in freshman biology, but it stuck in my head quite clearly. 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” Nerissa questioned. “So we know the correct word to use when talking about this island. How does that truly help us?”  
 
    “Because,” I said with a smile. “Things are generally bioluminescent when there aren’t natural light sources around, kinda like the places Candara was just explaining. Which means--”  
 
    “Which means all we have to do is figure out which island on this map would be completely devoid of sun,” the blue-haired butterfly-woman, Elzara  declared.  
 
    “It doesn’t even have to be completely devoid of sunlight,” Candara added. “It would just need to be a place that doesn’t get much light. Like an island that was constantly covered with clouds or overshadowed by mountains.”  
 
    The one-eyed dragonkin historian, Isla, held out a parchment scroll before her and then unfurled it in a hurry. Once it was open, she studied the map with a narrowed eye and curious brow. Soon, Isla’s eye lit up, and an adorable smile spread across her lips.  
 
    “This might be the one!” she declared as she turned the scroll to face me. “You see this one right here? The orcs seem to have left us a note about it…”  
 
    Sure enough, when I looked closer, there was an island to the north of our own with the word “empty” scribbled over it with the handwriting of a drunken three-year-old.  
 
    Definitely the orcs, alright.  
 
    “Okay, so it’s an empty island,” I pondered aloud. “So what?”  
 
    “If they think the island is empty, then that means they didn’t find any villagers on it,” Sela explained. “Which also means there were no signs of civilization.”  
 
    “Didn’t you say the landscape was desolate?” I asked Marella. “In your vision.”  
 
    “Kind of.” The teenage soothsayer shrugged. “There were lots of glowing plants, but that’s all I could see.”  
 
    “There’s more, though,” Isla noted. “See this island right next to it? It’s got a bunch of tall, upside-down ‘v’s scratched onto it. If I understand orc symbolism, which believe me, isn’t that hard, then I think they’re saying this is an island full of mountains. And with it being so close to the other island, which is also ringed by tall mountains…”  
 
    “Then most of the island is probably shrouded in shadow.” I nodded. “Hence the bioluminescent plants.”  
 
    “Exactly.” Isla grinned.  
 
    “It’s the perfect conditions for what Marella described,” Candara noted. “And it appears to not be far away.”  
 
    “I’d estimate it’s a day or two worth of sailing,” Mira spoke up. “Without any issues, of course.”  
 
    “Then that settles it,” I confirmed. “We’re going to set sail for the glowing island as soon as possible.”  
 
    “Not to sound rude,” Rikuri grumbled. “But is that the only reason you called us all out here? Just so you could announce you were leaving?”  
 
    I understood the frustration. Had that been the case, this would have literally been the definition of a “this could have been an e-mail” meeting, so I elaborated further.  
 
    “I called you all out here today because I need a crew,” I continued. “And I wanted to know who wished to come along. Now, I know Tirian, Jonas, and Nadir are coming, because Marella saw them in her vision.”  
 
    Excuse me? Tirian huffed. Don’t I get a say in this?  
 
    “What?” I asked the silver dragon telepathically. “Do you want to stay behind?”  
 
    Of course not! the dragon snorted. But I wanted to make the decision for myself, thank you very much.  
 
    “Of course, I’m going,” Nadir chuckled. “Lezan is, too. A Coonag woman must remain around her mate during pregnancy, or else we’ll go absolutely crazy.”  
 
    “Please,” Nerissa practically begged. “Let them go with you.”  
 
    “What about anyone else?” I looked around at my friends. “George? You coming along on this one, big guy?”  
 
    I am afraid not, dear one, George sighed. If it is alright with you, I wish to remain back here with Nixie for the time being. I’ve had a lot of excitement these last few weeks.  
 
    “Nixie…” Mira put her hands on her hips. “Is this just because you want George to watch the children for once?”  
 
    No! Mira’s pink water dragon declared. It’s just he’s been gone for so long…  
 
    “Say no more.” I held up my hand and cut off Nixie. “If you miss your partner, then I’m not gonna be the one to stand in the way. It’s alright.”  
 
    “Could Cerin come along, Dad?” Marella asked hopefully. “She’s never been off the island before, and I know she’s been begging to come along on one or our adventures!”  
 
    “Is that so?” I raised an eyebrow at my daughter. “Because when you say ‘our adventures’ that seems to imply you--”  
 
    “Yes, Dad.” Marella rolled her violet eyes. “I’m going, too.”  
 
    “Just so we’re clear,” I chuckled. “George? Nixie? Is that alright?”  
 
    Yes! both of the adult water dragons blurted out at once. 
 
    Cerin, however, was not amused.  
 
    I didn’t even ask yet! the purple-scaled dragon harumphed. Are you just trying to get rid of me?  
 
    Of course not, George reassured his daughter, but then he turned to me with a huge smile and a wink. While you’re at it, dear one, do you want to take Malkey, too?  
 
    Hey! Malkey pouted, and then he shot a bit of water at his father.  
 
    Great. Now George had unlocked the power of the Dad joke.  
 
    “You know it’s not even a question with me,” Mira reminded me.  
 
    It definitely wasn’t. Mira had accompanied me on every single voyage I’d ever been on, and she wasn’t about to break the streak now.  
 
    So, we had two soothsayers, a water dragon, a fire dragon, a deadly dragonkin warrior, and two crazed raccoon-women. That sounded like a pretty badass crew, but we could always use a few more people to round out the team.  
 
    “Any other takers?” I offered. “I’ve got a feeling this is gonna be our most exciting journey yet.”  
 
    “Yes,” Rikuri chuckled. “Who wants to go along with the Draco Rex to a dark island, where there is most likely a large fire-breathing dragon waiting for us?”  
 
    “Well, when you put it that way…” Ashanti mused. “Count me in!”  
 
    Rikuri’s mouth fell open as she looked at the three-horned rhino-woman.  
 
    “T-That was meant to be sarcasm,” she sputtered. “You-- you actually want to go?”  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks, I do!” The Cero with the shaved head grinned and held her head high. “You’d have to be crazy not to want to go on such a death-defying mission.”  
 
    “Well, consider me insane, then.” Rikuri held up her hands in concession.  
 
    “I’m coming, too,” Ahwara interjected. “As much as I’ve loved staying on this island, it’s too peaceful. I feel like a good adventure is just what I need to break out of these monotonous ways.”  
 
    Translated… Ahwara needed a break from Dalwen for a while.  
 
    That was fine. The orange-winged Morpho would be an excellent addition to the crew.  
 
    “Alright, then,” I began. “That’s probably good enough for--”  
 
    “Don’t forget about me, Ben!” The pale, dark-haired Theora stepped forward. “I’ve been practicing my archery skills, and I think I might just be ready to go out and fight with you once more.”  
 
    “We’ve already got an archer,” Ashanti chuckled. “And sister, I can assure you you’re not as good as me.”  
 
    “I would gladly put my skills up against yours,” Theora mused as she narrowed her eyes at the Cero woman. “I can now hit a spine fruit from a distance of nearly fifty feet away.”  
 
    “Oh, fifty feet?” Ashanti teased, though I assumed it was all in good fun. “Have you tried to hit one from atop a running Mierak? While the tiny little fruit is in motion, too?”  
 
    “We can have two archers, Ashanti,” I promised the Cero woman. “In fact, the more we have, the merrier.”  
 
    “What about Huwar and I?” Zamwae suggested.  
 
    “I think it’s for the best if Huwar and you stay on this island for now,” I explained. “As much as I could use a few more dragons, I think Cerin and Tirian will be able to get us out of any problems we run into.”  
 
    “If that is what you wish, then so be it.” Zamwae bowed atop her land dragon.  
 
    “Now, Swaer and Batari, on the other hand…” I looked over to the Queen Mother. “A small, inconspicuous wind dragon would help with our journey immensely. Especially if all doesn’t go well with the fire breather we’re looking for on this island.”  
 
    “Then consider your wish granted.” Batari smiled with glowing eyes. “Swaer and I will join you, too.’  
 
    “We’re all good, then, I think,” I sighed and turned to the rest of my friends. “As for the rest of you… I want you to be on high alert. Things seem to be ramping up around this world lately, especially with all these new dragon species the Ceros have told us about, and the fact the orcs are getting more and more brash by the day. Not to mention, we’ve got another issue on our hands… One I’m hoping our new Cero friends can help us figure out.”  
 
    I explained to my subjects how I was concerned our resources were on the skids, especially with all the new people and creatures we were bringing into the fold. I told them that, for the first time in my tenure as the Draco Rex, I didn’t know what we needed to do, and I wanted them to think it over while I was gone. In the meantime, though, I said I wanted them all to listen to Zikiu’s suggestions, as she was the mastermind behind the incredible Cero village we’d encountered back on their island.  
 
    With that lingering question still fresh on their minds, I sent them all away and ordered The Dragon Queen be stocked with supplies for our journey.  
 
    From there it was a long, backbreaking day of work. We spent the next six hours loading up our schooner ship with the proper rations, weapons, and any equipment we thought we might need on our journey to the glowing island. Since it was going to be one of our shorter trips, we packed enough food and supplies to last us about a week. As long as we didn’t get blown off course, that should be more than enough to keep us going.  
 
    Finally, the next morning arrived, and it came time to head out.  
 
    When I arrived down at the main shore of our island, I found all of the volunteers waiting for me, along with their respective Queens.  
 
    “Are you sure about this, Ashanti?” Batari warned her loyal subject one last time. “Once we set sail, we’re not turning around.”  
 
    “I’m more than ready, Queen Mother,” Ashanti chuckled. “Though I see you didn’t bring your Mierak along.”  
 
    “I don’t need to.” Batari shrugged and pointed to Swaer. “I’ve got all the companionship and protection I could need right here.”  
 
    “Wait until you’re getting chased down by a giant fire-breathing dragon,” Ashanti warned. “I don’t think you can just hop on Swaer’s back for a quick getaway.”  
 
    “And you think your Mierak would provide a quick getaway?” Batari laughed. “If the soothsayer is correct, then we could be dealing with a full-sized fire-breather here. If that’s the case, then I don’t see how any of us would be able to outrun the thing. Not me with Swaer, not you with your Mierak, and not this orange-domed woman over here with her pretty wings.”  
 
    “My name is Ahwara,” Ahwara chuckled. “Though my hair may be orange, please don’t let that be the only characteristic you define me on.”  
 
    “What would you prefer to be known by, then?” Ashanti mused. “Are you as skilled with that strange weapon of yours as Candara was with hers?”  
 
    “Better.” A smile spread up Ahwara’s thin lips. “I’m the one who taught her how to use the fan-blade in the first place.”  
 
    “Then I can’t wait to see you in action.” Ashanti smirked.  
 
    “Alrighty, then.” I whistled as I looked the crew over one last time. “All of us are here. All… lucky… number thirteen of us. Damn. Are one of you ladies sure you don’t want to come along, too? Having thirteen crewmates is like, really bad luck in the sailing world.”  
 
    “My people need me here, Ben,” Nerissa chuckled. “Besides, I don’t know how to fight at all, so I’d just be a liability.”  
 
    “I know how to fight.” Dalwen shrugged. “But Ahwara knows how to fight much better than I do. Also, I told Zikiu I would help her organize the new palace layout.”  
 
    “New palace layout?” I raised an eyebrow at the yellow-haired babe. “I’m not gonna come back to find all my stuff has been shoved into a broom closet, will I?”  
 
    “Your quarters won’t be touched,” Dalwen reassured me. “Though that is about the only place I can promise won’t be changed.”  
 
    “And you signed off on all this?” I turned to Nerissa.  
 
    “Zikiu has some very intuitive ideas,” the dragonkin queen retorted. “I know I can be a tad… traditionalist at times, but she has a way with words that really speaks to me.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Ashanti admitted. “She has a tendency to woo people with her words. I once watched her talk another Cero woman into eating a piece of widehorn hoof, all because we bet her she couldn’t do it.”  
 
    We said our goodbyes to our Queens before we turned around, boarded the ship, and took our positions in our various places. I slid behind the wheel while Nadir and Lezan manned the front masts and Mira handled the main sails, and all the while, Theora tried to teach the Cero women how to raise and lower the smaller masts at my command.  
 
    Once everybody was in place and comfortable with their assigned tasks, I ordered my crew to raise the anchor and drop the sails, and we began our journey to the island of bioluminescence.  
 
    “Hold on!” I called out with a gasp when we were only about two minutes into our journey. “We forgot the most important thing of all!”  
 
    “What’s wrong, Ben?” Mira responded. “Did we forget supplies?”  
 
    “No…” I smiled at the green-haired dragonkin. “We haven’t raised the colors yet.”  
 
    Mira grinned from ear to ear as she turned back to the center mast, sauntered over to it, and then grabbed onto the ropes. I watched as the golden-scaled woman jumped up into the air and used her body weight to pull the rope downward, and as she did so, our jolly roger raised up the wooden pole until it caught the wind and fluttered like the beacon of strength it was.  
 
    We sailed along for hours without so much as a single issue. The wind remained at our back for most of the journey, and the waters were calm. Every now and again, a strange creature would pass in the sky overhead, or swim beside our ship for a moment before realizing it wasn’t a threat.  
 
    Soon enough, the sun began to set, and night fell across the ocean.  
 
    Even though we couldn’t see beyond what the light of the bright, crescent moon illuminated, we pushed onward. We all slept in shifts, with Mira taking over the wheel whenever I wanted to catch a quick hour or two of shut-eye.  
 
    On my third nap of the night, however, I was awakened by the sound of multiple loud, startled gasps.  
 
    My eyes shot open as I sprang to my feet and fumbled at my sword. I darted forward across the deck as I drew my blade and prepared for whatever deadly adversary had surprised us in the night.  
 
    I let out a sigh of relief when I saw there was no threat.  
 
    However, there was something even better.  
 
    All of my crewmates were standing at the bow of The Dragon Queen and staring off into the horizon, and as I approached, I saw exactly what had caused such a powerful reaction.  
 
    Far out across the watery landscape, I saw a bright, neon light. It was very miniscule for the moment, but its turquoise light acted like a beacon in the darkness, just begging for us to follow it.  
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” I muttered.  
 
    “The glowing island,” Marella confirmed with a smile. “We made it, Dad.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “I suppose the tales were true, then,” Jonas mused in utter shock. “The glowing island is real.”  
 
    “Damn right, it’s real,” I whispered as I stared off at the neon ambience in the distance. “And if Marella’s vision is right, then it’s also the home of a deadly fire-breathing dragon.”  
 
    “I’ve yet to have a vision that’s wrong,” my daughter reminded me with a sarcastic smile. “I was even the one to predict you’d let Cerin come along on this journey.”  
 
    “That’s because you’re the one who asked,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Well, yeah.” Marella shrugged. “But that’s only because I had a vision the other night that she came along on our next adventure.”  
 
    “Oh?” I questioned the teenage soothsayer. “And what did that look like?”  
 
    “About like it does right now,” Marella chuckled as she walked over and scratched her bondmate under her chin. “I was standing here on the ship with Cerin at my side, in the darkness, as we sailed across the sea.”  
 
    It did sound very lovely, Cerin’s voice muttered through my head telepathically. Which is why I begged Marella to ask you about letting me join you.  
 
    George and Nixie’s children were now about the same age as George when I found him, and they both had a similar lanky appearance and a voice that occasionally cracked between deep and high when they spoke. Cerin’s voice was no different.  
 
    It had a sort of sweet, motherly calm to it, though it was interspersed with the occasional hint of teenage sass every now and again. The purple water dragon spoke with a smooth cadence that resembled the gentled tones of hotel muzak, and she always made it a point to look you in the eyes when she was talking.  
 
    I’d never really spent much one-on-one time with Cerin, so this whole experience was foreign to me.  
 
    “It’s my pleasure,” I laughed. “I’m sure you’re happy to get away from the island, and I know your parents are glad to have a little bit of alone time.”  
 
    They aren’t alone, Cerin corrected me. If I know my brother, he’s going to bug them both even more than normal now that I’m not around to keep him in check.  
 
    “Yeah,” Marella gagged. “Brothers are the worst.”  
 
    You can say that again, the purple water dragon mused. 
 
    Oh, boy… Did I just sign myself up for a few days of nonstop teenage girl sleepover talk?  
 
    Once the awe of the glowing island finally wore off, I returned to the steering wheel and allowed Mira to go check it out. I held my captain’s post the rest of the night, until the wee hours of the morning when the sun began to peek out over the horizon to the east.  
 
    However, as the celestial orb continued to rise up in the sky, its rays never landed on the bioluminescent island. Just like Isla had predicted, the light was blocked by a combination of strangely unmoving clouds up above and the mountains of the island off to the southeast of the glowing land. It continued to glow like something out of Avatar as we approached, and once we got a few hundred yards from the shore, I noticed even the sand in the water was glowing.  
 
    “That’s a new one,” Mira noted as she glanced over the edge of the ship. “I’ve never seen sand that glows like the sun, and I’ve never seen any sort of light that’s such a vibrant blue.”  
 
    “If you ever make it back to my world, I’ll take you to an EDM concert,” I joked. “You’ll see alllll sorts of weird glowing neon shit like this there.”  
 
    “Do you think it’s safe to walk on?” Ashanti questioned. “It kind of reminds me of the hot coals that occur after our fire dies out. A palm-wine drunk Rikuri found out you can’t walk on those the hard way.”  
 
    “I guess there’s only one way to know for sure…” I said as I looked down at the neon sand.  
 
    The stuff literally looked like it was a pile of those kinetic sand packages you could buy from the local big box store. It was a mixture of both regular white sand and glowing teal crystals, though the teal beads completely drew attention away from the rest of the landscape. Further up the shore, the glowing crystals of sand began to disappear and morph into your standard dark brown dirt, but there were still plenty of neon lights to go around the terrain of the island.  
 
    From what I could tell, Marella’s vision was spot on.  
 
    There were several massive, leafy plants that curled up into a bud, and they were all some combination of teal, light blue, and green. Even more strangely, a different color was the focus of each plant’s glow.  
 
    Shall I try it out? Tirian suggested. I’ve got some pretty thick skin.  
 
    “I won’t ask you to do that, Tirian,” I reminded the silver dragon. “I’d never ask anyone to potentially put themselves in harm’s way just to be a guinea pig.”  
 
    You’re not asking. Tirian shot me a wink. I’m telling you I’m gonna try it, and that’s final.  
 
    Before I could protest any further, Tirian sprang from his perch on the crow’s nest, spread his leathery wings out like a glider, and zipped down toward the shore and the shallower water below. We all watched with bated breath as the silver fire dragon hovered above the surface for a moment, glanced down at the glowing sand, and then took a deep breath. Tirian finally dipped a single clawed toe into the depths and pressed it down into the neon sand with a gentle little splash.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    Tirian’s body drooped with relief, and then he placed his entire front right foot down onto the sand.  
 
    “I’m guessing that means it’s safe?” I called out to the dragon telepathically.  
 
    I think so, Tirian said. It actually feels really, really cold. Then again, that could just be the water around here.  
 
    I want to cool off! Swaer’s high-pitched voice rang out in my head.  
 
    The next thing I knew, a blur of red rocketed past my head, flipped up into the air like a furry tornado, flew toward Tirian, and then dove down toward the water like a cartoon character doing a dive. The miniature splash created when Swaer entered the water was comical, though I didn’t really start to laugh until the little guy’s head broke back through the surface.  
 
    Swaer’s yellow, noodle-like whiskers were now heavy with water, and all the fur on his body was slicked back against his body to give him the appearance of a bright red otter. My smile faded, however, when Swaer’s body began to twist and turn in the water.  
 
    Are you alright? Tirian asked without much fanfare.  
 
    I forgot I haven’t learned to swim yet! Swaer gasped. Help me, or I’m going to drown!  
 
    Tirian shook his head and smirked before he sloshed over to the wind dragon, reached down, and picked him up like a mother cat and her kitten. Swaer’s face fell into a disgruntled frown as he was lifted out of the foot-deep water, and he dripped profusely like a drowned rat.  
 
    “Swaer?” Batari stifled a giggle as if she were a mother trying to discipline their child for doing something hilarious. “Is everything okay down there?”  
 
    I’m fine, the tiny wind dragon harumphed. But I want George to give me some swimming training when we get back home.  
 
    You’re a dragon, Swaer, Tirian reminded him. There’s no reason you would ever need to swim when you can just fly.  
 
    Oh, yeah? Swaer snorted. What if we were in a cave filling up with water? There wouldn’t be any air to fly in!  
 
    Tirian thought about the wind dragon’s comment for a moment before he shook his head and sighed.  
 
    I guess you’re right about that one, the silver dragon chuckled. As unlikely as that might sound, I suppose swimming would be required in that situation. But for right now, just stick to the sky, okay?  
 
    You don’t have to tell me twice. Swaer nodded in agreement. My entire life just flashed before my eyes.  
 
    That couldn’t have taken too long to watch since you’re only a week old, Tirian mused as he rolled his eyes.  
 
    With the sand now deemed to be safe, I commanded my crew to drop anchor right here, and we began our evacuation process. The water was still quite deep where we had stopped, so we brought out our vessel’s two dinghies, climbed inside, and then slowly lowered ourselves down into the ocean. We quickly detached the rowboats from their ropes and then began to row toward the shore.  
 
    “I just can’t get over how beautiful this all is,” Theora observed as her emerald-green eyes looked back and forth across the neon lights. “Perhaps if things don’t work out on the dragonkin island, we could move to this place?”  
 
    “Let’s not jump the gun here,” I warned the Niralope. “And by that I mean we shouldn’t get ahead of ourselves. We have no idea what’s waiting for us on this island.”  
 
    “The map said it was empty,” Lezan reminded us all. “And Marella’s vision didn’t have any signs of people, either.”  
 
    “Coming from an orc, ‘empty’ just means there isn’t anything to pillage, loot, or rape,” I growled. “For all we know, the place could be swarming with killer bees or toxic plants or really anything that isn’t an intelligent, civilized group of creatures.”  
 
    “And a fire-breathing dragon,” Theora noted. “We can’t forget about that one. Did you see how large it was, Marella?”  
 
    “Not a clue.” My daughter shook her head. “All I saw was my father’s hand brushing against its stomach like he was trying to calm it down. If I had to guess, it’d probably be one of the bigger ones.”  
 
    “But how big?” Lezan implored. “Was it the super fat guy? Or maybe the elderly one?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Marella repeated. “I just know it was much larger than my father in scale. Which means it’s not the baby dragons.”  
 
    “That’s good,” I sighed.  
 
    “That’s good?” Theora gasped. “You are aware we’re going to have to try and wrangle this thing, right?”  
 
    “Well, yeah,” I mused. “But we’ve got Jonas along. As long as we catch the big guy off guard and or while he’s sleeping, I’m sure our favorite soothsayer will be able to get the ceremony off before the dragon even knows we’re there. Right, Jonas?”  
 
    The elder dragonkin’s eyes widened as he looked at me from the other rowboat. An awkward smile pulled at his lips as he stared me down, but then he just laughed.  
 
    “I hope you don’t expect it to be as easy as it was with Swaer,” Jonas warned. “If anything, I’d expect it to go more like our attempt on the Isle of the Dragons.”  
 
    “No, it won’t,” I reassured the soothsayer. “That ceremony was interrupted by the orcs, remember? There obviously aren’t any orcs on the island, so we shouldn’t have any interruptions. It’s that easy.”  
 
    Jonas’ eyes narrowed, though his eyebrows raised as he pursed his lips together and turned his head.  
 
    “Are you ‘messing with me?’” the soothsayer questioned.  
 
    “Yeah,” I snorted. “I’m just messing with you. This is gonna be one of the biggest clusterfucks we’ve ever gotten ourselves into, which is why I wanted to make sure I had a good crew along for the ride.”  
 
    “I’m flattered, Ben,” Lezan chuckled and then whipped her multi-colored hair back and forth. “I’ve never been chosen to go on a suicide mission before. It feels… Fitting.”  
 
    “It’s not a suicide mission.” I rolled my eyes. “I haven’t lost a single family member since I’ve become the Draco Rex, and I don’t intend to break that trend today. This is going to be one of the most difficult things we’ve ever done as a team, but I’m confident we can pull it off. Marella saw us complete the mission, didn’t you?”  
 
    My daughter shook her head vehemently.  
 
    “I never said I saw you complete it,” she hissed in a low whisper. “I just said I saw you petting the dragon’s belly.” 
 
    “Close enough.” I shrugged. “If the thing is letting me touch its belly, then it’s at least subdued enough to not bite my head off.”  
 
    As much as I put on the front of confidence, I wasn’t sure if it really was “close enough.” For all I knew, what Marella saw was the last-ditch effort of a dead man trying to bargain his way out of his fate.  
 
    I guess time was gonna have to tell on that front.  
 
    Soon, our rowboats ran out of water and shlunked into the glowing blue sands of the neon island, so we all stepped out of the ships and pulled them up further so they wouldn’t float away. Once that was done, we looked over the alienesque landscape around us.  
 
    “I can see why the orcs would think this place was empty,” Mira noted. “I can’t even imagine what sorts of creatures could survive in such a bizarre land.”  
 
    The glowing sand eventually transitioned to chocolate-brown dirt, but that still had a few tendrils of neon running just below the surface.  
 
    However, it didn’t take long for me to come to the realization of what these tendrils were.  
 
    “Roots,” I announced my epiphany out loud. “All these tendrils are the roots of the bioluminescent plants.”  
 
    “Those are some giant roots,” Ahwara said as she brushed the topsoil off one of the luminescent tendrils. “They look way too big for any of the plants here.”  
 
    “Perhaps they are the roots of something further away?” Batari suggested. “Something that’s much larger?”  
 
    “Not a chance.” Mira shook her head and pointed to the flora ahead. “If there was anything taller than these glowing buds, I think we would have seen them by now.”  
 
    “Unless…” Jonas trailed off. “No… Does anyone here have a shovel?”  
 
    “We have three dragons with giant claws,” I reminded the soothsayer. “That’s better than any shovel I’ve ever seen. What are you thinking?”  
 
    “What if-- and I know this is going to sound like the ramblings of a senile old man-- but what if these aren’t the roots to the plants we see whatsoever?” the dragonkin man began. “What if these are roots that are growing up from inside the ground?”  
 
    “Subterranean flora?” Ahwara gasped, and then her pencil-thin lips twisted into a smile. “Maybe that’s why the orcs thought the island was uninhabited. Everything is underground!”  
 
    “That would be fitting,” Nadir snickered. “On our original island, we eventually moved out of our treehouses and into underground tunnels, and it worked incredibly well. Those stupid acorn-hoarders didn’t have any idea where we went, even though all they really had to do was start digging.”  
 
    “Marella?” I asked my daughter. “Didn’t you say that in your vision you saw the dragon inside of a dark space?”  
 
    “I believe so.” The raven-haired teen nodded. “It was certainly dark and echoey.”  
 
    Jackpot.  
 
    “The dragon’s going to be underground,” I announced and clapped my hands together. “Which means we’re gonna need to find a hole in the ground or a cavern or something to access his lair.”  
 
    “Well, that narrows it down,” Ashanti scoffed. “There’s only about an entire island to explore, all covered with thick, glowing foliage.”  
 
    “Ben never said it would be simple,” Mira reminded the Cero woman.  
 
    “It won’t be,” I confirmed. “But we have a secret weapon I don’t think I’ve ever told you or your people about, Ashanti…”  
 
    I took a step to the side and made a wide, sweeping gesture at Nadir and Lezan, and the two Coonag women responded by throwing their hands up into the air and grinning like crazy people while simultaneously wagging their furry tails back and forth.  
 
    “Oh, my goodness,” Marella mumbled as she buried her face in her hands.  
 
    “These two?” Ashanti crossed her arms across her chest. “I’ve seen them in battle, so I know just how fierce they can be. But how does that make them a ‘secret weapon?’”  
 
    “They both carry my children in their cute little wombs,” I noted. “And they were present when we first attempted the dragonbond ceremony, with several of the fire-breathing dragons that scattered around this world.”  
 
    “Which means we both can sense the dragons when we are close,” Lezan finished off the thought. “They are partially bonded to us, thanks to Jonas’ lovely ceremony.”  
 
    “So, that’s the plan?” Batari frowned and sounded skeptical. “We just wander aimlessly around the island until one of these two senses we are close?”  
 
    “That’s the closest thing I have to a plan at the moment,” I admitted. “Actually… I just thought of something else. Tirian and Swaer? Would you guys mind taking me up to do a little bit of reconnaissance?”  
 
    Not at all. Tirian shrugged, and then the silver dragon floated down and landed on the ground.  
 
    As long as you tell me what ‘reconnaissance’ means first, Swaer offered cautiously.  
 
    “It’s when you send a scout ahead to search the area, my friend,” Batari explained. “In this case, it would be the three of you searching the area from above.”  
 
    Oh! the red wind dragon huffed. Well, in that case, I’m all for it! But, uhhhh… I don’t think I’m going to be able to carry you, Ben.  
 
    “That’s fine,” I laughed as I strode over to Tirian. “That’s what we brought him along for.”  
 
    I hope that’s not the only reason, Tirian feigned offense as I climbed onto his scaly back.  
 
    I slid my boots up underneath the dragon’s forearms, and then I leaned forward and wrapped my arms around his neck. As soon as I was in position, I let out a whistle, and Tirian took to the sky.  
 
    The cold wind whipped at my face as we rose up into the sky, with Swaer right at our heels. We stopped when we got to about two-hundred feet in the air and then attempted to survey the topography of the neon island.  
 
    “Attempted” was the key word here.  
 
    Down below was a literal forest of nothing but bioluminescent plants that radiated their neon blues, greens, and teals. The light was almost blinding upon first glance, but once I had looked it over for a few seconds, my eyes began to adjust.  
 
    Still, it was difficult to see anything down below.  
 
    The landscape seemed to be made up of nothing but the oversized, leafy bud plants as far as the eye could see. The only real observation I could make of the land was that it was all of fairly similar topography… There didn’t seem to be any mountains, valleys, lakes, or trees anywhere.  
 
    I don’t know about you, Tirian grumbled, but I can’t see anything. In fact, I think my eyes are starting to ache from staring at all these lights.  
 
    I’m pretty blind, too, Swaer agreed. From what I can see, it all just looks the same anyways.  
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded. “We’re no better off up here than we were down there. Let’s go back and tell everyone the crappy news.”  
 
    The three of us swooped back down to the spot on the beach, where I promptly dismounted Tirian and let out a deep sigh.  
 
    “So, I’m going to guess you didn’t see anything of importance?” Mira cocked an eyebrow at me.  
 
    “Nothing,” I admitted. “It’s all just these giant bud things, as far as the eye can see.”  
 
    “Fascinating.” Ahwara clicked her tongue. “I think that just adds to your theory that everything here is underground.”  
 
    “Still,” I sighed. “I would have thought we’d see a cave opening or a lake or some sign of where we could find the spot where the dragon is hiding out.”  
 
    “Don’t be discouraged, my love.” Nadir dashed over and leaned her head on my shoulder softly. “When we agreed to come on this mission, we knew it wasn’t going to be easy. We’re in it for the long haul, so if that means we have to walk hundreds of miles to find our dragon, then by the stripes on Lezan’s tail, that’s what we’re going to do!”  
 
    I put my arm around the Coonag woman and kissed her forehead tenderly.  
 
    “Thanks, Nadir,” I said. “I only hope we won’t be walking for quite so long. If it gets to that point, I might say ‘screw it’ and go out looking for another one of the lost dragons. It’d probably be just as hard to find.”  
 
    I gave all of my crewmates a final look of caution, and then we approached the line of leafy buds that made up the island’s forest. As we drew closer, Ahwara drew her fan-blade from its holster, popped it open, and held her weapon at the ready.  
 
    “If there truly are subterranean creatures on this island,” the orange-haired warrior warned, “then they will hear us coming long before we hear them. We should be prepared.”  
 
    “Good call,” I agreed as I drew my seaglass sword from its sheath.  
 
    I used the flat edge of my weapon to push away one of the leaves of the giant plant, and it moved away with a strange crumpling noise. I held it back with my weapon as I motioned for my friends to enter the forest, and they filed in one-by-one.  
 
    Once we were inside the forest of neon plants, everything looked exactly the same. There were small, teardrop-shaped spaces between each of the giant pieces of flora that were just large enough for a human or small dragon to fit through, and nothing more.  
 
    Damn. Now I was really glad I didn’t try to bring George or Huwar.  
 
    We pressed on through the sea of glowing lights for nearly an hour before we took a brief pause, but as we all enjoyed a few sips from our canteens and rested on the ground, the frustration began to mount.  
 
    “I think we might be lost,” Batari announced abruptly.  
 
    “Reaaaaallllly?” Marella and Cerin drawled in unison, and I swore even their eye rolls were in-sync.  
 
    “Hey now, Marella,” I retorted. “Be nice to your-- Uh… Stepmother? Father’s… girlfriend? Be nice to Batari!”  
 
    “Oh, come on,” my daughter argued. “I’m just expressing what we’re all thinking. And Cerin said it, too! Why isn’t she getting in trouble?”  
 
    “I’m not Cerin’s father,” I reminded the raven-haired teen. “So, apologize to Batari before I have to make some disciplinary decisions.”  
 
    Holy shit… I was going full-on Dad mode right now.  
 
    Marella rolled her eyes and turned to Batari.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she mumbled under her breath, all as one word.  
 
    “Marella…” I warned.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Batari,” Marella sighed. “I shouldn’t have said that to you. Even though it’s pretty obvious we are--”  
 
    “Marella!” I hissed, and the girl bit her tongue.  
 
    You just got in troubbblllle, Cerin teased her bondmate.  
 
    “Whatever.” The dragonkin teen crossed her arms and huffed. “I’m just being the bigger person here.”  
 
    I don’t think you could be the bigger person if you tried, Cerin sighed as she raised both her back legs. Not with this rotund of a rear around, you can’t!  
 
    Marella snickered at her friend’s joke, though I just rolled my eyes and turned back to Batari.  
 
    “She is right, you know,” the white-haired Cero admitted. “I think we all know we’re lost right about now.”  
 
    “Well, yeah,” I whispered as I rested my chin against her shoulder and looked up at her with big puppy dog eyes. “But rule number one when you have a teenager around… Never let them know they’re right. Especially when they’re being rude about it.”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind for when our child comes.” Batari nodded with a longing smile. “Though I’m not even sure if they’ll be a teenager. Or a small little creature like your children with those two Niralope women. When Tembori created us, he made us as full-grown adults, right from the start.”  
 
    “I’m sure this little guy or girl in here will start off as a baby.” I pressed my hand against Batari’s muscular tummy. “If they started off as a full-grown adult, I think you’d literally get ripped in two before you could even push them out!”  
 
    “I still wonder, though…” Batari sighed.  
 
    “There’s no need to wonder, Batari,” I promised the rhino-woman. “Before long, our child will be here, and all will be answered.”  
 
    “Maybe,” the Queen Mother chuckled. “For all I know, this pregnancy could last multiple season cycles. Or maybe it will just last a few days. This is all new to me.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter if it’s years or weeks or even days,” I promised. “We have each other, so we’ll get through it one way or another.”  
 
    I gave Batari a soft kiss on the lips, which drew an audible groan from Marella.  
 
    Seriously, it was like I could hear my daughter’s eyes rolling at that very moment.  
 
    “I wish we had some inclination as to where we are headed,” Mira grumbled as she rubbed a bit of neon sap off her spearhead. “We are quite literally wandering around in the dark right now.”  
 
    “Not the dark,” Ahwara chuckled. “I don’t think ‘darkness’ is even a thing on this island. I don’t know how anybody is supposed to get sleep around here.”  
 
    “Sounds like my kind of place,” Nadir joked as she nudged Lezan. “We could be up at any hour of the day, and nobody would even know the difference.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s how it works,” I noted. “I’m pretty sure it’s part of your biology that makes you be, uh… What was that word again?”  
 
    “Crepuscular!” Lezan stated as she puffed out her chest.  
 
    “Right,” I continued. “I’m pretty sure your biology is what makes you crepuscular. It has nothing to do with the time you choose.”  
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Nadir giggled. “Because we can easily stay up when we’re out on an adventure with you.”  
 
    “That’s just because we love being around him so much, though,” Lezan interjected quickly. “There’s no way in a willowoak that I would stay awake through the day for Malak. Or you. No offense, Nadir.”  
 
    “I’m your leader, Lezan,” the raven-haired Coonag woman gasped. “If I tell you to stay awake, you’d better stay awake.”  
 
    “I’d do it,” Lezan clarified. “But I’d despise every second of it. And I would probably grow very, very angry with you. Maybe even to the point of insurrection.”  
 
    “That’s fair,” Nadir admitted. “I wouldn’t stay up for anyone else, either. I--”  
 
    Before Nadir could finish her sentence, a shrill, angry yell bellowed out from the neon forest, and a sudden blur of brown zipped past my right side and made a beeline for Marella. The mysterious figure went to grab my daughter, but she was more than prepared.  
 
    Marella let out a yell as she brought her elbow straight into the attacker’s face, slammed it into them with a loud crunch, and sent the blur tumbling to the ground.  
 
    Atta girl.  
 
    Once the figure wasn’t in motion, we could all see our attacker more clearly.  
 
    It was a boy.  
 
    He looked to be no more than twelve or thirteen years old, with short, spiky brown hair atop his head and a strange Robin Hood-esque brown tunic around his body. At first I thought the guy had frosted tips, but upon closer inspection, I saw his “hair” wasn’t really hair at all…  
 
    They were spines of some sort.  
 
    The kid’s face was abnormally narrow, with a round button nose that made him look like he was ripped straight out of a Dr. Suess story. His eyes were a dark brown, and his ears were large half-ovals that jutted out from the side of his skull. His hands were somewhat petite, with slender pink fingers that looked to be no thicker than a pen and sharpened nails on each one.  
 
    On his back was a long stick that had been sharpened to a deadly point at both ends, and the strange-looking kid wore an expression of pure shock on his face as blood trickled out of his nose.  
 
    “I-I was just trying to save you,” he grumbled. “From those evil scaled beasts!”  
 
    Who are you calling a beast, string bean? Cerin growled, and the boy’s eyes widened in terror.  
 
    That’s when we heard the noises in the neon forest around us.  
 
    “What in Cacoo’s name…” Ahwara demanded as she took a fighting stance.  
 
    “We’re not alone!” I declared. “There’s more of these guys, and they’ve got us surrounded!” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “Fuckers of mothers!” Mira declared, and she twirled her spear and held it behind her as she crouched into a fighting position. “I should have known there’d be more of these things. There’s no way they would have just sent this little runt to take on an entire party of strangers.”  
 
    “Hey!” the teenage boy growled. “I coulda taken all of you on my own, if she hadn’t sneak-punched me.”  
 
    “Keep telling yourself that.” Marella rolled her eyes.  
 
    My daughter produced her seaglass dagger from her belt, and then she threw her leg over the boy’s chest and used her knees to pin him to the ground. Marella held her dagger to the kid’s throat and smirked before she looked up at me for some sort of confirmation.  
 
    “Leave him be,” I ordered the girl as I tightened my grip on my sword. “He’s just protecting his territory, and he’s not really that dangerous.”  
 
    “I’ll skewer you through the heart, invader!” the boy threatened, but then he went silent when Marella’s dagger pressed tighter against his jugular.  
 
    “I’d suggest you step away from the child,” a firm, yet soothing voice warned from amongst the neon plants. “I know you’re just a young one yourself, but we will not hesitate to cut you down.”  
 
    “Try it,” Nadir declared with an evil grin. “No, seriously… I haven’t had a good fight in days.”  
 
    Nadir got her wish.  
 
    From the northern side of our circle sprang out a woman who couldn’t have been more than five-foot-six or five-foot-seven. Her head had the same strange hair-spine hybrid material as the boy, though the silver locks on her head wrapped around the side of her face like an undercut. The woman’s face was equally as long as the child’s with the same round nose and oval ears, and she twirled a double-sided wooden spear as she passed through the air, which she promptly brought down in the direction of Nadir.  
 
    Nadir let out a chitter as she twisted to the left, used her momentum to make a full three-sixty, and then lashed out with her stone axe, but the hedgehog-looking woman was quick on her feet and was able to leap back before the blade made contact with her skin.  
 
    Now that she was exposed, I noticed her clothing was nothing like the boy’s. Instead of a burlap sack tied around her body, two leaves from the neon plants were held around her breasts by a thin strap of twine. Her bottoms were equally as natural, and they consisted of a single wide leaf wrapped around her lady parts and tied up at the waist.  
 
    It was actually pretty ingenious. Their clothes allowed them to blend right in with the rest of the world around them, to the point where we hadn’t even been aware of their presence until they attacked.  
 
    Sadly, I didn’t have much time to gawk because another one of the hedgehog-women revealed herself just a few feet away from my position.  
 
    This one had blonde locks that were much longer than the first woman’s, and they cascaded down onto her shoulder like a waterfall of cactus needles.  
 
    Then, without warning, she took a running jump forward and jabbed her pointed stick right at my heart.  
 
    I parried the attack with my clear blade, kicked up my foot, and slammed it into her stomach.  
 
    The woman let out an “oof” as she tumbled back onto the ground, but her momentum didn’t stop there. She curled herself up into a ball, rolled a few feet away, and then popped up to her feet with her stick at the ready. The blonde warrior remained stone-faced as she twirled her weapon around in her hands, and she got the stick moving so fast her arms turned into a wooden propeller.  
 
    While I was distracted by the twirling stick of the woman in front of me, two more attackers dashed out from my left and right at the same time. They both had the same leaf clothes and spiny hair, but these new women had locks of brown and pink, respectively.  
 
    I was just able to duck underneath the attack of the first hedgehog-woman before I jumped up into the air to avoid the sweeping kick that came at me from the ground.  
 
    I landed flat on my ass and then rolled to the right as a spear tip came stabbing down onto the spot where my head had just been. Without missing a beat, I twisted my body, rotated up onto my knees, and threw up my sword horizontally seconds before another spear-stick came down on me.  
 
    I let out a grunt of frustration as I pushed to my feet and knocked the brown-haired woman backward, and then I took a swing at her stomach with my blade.  
 
    She twirled out of the way of the attack, and before I had a chance to even recover, her spear tip jabbed at my shoulder. I leaned back quickly enough to avoid the incoming blow, but this woman was fast as fuck. Before I could even reset my stance, she came back around with the other side of her stick, and all I could do was haphazardly block. The impact from her attack knocked me off balance, so I fell down to the ground and instantly rolled away from the next onslaught.  
 
    I didn’t know who these women were, but they were agile, and they were relentless.  
 
    Mira and Batari attempted to engage with the blonde hedgehog-woman from before, while Ahwara sparred with our pink-haired enemy.  
 
    Two more hedgehog-women had emerged from the forest, as well.  
 
    One of them was much shorter than the rest, though that seemed to only make her fiercer. She had short, spiky black hair and the speed of a fucking crackhead as she assaulted Lezan with a fierce battle cry.  
 
    Then there was a fifth woman, one with dirty-blonde spikes atop her head like she’d just stuck her finger in an electrical socket. Theora and Ashanti kept her on the ropes with an endless assault of arrows, but the hedgehog-woman just knocked them away with a few twirls of her staff.  
 
    Seriously… The way these women moved and fought made me feel like Duel of the Fates needed to be playing right now.  
 
    All three of our dragons had formed a protective circle around Marella and Jonas. We knew they were both integral to our mission, and they were also the weakest fighters of the group.  
 
    They had to be protected at all costs.  
 
    The brown-haired hedgehog-woman scowled at me as she began to pace back and forth like a frustrated tiger, and now that there was a lull in our skirmish, I could take in my opponent in more detail. Her brown hair sat atop her head like a tall nest of chocolate flames as her green eyes locked with mine, and her pale lips were twisted into a deadly scowl, which was framed perfectly by her round cheeks.  
 
    “I’m not your enemy,” I tried to explain, but she wasn’t having it.  
 
    “Don’t care.” The woman shook her head. “You brought those beasts to our island. You tried to kill the prince. For that, you will die.”  
 
    “My dragons are harmless--” I began, but I was cut off instantly when my opponent lunged forward and made her next move.  
 
    The hedgehog-woman took a stab at my foot, which I quickly knocked away with my seaglass blade, but she took the parry in stride as she twisted her body around and roundhouse kicked me right in the fucking face.  
 
    A wave of pain shot through my left cheek as my head was whipped to the left, but I already knew I didn’t have time to recover. I lashed out at the woman blindly and felt my blow get knocked away, and then I jerked my body to the right to avoid the incoming skewer.  
 
    “You’re fast,” the brunette woman growled. “Too bad I’m faster.”  
 
    My head whipped around as she took another shot at me, but this time I was ready.  
 
    I moved my body out of the way of her stick before it could impale me with its spike, and before she could pull it away, I threw out my empty hand, grabbed the stick, and yanked the woman toward me as I reared back my head. The last thing I remembered seeing was her eyes go wide before I headbutted her with all my might.  
 
    Stars shot across my vision as a wave of pain crashed through my skull, but my sudden attack had worked.  
 
    The hedgehog-woman fell down onto the ground and held her own head in both hands as she rolled around and groaned in pain.  
 
    “You don’t have to be faster,” I explained as I tossed her stick off to the side. “You just have to be more clever.”  
 
    As I turned to see how the rest of the battle was going, I witnessed the silver-haired hedgehog-woman kick Nadir into one of the glowing neon plants. Some neon-colored sap splashed out onto the ground, and I could almost see the gears whirring in Nadir’s head as she observed it oozing out.  
 
    Then the raven-haired Coonag woman sidestepped an attack from her opponent, reached up, and squeezed the leaf with all her strength. A quick splash of the neon sap sprayed into the hedgehog-woman’s face, and she let out a yelp of surprise as she stumbled back and tried to wipe it away.  
 
    Nadir pounced on top of the silver-haired attacker, but even without her sight, the hedgehog-woman was ready.  
 
    The spiky-haired woman slammed her knee up into Nadir’s armor-covered stomach, grabbed her by the wrists, and tossed her into the air like a ragdoll.  
 
    Nadir’s arms and legs flailed as she passed through the sky, but there was nothing for her to grab hold of, and the raven-haired woman let out a frustrated snarl as she crashed into a neon plant from above and became entangled in its stem.  
 
    Without missing a beat, the hedgehog-woman turned and charged straight for the circle of dragons.  
 
    Fuck… Charging three dragons? This silver-haired woman had some balls.  
 
    Uh… Should I turn her into char-broil? Tirian asked with a hint of confusion in his voice.  
 
    “Don’t kill her,” I explained to all three of the dragons telepathically. “But try to make it look like you’re trying to kill her.”  
 
    Yeah, Cerin snorted. That should be easy.  
 
    The adolescent water dragon took a step forward, inhaled deeply, and then fired her water cannon of a mouth in the direction of the approaching hedgehog-woman.  
 
    The silver-haired warrior simply sprang up into the air and launched her stick down at Cerin’s skull. 
 
    Thankfully, Tirian was ready, and there was a short burst of flames as the woman’s spear was turned into ash instantly, seconds before it would have impaled Cerin.  
 
    The silver-haired hedgehog-woman stuck her feet out into a point, slammed them into Cerin’s head, and then used the water dragon’s skull like a springboard as she catapulted forward.  
 
    Cerin let out a huff as her chin slammed into the ground, and then the purple dragon collapsed onto her stomach in a daze.  
 
    Hold on there, lady! Swaer warned as he slithered into her pathway. You’re not going any further!  
 
    The wind dragon sucked in a breath and prepared his powerful gust of wind, but the hedgehog-woman was completely unfazed.  
 
    She reached down into a leafy pouch on her waistband and then came up with a handful of glowing teal powder, and I watched in awe as she threw it into Swaer’s face.  
 
    Since the dragon was already inhaling, the dust was sucked into his lungs, and the little guy began to hack and wheeze like he was having a fit of allergies. He started to wobble around in the air for a brief second before he collapsed onto the ground, limp.  
 
    Swaer! Tirian gasped.  
 
    As the silver dragon prepared another shot of fire breath, the hedgehog-woman grabbed onto Swaer’s unconscious body. Then she picked the wind dragon up by the tail, spun around like she was about to throw a discus, and hurled him up at Tirian.  
 
    Tirian quickly turned his fiery breath to the sky to avoid roasting Swaer and then grunted as the wind dragon’s body slammed into his own.  
 
    Okay… This woman just took down three dragons on her own.  
 
    It was time for me to step in.  
 
    I took off in a full sprint as I readied my seaglass sword, but in the meantime, Jonas must have decided it was time to get brave.  
 
    The elder dragonkin stepped between Marella and the charging woman, held his dagger feebly with two hands, and stared her down. He took a step toward her, and she instantly grabbed onto his wrist. Then the silver-haired woman yanked him forward, swept his legs out from underneath his body, and shoved him down onto the ground, hard.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    “Don’t come any closer!” Marella warned as she continued to hold onto the boy.  
 
    The hedgehog-woman halted in her tracks, but I could tell she already had something insidious up her sleeve.  
 
    “My dear…” her angelic voice pleaded. “Please let the boy go. He only meant to save you from those horrific beasts.”  
 
    “I don’t need saving,” Marella growled.  
 
    “You should really listen to her,” the hedgehog boy added. “Maybe she’ll let you go in one piece if--”  
 
    “Did I say you could talk?” my daughter spat and pressed the dagger harder against his throat, and the boy shut up instantly.  
 
    “I don’t know who you are,” the silver-haired hedgehog-woman continued as she subtly reached into her bag. “But you don’t get to come to this island and threaten my son like that. Step away now, or I’m afraid I’ll have to--”  
 
    Her sentence trailed off as I crept up behind her and held my blade up to her throat, even though I didn’t intend to use it at all.  
 
    I just hoped she didn’t call my bluff.  
 
    “Take your hand out of that pouch,” I demanded. “Slowly. We don’t mean you any harm, but we can’t really talk this out if all you try to do is kill us.”  
 
    “That’s rich,” the silver-haired woman chuckled. “Coming from the man with a sword against my neck.”  
 
    “Take your hand out of the pouch,” I repeated. “Then I’ll take the sword away from--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, the heel of the hedgehog-woman’s foot slammed into my stomach. All the breath in my lungs erupted from my mouth as I stumbled back, and the woman tried to take out my feet.  
 
    Thankfully, I was ready.  
 
    I jumped over her attack, threw up my own boot, and kicked her square in the chest.  
 
    “Mom!” the brown-haired boy gasped as he watched the scene unfold.  
 
    The silver-haired woman cried out in pain as she fell back into the glowing dirt, crawled backward, and then looked over at Marella and the boy. For the first time since this battle had begun, I saw something that softened my heart.  
 
    As the hedgehog-woman locked eyes with the boy, her dark pools were full of dread and fear.  
 
    “Let him go, Marella,” I sighed.  
 
    “What?” Marella gasped. “Dad… You don’t have to be a soothsayer to see what’ll happen if I do that.”  
 
    “Let him go,” I reiterated.  
 
    Marella’s lips pursed as she pondered the decision, but after a second or two, she relaxed her body, took a deep breath, and pulled her knife away from the kid’s neck. The second she got off the boy, he jumped up to his feet and ran over to his mother.  
 
    He wrapped his arms around her in a loving embrace as tears billowed at the corners of his eyes.  
 
    “I’ll kill him for this, Mom,” the boy promised, but the hedgehog-woman shook her head.  
 
    “There’s no need for that, Kehlaan,” the silver-haired lady noted. “They had us both right where they wanted us, and yet we are still breathing. I believe this scaly man is being truthful when he says he means us no harm.”  
 
    “No harm?” the boy, apparently named Kehlaan, argued. “They fight alongside great beasts!”  
 
    “You attacked us, idiot,” Marella reminded the boy.  
 
    “I was trying to save-- You know what?” Kehlaan grumbled. “Never mind.”  
 
    The silver-haired hedgehog-woman stood from the ground, held up her hand in a fist, and then let out a high-pitched squealing noise. Instantly, the rest of the hedgehog-women stopped their combat and looked to this lady for further instructions.  
 
    “Stand down, ladies,” she declared. “There has been a grave mistake. These people are not our enemies.”  
 
    One by one, the hedgehog-women begrudgingly put away their pointed staffs. They then moved over to where the silver-haired woman, who I had now deduced was their leader, stood.  
 
    At the same time, my crew joined me. They all looked beyond exhausted, though I couldn’t help but chuckle when I saw Nadir was still covered from head to toe in a teal, neon-colored sap.  
 
    “You’re really going to need a bath,” Lezan snickered. “I bet you’re going to be finding bits of that stuff in your fur for weeks.”  
 
    “Watch it,” Nadir warned. “Or I’ll throw you into one of those plants.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” the silver-haired hedgehog-woman sighed. “But I had no choice. You were a very formidable opponent, and I couldn’t let our hand-to-hand battle continue. You would have easily won.”  
 
    “Did you hear that?” Lezan grinned. “You would have won if you hadn’t gotten doused in glowing goo.”  
 
    Nadir shot Lezan a look that could peel paint, but the Coonag second in command didn’t bat an eye.  
 
    “Let us try this again,” the hedgehog-woman leader declared. “My name is Pae, Magnus Dux of the Spindrels.”  
 
    “That’s a whole lot of words I don’t know,” Ashanti interjected in a sarcastic tone.  
 
    “Titles be damned,” Batari blurted out as she held Swaer’s tiny body in her hands. “Is he going to be okay?”  
 
    “The furry one will be fine,” Pae reassured Batari. “The dust I hit him with was only a sleeping powder. Give it an hour or so, and he will be completely back to normal.”  
 
    “S-Sleeping powder?” Batari sputtered. “My shaman has made sleeping powder before, but never anything this quick to activate or quite this powerful.”  
 
    Batari demonstrated the dust’s potency when she grabbed Swaer by the scruff of his neck, lifted his head a few inches into the air, and then let him go. The little dragon’s head fell into Batari’s hand like a stone, and the impact caused it to bounce gently against her palm. Still, all the wind dragon did was twitch his noodly whiskers and let out a long, deep sigh as he continued to lay there like a limp noodle.  
 
    “It took some time to perfect,” Pae said. “The root of the lumino plant is quite a fickle substance.”  
 
    “It is certainly much more effective than our previous mixture,” the hedgehog-woman with the blonde undercut added. “How many times did I tell you the lumino roots were more potent than the leaves? It was foretold to me.”  
 
    “You said it a thousand times, Valea,” the woman with the short, black spiky hair snorted. “But to acknowledge it as true would mean we’d have to also believe that you talk to plants.”  
 
    “I do not ‘talk’ to plants, Shala,” Valea sighed and crossed her arms across her chest. “I tap into the natural auras that surround them, which allows me to sense their current state and their potential futures.”  
 
    “So, you talk to plants.” Shala snickered. “I’m glad we clarified that. Tell me… If I walk over and cut off the leaf of that lumino over there, is it going to get its feelings hurt?”  
 
    “There will be a powerful vibrational change in its aura,” Valea warned. “Though a plant cannot feel pain, it would act out as if it were distressed.”  
 
    “Mom!” Kehlaan huffed. “Aren’t you going to ask them about the…”  
 
    The hedgehog boy flapped his arms and nodded his head toward Tirian and Cerin.  
 
    Cerin must have not appreciated the oh-so-subtle reference because her eyes narrowed, and she puffed out a tiny breath of mist.  
 
    Kehlaan let out a yelp as he ducked behind his mother.  
 
    “I was just getting to that,” Pae reassured him, and then she turned back to us. “Though it is clear to us now that you are no enemy of the Spindrel… We cannot help but wonder why you brought these creatures to our land.”  
 
    “Tirian, Cerin, and Swaer are my friends,” I explained. “And they are all loyal bondmates to my crew members. Wherever we go, the dragons follow.”  
 
    “Dragons,” the brown-haired woman I had fought with mused. “That’s what they’re called?”  
 
    My adrenaline spiked when I heard the hedgehog-woman’s words.  
 
    “You’ve encountered these creatures before?” I asked as I whipped my head in her direction.  
 
    “Indeed.” She nodded. “Large creature. Burnt down a large part of the lumino forest.”  
 
    “What Alvee here is trying to say,” Pae interjected, “is that we are no strangers to these sorts of beasts. The ‘dragon’ we know, however, is far from a friend. The absolute opposite, to be precise. It has tried to eat us more times than I can count.”  
 
    “Then maybe we can be of assistance,” I said. “I am the Draco Rex, also known as the ‘Dragon King’ by my people.”  
 
    “Dragon King?” The pink-haired hedgehog-woman raised an eyebrow. “That explains the scales all over your body.”  
 
    “These ones, too?” Alvee pointed between Mira, Jonas, and Marella.  
 
    “They are.” I nodded. “Marella is my daughter, and Mira is my mate.”  
 
    I then proceeded to go around the circle and introduce all of my crewmates to the Spindrel women. I gave them all a brief overview of our story, from me washing up on the beach of the Dragonkin island, to the orc invaders, to the most recent adventures with the Cero. Of course, we concluded with the fact that we came to this island in hopes of solving their dragon problem.  
 
    The hedgehog-women returned the favor, and I soon learned the woman with dirty-blonde, straight-spiked hair was named Ura, and the sassy pink-haired Spindrel was Erel.  
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet all of you,” Pae concluded when we were done with introductions. “And I am glad to hear you can help us rid our home of this… dragon beast.”  
 
    “That’s the plan,” I confirmed. “By the time we’re done here, your island will be safe, sound, and one-hundred percent dragon free. That’s the Draco Rex money-back guarantee.”  
 
    “Money-back… guarantee?” Pae questioned, but I simply ignored her query.  
 
    “So, tell me, Pae,” Jonas interjected. “When did this dragon first come to your home?”  
 
    “Thirty sunsets ago,” Valea noted. “We all remember it like it was yesterday, however.”  
 
    “Thirty days ago,” I muttered to myself as I tried to do some calculations in my head.  
 
    We’d attempted to bond with the dragons on the volcanic island a little over a month ago, so the timeline would have matched up.  
 
    “What did it look like?” Mira jumped in. “Was it an adolescent, or an adult?”  
 
    “If it was an adolescent,” Shala guffawed, “I don’t want to see what a full-grown one looks like!”  
 
    “So, it is an adult dragon,” Mira confirmed. “Was it fat? Elderly? Did it have any strange patterns on its body?  
 
    “We’ve never seen such a beast before,” Pae sighed. “I could not tell you how its characteristics matched up to other dragons, because I don’t know what a regular dragon looks like.”  
 
    “Other than this silver guy right here.” Erel pointed to Tirian. “The terror of these skies is most certainly bigger than him. Much, much bigger.”  
 
    I’ll have you know I’m big for my age, Tirian grumbled.  
 
    “So, it’s not the baby or the partially-grown ones!” Jonas clapped his hands together and smiled. “Do you know what this means, Draco Rex?”  
 
    “It’s gonna be a bitch to try and tame him,” I joked. “Or her.”  
 
    Even though I was being sarcastic, I shared in Jonas’ excitement. Marella’s vision had already hinted at this island hosting a full-grown dragon, and this was a final confirmation.  
 
    If we really pulled this off successfully, we were going to have a giant, fire-breathing lizard on our side.  
 
    The orcs wouldn’t stand a fucking chance.  
 
    “Do you have any idea where the dragon is hiding out?” Marella asked. “In my vision, he was in a dark space, almost like a cave or a tunnel or--”  
 
    My daughter trailed off when she realized the hedgehog-women were chuckling at her.  
 
    “I’m sorry, dear,” Ura laughed. “It’s just that most of the creatures on this island live in tunnels or caves. There is nowhere safe to dwell above the ground, especially now that there is a fire-breather who can fly above it all.”  
 
    “Not safe?” Batari asked as she slung Swaer over her shoulder like a scarf. “Are we in danger right now?”  
 
    “Not at the moment,” Pae confirmed. “However, it would be unwise to stay out in the open like this for very long.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Ashanti scoffed as she looked around. “We’re completely covered by the canopy of these glowing plants.”  
 
    “They must have just got here,” Shala noted to her leader before she placed her hands on her hips and looked back at us. “You don’t know what happens around dusk, do you?”  
 
    “We only got here early this morning!” Theora declared more proudly than she probably needed to.  
 
    “The luminos will fold upon themselves,” Valea explained as she pointed to the plants around us. “After a long day of charging in the sun, their cores glow brighter than the brightest star… At dusk they fold their leaves so they can hold all of that energy inside and channel it to their roots.”  
 
    “Which means no cover,” Alvee added as she pointed to the sky. “Completely exposed.”  
 
    “Uhhhh…” I trailed off. “Exposed to what, exactly?”  
 
    “We’re going to hope you don’t find out,” Pae interjected. “That is why we must take you back to our home at once.”  
 
    “None of us like being out this close to dusk,” Erel said, and the pink-haired woman wrinkled her nose. “But when we saw you all flying up above us, we thought the dragon might have called in more of his friends, and we needed to come investigate.”  
 
    “What we didn’t expect, however,” Pae chuckled, “was my son would be so bombastic and in a rush to fight. I assure you we are quite a peaceful race.”  
 
    “Tell that to my bruised, sap-covered body,” Nadir grumbled as she wrung neon goo out her tail like a wet towel.  
 
    “I thought the lady was in danger,” Kehlaan explained and pointed to Marella. “I wasn’t going to just sit back and let those scaly creatures eat her, so I came to her rescue.”  
 
    “How’d that work out for you?” Marella snarked with a smirk.  
 
    “I would have easily dispatched the dragons if you hadn’t caught me off-guard!” the brown-haired kid argued.  
 
    I’ve eaten bigger creatures than you as an appetizer, Cerin remarked, though only those of us with a dragonbond could hear her.  
 
    Marella chuckled at the water dragon’s comments, which caused Kehlaan’s face to fall into a frown.  
 
    “Are you… communicating with the creature?” he demanded. “What is it saying?”  
 
    “It’s called a dragonbond.” Marella rolled her eyes. “I can talk to all three of these guys mentally, as well as anyone else who’s bonded with a dragon. It’s like I’m reading their mind.”  
 
    “Well, then.” Kehlaan puffed out his chest. “Perhaps I should get one of these ‘dragonbonds’ myself.”  
 
    “Yeaaaahhhhh…” my daughter trailed off and looked at Cerin disparagingly. “I think I’m good.”  
 
    “What’s wrong?” The preteen boy waggled his eyebrows. “You don’t think you can handle what’s going on up here? I don’t blame you. It’s pretty intense.”  
 
    “If I had to wager,” Marella snickered, “it’s about as intense as my sister Oshuna’s swordsman skills.”  
 
    “Is that good, or…” Kehlaan trailed off.  
 
    “She’s a toddler,” my daughter explained. “So, she fights like a toddler.”  
 
    Hold on a minute… My eyes narrowed as I observed the scene before me.  
 
    I swore there was something off about the way Kehlaan was interacting with Marella. The way his eyes darted from my daughter to the ground as he spoke… The strange, nervous tremble in his voice… The over exaggeration of his accomplishments.  
 
    Oh, hell, no.  
 
    This little punk was crushing on Marella big-time.  
 
    My paternal instincts kicked in as I stepped in front of the hedgehog-kid and crossed my arms across my chest.  
 
    “You don’t actually read their minds,” I warned. “Not without their consent. Which is a very, very important thing I hope your mother has taught you about before.”  
 
    “Of course, sir.” Kehlaan gave me a firm nod. “I would never invade somebody else’s privacy without their permission first.”  
 
    “That’s the right answer,” I grumbled with a raised eyebrow. “Just keep that in mind. Because people who don’t get consent first find themselves chopped up into little bits and in the belly of a water dragon.”  
 
    “Uhhhhh,” the boy gulped. “I know that. Of course, I know that.”  
 
    “Daaaaad,” Marella hissed. “Stop it. I can handle myself.”  
 
    “Stop what?” I glanced back at my daughter. “I’m just teaching the boy some life lessons. Life lessons he’d better listen to if he wants to keep all his appendages attached to his body.”  
 
    “Dad, ugh!” My daughter rolled her eyes so hard I was surprised they didn’t pop out of her head.  
 
    He’s definitely not going into my belly. Cerin shuddered. He’s so scrawny that I don’t think he’d suffice for even a midnight snack.  
 
    “Tell me about it,” Marella giggled with a whisper. “Talk about a lean bean.”  
 
    Kehlaan must have somehow heard my daughter’s comments, because he instantly puffed out his chest and flexed what little muscles he had on his lanky body.  
 
    Oh, yes… This new dynamic was going to make this adventure much more… interesting than normal.  
 
    “We must get going,” Pae announced as she flipped a bit of silver hair out of her face and headed to the west. “It will be nightfall soon, and we certainly don’t want to be out here when the luminos fold up.”  
 
    My friends and I all exchanged cautious glances, until I gave the signal it was safe to follow.  
 
    These hedgehog-women may have just been trying to kill us, but what else was new?  
 
    It felt like somebody tried to kill us on every single island we’d ever been to. And if I refused to trust somebody just because they tried to kill me, well, then I wouldn’t really have any of these women at my side right now. 
 
    We moved through the forest of neon leaves as stealthily as we could, and although I tried my best to keep my mind off Kehlaan and his infatuation with my daughter, I couldn’t help but notice how he kept glancing at her the entire time we walked.  
 
    So, I kept my eyes on him, too.  
 
    After about an hour of travel, the Spindrel women all came to a halt at the foot of a large, bushy plant that stretched out nearly fifty feet to the east and the west. The bush glowed with a lime-green shimmer that spread out across its tightly-packed branches like veins of color, but the formation must not have been more than six feet tall.  
 
    “This is your home?” I questioned with a raised eyebrow. “How do you all fit in here?”  
 
    “This isn’t our home,” Pae chuckled. “This is just the main entrance. Now, if you’ll--”  
 
    Before the silver-haired beauty could finish her sentence, the world went dark.  
 
    “Nightfall shouldn’t be for another hour,” Ura noted. 
 
    Then, the air became filled with a strange cawing noise, which was accompanied by the sound of ruffling feathers.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks…” Batari gasped as she looked up to the sky. “It’s not the sun setting at all.”  
 
    I glanced upward, and my heart sank instantly.  
 
    The sky was blacked out by a massive flock of birds.  
 
    Birds that were the size of a freaking pony, each with giant, razor-sharp talons and beaks so curved I thought they were scythes at first.  
 
    These must have been the things we were trying to avoid, and now? 
 
    One of the great terrors of the Spindrel world had found us. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “What’s the big deal, guys?” Nadir asked as she stared up at the flock of creatures above us. “It’s just a bunch of birds.”  
 
    “A monoflock is much more than just ‘a bunch of birds,’” Pae warned. “If we don’t hide right now, they’ll be feasting on our bones for their next meal.”  
 
    “What will we do, Magnus Dux?” Alvee frowned. “They’ll follow us down.”  
 
    “We do what the Spindrel have always been known for doing,” the silver-haired hedgehog-woman explained. “We get into defensive positions.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” Mira admitted as she held her spear at the ready. “Do you want us to set up a perimeter around the entrance? Or perhaps we could try to draw these fuckers of mothers away from your home?”  
 
    “Even better,” Valea declared as she fell down onto her knees. “The monoflock like their meat fresh. If we pretend to be dead, they’ll leave us alone.”  
 
    With that, we all watched the curvy blonde woman tuck her head into her legs and literally roll up into a ball. As she did so, a few more pointed spines grew out of her back and stuck up about a foot into the air.  
 
    The rest of the Spindrel women followed suit, though my crew and I all stood around looking shell-shocked.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Shala hissed. “Get into defensive positions unless you want to get eaten!”  
 
    “This is gardon sap!” Kehlaan growled through a cracking voice as he pulled his stick from his back.  
 
    “Language, young Spindrel!” Pae ordered. “Get into position now, Kehlaan. I’m ordering you as your mother and as your Magnus Dux.”  
 
    “I’m with the kid on this one,” Mira admitted. “There might be a lot of these birds, but we’ve killed way worse creatures.”  
 
    “We also have multiple dragons,” I reminded the jade-haired dragonkin. “We won’t even have to lift a finger if our friends get to them first. What do you say?”  
 
    I bet those things taste like a clucker bird. Tirian smacked his lips as the birds circled us. They’re probably delicious roasted… But just in case, I’ll gladly be the first to test one out.  
 
    I’d ask Swaer if he wanted to help, Cerin chuckled as she stepped forward. But he looks so peaceful, I don’t want to disturb him.  
 
    “Uh, Draco Rex, I would advise against that course of action,” the pink-haired Erel warned.  
 
    It was far too late.  
 
    Tirian took to the sky as his mouth began to glow orange and red, and at the same time, Cerin inhaled deeply and prepared to blow these birds out of the sky as easily as a firehose against a flock of seagulls.  
 
    The water dragon’s attack was ready first, so Cerin unleashed a massive blast of seawater at her enemies.  
 
    Angry caws filled the air as the birds were hit with the tidal wave and then plummeted to the ground. There was a chorus of fleshy thuds as they slammed into the Earth, where they laid there motionless.  
 
    Tirian’s fire breath afforded the monoflock birds a quicker death, though I wasn’t sure if it was any less painful. The silver dragon’s flames roared to life as they erupted from his mouth, fired straight up into the sky, and then instantly incinerated a large number of the creatures. The poor bastards didn’t even have time to let out a squawk or a caw before they were turned to black ash. 
 
    Then, I watched in both shock and awe as the surviving birds began to move as one singular entity.  
 
    Two “tendrils” of birds appeared from either side of the flock, and then they both shot down directly onto the position of our two dragons. Tirian and Cerin both sucked in air as they prepared to launch a counter assault, but they never had a chance.  
 
    The birds of the left “tendril” surrounded Tirian in an instant, and the dragon’s head was whipped back violently. He unleashed his fiery breath at his attackers, but the blast simply rocketed off into the dark sky and missed the target completely. The silver dragon’s wings flapped wildly as he whipped his head back and forth in an attempt to knock away the birds, but soon Tirian was completely engulfed in the flock.  
 
    Cerin, on the other hand, was at least able to get her attack off. Her water cannon hit the second “tendril” of birds and then launched them up into the air like sopping wet ragdolls.  
 
    A large number of the monoflock, however, split away from the tendril at the last second and continued to descend on the water dragon. They swarmed her like a pack of rabid dogs, and all Cerin could do was roar as she tried to shake them off.  
 
    “Get off her!” Marella cried out before she charged toward her bondmate with her dagger drawn.  
 
    “Wait, Marella!” Kehlaan declared as he followed my daughter into battle.  
 
    Meanwhile, Pae was forced into action.  
 
    “Gods….” the Magnus Dux grumbled as she glanced up from her defensive position. “Come on, Spindrel! It appears the prince is putting himself in danger again.”  
 
    One by one, the hedgehog-women straightened their bodies, popped back up to their feet, and drew their weapons.  
 
    Meanwhile, Kehlaan and Marella skewered the monoflocks that attacked Cerin, and even though they were still amateur fighters, both of the teenagers seemed to be holding their own against the crazed birds. Marella plunged her dagger into the swarming creatures with expert precision, and she’d skewer a bird and then toss its corpse off to the side.  
 
    Kehlaan, on the other hand, was much flashier with his strikes. The hedgehog-boy used his double-edged stick to slash one of the monoflocks away from Cerin, and once the beast was stunned, he twirled around and stabbed the second point of his stick into its body without even looking.  
 
    As annoyed I was that this kid had the hots for my daughter, I couldn’t deny his skills.  
 
    Or his bravery, considering the rest of his species just wanted to hide this one out.  
 
    “We’ve got to help Tirian!” Jonas declared. “The birds will eat him alive if we don’t do something.”  
 
    “Already on it,” Ahwara declared.  
 
    The Morpho woman jumped up into the air as her pink and black wings unfurled, and then she launched herself straight toward Tirian. Ahwara’s fan-blade sliced and stabbed in a million different directions as she lashed out at the black birds, and within seconds she’d cleared away all the creatures from Tirian’s wings.  
 
    Of course, there were so many of the damn things that they simply replenished their numbers just as quickly as they were cut down.  
 
    Ahwara tossed a monoflock corpse into one of its flockmates before she lopped off an incoming bird’s wing and sent it in a downward spiral. The orange-haired beauty used her wings to flip out of the way of an incoming assault with the grace of a ballet dancer, and as she backflipped in the air, Ahwara thrust her fan-blade right through the heart of one of the birds.  
 
    Still, they kept coming.  
 
    “She’s getting overrun,” Ashanti growled as she watched the scene unfold and then turned to the Niralope at her right. “Theora, right? You’re good with arrows?”  
 
    “I like to think so.” Theora nodded firmly as she pulled her bow from her shoulder.  
 
    “Then let’s give Ahwara some cover,” the three-horned Cero woman declared.  
 
    However, Alvee’s hand instantly pushed Theora’s bow down to her side. 
 
    “Don’t shoot,” the hedgehog-woman grumbled. “You’ll attract their attention. End up like dragons.” 
 
    “Look, you walking tree,” Ashanti growled. “I’m not going to simply sit by while my crewmate gets killed. If you want to cower in fear like a mudwallower, then maybe you should get back into your little ball.”  
 
    Alvee’s eyes narrowed, though the rest of her face remained emotionless. Finally, the brunette Spindrel let out a huff before she turned away from Ashanti and began toward Marella and Kehlaan.  
 
    The second Alvee had walked away, Ashanti and Theora raised their bows to the sky.  
 
    “Don’t worry about the birds,” I reassured them. “If they swarm, we’ll have your back. Right, guys?”  
 
    The rest of my crew nodded in agreement as they held their weapons at the ready and prepared to take on the hundreds of birds above us.  
 
    Ashanti closed one eye as she tracked the monoflocks around Tirian, and then she took a deep breath, squeezed her legs against her Mierak, and let the arrow fly.  
 
    It skewered one of the deadly birds seconds before it would have attacked Ahwara, and the creature plummeted from the air as it squawked in pain.  
 
    Theora’s arrow was equally true, and a second bird collapsed from the flock.  
 
    Our two archers were able to take out a handful of the raven-esque monsters before the monoflocks turned their attention to us.  
 
    Though the two “tendrils” remained focused on Tirian and Cerin, the rest of the flock shifted in unison. They let out a unified, pissed-off caw before a third tendril of birds, one that was much, much larger than the first two, descended upon us. They came down with the speed of hail in a hurricane, and I barely had time to ready my sword before I had dozens of razor-sharp beaks around me.  
 
    “Yeow!” I gasped as one of the bird’s talons latched onto my shoulder.  
 
    I stabbed the end of my seaglass sword through its body, felt the bird’s corpse fall away from my shoulder, and then began to wildly flail at the creatures with my weapon. There were a few loud shrieks of pain as my blade tore through the monoflocks randomly, and I tried to find my bearings.  
 
    Now that I was up close and personal with these fuckers, I saw them in detail for the first time.  
 
    The birds were about the size of a larger hawk, though their feathers were slick and black like a raven’s. Their eyes were sunken and white, without any pupils or irises whatsoever, but their beaks were like nothing I’d ever seen before. The appendage was neon-yellow in color and curved intensely like that of a reaper’s sickle, and whenever they opened up their disgusting mouths, I could just make out the jagged teeth on the inside lining of their beaks, teeth that could easily rip the flesh off a man’s bones.  
 
    I ducked away from one of these razor-sharp beaks seconds before it would have taken out my eyeball, and then I mounted my counterassault. In a flash, I grabbed the hilt of my pink-stone dagger, drew it from its sheath, and stabbed it right into the bird’s brain. The bird jerked once before it went limp, but I only had seconds to savor my victory before I had to stab another one of the fuckers.  
 
    “This is sooooo much fun!” Lezan’s voice cackled, followed immediately by a wet, bone-crunching sound and a hearty laugh.  
 
    “It is like that game we used to play all the time when we were little!” Nadir agreed. “The one where we’d smash those small rodents as they popped out of their tunnels.”  
 
    Even though I was glad the Coonag women were enjoying their game of whack-a-mole, we were going to need to turn the tide of this battle quickly.  
 
    Sure, we were killing these monoflocks with ease, but they had us hopelessly outnumbered. No matter how long we kept this up, we were all going to eventually run out of energy before the flock ran out of birds.  
 
    We needed to kill these things in quick bursts, with large numbers of casualties as a result, and the only way we could possibly do that was by freeing the dragons.  
 
    Well… And waking up our secret weapon, Swaer.  
 
    I scanned the battlefield for Batari and the little dragon as I continued to knock away monoflocks with my sword. Eventually, I saw the pair about two-hundred feet away from my position, and I had to stifle a chuckle.  
 
    Batari was fighting off the birds in true Cero form. The white-haired woman lopped off the head of a monoflock with her sword-spear, and then she twirled the weapon in her hand, let out a grunt of frustration, and stabbed its point into another bird. Without missing a beat, Batari then elbowed a bird away from her, whipped her head around, and knocked away another attacker with her horn.  
 
    All the while, Swaer was draped around Batari’s neck like a furry red scarf.  
 
    I took out a few more birds, though they never seemed to let up. I cut one down, skewered another, and continued to kick them away… Yet, they were still swarming me like flies on shit.  
 
    I continued the onslaught until finally, for just a split second, there was a break in the attack. It was only a second or two, but that was all I needed. I dashed forward with a dozen of the curved-beaked bastards hot on my tail, but I was able to deliver my message to Batari.  
 
    “We need to wake up Swaer!” I shouted before I disemboweled one of the monoflocks. “He could literally end this battle with a single blow, but he’s not doing us any good as a fashion accessory.”  
 
    “I, for one, think he looks quite nice,” Batari joked, and then she split open a bird’s skull with her iron weapon. “It really brings out the color in my hair.”  
 
    “Red and white,” I added with a grin. “Very festive. But as much as I enjoy you trying to get into the holiday spirit… We need Swaer if we want to have any chance at victory.”  
 
    “If whipping around and getting pecked at by sharp beaks hasn’t woken him up, what makes you think anything else we do will?” Batari growled. “He may just have to sleep it off.” 
 
    “We don’t have time for that.” I grimaced as one of the birds sank its beak into my back.  
 
    Thankfully, my scaly skin offered up a nice natural armor, so the monoflock’s attack was in vain, and I knocked it away with the back of my fist as I pondered what to do. 
 
    Pae had told us there was nothing she could do to awaken Swaer from his artificial slumber, but I wasn’t sure I fully believed that. If only we had some sort of smelling salts or a strong, pungent odor that would shock him back into consciousness…  
 
    That’s when I got an idea. A very, very dark idea, and one I was sure Swaer would have objected to if he were awake.  
 
    It was going to take perfect timing, as well as a bit of sacrifice on my part. If I wanted to make this work, then I was going to have to stop attacking the birds around me. Unfortunately for me, the monoflock would not be so kind as to return the favor, but regardless, I took a deep breath, sheathed my sword, and snatched one of the monstrous birds from out of the air in front of me. The instant I let up on my own attack, I felt the beaks of about a dozen birds peck at me intensely. Waves of pain shot through my body as the fuckers attempted to tear off my scales, but I just tried to tune it out.  
 
    Instead, I ran over to Batari and Swaer, held the bird in front of me, and then placed the tip of my dagger against its abdomen.  
 
    “I’m really, really sorry about this, Batari,” I warned the Queen Mother.  
 
    I sliced open the monoflock’s stomach, and a geyser of blood erupted from its body, along with all of its internal organs and viscera.  
 
    Batari let out a horrified gasp as she was covered with blood and guts, though the majority of the viscera ended up on Swaer.  
 
    It stank to high heaven, and Batari began to gag as she continued to fight off monoflocks.  
 
    However, more importantly… Swaer began to gag.  
 
    The wind dragon’s entire body heaved in short, disgusted convulsions as he tried to hold down his breakfast. His noodle-whiskers twitched upon his face like two bright yellow cat tails, and soon the dragon’s eyes shot open fully.  
 
    That is the foulest thing I’ve ever smelled. Swaer gagged as his head perked up, and he looked around groggily. What is it, the contents of a fifty-year-old latrine that you just dug up? I think I’m going to-- What in the world!?  
 
    The wind dragon’s eyes got wide as he took in the scene around him, and he immediately wrapped himself tighter around Batari’s neck.  
 
    “Swaer!” Batari gasped. “Not so tight, my friend.”  
 
    “Sorry for the rude awakening, buddy,” I explained as I skewered another monoflock. “But we’re kinda in a pinch right now, and we need your services.”  
 
    I can see that, Swaer noted. Where’s Tirian and Cerin?  
 
    “Swarmed by these creatures,” Batari grunted as she wiped some blood from her face. “We’re trying to keep them away, but there are just far too many of them.”  
 
    “That’s where you come in,” I declared as I tossed away the disemboweled corpse, turned around, and slugged away another monoflock. “We need the biggest, most powerful breath you can muster, and we need it ASAP.”  
 
    There’s a lot of these guys, Ben… Swaer gulped. I don’t know if even my strongest breath will be able to take them all down. 
 
    “We don’t need to take them all down,” I reminded him before I impaled a bird on my dagger. “We just need to break them up. I can see why the Spindrel call these things the ‘monoflock…’ They’re fighting us like they’re one big entity together. If we can break them up, maybe that’ll give us a bit of a tactical advantage.”  
 
    “Or at least allow the dragons to be freed,” Batari said seconds before she sliced open the chest of an attacking bird. “If we could have all three of you in this fight at once, these birds wouldn’t stand a chance in Tembori’s heaven.”  
 
    I’ll see what I can do, the little guy declared.  
 
    Swaer shook his head like a wet dog, which caused the monoflock blood and guts on his face to splatter off all over the ground. The birds around the dragon were taken aback when they were assaulted with the viscera of their fallen flockmate, so Swaer used the distraction to his advantage. I watched proudly as the dragon’s head shot forward, latched onto one of the monoflock birds, and bit its head clean off. He then took in a quick, shallow breath before he used his air magic to launch the severed head like a freaking cannon.  
 
    The head slammed into the nearest bird, and there was a loud crack as the impact snapped its spine at the neck. Swaer was onto the next bird in a flash, though they continued to rain down from the main flock in droves.  
 
    “I like what you’re doing, Swaer,” I admitted to the wind dragon. “But you really need to focus on the big flock. That’s where all these reinforcements are coming from.”  
 
    “How many of these things are there?” I heard Theora shout somewhat rhetorically from across the battlefield. “It’s like they’re pouring out of the clouds themselves.”  
 
    “That’s why we told you to hide,” Ura grunted as she took out a few birds with her pointed staff. “There are too many of them to fight off. Believe it or not, we didn’t say that because we’re a bunch of cowards!”  
 
    The rest of the Spindrel women had surrounded Cerin, Marella, and Kehlaan and were taking out monoflocks with lightning-fast speed.  
 
    Yet, they kept on coming.  
 
    Maybe we’d bitten off more than we could chew. Then again, if these creatures were as big of a threat to the Spindrel people as claimed, we couldn’t just let their reign of terror continue.  
 
    After all, saving the livelihoods of sexy, single monster-women seemed to be my niche in life.  
 
    No matter how hard we tried, we couldn’t seem to get the birds to stop swarming our dragons. They’d reappear just as quickly as we cut them down, and they made damn sure they weren’t letting the dragons get a free shot at them.  
 
    Tirian shot tiny blasts of fire that killed several birds, but he didn’t seem to have enough time to wind up the big one. Cerin was in the same boat, since she was surrounded by her bondmate and a bunch of Spindrel people. There was no way she’d be able to get off a shot without catching them in the crossfire.  
 
    Meanwhile, poor little Swaer couldn’t catch a break. The birds were on him like flies on shit, and nothing he seemed to do was good enough to even make a two second window that would allow him to slither away.  
 
    I sliced a few more of the birds as I tried to think of a solution that would clear the way. That’s when I realized… The sleeping powder.  
 
    That stuff knocked Swaer out like a light, so I could only imagine what it would do to these smaller birds. The trick, however, was going to be the distribution method. 
 
    Hold on. We had a freaking dragon that could literally blow wind from his mouth at hurricane-level speeds. If we could somehow get a bit of that powder into his mouth…  
 
    “Pae!” I called over to the silver-haired hedgehog-woman. “How much of that sleeping powder do you have left?”  
 
    “Most of the pouch,” the woman declared as she knocked away a monoflock bird. “That’s nowhere near enough to knock out this entire flock, though.”  
 
    “We don’t have to knock them all out,” I said. “Just enough of them to break up the horde. When I get close enough, throw the pouch over to me, and then Swaer and I will do the rest.”  
 
    “I’m very skeptical about this, Draco Rex!” Pae admitted before she held out her staff horizontally and used it to block a bunch of incoming beaks. “Though I’ll be the first to say we’re not making much ground this way.”  
 
    “No ground at all,” Alvee huffed as she flipped and twirled through the crowd of monoflocks. “They won’t stop.”  
 
    “Swaer? Tirian? Cerin?” I asked all of our dragons telepathically. “I’ve got an idea to get you free, but it’s gonna take some coordination.”  
 
    At this point, Tirian grumbled, I’m good with trying anything. 
 
    Me, too, Cerin growled. Some first adventure I decided to come on… I just had my scales polished the other day, and now they’re all scratched up by bird beaks! 
 
    “Here’s the plan, then,” I announced. “I’m going to try and grab Swaer and then the pouch on Pae’s belt. When that happens, we’re going to blast the entire damn thing up into the air, straight at these black-feathered bastards.”  
 
    Won’t that just put us all to sleep, too? Tirian questioned. Swaer couldn’t handle a handful of the powder.  
 
    “Not if it’s a concentrated attack,” I explained. “Which brings me to my next point… Swaer? How okay are you with taking one for the team?”  
 
    I’m not exactly sure what that means, the little wind dragon admitted. I’m only a few days old, so I’m still trying to figure out what all your strange sayings mean.  
 
    He wants to know if you’re willing to put yourself in danger to save the rest of us, Cerin clarified. Please, for the love of Oshun, say “yes.”  
 
    Isn’t that what I’m doing right now? Swaer argued as he bit into another monoflock. These birds don’t exactly taste like flowers, you know.  
 
    We’re all in danger right now, the purple water dragon protested. If you put yourself into more danger than the rest of us… That would be taking one for the team.  
 
    Why would I put myself into more danger? the furry red dragon scoffed. That would be-- 
 
    “I just want you to blow a bunch of powder into the flock,” I interjected before my blood pressure could rise any more. “Which means you’ll have to hold it all in your mouth, and you’ll probably pass out when it’s all done.”  
 
    Oh, Swaer chuckled. Why didn’t you just say that to begin with?  
 
    Now, it was just a matter of getting the pouch from Pae. The monoflock creatures swarmed the Magnus Dux as she attempted to protect her son, but I could still see her spiny hair as it followed her body’s twirls, turns, and spins.  
 
    I took a deep breath and then darted toward Batari and Swaer. Bird bodies slammed against me like an endless onslaught of punches as I ran, but I wasn’t going to let them get the better of me. I sliced, stabbed, and punched my way through the solid cloud of monoflocks until I reached the red dragon and his bondmate.  
 
    “Sorry, Batari,” I joked as I reached out and grabbed Swaer by the nape of the neck. “I’m gonna need to borrow him for a second.”  
 
    The Queen Mother didn’t even question my actions as I pulled away her wind dragon and slapped him atop my own shoulder.  
 
    We’ll be right back, Batari! Swaer promised. I’m about to save the whole crew!  
 
    “Save the--” Batari sputtered, but her words were quickly cut off by another swarm of birds.  
 
    An even larger flock of birds shot down onto our position, and now I could barely see the light of the neon plants through the thick cloud of dark feathers before me. Swear and I lashed out haphazardly at our attackers as we ran, though it was now nearly impossible to see the direction in which we were heading. Thankfully, the path between Batari and Pae was fairly straightforward, and I soon heard the battle cries of the Spindrel people around me.  
 
    Fucking hell… I knew these monoflocks were intelligent, but it was almost like they knew I was up to something and were going all out to stop me.  
 
    Suddenly, a wooden point skewered the bird in front of my head, and I was forced to duck down before it got me, too.  
 
    “Watch it!” I yelped into the abyss. “You’ve got friendlies in the area!”  
 
    “Sorry, Draco Rex!” Shala’s spunky voice declared. “I wouldn’t have lashed out if I’d known you were there. I’d never, ever do anything to hurt a hunk of a man like you…”  
 
    Even in the midst of battle, this woman was flirting, and I was kinda into it.  
 
    “Draco Rex!” Pae’s voice called through the horde. “Follow my voice.”  
 
    “What do you think I’m trying to do?” I grunted as I knocked down a black bird. “I’ve been through some thick fog and some terrible storms before, but this is fucking ridiculous.”  
 
    It was the truth. Even though I was trying to isolate Pae’s voice from the cawing, squawking, and squelching around me, it was pretty damn hard. This whole monoflock attack had put me into sensory overload, but I wasn’t about to let it get the best of me.  
 
    “I’m over here, Draco Rex,” Pae yelled once more.  
 
    This time, the hedgehog-woman’s voice was only a few feet to our left, so I made one final push to reach her. I made a long, upward slashing motion with my dagger, sliced open a bunch of the black birds, and then thrust myself forward like a linebacker.  
 
    I plowed through the swarm of birds before I popped out the other side, right in front of Pae’s slender figure. My momentum was still going, so all I could do was gulp as I slammed into her body and took us both to the ground. I scooped up the small hedgehog-woman in my arms as we fell, and I twisted my body so I took the brunt of the impact.  
 
    Her body landed right on top of mine, with her beautiful blue eyes only centimeters away from my own, and I could feel every muscle of her toned, half-naked body as it pressed against my flesh. From her perky, small, supple breasts, to the abs on her tummy, to the silky-smooth skin all over her delicate figure.  
 
    Even though we were in the midst of battle, for a split second I felt like there was nothing else in the world but the two of us.  
 
    Pae must have felt the same euphoria, too, because her face turned beet red as she cleared her throat.  
 
    Hi, Pae! Swaer’s high-pitched voice greeted the hedgehog-woman. Funny running into you here.  
 
    “T-The powder, Draco Rex,” Pae sputtered as she reached down and pulled the burlap pouch from her belt. “Let us make haste, before we are all torn to pieces.” 
 
    “Alright, Swaer,” I addressed the wind dragon. “Are you ready for your big moment? The second all this stuff is in your mouth, you have to blow, okay? If you hold it for too long, it’ll just knock you out before you even get a chance to let loose.”  
 
    I understand, Ben. Swaer’s eyes were narrow and full of determination as his whiskers flicked to and fro.  
 
    I opened up the pouch, took a deep breath, and then put my hand around the back of Swaer’s neck.  
 
    “Fly straight up and blast this shit as close to the center of the flock as you can,” I explained to the little guy. “Are you ready?”  
 
    Fly up, blast the powder all over these guys, and then fly back down, the wind dragon confirmed. I’m ready.  
 
    “Well, it’ll be more like ‘fall back down,’” I admitted. “But close enough.”  
 
    Wait, fall? Swaer gulped, but I was already pouring the sleeping powder into his mouth.  
 
    The second the pouch was empty, Swaer removed himself from my shoulders and shot straight up into the air, and his furry red body stood out amongst the blackened feathers around him as he ascended with the grace of a snake at the end of a fishing line. Soon, Swaer was completely out of my sight, and my heart seemed to stop as I waited for something to happen.  
 
    From above, there was a massive gust of wind, and several of the monoflock birds screeched in terror. Almost immediately afterwards, the sea of birds began to part around us, and I heard the sound of dozens after dozens of dull, hard thuds.  
 
    As the birds pulled away from their attack, I saw what Swaer had actually done. The entire center of the megaflock had now fallen away, which left only two smaller flocks separated by a mile-wide gap in between. The birds who’d been assaulting us now rocketed back toward the empty space to fill the gap, but that was right where we wanted them.  
 
    Neon powder hung in the air like a dissipated cloud as it slowly drifted back down to Earth.  
 
    “Everybody hold your breaths!” I warned before I turned my attention to the dragons. “Other than you two, Cerin and Tirian… You both know what to do.”  
 
    Neither of the dragons responded to my statement, but they instantly sprang into action. The second the birds had pulled away from Cerin, the purple water dragon opened up her mouth and unleashed a fire hose of salty water. Her attack struck several of the fleeing avian creatures, who were violently knocked out of the air and slammed into the ground with a wet cracking noise.  
 
    Tirian followed Cerin’s lead as he took a deep breath, summoned white-hot fire from the pit of his belly, and blasted them onto the monoflocks. The birds were incinerated in an instant, but Tirian was far from done. He continued to blast flames from his mouth as he turned his head slowly back and forth like an oscillating fan.  
 
    “Swaer!” Batari gasped in horror.  
 
    I glanced up and saw the sleeping powder had taken its toll on the poor dragon. His body was completely limp as it plummeted toward the ground, unconscious and exhausted.  
 
    Batari frantically tried to position herself in a spot where she could catch the falling wind dragon, but his body changed trajectory by the second.  
 
    “Tirian?” I asked the fire-breather telepathically. “I know you’re having fun up there, but Swaer is falling fast, and I’m not sure if we’ll be able to catch him.”  
 
    I’ll grab him, Tirian confirmed seconds before he halted his fire breath.  
 
    The silver dragon folded his wings against his side and then spun around as he allowed gravity to pull him down. Tirian plummeted about ten feet before he opened up his wings, caught himself, and angled his body in an upward position. His momentum caused him to fly upward, directly toward the plummeting Swaer, and once he was within striking distance, Tirian lashed out with his mouth, snapped his jaws around the nape of Swaer’s neck, and halted the wind dragon’s descent. Tirian then slowly began to lower himself toward the ground, with Swaer safely in his grasp.  
 
    At least, that was the plan, but soon, Tirian began to wobble back and forth, almost as if he was drunk.  
 
    “Tirian?” I asked telepathically. “You okay?”  
 
    I-I don’t know, the adolescent dragon admitted. I feel like the world is closing in around me…  
 
    Ah, shit. The sleeping powder.  
 
    “Just keep it together for a little longer,” I comforted him. “You’re only about fifty feet from the ground.”  
 
    I-I just feel… Tirian trailed off, and then his eyes snapped shut.  
 
    He let go of Swaer, who promptly fell the full distance onto the ground with a dull thud, but Tirian’s impact was much more significant. The entirety of the Earth shook when Tirian’s body slammed into the brown dirt and then laid there, motionless.  
 
    Batari and Valea both ran over to the fallen dragons and checked their vitals, but after a moment, Batari leaned back, wiped her brow, and smiled.  
 
    They’re both fine, the Cero woman confirmed telepathically.  
 
    The sleeping powder was now mostly scattered across the ground, rather than in the air, so I unclenched my diaphragm and sucked in a deep breath.  
 
    “Look, Ben!” Theora cackled as she pointed to the sky. “The flock is fleeing!”  
 
    “That’s right!” Lezan declared. “You’d better run, you scruffy acorn-hoarders!”  
 
    Sure enough, the surviving monoflock birds were now in full-on retreat mode. They squawked angrily as they flew away into the horizon, and soon they were nothing but a distant speck of darkness in the sky.  
 
    As my friends and I regrouped, I tried to do a brief survey of the damages done. All of us were now covered from head to toe with scrapes, bruises, and blood that may or may not have been our own, but we were all still standing.  
 
    We’d successfully defended the Spindrel home from one of this island’s greatest terrors, and hopefully those damn birds would stay away for a long, long time.  
 
    “Well,” Ura scoffed as she wiped a bit of blood off her stick. “That was probably the most eventful journey home we’ve ever had.”  
 
    “It may have been,” Pae confirmed. “But thanks to the Draco Rex, his crew, and his quick thinking, we may never have to worry about the monoflock threat again.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t get too ahead of yourself,” Shala grumbled. “There were still plenty of the things left.”  
 
    “In more manageable numbers, though,” the Magnus Dux corrected. “Now, shall we go inside? Valea has an ointment that can help with all of our injuries, and we are in need of rest before we attempt to venture any further into the forest.”  
 
    That was probably the easiest decision I’d ever have to make in my life.  
 
    Batari took Swaer in her arms as Cerin grabbed onto Tirian’s neck, and then my crew followed the hedgehog-women toward their underground dwelling. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    My crew and I stepped carefully over the bodies of the fallen monoflock birds, and we approached the lime-green bush that acted as the entrance to the Spindrel home. Once we were at the foot of the glowing, wide piece of flora, Pae began to wander along its edge until she stopped at a seemingly random spot near the center.  
 
    The silver-haired woman then crouched down, placed both of her hands into the brambles of the bush, and fumbled around for a moment before she spread the foliage apart.  
 
    “Here we go,” Pae announced. “Through this hole, you will find the home of the Spindrel people. We hope you love it as much as we do!”  
 
    “Anything’s better than out here,” Ashanti grumbled. “Surrounded by bird corpses.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about those,” Valea noted. “They will be returned to the land soon enough.”  
 
    “What, are their friends gonna come back and eat them?” Nadir asked with a sharp grin. “Because if so, I want to be there to watch.”  
 
    “No.” The blonde hedgehog-woman shook her head. “But the lumino plants and the tiny, tiny creatures inside the soil certainly will.”  
 
    “Hold on…” Theora gasped. “Are you saying all these plants… Eat living creatures?”  
 
    “Not the living ones,” Valea confirmed. “They won’t hesitate to devour a dead one, though. I promise you most of these bodies won’t be out here the next time we emerge. Their flesh will be munched on by the tiny creatures in the dirt, and once those creatures have had their fill, the lumino vines will wrap around the dead bodies and pull them under the soil. Once that happens, any remaining bits will be absorbed into the plants’ roots and make the luminos even more lush and vibrant.”  
 
    “Damn.” I whistled. “This is taking the term ‘worm food’ to a new level.”  
 
    “I still think you’re full of dirt,” Shala snorted. “Claiming there are small creatures in the dirt we can’t see. If we can’t see them, then why should we even believe you that they exist?”  
 
    “You really should stop doubting my ability to commune with the land, Shala,” Valea sighed. “I know they are there because I can sense their auras, just like I can sense yours.”  
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Shala raised an eyebrow and then stuck up her hand in what I assumed was a rude Spindrel signal. “What sort of aura am I giving off now, then?”  
 
    “Not a very nice one.” The blonde hedgehog-woman frowned. “Especially in front of our guests.”  
 
    “Please.” The woman with the spiked black hair waved her hand dismissively. “I doubt our guests believe in that sorta rubbish, either. What do you think, Draco Rex? Do you believe there are a bunch of tiny little creatures in the ground we can’t see?” 
 
    “Uhhh, yeah,” I chuckled. “Back in my world we call those ‘microorganisms.’ They were super, super tiny, to the point where you needed a special tool called a ‘microscope’ to see them.”  
 
    Valea’s thick lips curved upward into a hearty smile as she crossed her arms across her chest and gave Shala an amused glare. Shala’s face fell completely when she heard my words, but she simply shook her head in disbelief.  
 
    “This goes deeper than I thought,” the hedgehog-woman teased. “And this just won’t do. I’m going to need to spend some… ‘educational time’ alone with the Draco Rex to pick his brain and see how far gone he really is.”  
 
    “Not the only thing you’ll be picking.” Alvee smirked slightly, though her eyes remained cold and distant.  
 
    It was actually kind of unsettling to see, since it made the brunette woman look like a freaking Stanley Kubrick villain.  
 
    “Why, whatever do you mean?” Shala nudged Alvee with her elbow. “I just want to get to know him a little better.”  
 
    “Enough, Shala.” Pae rolled her eyes. “I know none of us have been touched by a man in years--”  
 
    “Ewwww, Mom!” Kehlaan gagged.  
 
    “Sorry,” the Magnus Dux chuckled. “I know none of us have had the ‘companionship’ of a man in years, but please calm down. We don’t need to make our guests feel any more uncomfortable than they already might be.”  
 
    “Why wouldn’t I make him feel uncomfortable?” Shala giggled. “If he’s uncomfortable, then he’s gonna need somebody to make him comfortable! Somebody with awesome black spines whose name starts with an ‘S.’”  
 
    “Shala!” Pae grumbled. “Enough.”  
 
    “Okay, okay…” Shala put up her hands and conceded, but then she shot me a wink. “For now.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat, and I felt a rush of blood to my cock. Maybe, if we were both lucky, she’d get the ‘alone time’ with me that she kept talking about.  
 
    But for now, we needed to get rested and recovered from the horde we’d just endured.  
 
    “How are Cerin and Tirian going to get inside?” Marella questioned as she walked up to Pae. “That doesn’t look like a large entrance.”  
 
    “It’s a lot bigger than it looks!” Kehlaan declared with his hands on his hips.  
 
    Marella let out a slight giggle at Kehlaan’s comment, and the hedgehog-boy’s eyes went wide. His face turned as red as Swaer’s fur when he realized the implication he had just made, and he sputtered as he tried to recover.  
 
    “What my son means is this is just a small part of the entrance,” Pae said as she fought back a smile. “This formation existed long before my people were even here, and its mouth widens by the season cycle. Come and see.”  
 
    With that, Pae beckoned for us to follow her into the bush, and then the silver-haired woman crawled through the foliage, followed by Marella.  
 
    Kehlaan attempted to go right behind my daughter, but I shut that shit down before it even got started. As he got down onto his knees to go through the bush, I stomped over to his position, crossed my arms over my chest, and stared down my nose at the guy.  
 
    “I should make sure my daughter gets through safe,” I announced somewhat snarkily. “You don’t mind, right?”  
 
    “Uh, no!” Kehlaan gulped. “No, sir! Of course not. G-Go right ahead.”  
 
    That’s what I thought.  
 
    I got down onto my hands and knees, pulled apart the branches of the bush, and then began to shuffle forward through the neon-green light. The bristly branches of the hedge were sharp against my body, but it was honestly nothing compared to the hundreds of beaks and talons that had just been swiping at me left and right. After only a few seconds of crawling, the ground below me started to slope downward. The pathway was pitch black, though the radiant lime-green glow from the bush’s leaves helped to light the way. I could see the outlines of Marella and Pae in front of me, and I watched them descend further and further downward until eventually the crawl space opened up into the mouth of a cave.  
 
    When I finally reached the opening, my jaw hit the floor.  
 
    The entrance to the Spindrel dwelling was at least a hundred feet tall and equally as wide. Beyond the opening was a massive open cavern decked out with multiple floors, with a giant waterfall that ran down the back wall and then pooled into an underground lake at the bottom of the cave. Several lumino plant roots hung down from above, and their bioluminescence acted as a sort of natural chandelier as they illuminated the space with their neon light.  
 
    The space was a fairly open concept, with the underground lake as its focal point, though I could see from afar that the back wall was littered with doorways carved into the side of the cave.  
 
    Those must have been the Spindrel women’s rooms.  
 
    However, there were over one-hundred doors, and there weren’t anywhere close to one-hundred Spindrel women.  
 
    This led me to the awful conclusion that, much like the other islands we’d been to, something horrible had happened here.  
 
    Was it the orcs again? They said on their map that this island was “empty.” Then again… Maybe they called it empty because they’d ransacked the whole place and killed everyone? Or maybe we were dealing with a Morpho or Cero women case, where the men either weren’t around often or they’d never existed in the first place.  
 
    Either way, it was a topic I was sure was sensitive, and I didn’t want to bring it up myself.  
 
    One by one the rest of the group funneled into the cave. Cerin had a bit of a hard time trying to get Tirian through the hedge, but with a little bit of elbow grease and some heaving and ho-ing from my crew, we were able to get them both down into the cavern.  
 
    Thank god they were both adolescents. There was no way we’d have been able to get a full-grown dragon through that crawl space.  
 
    “Wow…” Jonas breathed as he marveled at the space before us. “I have seen some truly beautiful places in my day, Draco Rex… But this one is perhaps the most beautiful of them all.”  
 
    “I believe it,” I admitted. “I’m gonna go out on a limb here and say I’ve one-hundred percent never seen anything quite like this, even on all of my travels with the guard. I mean, the Cliffs of Dover or the Aurora Borealis were definitely up there, but this is something else altogether.”  
 
    “One question, though,” Ahwara interjected. “If you say those lumino roots bring dead bodies into the ground and then digest them, and you have several dozen lumino roots hanging from the ceiling of your cave…”  
 
    “Don’t you see that sign up there?” Ura wrapped her arm around Ahwara’s shoulder and pointed up to a part of the wall where words had been etched. “It clearly says ‘watch for falling corpses.’”  
 
    “So, you just… Sit around with dead bodies on your ceiling frequently?” the orange-haired butterfly-woman gulped.  
 
    “Oh, yeah…” Ura continued. “It’s a common thing. Sometimes we even go so far as to name them, and we make bets as to when they will finally be released by the roots and come crashing down into the lake.”  
 
    Ahwara was obviously disturbed by the hedgehog-woman’s comments. She tried to play it cool by wearing an expression of faux interest, though her lifted eyebrows and wide eyes made it clear she was a bit unsettled by the concept.  
 
    “Wow,” the orange-haired woman chuckled. “You really take this seriously, don’t you?”  
 
    “You know she’s just teasing you, right?” Erel snickered. “I can’t even remember the last time there was a body on any of those roots. And even then, it was just a small animal and not a person.”  
 
    “It has happened, though.” Alvee nodded firmly. “When the virus came.”  
 
    “Virus?” I asked, though I regretted being so informal the second it slipped out.  
 
    “The virus.” Pae lowered her head and sighed. “I supposed we were going to have to tell you about it eventually.”  
 
    “Wait a minute…” Mira gasped, and she looked around frantically as she stepped away from the Spindrel women. “Are we in danger just from being here?”  
 
    “No, no!” Pae promised. “The virus is long gone. At least, we think it is… It hit us nearly twenty season cycles ago and has shown no signs of resurgence since.”  
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking,” I prodded a bit further as I pointed to all of the doors in the cavern wall. “Is that what happened to all of your people?”  
 
    “It-- it is.” The Magnus Dux held herself across the chest as she looked up with tearful eyes. “It’s the reason our species is next to doomed.”  
 
    “It was particularly deadly for the males of our species,” Valea explained as she leaned against her double-sided stick. “Sure, it wiped us out by the hundreds, men, women, and children alike… But when a male Spindrel caught it, they often asked to be ceremoniously killed before they developed the symptoms.”  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks,” Batari whispered. “How awful.”  
 
    “That’s why when I was told I was pregnant with a boy, I nearly lost all hope,” Pae admitted. “Thankfully, the Gods smiled upon me, and Kehlaan was the first male Spindrel who was immune from the horrors of the virus.”  
 
    “So, does that mean you are all immune?” Theora questioned. “Or did you all just get very lucky?”  
 
    “As far as we know, we survivors are immune,” Valea confirmed. “Unfortunately, we realized this far too late. By the time we were able to get out there and safely remove those awful death-sprayer plants, most of our species had been wiped out.”  
 
    “Did you just say ‘plants?’” Ahwara questioned with a frown. “Plants caused a virus that killed most of your species?”  
 
    “It’s the truth,” Pae confirmed. “We don’t even know where they came from. One day, while we were out on a scavenging mission, we ran into this strange, bulbous plant that looked nothing like the rest of the luminos or bushes we’d seen before.”  
 
    “Small plant.” Alvee estimated the size with her hands. “Glowing red, and shaped like an egg. A crater-filled egg.”  
 
    “Of course, one of our oh-so-intelligent men decided they wanted to check it out.” Erel rolled her eyes. “Which unleashed a deadly spray into the air and began this whole nightmare.”  
 
    “Yeaaaahhh.” I cringed. “You don’t go around messing with strange new egg-shaped objects. That’s like, Sci-Fi no-no rule number one.”  
 
    “Once it was released into the air, we started finding more and more of the plants growing across our land,” Pae continued. “We tried to leave these ones alone, but it was no use… Once it came to a certain point in the season cycle, they all opened up and released their toxin into the air, anyway.”  
 
    “Toxic pollen,” Jonas sighed. “There isn’t much of a way around that, unfortunately. Plants need to spread their pollen to continue thriving as a species, even if their seed is toxic to other creatures. The only way to keep a plant from blooming like that is to completely remove it from the equation.”  
 
    “Which is exactly what we tried to do,” Erel interjected. “The six of us went out and began to tear out any of the egg-shaped plants we could find. Including Pae, who was ridiculously pregnant at the time.”  
 
    “So, if you were pregnant with Kehlaan twenty season cycles ago, that makes him…” Marella calculated aloud. “A whole lot older than me.”  
 
    Gross, Cerin muttered to everyone who could communicate with her.  
 
    “They didn’t start destroying the eggs until nearly ten cycles later,” Kehlaan jumped in. “And a Spindrel pregnancy lasts for two season cycles. So, really, we’re just about the same age. Because you’re….?”  
 
    “If you want to go by real-time, I’m only about three season cycles old.” Marella shrugged.  
 
    “B-But you look older than me!” Kehlaan gasped. 
 
    “Dragonkin mature to adulthood much faster than any other race,” I explained with a somewhat smug grin. “She might be younger than you, but she’s gonna be a full-grown woman before you’ve even got hair on your chest, kid.”  
 
    Unfortunately, my comments didn’t have the effect I wanted on the hedgehog-boy, because he merely tilted his head to the side, stroked his bare chin, and mumbled something to himself. Then his eyes lit up with excitement, and he looked over at my daughter once more.  
 
    Goddamnit.  
 
    I was starting to think I was literally gonna have to bring out the shotgun to keep this kid away.  
 
    “Were you successful?” Ahwara’s voice brought me back to the current situation. “In removing all of the deadly plants?”  
 
    “Didn’t have to,” Alvee muttered as she walked past the rest of the group. “Everyone died.”  
 
    “Jesus…” I trailed off.  
 
    That was definitely a darker end than I’d been hoping for.  
 
    Alvee, however, was about as nonchalant about it as one could possibly be. The brunette hedgehog-woman of few words sauntered over to the shore of the underground lake, tossed her stick to the side, and then looked back at us over her shoulder.  
 
    “It’s in the past.” She shrugged. “No point in dwelling on it now.”  
 
    With that, Alvee turned away, clapped her hands together above her head, and jumped headfirst into the water. Her head popped back up through the surface a few seconds later, and it was now completely soaked in the pristine water.  
 
    Much to my surprise, her hair still stood straight up above her head.  
 
    Damn… These spiny-hair things must have been made of something else.  
 
    “What are you talking about, Alvee?” Shala scoffed. “We have to think about it. I think about it every single day, wondering what would have happened if we’d realized our immunity sooner or if that one man had never messed with the death-sprayer in the first place.”  
 
    “That’s why Alvee says not to dwell on it, Shala,” Pae sighed. “We can go over these scenarios in our head a million times over, but we cannot change the past. All we can do is move toward the future and hope we don’t repeat the same mistakes.”  
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” Mira interjected. “Nobody could have known the kind of effects that plant would have on your lives.”  
 
    “Besides,” Ahwara added. “Even if you’d never touched it, the plant would have eventually bloomed. The Spindrel people only sped up the process a bit.”  
 
    “Still,” Pae sniffled. “I long for the time when all of our friends and family were still alive and well.”  
 
    “Hey,” Theora murmured as she walked over and placed a hand on Pae’s shoulder. “We’ve all been there, my dear. Most of my people were massacred by a bunch of ugly green pirates and their violent, hairy servants.”  
 
    “Same here,” Mira added. “The orcs swept into our island and killed all of our men, sons, and water dragons.”  
 
    “That’s what happened to us, too,” Nadir noted as she pointed between herself and Lezan. “All of our men and children, completely wiped out by nasty green acorn-hoarders.”  
 
    “At least your species were wiped out by known enemies,” Ahwara grumbled. “We were nearly killed by our own men!”  
 
    “My goodness…” Pae gasped. “Do… do you think any of these ‘orcs’ you speak of would have had business on our island?”  
 
    “They’ve definitely been here,” I confirmed. “When we were scoping out your island on the map we stole from them, the fuckers had written ‘empty’ on it. I have no idea when they would have come here to explore, though.”  
 
    “If they thought the island was empty,” Ura noted. “It was probably after our species was nearly wiped out. We used to spend a lot more time above ground when it was safe.”  
 
    “Wait,” Shala spoke up as her eyes narrowed, and her mouth furled into an angry scowl. “You don’t think those orcs could have been the ones to… the ones who brought the plants to our island?”  
 
    My blood ran cold as I mulled over her words. Though I wasn’t sure of the exact timeline, Shala’s hypothesis would have made sense. Sure, plants and animals evolved into new forms all the time, especially in this sort of bizarre magical world, but these women claimed they’d never seen anything like this plant before in their lives.  
 
    That meant it very well could have been an invasive species. And the only way an invasive species could get here was by somebody else tracking it in.  
 
    Like a group of outsiders who traveled around the different islands looking to rape and to plunder them of all of their resources.  
 
    “Ben?” Batari’s voice cut through my thoughts. “Do you think there’s some validity to Shala’s claim?”  
 
    “I… I do, unfortunately,” I sighed and hung my head. “Fuck. I mean, I don’t know for sure. I don’t think we can ever know for sure. But it would line up.”  
 
    “Those emerald-colored glowworms!” Shala slammed her fist into her palm. “If I ever catch one of those guys on our island, I’m going to knock them into the next season cycle! After I gut them with my staff and beat them raw with my fists.”  
 
    “Calm down, Shala.” Erel snatched up the short hedgehog-woman in a tight embrace. “I know you’re upset, but there’s no point in making yourself even angrier.”  
 
    “Sure there is!” Shala protested. “Now, we know who did this, and we can make them pay.”  
 
    “It’s not that simple.” Mira frowned. “As much as I would love to do exactly what you just described, the orcs have strength in numbers. And resources.”  
 
    “You know how your weapons are made from wood?” Ashanti reminded the hedgehog-women. “Well, theirs are made from iron, a very hard material that can easily snap your weapons in half like a… well, a twig.”  
 
    “Don’t you have this ‘iron,’ too?” Ura questioned. “During our battle I saw all of your weapons were made from strange materials.”  
 
    “We don’t have any iron mines.” I shook my head. “So, anything we have of that material is made from stuff we stole from the orcs.”  
 
    “So, what?” Erel scoffed. “We just sit around and hope these creatures never come to our island again? If we cannot fight them, we may as well remain in hiding.”  
 
    “We can fight them,” I argued. “That’s why we came to your island in the first place. Marella had a vision of the dragon that stalks your land.”  
 
    “You can see the future?” Kehlaan looked at Marella with eyes full of hope. “What have you seen about mine? Do I end up with anybody in particular?”  
 
    “That’s not how it works.” Marella scowled at the boy. “My visions only come to me when I meditate. Or sometimes in a dream.”  
 
    Dreaming about this guy would be more like a nightmare. Cerin shuddered.  
 
    “For example,” my daughter continued. “Just last night I had a vision that I had three new siblings on the way, all of the dragonkin variety. I haven’t even told you about that yet, Dad.”  
 
    The news made me blink in shock, though I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised.  
 
    “The twins.” Mira smirked as she turned to me. “Darya and Zarya must be pregnant, Ben!”  
 
    “Holy shit…” I trailed off as my lips twisted into a goofy grin. “I’m gonna be a father. Again!”  
 
    “What about the third child?” Jonas asked. “Is one of the twins going to bear twins, as well?”  
 
    “Wellllll…” I chuckled and rubbed the back of my neck. “I’m guessing that would probably be Hali’s child.”  
 
    “Hali is pregnant, too?” Theora gasped. “How did that happen?”  
 
    “Ewwwww.” Marella gagged. “It better not have happened where she makes our food!”  
 
    “It didn’t,” I confirmed. “But it did happen, and I’m sure she is the third pregnancy you saw, Marella.” 
 
    “Judging by the strength of your seed,” Lezan chuckled, “she definitely is. I’m actually starting to think you can get people pregnant just by looking at them, Ben.”  
 
    “Wait…” Pae gasped. “Are all of you pregnant with Draco Rex’s children?”  
 
    “I’m not yet.” Ashanti raised her hand and shook her head. 
 
    “Yet?” Pae opened her mouth wider. 
 
    “Nor am I,” Ahwara added. “Though my own Queen and another member of my people are. I do wish to become pregnant soon.”  
 
    “I have not bore a child for Ben yet,” Mira explained. “Though that is of my own choice.”  
 
    “I’m obviously not, either,” Jonas interjected with a nervous chuckle. “I-I’m not sure if you needed me to tell you that, though.”  
 
    Everyone in the room gave the soothsayer a confused look, and he instantly retreated into his own body with a cringe.  
 
    “Don’t feel embarrassed,” Pae laughed. “I am not familiar with the way dragonkin biology works. For all I know, the males of your species could bear children.”  
 
    “That would still be highly unlikely,” Valea noted. “By definition, a creature with male anatomy wouldn’t be able to bear children.”  
 
    “A creature with our species’ male anatomy,” Ura reminded the naturalist. “We have never encountered anyone from outside the island.”  
 
    “Well, if the Draco Rex has the same anatomy we’re familiar with,” Shala said, “then he’d better get to using it immediately. Our species is on the brink of extinction already.”  
 
    “Shala!” Pae hissed. “We just met this man, and you’re already asking him to father our children?”  
 
    “Typical Shala,” Alvee chuckled from the lake. “Already fantasizing about the man she just met.”  
 
    “Don’t act like you haven’t been making the love eyes at him, too,” Shala scoffed.  
 
    “I don’t have love eyes,” the hedgehog-woman in the lake snorted.  
 
    “I’m not sure Alvee has any sort of emotions in her eyes,” Ura noted. “Other than perhaps simmering rage.”  
 
    “Don’t let her fool you,” the dark-haired hedgehog-woman said with a click of her tongue. “I’ve been close with Alvee long enough to know when she’s interested in a man, and she’s showing all the signs.”  
 
    “None of that matters right now,” Pae sighed. “I know you are here for the dragon, but we simply cannot continue on with this journey until we are rested and healed up. Valea? Go and grab your special ointment.”  
 
    “Right away, Magnus Dux.” Valea nodded before she turned away and dashed toward the staircase at the far-left side of the cavern.  
 
    This was the first time I’d noticed the giant, stone structure, and I was taken aback by just how massive it really was. Its stairs were carved directly into the wall and stretched nearly up its entire length. There must have been a quarter mile between the first step and the platform at the top, with a vast empty space in between the base of the stairs and where we currently stood.  
 
    The Spindrel people may have created a breathtaking space, but it was far from the most convenient to navigate.  
 
    “It should go without saying you all are welcome to stay here for as long as you need,” Pae explained. “You have done a great deed for us, my friends. And for that, we are forever in your gratitude.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t thank us just yet,” I laughed. “We’re still asking you to bring us to a dragon, remember? There’s still a lot of things that could go sideways.”  
 
    “That may be true.” The silver-haired woman shrugged. “But this is also a favor to us. This ‘dragon’ of which you speak has caused us countless troubles over the last few weeks.”  
 
    “That thing has made it practically impossible to hunt,” Erel pouted. “Not only is it eating all the available creatures on the island, but it’s also destroying entire patches of the forest with its fire breath.”  
 
    “Then there’s the fact it thinks we are also part of its diet,” Ura added. “We’ve had a face-to-face encounter with the beast twice, and both times we only barely escaped with our lives.”  
 
    “A sharpened stick isn’t going to do much good against a dragon,” Nadir chuckled. “I could have told you that.”  
 
    “I suppose your weapon made of rock fares much better?” Ura raised an eyebrow at the Coonag woman.  
 
    “Not at all,” Nadir cackled without missing a beat. “The only way we’ve found to truly fight a dragon is with another dragon. Which is why we brought those guys along.”  
 
    Even though these two were in the middle of their playful banter, I had other things on my mind.  
 
    Where was the dragon, actually? Which one was it? We knew it was one of the larger ones, but which one? Would they even know how to describe it, comparatively?  
 
    All of these thoughts raced through my head as we waited for Valea to return with her so-called “magical ointment,” and eventually, I heard Tirian and Swaer begin to stir.  
 
    “He’s waking up!” Batari gasped as she scratched her wind dragon on the chin.  
 
    Sure enough, Swaer’s tiny head lifted up from his bondmate’s shoulder and looked around groggily. His left whisker was matted down against his fur from where he’d laid on it, and his eyes blinked repeatedly as he surveyed the room.  
 
    Is this… the underworld? Swaer questioned through his exhausted fog. Did the birds tear us to pieces?  
 
    “Not a chance, buddy,” I promised the wind dragon. “Not while you were on the case.”  
 
    “We won, Swaer.” Batari smiled at her beloved dragon. “Thanks to your bravery, we won.”  
 
    Oh. Was the only response the tired little dragon could muster before he yawned and laid his head back down. That’s good, I guess. Are we in the Spindrel women’s home now?  
 
    “We sure are, my friend,” the Cero woman continued. “We are going to rest up before we go back out to find the other dragon.”  
 
    I see Tirian’s already got a fresh start on the ‘resting,’ Swaer joked.  
 
    I’d be kind if I were you, Tirian’s voice grumbled. If not for me, you would have been nothing but a splatter in the dirt.  
 
    “It’s true,” I admitted. “Tirian’s the one who stopped you from falling back to earth.”  
 
    Well, then, Swaer sighed. I guess I need to thank you, Tirian. And you, too, Cerin. 
 
    Oh, I didn’t do much, Cerin chuckled. I mostly just sprayed the birds with water.  
 
    Every bit counts, Swaer yawned. Go, team dragon…  
 
    With that, the little red guy closed his eyes and slipped off into dreamland again.  
 
    Meanwhile, Tirian was becoming more lucid by the moment. The silver dragon raised his head up, scanned his surroundings, and let out a long, deep chuff.  
 
    I didn’t mean to pass out like that, Ben, he apologized. I thought I had it under control, but I must have inhaled some of the sleeping powder when I opened my mouth to grab Swaer.  
 
    “I don’t care what happened,” I reassured the fire-breather. “All that matters is you saved Swaer, and we defeated those nasty-ass birds. I think that earns you guys a full boar when you get back to the island.”  
 
    See? Tirian looked over at Cerin and smiled. There is a very good reason I continue to volunteer for these journeys.  
 
    Tirian then let out a long sigh as he laid his head back onto the ground, curled up like a sleeping cat, and closed his eyes.  
 
    “The powder is going to take a little bit to wear off,” Pae explained. “Especially with the amount they ingested… In the meantime, follow me to the healing room.”  
 
    “What about them?” Batari asked as she motioned to Cerin and Tirian. “I’m not quite sure if those stairs will hold them.”  
 
    “They’ll have to stay behind, unfortunately,” the silver-haired hedgehog-woman sighed. “They’ll be safe out here, though. I promise.”  
 
    “What about my Mierak?” Ashanti asked as she patted her oversized ant on the head. “He’s a bit hefty, too.”  
 
    “He can stay with the dragons,” Pae confirmed. “I’m sure he needs just as much rest as they do.”  
 
    “I’ll keep watch on them,” Alvee offered. “I’ll be in the lake for a bit, anyways.”  
 
    With that, Pae motioned for us to follow her to the stairs. The journey to the freaking staircase by itself took nearly ten minutes, and by the time we got there, my legs were starting to ache.  
 
    My crewmates also seemed to grumble as they stared up at the long, winding pathway of stairs before us.  
 
    Well, everybody except for Ahwara.  
 
    The butterfly-woman simply chuckled as she opened up her pink wings, flapped them gently, and rose into the air.  
 
    “I’ll meet you all at the top.” She winked, and then she zipped up the stairs at the speed of light.  
 
    “Remind me to slap her when we get up there,” Mira grumbled. “If I even have the energy.”  
 
    “Race you guys to the top!” Nadir cackled, and then she and Lezan dropped down onto their hands and knees before they darted up the staircase on all fours. Their tails were parallel to the ground as they ran, most likely to make them more aerodynamic.  
 
    The rest of us slogged up the stairs right behind them, but we did so with much less enthusiasm or energy.  
 
    Of course, the Coonag women’s energy didn’t last long, either. By the time they were about halfway up the stairs, both Lezan and Nadir stopped and collapsed onto their bellies, and they were still lying there, completely out of breath, when we finally caught up to them.  
 
    “W-Why are there so many stairs?” Nadir panted.  
 
    “Couldn’t you people have made a more direct route?” Lezan pleaded. “I think I’m about to pass out.”  
 
    “Do you want us to carry you?” Shala asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “No!” Nadir spat as she leapt to her feet, but her pregnant belly seemed to throw off her equilibrium because she swayed for a moment before she regained her balance. “I’m perfectly capable of doing it on my own. Just give me a few minutes.”  
 
    “Suit yourself.” The curvy hedgehog-woman shrugged and then strutted off with a giggle.  
 
    Eventually, our crew reached the end of the line and funneled out onto the main level of the Spindrels’ home, and now that we were up high, I could truly appreciate the beauty of this place.  
 
    The waterfall roared loudly behind us as it cascaded down into the lake nearly two-hundred feet below us. Tirian, Cerin, and Ashanti’s Mierak appeared as small figures from this height, while Alvee was basically the size of an ant.  
 
    Pae motioned for us to follow her a few more steps and then finally stopped at one of the doors carved in the wall.  
 
    “This is where Valea will heal us,” the Magnus Dux announced. “Afterwards, you may stay in any open room you find.”  
 
    “We’ve got plenty of them,” Ura half-chuckled, half-sighed. “Nobody else is putting them to use, anyway.”  
 
    We passed through the threshold of the doorway to find a large, mostly open room filled with several makeshift hospital beds, and upon closer inspection, I noticed the “beds” were simply large mounds of dirt and stalky green material covered with a massive luminos plant leaf.  
 
    Oh, well. If they were at least semi-comfortable, I really didn’t give a damn what they were made out of. My feet and legs were aching from the long hike and the two battles we’d been in since we had arrived on this island, and all I wanted was to sit down and take a load off.  
 
    I wandered over to the nearest bed, laid down on my back, and let out a long, satisfied sigh. These things were actually pretty freaking comfortable. Sure, it wasn’t memory foam, but it was way better than sleeping in the bare dirt or on a tree branch somewhere.  
 
    My friends all followed suit, and soon Valea appeared through the door with a large stone container in her hands.  
 
    “Who’s ready to feel a million times better?” the naturalist announced. “This stuff is made from a mixture of lumino sap, a bit of bogworm saliva, and ground-up narae plant seeds, mixed together with oil from the luminos.”  
 
    “As long as it makes us feel better,” Mira sighed. “Lay it on me.”  
 
    I watched as, one-by-one, Valea went around to everybody and spread the ointment on their wounds. She rubbed it into every cut and bruise she could find, and the whole process seemed to take longer than expected.  
 
    When Valea finally got to me, her warm, tender hands pressed against the bruise on my left arm, and I nearly moaned with satisfaction. The ointment was warm and somewhat slick, as if somebody had just spread olive oil onto my arm, but once it began to soak into my skin, the dull throbbing of my arm evaporated in an instant.  
 
    “Wow, Valea.” I whistled. “This stuff really is working miracles.”  
 
    “Not quite,” the blonde woman giggled. “At the moment, it’s just making you feel better. The actual healing process won’t begin for at least another hour.”  
 
    Valea continued to rub the ointment all over my body, until it felt like my very being existed on pins and needles. I closed my eyes as the delicate, soothing sensation washed over me, and then the process was done.  
 
    “This is most definitely better than the mud pits back home, Ashanti,” Batari practically moaned.  
 
    “Better?” Ashanti scoffed. “This makes the mud pits look like Skudawar dung!”  
 
    “I’m all done now,” Valea explained as she walked back over to the door. “The effects of the ointment will keep going for a few more hours, so I’d recommend you go and do something relaxing, like swim in the lake or take a nap or meditate.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Jonas hummed as he turned to our other resident soothsayer. “Marella, do you think that’s a good idea?”  
 
    “Are you kidding me?” my daughter chuckled to her great-grandfather. “If we meditate in this state, I don’t think I’ll ever want to stop.”  
 
    “I’ll take that as a ‘yes,’ then?” the elder soothsayer laughed.  
 
    “Can you teach me how to meditate, too?” Kehlaan interjected awkwardly. “I’ve always been into the spiritual stuff, but we don’t have anyone who really meditates around here. Other than Valea, but she’s really secretive about that sort of stuff.”  
 
    “I’m afraid this session is reserved for soothsayers only,” Jonas noted with a sly wink to his great-granddaughter. “Should you develop the ability of foresight in the meantime, please come and see us.”  
 
    I watched as Marella mouthed “thank you” to Jonas, and then the two rolled up from their tables and headed out the door.  
 
    “I don’t know about the rest of you,” Theora announced. “But I’m perfectly satisfied staying right here.”  
 
    “You can say that again,” Mira agreed. “This is euphoric.” 
 
    “Actually,” Shala noted as she rolled off her table, “Erel and I wanted to see if we could borrow the Draco Rex for a moment. We wanted to pick his brain about battle strategies and, uh… Stuff.”  
 
    “Shala,” Pae huffed. “We just got out of a battle. I’m not sure the Draco Rex is going to want to jump right back into that.”  
 
    “Oh, come on,” Shala pleaded as she gave me a seductive glance. “I promise it will be worth his while.”  
 
    I could sense by the tone in her voice what she was getting at. This woman had been hitting on me aggressively since we’d met, and now she wanted to get me alone? With another beautiful hedgehog-woman, to boot?  
 
    I’d have to be an idiot to let this opportunity walk away.  
 
    “It’s fine, Pae,” I lied to the Magnus Dux. “Luckily for these two, I love talking about battle strategies. I’ve always found it relaxing.”  
 
    Shala and Erel exchanged a very excited look before they glanced back at me and grinned from ear to ear.  
 
    I stood up from my chair, walked over to their position, and then gave everybody a parting wave before I headed out. 
 
    Both of the hedgehog-women wrapped onto my arms in an instant, and my heart beat rapidly in my chest.  
 
    If this was headed where I thought it was, I was in for a very, very relaxing night. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “So…” I chuckled as Erel, Shala, and I walked out onto the main level of the Spindrels’ dwelling. “What sorts of strategies did you two want to talk about, exactly?”  
 
    “We had a very, very particular one in mind,” Erel giggled. “We like to call it the ‘two-and-one.’”  
 
    “And why do you call it that?” I teased with a wink, and my heart skipped a beat. “Is it because you have two people taking on one opponent at the same time?”  
 
    “Oh, something like that.” Erel bit her lower lip and twirled a bit of her spiky pink hair. “It involves lots of teamwork and communication, but we’ll show you more about it once we’re in the proper area.”  
 
    “You guys both know we’re out of earshot, right?” Shala smirked. “We can say we’re about to go ride this guy ragged.”  
 
    My cock sprang to attention at her words and the confirmation of what these two really had in mind for me. Still, I wanted to play it cool.  
 
    “And here I thought you were actually going to teach me about Spindrel battle strategies…” I mused.  
 
    “We’re not teaching you any battle strategies,” Shala sighed. “But we are about to let you take part in one of mine and Erel’s most sacred of traditions.”  
 
    “After a large battle, we would always give the most powerful warrior a… reward,” Erel noted with a sly smile. “You were the most clever, powerful warrior on the battlefield today, so the reward is all yours.”  
 
    My eyes traveled up and down Erel’s tall, slender body, and I couldn’t wait to tear off what little bit of clothing she was wearing. The two women led me into a door far down the wall from the healing room, and when they took me inside, I noticed there was actually quite a lot to work with.  
 
    There was a bed made of the same comfy material as the hospital beds, but I also noticed a few chairs, a table, and several different platforms that could be used as leverage or as a foothold.  
 
    “We had this room designed specifically for our ‘reward’ activities,” Shala explained as she closed the door behind her. “Anything you can dream up in that mind of yours can be easily done here.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I warned. “I can be pretty imaginative.”  
 
    “I’m counting on it, Draco Rex,” Erel giggled as she ran her hand down my chest.  
 
    “Ben,” I corrected the pink-haired woman. “You can call me Ben.”  
 
    “Okay, ‘Ben…’” Erel smirked as she placed herself close to me. “Are you ready for your special treat?”  
 
    “Fuck, yes, I am,” I admitted.  
 
    “Good.” Shala’s hand suddenly brushed up against my shoulder blades. “Because we’re going to need your seed if we want to give our species any chance at survival.”  
 
    “So, that’s what this is all about?” I joked, even though my cock was growing stiffer by the second. “You just want to use me as a baby-maker.”  
 
    “Well, yeah,” Shala whispered into my ear. “But nobody said we couldn’t have a little fun while we do it.”  
 
    With that, Shala’s soft hand slipped down into my waistband and wrapped firmly around my cock. The second she had me in her grasp, my manhood shot to full mast, and Shala let out an audible gasp.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Erel asked.  
 
    “He’s… He’s huge,” Shala gulped.  
 
    Erel’s eyes, on the other hand, showed no fear. They began to glisten as she placed her hand against my cheek, ran her other hand down my chest, and then pressed her lips against mine.  
 
    Shala stroked me off from the inside of my pants as my tongue slid into Erel’s mouth. The pink-haired hedgehog-woman’s lips were as soft as velvet, and her kiss tasted as sweet as lavender. We kissed passionately for quite some time before I reached up, grabbed onto the back of Erel’s leafy bikini top, and yanked it away from her body.  
 
    Though our tongues were still locked, and I couldn’t see her body in all its glory, I felt Erel’s thick, erect nipples pressing against my chest through my shirt. I ran my hand all along her naked back as we continued to make out, and Shala continued to jerk me slowly.  
 
    Finally, I pulled myself away from Erel’s mouth, and my dick grew harder in an instant.  
 
    Erel’s tall, petite frame looked so delicate in the neon lights, with her perky little B-cups and her triangular-shaped figure that filled out at her bottom. Her hips were practically half a foot out from the rest of her body, and I couldn’t wait to have them wrapped around me while I filled her with my cock. The woman’s nipples were as pink as her hair and equally as pointed.  
 
    I grabbed a handful of Erel’s right breast as I nibbled on her neck and sent her into a fit of excitement.  
 
    “Ohhh, Ben…” she whimpered and grabbed a fistful of my hair.  
 
    If she liked this part, she was gonna love what was coming up next.  
 
    I gave the pink-haired woman’s ass a squeeze as I continued to kiss down her chest. Then I stopped at her left nipple, grabbed it gently with my teeth, and gave it a soft suck.  
 
    “He really likes that,” Shala purred as she increased her pace on my manhood. “And he’s not even fully nude yet!”  
 
    “That just means it only gets better from here,” I growled at the dark-haired woman.  
 
    “Then show us, Ben.” She smirked as she attempted to call my bluff. “Show us how much better it can be.”  
 
    “Not until you do something for me,” I said.  
 
    “Fine.” Shala released my dick from her grasp and took a step back. “Erel? What do you think we should do for Ben?”  
 
    Without missing a beat, Erel strutted over to Shala, bent down so she was level with the shorter woman, and began to kiss her intensely. Both of the women moaned as their tongues chased each other, and their hands ran along the other’s body.  
 
    Meanwhile, my cock was so hard it was about to tear through my pants.  
 
    Erel’s hand floated around behind Shala’s back, twisted the ties on her leaf top, and then yanked it away like a magician pulling out a tablecloth. Shala let out a short gasp before she gave Erel a seductive glare and turned toward me slowly.  
 
    “You like what you see?” the black-haired woman teased.  
 
    Holy fuck, yes, I did.  
 
    Even though Shala was shorter than Erel, she was curvy beyond belief. Her breasts were so large their perimeter spread out over the sides of her torso, and each one looked like they were perfectly taut against her chest. Shala’s nipples were much darker, with sharp points that stood to attention when Erel ran her fingers across them.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a ‘yes,’” Erel gasped and pointed at my erection.  
 
    Before I could say anything else, the two women bounded back over to me, fell down onto their knees, and grabbed a hold of my waistband. Shala tugged my pants down around my ankles and then let out a squeal of glee as my erection nearly slapped her in the face.  
 
    “I told you.” The dark-haired woman licked her lips with anticipation.  
 
    “You really weren’t exaggerating,” Erel gulped. “I figured he’d be big, but this big? I wasn’t even sure that was possible.”  
 
    “Well…” Shala grinned as she grabbed my cock at its base. “I’m always up for a good challenge.”  
 
    The dark-haired woman licked her lips once more before she placed her lips on the tip of my dick and proceeded to run her tongue around my head.  
 
    A wave of ecstasy shot through my nether regions as the woman pleasured me, and I had to focus with all my strength to keep my legs from buckling.  
 
    Meanwhile, Erel placed her hand softly against my balls and began to trace them with her finger.  
 
    “Wow,” I moaned. “You guys are so damn good at that.”  
 
    “We haven’t even gotten to the good part yet,” Erel warned. “This is just foreplay.”  
 
    If this was foreplay, I couldn’t fucking wait for the real deal.  
 
    Suddenly, Shala stopped circling. Then she grasped the base of my cock, relaxed her lips just a bit, and slid my erection down her throat. Her mouth was warm and sopping wet, and when her throat muscles began to squeeze around my dick, I nearly lost it right then and there.  
 
    Shala had to stop about halfway down and take a breath, but that wasn’t satisfying enough for Erel. The pink-haired woman let go of my balls, placed both hands on the back of Shala’s head, and “encouraged her” further down onto me.  
 
    Shala’s eyes went wide as my dick slid further down her throat, but her surprise was quickly replaced with an excited moan. Her dark eyes looked up into mine as she began to bob up and down on my cock, and I couldn’t help but run my hands through her spiky short hair.  
 
    “There we go!” Erel proclaimed. “Now, time for me to make myself useful.”  
 
    The pink-haired hedgehog-woman suddenly laid down on the floor, right on her back, before she grabbed onto Shala’s left leg, lifted it up, and rolled underneath her friend’s body. Erel then grabbed onto Shala’s waistband and tore away her bottoms, and she buried her face into Shala’s warm, waiting mound.  
 
    Shala let out an exasperated moan, though it came out a tad garbled. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she began to stroke me and suck on me in unison, all while the pink-haired bombshell pleasured her from below.  
 
    The warm coil was building up in my abdomen in record time, but I didn’t want this to end just yet.  
 
    These women both wanted my babies, so I was going to give it to them the right way.  
 
    Still… If that took two or three times to accomplish, I wasn’t going to complain.  
 
    Shala began to grind her hips against Erel’s face while she simultaneously sucked me, and I didn’t know how much longer I could last. Then the raven-haired woman let me slide from her mouth as it opened wide and let out an earth-shaking moan.  
 
    “You’re getting it from both ends.” I winked. “Literally.”  
 
    Shala’s eyes narrowed with determination as she grabbed onto my cock, lifted it upward, and started to run her tongue along the length of my erection.  
 
    Holy fucking shit.  
 
    The sensation made my dick feel like it was made of pure sunlight, and I groaned in a few short, rapid bursts as I tried to hold myself together. When Shala’s tongue got down to my balls, however, I just about blew my load right then and there.  
 
    My balls tensed up as they prepared to fire off my seed, but I quickly clenched every muscle in my body and cut it off at the source.  
 
    “Ohhhhhh,” Shala teased. “I think he likes this arrangement, Erel.”  
 
    All Erel could say was a muffled “mhmmm” in response.  
 
    Shala then proceeded to alternate between tracing her tongue around the edge of my cock and balls and then deepthroating me in slow, passionate gulps. Soon, she became distracted by her own pleasure, and she swallowed around my shaft for several minutes until drool was dripping off her chin.  
 
    Finally, Shala pulled her lips off me as she tensed up, though she continued to stroke me.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I growled. “Is she too much for you?”  
 
    “I-I think I’m close,” the dark-haired woman warned. “W-Will you orgasm with me?”  
 
    “That’s not how you get pregnant,” I reminded her with a wink. “I’ll need to be deep inside of you for that.” 
 
    “T-There will be more chances for that,” she promised through a hurried moan. “P-Please…”  
 
    “Well,” I mused. “Since you asked nicely…”  
 
    Shala’s whole body tensed up as she leaned back and showed her massive breasts to both me and Erel below. She continued to stroke me as her curvy figure quivered, and she leaned her head back. A few soft moans slipped through her open mouth, but then she finally hit the plateau.  
 
    “I think I’m going to-- Ohhhhhhhh!” Shala screamed as she orgasmed, and the sounds of her ecstasy sent me over the edge.  
 
    I unloaded what felt like a gallon of my sperm right onto her busty chest, and she gasped when she saw just how much I had plastered on her.  
 
    Shala’s legs were trembling as she got off Erel, and then she plopped down onto the ground with a long sigh.  
 
    “Whoa…” Erel gasped when she saw all the sperm on Shala’s chest. “I hope there’s more where that came from?”  
 
    “Oh, there is,” I admitted. “As long as you still want it.”  
 
    Erel just grinned as she leaned over to her companion, stuck out her tongue, and began to lap up all of the cream on Shala’s chest. Once she had it all in her mouth, the pink-haired woman took a deep gulp and swallowed it down her throat.  
 
    “Shala got to experience my tongue,” Erel growled. “Do you want a turn?”  
 
    My dick grew back up to half-mast at the very thought, and the hedgehog-woman must have taken that as an invitation.  
 
    Erel crawled over to my position, got up onto her knees, and licked a small bit of my semen off the tip of my dick. Then she swallowed the whole fucking thing whole.  
 
    “Oh, my god…” I moaned as another shot of pleasure reverberated through my body. “Your throat is so damn tight.”  
 
    Suddenly, Erel began to make strange motions with her tongue, all while she still had me firmly in her grasp. Her spiky pink hair bobbed up and down on my dick as she pleasured me raw, and within no time at all, I felt the warm coil tightening in my abdomen. When I bottomed out against the back of Erel’s throat, my dick shot back to full-mast.  
 
    “There we go,” Erel giggled as she let my manhood fall from her lips. “Now, we can start on the really fun part…”  
 
    The pink-haired hedgehog-woman stood up from her kneeling position and then proceeded to pull down her leafy bottoms. Erel’s tender slit had nothing but a sliver of pink pubic hair above her clitoris, and I could see she was already sopping wet with anticipation.  
 
    I wasn’t going to keep her waiting.  
 
    I forced her back against the wall and then raised her right leg up so it was resting against one of the specially-made footholds behind me. Next, I ran my finger around her pointed nipple as I kissed her neck tenderly.  
 
    Erel let out a deep, satisfied groan at my touch, and then another when I leaned down and sucked on her nipple.  
 
    In one swift motion, I grabbed onto Erel’s ass with one hand, her raised leg with the other, and brought her onto me.  
 
    We both nearly collapsed into each other’s arms as my cock slid inside of her. Erel’s pussy seemed to fit me like a glove, and I felt my muscles tensing as her velvet tunnel squeezed around me.  
 
    I pushed myself about halfway into her before I pulled out, took aim, and repeated the motion.  
 
    “You’re so damn beautiful,” I whispered to the pink-haired woman as I pumped into her softly.  
 
    “Oh, Ben…” Erel moaned before she leaned her head against my shoulder.  
 
    The hedgehog-woman then pulled my shirt above my head and threw it off to the side, all without missing a single beat. She placed her soft lips against my chest as I continued to thrust into her velvet tunnel, and both of us let out small gasps of pleasure as we moved as one.  
 
    Meanwhile, Shala had her eyes focused solely on us.  
 
    The curvy, dark-haired woman had gotten up onto one of the beds, and she was fingering herself as she watched Erel and I do the dance of passion. Shala’s giant breasts jiggled as she moved her hand in a circular motion around her clitoris and slid two of her fingers inside her delicate womanhood, and seeing that only turned me on even more.  
 
    I increased the pace of my thrusts, and soon I felt Erel’s tight pussy begin to spasm.  
 
    “Are you ready for the big finish?” I whispered into the pink-haired woman’s ear, which only made her all the more excited.  
 
    “Y-Yes!” she declared as her body tensed up. “I want you to fill me with your seed, Draco Rex.”  
 
    That wasn’t going to be a problem.  
 
    I pulled my cock out of Erel, looked deep into her beautiful eyes, and then slowly glided back in. When my dick finally reached her cervix, we both careened over the edge.  
 
    “Oh, my god,” I gasped as her pussy spasmed around me.  
 
    “B-Ben!” Erel cried out my name as she wrapped her arms around me and pulled me in close. “I think I’m going to-- Ohhhhhhhhh!”  
 
    Erel’s velvet tunnel gripped me like a freaking vise as she came, and the sounds of her pleasure sent me spiraling.  
 
    I pushed myself as far into Erel as humanly possible as the world around me began to spin. It felt like the beautiful hedgehog-woman and I melted into a singular entity as the sounds of our ecstasy danced in the air, and we held each other tightly. The warm coil in my abdomen finally snapped, and I erupted into Erel’s womb as her pussy squeezed me like a tube of toothpaste.  
 
    A long, guttural moan escaped from my mouth as I pumped the beautiful woman full of my love, and she gasped when she felt just how much I had to give.  
 
    Her velvet tunnel continued to quiver as it was filled with my warm seed, and my balls seemed to give her an endless supply. My vision began to tunnel as my cock went numb, and I thought I was about to pass out as I pulled my dick out of the beautiful woman.  
 
    A bit of my seed dripped down her leg, but Erel was quick to scoop it up with her finger and then slide it back in.  
 
    “I don’t want to take any chances,” she giggled with a wink.  
 
    “That was amazing,” Shala moaned from across the room. “Please tell me you’ve got something like that in store for me.”  
 
    “I’ve got something even better,” I warned.  
 
    Even though my whole body felt like it had been drained of all its fluids, I was more than ready to go another round, and as I strode across the room and got closer to the short, curvy hedgehog-woman, my erection slowly began to return.  
 
    Thankfully, so did the feeling in my nether regions.  
 
    The second I reached Shala, I leaned over her, kissed her gently on the forehead, and then started to run my hands along her curves. I gave both of her nipples a gentle lick as my fingers wandered to her warm, waiting pussy lips. I glided two of my fingers inside of Shala without any effort at all, and once I realized how tight and wet she was, my cock sprang to attention.  
 
    “I’m ready for you, Ben,” Shala cooed. “I’m ready to take you all in, and my womb is ready to bear your children.”  
 
    The curvy woman’s words made me even hornier, so I fingered her more rapidly as I kissed her neck, chest, and breasts.  
 
    “Don’t hog her all to yourself,” Erel begged.  
 
    The tall, pink-haired woman appeared at my right side and then instantly leaned down to kiss Shala passionately. The two beautiful naked hedgehog-women continued to explore each other’s mouths while I pleasured Shala, until Erel finally pulled away.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as Erel took Shala’s breast in her hand, squeezed it tightly, and then gently took the nipple in her mouth.  
 
    “Oh, Gods…” Shala moaned. “You two are incredible.”  
 
    She hadn’t seen anything yet.  
 
    Now that we were both good and revved up, I pulled my fingers out of Shala. Next, I raised her legs up into the air, positioned myself up against her labia, and then slowly pushed my erection into her tight tunnel.  
 
    Both of us let out a long groan as we engulfed each other’s bodies, and all the while, Erel continued to give attention to Shala’s breasts.  
 
    Honestly, I couldn’t blame her, either. They were perfectly round and goddamn huge.  
 
    I slid my cock all the way inside of Shala, whose eyes went wide when she realized just how much of me there was to give. Her bottom lip began to tremble as I bottomed out inside of her, and then I got to work.  
 
    I pumped my hips in a gentle rhythm as I entered and exited the beautiful Spindrel woman, and her massive breasts jiggled with each thrust, as did her ass. Shala bit her bottom lip as Erel and I continued to pleasure her, and it didn’t take long for her velvet tunnel to tighten up around me.  
 
    “Oh, Shala,” I moaned as I intensified my pace. “You’re so fucking tight.”  
 
    “And y-you’re so big!” Shala responded through a groan. “It feels like you’re splitting me in half.”  
 
    Our dirty talk had already gotten me all hot and bothered, and I wanted to make the big finish one to remember. So, I continued to thrust into Shala in long, repeated movements, until the warm coil in my body tightened up to its original tension.  
 
    That’s when I pulled out completely.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Erel gasped. “You can’t be done already…”  
 
    “I’m not done,” I reassured both the women and then pointed to the waist high tables a few feet away. “I want to take you from behind. Both of you.”  
 
    Erel and Shala shared an excited glance before they spun around, skipped over to the tables, and bent themselves over the side. Both of their beautiful asses were raised high in the air, and I was now faced with a difficult decision.  
 
    Which one did I fuck first? The curvy, supple woman on the left, or the tall, toned woman on the right?  
 
    I made my way over to the two women, grabbed Erel around the waist, and shoved my cock into her warm, velvet tunnel.  
 
    “Oh, gods!” she gasped when my dick slid into her.  
 
    I held onto Erel tightly as I thrust into her with the intensity of a jackhammer. From this angle, I could reach all the way up to her g-spot, and the pink-haired woman built to a climax in no time at all. She started off with a few soft moans, which then turned into more sporadic gasps. Finally, Erel began to tense up as she looked at me from over her shoulder, and I knew she was just about there.  
 
    I shoved my cock as deep as it would go, and Erel hit her second climax of the day.  
 
    She let out an eardrum-shattering moan as she spasmed against my dick. Her entire body went rigid as she came, and then the beautiful, pink-haired woman collapsed onto the table.  
 
    That just left Shala.  
 
    The short hedgehog-woman had been watching the entire thing go down, and her lips were pursed into a broad smile when she saw me approach.  
 
    “Your turn to finish,” I growled sensually as I gave her ass a playful smack.  
 
    I clasped Shala around her waist, pushed the head of my cock against her labia, and then guided myself into her. Maybe it was the fact she was so turned on, or maybe it was just the fact I had already cum twice, and my dick was sensitive.  
 
    Either way, Shala’s pussy felt like velvet ecstasy against my manhood, and I just about came right then and there.  
 
    Instead, I held myself together and started to pump into her from behind. Shala’s thick, curvy ass jiggled from the impact of my pelvis, and my cock grew harder as I watched her cheeks bounce carelessly before me.  
 
    Every now and again, I would slow my pace to a crawl, which seemed to drive Shala wild.  
 
    “Harder…” she would beg. “I-I want you to pound me harder. Deeper. Please… Ben. Please.”  
 
    When she asked nicely, I would gladly oblige. I continued to fuck Shala from behind as our sounds of pleasure mixed in the air. Soon, her velvet tunnel became as tight as a rubber glove, and I knew the end was nigh.  
 
    So, I went even harder.  
 
    Shala’s moans grew closer and closer together until they turned into one long, continuous sound of arousal. Finally, her body tensed up, and the dark-haired beauty threw back her head as she unleashed the loudest scream I’d ever heard.  
 
    “B-Bennnnn!” Shala moaned as her tight tunnel spasmed around me.  
 
    That was it… That was the sound I wanted to hear.  
 
    I shoved my dick as deep into Shala as it would go and felt her womanhood engulf me like a warm blanket. Every single muscle in my body was on fire as the blood rushed to my manhood, and my balls wound up for the pitch. I gripped Shala’s waist as tight as I could as my vision tunneled, and for a split second nothing in the world mattered anymore.  
 
    Not the orcs. Not my royalty. Not even my ship.  
 
    In that moment, it was just Shala and me, two passionate lovers sharing carnal pleasures.  
 
    I let out a half-gasp, half moan as the dam finally burst, and my cock pulsated as it unloaded shot after shot of my seed into Shala’s delicate womb. Finally, once it felt like I was completely drained, I pulled out of the curvy Spindrel woman.  
 
    I plopped down onto the table between the two women, threw out my arms, and let out a long sigh of satisfaction. Both of the gorgeous creatures beside me got on their backs, too, so I pulled them in close to my chest and started to rub my hands through their hair.  
 
    The texture of their gorgeous locks was strange, to say the least. Their hair was thick and luscious, though the tips were hard like the cap of a pen.  
 
    I guess I should have suspected that, considering they were hedgehog-women and all.  
 
    “Our children are going to rule this whole island,” Shala noted as she patted her belly proudly. “Even now I can feel your seed intermingling with mine, forming the world’s first Spindrel-dragonkin being.”  
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Erel laughed. “I technically got pregnant before you, so it might be my child who conquers the island. Yours can act as second in command.”  
 
    “This was the first time we’ve ever made love,” I chuckled. “Who knows if it even worked?”  
 
    “According to your own daughter,” Erel began. “You got those three dragonkin women pregnant on the first try. Our kind is known for… Let’s just say ‘multiplying quickly.’ Or at least we were, before the virus struck.”  
 
    The air felt like it had been sucked out of the room with Erel’s words, and the pink-haired beauty nestled into my chest with a sad sigh.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I promised her as I kissed her head softly. “The virus can’t hurt you guys now. In fact, since you are immune, I would wager your children will be, too.”  
 
    “Our other children weren’t,” Shala sputtered, and I saw her true face for the first time.  
 
    Gone was the sassy, tough-as-nails hedgehog-woman who took what she wanted, when she wanted it. Instead, I saw a sad mother, one who had lost her children to an unseen force along with her friends, parents, and practically her whole damn species.  
 
    “Then I’ll just have to take you away from this place,” I announced. “We don’t have death-blower plants on the dragonkin island… So, if you come back with me, any future Spindrel children won’t have to fear this awful disease.”  
 
    “I don’t know, Ben,” Shala sighed. “This is our home. I-I don’t even know if I could survive on a different island.”  
 
    “Now that’s just crazy talk!” I laughed. “You’re Shala, one of the baddest bitches I’ve ever met. If you got stranded on a desert island, you wouldn’t wait around for anyone to come and save you. Nope… You’d probably rope a bunch of dolphins together and use them as freaking water skis to get away.”  
 
    “I don’t know what a dolphin or a water ski are,” Shala chuckled. “But I appreciate your kind words. I can see why so many of the pretty women on your crew like you.”  
 
    “I know I like him a lot, Shala,” Erel mused as she traced my pectoral with her finger. “There’s a lot to love.”  
 
    The three of us laid there together and cuddled closely until we eventually drifted off to sleep. When I finally woke back up, Erel and Shala were still in my arms.  
 
    Shala was fast asleep, hugged against my arm as she breathed deeply in short, sporadic breaths, but when I looked over at Erel, I saw two bright brown eyes looking back at me. The pink-haired Spindrel had a three-mile smile across her lips, and she looked simply radiant under the warm glow of the neon lights.  
 
    “Hi,” she giggled when she realized I was awake. “Did you have a good sleep, Ben?”  
 
    “The best I’ve had in days,” I yawned.  
 
    The two of us remained on the table for several more minutes, until Shala finally woke up. After that, we got up, got dressed, and headed out into the main level of the Spindrel dwelling.  
 
    As much as I would have loved to hang around in bed with these two all day, I had bigger fish to fry.  
 
    It was time to head out and catch a fucking dragon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “So, you’re telling me you’ve actually killed a wind dragon before?” Valea gasped as we approached our group of friends.  
 
    Everyone was now sitting in a large circle at the far end of the stone platform, which overlooked the vast cavern and lake below them. There was a divot carved into the ground at the center of the circle, and it held a pile of glowing luminos roots. Tirian, Cerin, and Ashanti’s Mierak were the only members of my crew who were missing, and everyone present seemed to be listening intently to the story being told.  
 
    “Not that impressive,” Alvee harumphed and then pointed at Swaer. “He’s tiny.”  
 
    I may look tiny, lady… Swaer warned as he narrowed his eyes. But you’ve seen what I can do with just a little puff of my breath. I bet if I sneezed, it’d knock that blonde hair of yours right off your head!  
 
    “He’s much stronger than he looks,” Batari argued. “You saw what he did to the monoflock birds, right? If not for him, we’d probably all be dead right now.”  
 
    “Not dead.” Alvee shrugged. “Probably just more wounded.”  
 
    “Swaer is just a baby,” Ahwara noted. “I was there when we fought against the orc’s wind dragon… If it were here right now, it would easily take up half of the cavern on its own. And if it got a chance to use its wind breath or summon a tornado? It could destroy entire fleets on its own.”  
 
    “Then how did you beat it?” the blonde hedgehog-woman demanded. “It sounds like the strongest creature in existence.”  
 
    “You’ll have to ask the man himself.” Ahwara grinned when she noticed me approaching. “It was an incredible feat of clever maneuvering.”  
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Mira chuckled. “I’m still not sure how we didn’t end up capsizing.”  
 
    “That’s because we timed it just right,” I announced. “And I can’t really take all the credit. If it wasn’t for the crewmates who were manning the cannons, we wouldn’t have killed anything.”  
 
    “Stop being so modest.” The jade-haired dragonkin smirked. “The plan was one-hundred percent your idea, and if I recall correctly, you were the one who gave the signal to fire.” 
 
    “It’s what any captain would have done.” I shrugged.  
 
    “I’m just glad you are on our side,” Pae mused. “We have found ways of avoiding the beast that terrorizes our land, but there is no way we could possibly eliminate it without your help.”  
 
    “Dragon slayers are always welcome,” Alvee said with a firm nod.  
 
    Uhhhh, eliminate? Swaer gulped.  
 
    “Eliminate?” I repeated as I held up my hands and raised an eyebrow. “We were forced to kill that wind dragon because it had been driven violently mad by years of abuse from the orcs. We had no choice… It was either kill, or be killed.”  
 
    “And?” Pae frowned in confusion. “The dragon stalking our lands is anything but friendly.”  
 
    “It’s not an evil creature,” I explained. “It’s just doing typical dragon things, like any other animal would do.”  
 
    “Typical dragon things?” Alvee scoffed. “It burned up half the island.”  
 
    “I’m not normally one to advocate for killing,” Valea interjected. “But I am with Pae and Alvee on this. If the dragon continues unchecked, it will have the rest of our island razed within the next moon cycle.”  
 
    “Don’t you all live underground?” Ashanti asked, and her arms were folded across her chest as she leaned back in her seat. “The dragon probably wouldn’t even know you were here unless you went out and provoked it.”  
 
    “Is that your solution?” Erel took a step away and stared down Ashanti. “To let it run free and do as it pleases? If the fire-breathing creature burns down all of our luminos plants, our island dies. It doesn’t matter if we are burnt up in the flames or not… Without those plants, we’re as good as dead.”  
 
    “The luminos are integral to our way of life,” Valea added. “They act as food for the animals we hunt, as well as shelter from predators during the day and building materials for our weapons, clothing, and items in our dwelling. Our light, as well. If the luminos are burned, then the entire island will go with them.”  
 
    “I’m not going to let it burn your island to the ground,” I reassured the Spindrel women. “But I’m not going to kill it, either.”  
 
    “Why not?” Shala questioned. “If you had to kill the wind dragon because it was attacking you, then I’ve got some bad news to deliver… That thing up there will turn you to ashes without even a second thought!”  
 
    “This is different,” I confirmed. “The wind dragon the orcs had with them was beyond saving. Even with Jonas’ magic, it would have remained hostile.”  
 
    “Hold on,” Ura spoke up. “Your elder has magic now? Isn’t that something you should have told us before now?”  
 
    “It’s not ‘magic,’ per say…” Jonas admitted. “I simply am well-versed in the ceremonies of the dragonkin, many of which allow us to communicate with our gods directly and ask for their guidance.”  
 
    “Does that mean you can ask your gods to make the dragon back down?” Kehlaan interjected with hope in his voice.  
 
    “Something like that.” The soothsayer smiled at the boy. “But it is much more complicated. And very dangerous.” 
 
    “Whoever this dragon is,” Ahwara explained, “they were once bonded with the Morpho men of my island. Once our mates were all killed, they became so wrought with grief that they flew off and tried to hide. Jonas is the only one we know who can rebond them to a new person.”  
 
    “So, you have done this ceremony before?” Valea quirked her head to the side. “Is that how you got the dragons you have with you?”  
 
    Jonas, Mira, Ahwara, and I all exchanged an awkward glance in silence, but the Spindrel women must have understood what we were getting at because Alvee let out a loud huff.  
 
    “You’ve never done it,” she grumbled. “Have you?”  
 
    “No, no,” Jonas corrected the Spindrel woman. “I have most certainly attempted the ceremony before.”  
 
    There was another awkward silence as all of the hedgehog-women glared at Jonas. Finally, Shala spoke up.  
 
    “And?” the raven-haired woman prodded.  
 
    “And it… almost worked,” Jonas chuckled as he fidgeted with his thumbs.  
 
    “Almost?” Pae gasped. “Draco Rex, please tell me your elder has become a victim of memory loss, and that you did not come to this island with the intent of taming a fire-breathing dragon with a spell you’ve never successfully cast before.”  
 
    “I could tell you that,” I admitted. “But it wouldn’t be true.”  
 
    “We’re doomed,” Alvee sighed.  
 
    “Now, look,” I said as I tried to calm everyone down. “The only reason it didn’t work the first time was because those orc bastards came in, disrupted the ceremony, and woke up all the sleeping dragons. That’s not going to happen this time.” 
 
    “Jonas has also been practicing the ceremony religiously,” Marella noted. “I’ve seen him spend hours at a time going over the steps and practicing them on inanimate objects we have back home.”  
 
    “A dragon isn’t an inanimate object,” Pae reminded the girl.  
 
    “I would trust Jonas with my life,” I blurted out. “Hell… I actually have before. He’ll be able to complete the ceremony this time, and when he’s done, the dragon will never bother you again. In fact, it’ll be on our side.”  
 
    “Still think it’s safer to kill it,” Alvee said. “Eliminates all variables.”  
 
    “We aren’t going to kill it,” I repeated. “Dragons are some of the most intelligent, loyal creatures I’ve ever met. Plus, there’s a good chance the dragon on this island could be Tirian’s mother. I’d rather burn than force him to kill his own mother.”  
 
    Thanks, Ben. The silver dragon cast me a sad but grateful smile. 
 
    “Well, you might get your chance.” Ura whistled. “This is probably the riskiest thing we’ll ever do, and we once tasted luminos sap!”  
 
    “We were sick for days,” Shala chuckled as she reminisced. “I agree, though. That decision is nothing compared to what you’re wanting to do, Ben.”  
 
    “I’m not going to force anyone to come along,” I retorted. “I know the risks of this endeavor, and I’d never ask any of you to risk your lives for no reason. Trust me on this… If I didn’t think Jonas could do it, I wouldn’t be asking you right now. He’s believed in me and my crazy ideas for so long, the least we can do is believe in him.”  
 
    “That means so much to me, Draco Rex.” Jonas smiled as his eyes grew watery. “Thank you.”  
 
    There was another long, awkward moment of silence, but then Kehlaan abruptly stood from his chair and placed his hands on his hips.  
 
    “I’m with Marella’s dad,” he proclaimed. “I think we should try to tame the dragon.”  
 
    “Please call me ‘Draco Rex,’” I grumbled as I corrected the hedgehog-boy. “But thank you for the support, Kehlaan.”  
 
    “Anything for this wonderful woman,” the boy continued as he gestured to Marella. “I’d fight off a thousand dragons for her. I’d sail to the ends of the known world and jump right off the edge if it meant I got even one more day in her presence.”  
 
    “Ohmygod,” Marella whispered as she covered her face with her right arm.  
 
    “I would stick my head into a monoflock nest,” Kehlaan continued. “I’d hunt the fire-breather single handedly! I would--”  
 
    “I appreciate it!” I repeated in an obnoxious tone. “Seriously. I do. Now, please stop talking about my daughter like that.”  
 
    “Do you actually think it’s a good idea to go along with the Draco Rex and his crew, Prince Kehlaan?” Ura raised an eyebrow at the boy. “Or are you just thinking with your manhood right now?”  
 
    “It’s okay if you are,” Shala snickered. “We’ve all been in situations where we thought with our genitals first. In fact--”  
 
    “Nobody’s thinking with their genitals right now!” I blurted out. “The fact of the matter is, there is a dragon out there who is threatening to destroy your home. You want it gone, and we want it tamed… We have a person right here with us who can tame the damn thing, so what are we waiting for?”  
 
    “Still weighing risk of death,” Alvee grumbled.  
 
    “It’s high,” Shala noted. “Very, very high.”  
 
    “If you’re looking at it from your typical Spindrel perspective, sure,” Ahwara said. “But I must reiterate, the Draco Rex has never lost a fight against a dragon before.”  
 
    “I’ll make that claim even more appealing,” Mira offered as she stood from her chair and smirked. “The Draco Rex has never, ever lost a single ally in combat. Not once since we have known him. He’s faced down odds that seem impossible to overcome, yet he’s always come out on top, without losing any of his soldiers in the process. If we go after this dragon, I’m sure the result will be the same.”  
 
    “How many fire-breathing dragons have you fought before?” Pae raised an eyebrow. “Because from what your friends were just telling us here, the only dragon you’ve actually faced was the wind dragon, correct? I would imagine a full-grown fire breather is an entirely different affair.”  
 
    “Tirian’s mom,” I noted. “She was the first fire-breathing dragon we ever encountered, and she was definitely one of the most dangerous threats we’ve ever faced.”  
 
    “That wasn’t really a fight, though…” Nadir reminded me. “It was mostly me stealing the egg and then all of us running away.”  
 
    “And yet here we all are,” I chuckled. “You, Lezan, Mira, and I were all part of that little escapade, and we’re all still alive to talk about it. I’d say that was a very, very successful mission.”  
 
    “I will be the first to admit I am skeptical,” Pae repeated. “However, it appears my son is determined to come along on your adventure, and I’m not going to let him go on such a dangerous journey alone.”  
 
    “I must go, as well,” Valea spoke up. “Though the Magnus Dux and the prince know this land, I am the only one here who can help you track down the dragon.”  
 
    “By talking to the plants?” Erel giggled.  
 
    “By reading their auras, yes,” Valea retorted as she glared at her pink-haired friend. “The luminos and the creatures of this island will be quite distressed when they are in the presence of a dragon. All I have to do is sense the auras of the living things on this island as we travel and relay how distressed or out of sync they are, and that will lead us straight to our fire-breather.”  
 
    “We have our own set of living trackers, too,” I explained. “Since Lezan and Nadir are both pregnant and were part of our original rebonding attempt, they have a partial bond with all the creatures. They have this sort of “sixth sense” when they are within a certain proximity of any of those eight dragons that got away.”  
 
    “Eight?” Erel gasped. “There are seven more of those horrific things flying around out there?”  
 
    “Last time we checked there were,” I said. “Which means they’re probably off somewhere hiding out, causing the same issues on other islands they’re causing you here.”  
 
    “Goodness…” the pink-haired Spindrel trailed off. “This could only be the beginning. What happens if it sends out a message to the rest of its kind, and more dragons show up in our home?”  
 
    “All the more reason to rebond this dragon with one of my crewmates,” I reiterated. “And all the more reason that I need you guys’ help.”  
 
    “Could I be bonded to a dragon?” Kehlaan sputtered, and his voice was full of awe. “What do I need to do to be bonded to an awesome fire-breathing dragon?”  
 
    “You’d have to have dragonkin DNA,” Marella snickered. “Which means the only way you could control a dragon is by getting pregnant with my father’s child. I don’t think that’s physically possible, and even if it was, I don’t think that’s an option either of you would want to do.”  
 
    Kehlaan’s face turned red immediately as he pursed his lips and slunk back into his chair. The hedgehog-boy’s eyes were full of hurt and embarrassment, and he crossed his arms over his chest as he tried to play it cool. 
 
    “I knew that,” he scoffed. “Of course, I knew that. I just wanted to make sure there wasn’t a magic loophole or something.”  
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, kiddo,” I teased the young boy. “Dragons make great pets. Just ask Batari and Ashanti here… They had pet dragons back in their home, even though they couldn’t bond with them.”  
 
    “We did,” Ashanti confirmed. “Though we lost a handful of women during our first attempt at taming them…”  
 
    The color seemed to drain from Kehlaan’s face as his eyes widened with fear, but I wasn’t done messing with him. I walked over to the boy, knelt down so our heads were at the same level, and wrapped my arm around his shoulder.  
 
    “You know…” I whispered to the Spindrel prince. “A dragonbond is impressive and all, but if you actually tamed a dragon yourself? That would look realllllyyy good to anyone you were trying to impress. What do you say? When we find the fire-breather, do you want me to send you down into the cave by yourself?”  
 
    Kehlaan’s eyes were still full of terror, though he refused to explicitly show his fear. The hedgehog-boy simply pursed his lips, clenched his jaw, and sighed.  
 
    “I-I, uh…” he sputtered. “I think maybe I’ll try that on the next one we find. You already said your crewmates have a connection to this dragon, and I’d hate to be the one to make them not fully realize that connection.”  
 
    Riiiiiggggght.  
 
    Still, I played along with the charade.  
 
    “Wow,” I Owen Wilsoned in the most sarcastic way possible. “That’s very noble of you, Kehlaan.”  
 
    “I try my best.” The kid smirked, and I could tell he was completely unaware of my sarcasm.  
 
    “Then it is settled,” Pae proclaimed as she stood from her chair. “The prince, Valea, and myself will accompany the Draco Rex and his crew on their journey.”  
 
    “Hold on there, Pae,” Shala scoffed. “We’re not going to just let our Magnus Dux run off on a life-or-death adventure without her backup, are we, ladies?”  
 
    “No chance,” Alvee huffed.  
 
    “Me, too,” Erel added.  
 
    “Why not?” Ura shrugged with a chuckle. “It’s not like there’d be anything better to do staying around here, completely alone.” 
 
    “I cannot ask you to take that risk,” Pae retorted. “We have all seen the things this creature can do… We watched as it burned an entire field of luminos plants, along with all the creatures that dwelled inside of it. We barely escaped with our lives when we made the foolish attempt to try and attack it, and now we are running right back into harm’s way.”  
 
    “Then it’s a really good thing we have the Draco Rex on our side, right?” Shala winked at me. “He’s currently undefeated against giant, deadly dragons, so let’s hope he keeps that streak alive.”  
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I promised. “If it makes you feel any better, Marella has had a vision of my success.”  
 
    “It wasn’t a vision of your success, Dad,” Marella corrected me. “I saw you touching the dragon’s belly.”  
 
    “Which means it let me get close enough to touch it without burning me alive,” I reminded her. “That’s got to count for something, right?”  
 
    “Now, the real question is where do we begin the search?” Jonas sighed. “Not to sound rude, but this island is vast, and it all looks pretty much the same.”  
 
    “It shouldn’t be too difficult,” Shala chuckled. “We have three different trackers, remember? Between Lezan, Nadir, and Valea, we’ll find the dragon in no time!”  
 
    “The soothsayer has a point, Shala,” Pae noted. “We cannot simply wander around aimlessly until one of you three senses something. That could take weeks.”  
 
    “In my vision, the dragon was in a dark enclosure of some sort,” Marella explained. “I don’t know if that helps… It was like a cliff or a cave or something full of darkness.”  
 
    The Spindrel women went silent as they tried to think through my daughter’s words.  
 
    “A dark space…” Ura pondered aloud. “Could it be one of our old dwellings?”  
 
    “No,” Alvee responded almost instantly. “Far too small for a dragon that size.’  
 
    “That would probably also rule out the caves of light and roots, then,” Pae added. “Those were barely big enough for one of us to fit through, let alone a large dragon.”  
 
    “Magnus Dux…” Valea suddenly gasped as the color drained from her face. “I-I believe there is only one spot on this island large enough to hold a creature of that size… The great abyss.”  
 
    The rest of the Spindrel women stared at the blonde hedgehog-woman with wide eyes and opened jaws.  
 
    “I didn’t think anything could survive down there,” Erel breathed.  
 
    “Nor did I,” Valea admitted. “But think about it. That would be the perfect hiding spot for a dragon. It’s so deep nothing else would dare to venture inside, and it is so devoid of life there wouldn’t be any chance of running into other creatures.”  
 
    “Dragons are very territorial,” Batari interjected. “If I were a dragon on this island, I would most certainly want to live in a place where I’d be alone, completely away from all other forms of life.”  
 
    “Still…” Ura shuddered. “The great abyss is not exactly where one wants to go. We Spindrel have avoided even going near it for several season cycles, because of-- Well, because of all the legends.”  
 
    “Legends?” I asked.  
 
    Oh, boy. Of course, there was more to the story.  
 
    “We can tell you about them along the way,” Pae said. “Just be warned… There is a reason we call this place ‘the great abyss’ rather than a simple hole or tunnel or cavern in the ground. Legend says it is a place of despair, suffering, and perhaps even a portal to the underworld itself.”  
 
    “Sounds pleasant,” I grumbled.  
 
    Unfortunately, it sounded like it fit the bill perfectly.  
 
    Which meant that, pleasant or not, the great abyss was where we needed to go.  
 
    I just hoped these “legends” were only old wives’ tales, or else we were in for something much, much worse than a fire-breathing dragon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Once we’d decided “the great abyss” was our destination, it didn’t take us long to mobilize. Since my crew and I were all used to being out at sea and not staying in one place for long, we were all packed light, so we all scattered back into the Spindrel rooms and gathered up what few belongings we had while the hedgehog-women did the same, though my crew was done way before the rest of the group.  
 
    I wonder what’s taking them so long? Swaer questioned with a quirk of his little head. The only thing they have to grab are their pointy sticks.  
 
    “Perhaps they needed to change their leaves, as well?” Batari chuckled. “I can’t imagine that type of clothing would last very long, particularly after going through combat.”  
 
    “They looked pretty sturdy to me,” Theora mused. “Honestly, I’m wondering if they would show me how to make clothes out of those glowing leaves… I could almost guarantee the rest of the Niralopes back home would find them comfortable.”  
 
    “I don’t understand how anyone could find that comfortable.” Ahwara shuddered. “Leaves are cold, stiff, and have sharp edges. I’d be worried about getting cuts in places I didn’t even know existed.”  
 
    “Luminos leaves are quite durable,” Valea’s soft voice suddenly explained. “But you are right, they are not designed for battle. That’s why Alvee made us these so long ago…”  
 
    My crew’s attention snapped over to the Spindrel women, and my mouth fell agape when I saw what they were wearing.  
 
    Gone were the neon, bioluminescent leaf-bikinis, and instead, each of the hedgehog-women wore a form-fitting armor made up of dark brown wood. The garments were fashioned to look like a cross between a corset and a typical medieval breastplate, but they were just as revealing as the leaf-clothes they had on before.  
 
    The Spindrel women’s breasts were covered by two pointed, Madonna-esque pieces that jutted out nearly six inches from their chest and amplified the long, sensual lines of their cleavage. Directly beneath the boob coverings were a series of small, rounded bits of wood that overlapped each other like shingles and draped down to just above the Spindrels’ midriffs. The wooden shingles were attached to nothing at the bottom, so they dangled freely and swished back and forth like chainmail with each step the women took.  
 
    The luminos leaf bottoms were now gone, as well, replaced now by a singular bent piece of wood that surrounded the front half of the Spindrels’ waists like a hoop skirt. The tip of the wooden bottoms came down to about the women’s inner thigh, with two rough half-circles that had been cut out to allow for leg movement. As far as I could tell, though… There was no back whatsoever.  
 
    I couldn’t wait for any of these beautiful hedgehog-women to turn around.  
 
    Kehlaan had now shed his burlap sack of a tunic and was adorned in similar wooden armor. His armor was a bit more modest than his mother’s, of course, though it was equally as stylized. Kehlaan’s breastplate was made up entirely of the circular wooden shingles, which enveloped his torso and even his shoulders, but unlike the armor of the Spindrel women, Kehlaan’s armor was one singular piece that draped down past his waistband and offered him protection all the way down to his knees.  
 
    It was honestly like he was the woodland equivalent of Robin Hood, and I couldn’t help but smirk as he approached with a bit of swagger in his walk.  
 
    My smirk instantly turned to a frown, however, when he winked at Marella.  
 
    My daughter wasn’t really having it, either, because she simply stifled a laugh at his action and then shook her head.  
 
    “You made this, Alvee?” Ashanti gasped as she clicked her tongue. “These look incredible!”  
 
    “It wasn’t hard,” Alvee muttered. “Just bent and cut wood.”  
 
    “Everything in your dwelling is made of natural materials,” I noted. “The fact that you cut out such intricate wooden pieces without metal or even stone is a fucking incredible feat!”  
 
    “It was nothing.” The brunette shrugged. “Just tore off the pieces I needed. Then I smoothed them with wood covered in sand.”  
 
    Incredible… Alvee had been able to use a bunch of freaking natural materials to make her own sandpaper.  
 
    “I hope you get to meet Isla someday,” Mira laughed. “She would absolutely love to learn your secrets.”  
 
    “Secrets stay in here.” Alvee smirked as she tapped her temple. “I don’t mind making more, though.”  
 
    “Please do,” Batari interjected. “I love the freedom of movement that this leather on my body allows, but it doesn’t give us much protection from enemies.”  
 
    “Spoken like a true hand-to-hand fighter, Batari,” Ashanti teased. “As much as that armor might protect my body, it’s way too constrictive. I wouldn’t even be able to twist atop my Mierak… If I could even sit on my Mierak comfortably to begin with.”  
 
    “I think you’re being a bit overdramatic.” The Queen Mother rolled her eyes. “You’ve seen the Spindrel people fight. If their armor was that constrictive, they wouldn’t use it.”  
 
    “If you say so.” The Cero woman with the shaved head shrugged. “But don’t blame me when I have to save your horn from enemies who are swarming you.”  
 
    “It works for them!” Batari protested and pointed to the Spindrel. “They do a bunch of twists and twirls and kicks when they fight.”  
 
    “And you don’t,” Ashanti reminded her friend with a wink. “Your fighting style is about as mobile as a widehorn.”  
 
    Damn. If this were a roast battle, the crowd would have gone wild. 
 
    Do you want me to blow her away? Swaer offered his bondmate. There’s that big lake down below, so she wouldn’t get hurt.  
 
    The Queen Mother simply shook her head and raised a hand to calm the wind dragon.  
 
    “Is that any way to talk to your leader?” Batari raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Sure it is,” Lezan declared as she nudged Nadir. “I talk to Nadir like that all the time!”  
 
    “No, it’s probably not the right way to talk to my leader.” Ashanti nodded. “But it’s how I talk to one of my best friends.”  
 
    Batari’s eyes rolled far back into her head, but she still let an amused smile spread across her face.  
 
    “Dawn should be breaking at any moment now,” Pae interjected. “With most of the monoflock threat taken care of, we should be able to travel in relative safety once the first bits of sunlight come through the clouds.”  
 
    “Why do we have to wait for the sunlight?” Theora questioned. “Your island is pretty dark, even during the day…”  
 
    “Most of the predators on our island only come out at night,” Valea warned. “If you think the monoflock were bad, I hope you never encounter any of the horrors that dwell in the darkness.”  
 
    “Darkness?” the Niralope woman continued. “There are bright lights around at all times.”  
 
    Before anyone else could answer, Nadir stepped in.  
 
    “Coonag women are crepuscular,” she announced to the Spindrel women. “I can explain this… You see, Theora, it doesn’t matter how much light there is. Something inside us creatures tells us when it’s time to wake up or sleep or go on the prowl. I bet it’s the same for the predators of this island. They don’t need it to be dark… They just need it to be a certain time of day, when the sun goes down.”  
 
    “I see.” Theora frowned. “We should certainly wait until the daybreak, then.”  
 
    “Let’s get the dragons and that creepy crawler of yours rounded up.” Shala whistled as she made a circular motion with her finger. “I think by the time we get down to the main level and let them know what’s going on, the sun will be high in the sky.”  
 
    “I’ll save us some time,” Ahwara chuckled as she rose into the air on her pink wings. “I’ll go ahead and fly down ahead of you guys so I can inform the dragons. And the ant, if he can even understand me.”  
 
    “Mieramwa is very smart.” Ashanti placed her hands on her hips. “He can probably understand us better than we can understand each other.”  
 
    “Alright, alright.” Ahwara raised her hands in defense. “I didn’t mean any insult. I just wanted to make sure before I wasted a lot of time talking to an insect that can’t talk back. I’d look very, very foolish if he actually couldn’t understand me.”  
 
    With that, the butterfly-woman gave us a short wave and then hovered over to the edge of the stone platform. She whipped her orange locks out of her eyes before she peered down at the lake below and then disappeared over the side. Her body plummeted like a stone for a brief moment, and then Ahwara spread out her rosy wings, glided downward, and landed next to the lake in a matter of seconds.  
 
    “Well, now she’s just showing off,” Lezan scoffed. “I bet we could get down there quickly, too, Nadir.”  
 
    “I’m not sure about that,” Nadir mused as she looked at the walls. “Look at how slippery and smooth this cavern is. There’s not really anything to grab onto, and I don’t think even our claws would be able to penetrate this hard stone.”  
 
    “That sounds like the talk of somebody who’s already given up.” Lezan smirked at her leader. “We won’t know until we try.”  
 
    “And if your theory doesn’t work, we’ll both be nothing but mangled corpses on the cave floor,” Nadir retorted. “It’s not a good idea, Lezan. Especially now that we have two little Coonags growing inside of us… It’s one thing to tempt death when it’s just ourselves, but we now have to worry about our children. The thick hide on our bodies might be able to protect us from much, Lezan, but it doesn’t make us invincible.”  
 
    “Wow.” I whispered to the rest of the crew. “Nadir’s becoming a lot more mature and stable as she gets further along into her pregnancy. Color me surprised.”  
 
    “Now, holding the luminos leaves above our heads to help us glide down?” The raven-haired Coonag woman grinned at her friend. “That would be much more responsible and safer. Do you Spindrels happen to have any extra luminos leaves lying around we could borrow?”  
 
    “Preferably giant ones,” Lezan added as she gave a size estimate with her hands. “Ones that are at least double the size of our body and are thick enough to hold our weight.”  
 
    There was that Coonag craziness I’d come to know and love. I was honestly starting to wonder just how insane our children would end up being… Between my reckless, bold nature and the Coonags’ love of all things violent and adrenaline-inducing, we were going to have our hands full.  
 
    “I’m afraid not,” Pae noted with an amused smile. “All of the luminos leaves we have stored away are currently in use, so you’ll have to walk down the stairs with the rest of us.”  
 
    “Oh, well.” Nadir looked at Lezan and shrugged.  
 
    Lezan, on the other hand, apparently wasn’t satisfied with that answer. The raccoon-woman got down onto all fours, raised her ringed tail into the air behind her, and then wiggled her ass back and forth.  
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to race, then,” she declared. “If that baby bump of yours doesn’t slow you down.”  
 
    “Please,” Nadir scoffed before she got into the same position. “I could still beat you if I was pregnant with a full litter.”  
 
    “Is that…” I raised my finger as the realization of her words kicked in. “Is that something that can happen with you guys?”  
 
    Neither of the raccoon-women answered. Instead, they simply arched their backs like Olympic sprinters and then took off toward the stairs.  
 
    “Oh,” Shala chuckled. “I’m not doing that. I’ve already had more than enough physical activity for the day…”  
 
    My heart swelled along with my dick as I thought back to our time in the room, and I shot Shala and Erel a flirty smile.  
 
    Both of the hedgehog-women returned the gesture before they turned toward the stairs and strutted off in their elegant wooden armor. The rest of us followed closely behind the Spindrel women, and soon we came to the dreaded staircase that appeared to stretch on for miles.  
 
    Well… If nothing else, at least I was gonna get in my steps for the day.  
 
    My friends and I made our way down the long, slowly declining stairs. The journey felt about as tedious and monotonous as you could imagine, though there was one thing that kept me going the whole time…  
 
    The Spindrel women.  
 
    Since they were all walking ahead of me, I could see them from behind, and, just as I’d theorized earlier, the backs of their armor were pretty much nonexistent. The hedgehog-women’s beautiful, curvy asses were covered with nothing but a tiny strip of fabric that hung down from their waistbands, and I stared intensely as they jiggled, shook, and bounced with each step the women took.  
 
    With the way these women dressed, it was a wonder how anything got done around this place when the men were still around.  
 
    Soon, we arrived at the bottom of the stairs, and I had to lean against the wall while I caught my breath.  
 
    “Maybe you guys should consider installing an elevator,” I huffed as my chest tightened, and my lungs burned like there was a furnace in my chest. “Or an escalator or something.”  
 
    “Trust me, Draco Rex,” Pae chuckled. “If there was an easier way for us to get up to our dwelling, we would have incorporated it long ago.”  
 
    “Not even a chair lift?” I teased as I tried to catch my breath.  
 
    I don’t know what you guys are complaining about, Swaer noted. My legs feel fine.  
 
    “Perhaps next time I should make you walk,” Batari grumbled to the dragon on her shoulder. “I don’t think your stubby legs could possibly make it all the way down those stairs. It would also be a literal weight off my shoulders.”  
 
    “You know he’d just fly anyways,” Ashanti sighed as she doubled over to try and catch her breath. “I wish I had wings right about now.”  
 
    “It’s not that bad,” Ura joked with a cocky smirk. “Once you’ve done it a few hundred times, it becomes second nature. By that point, the worst part about the journey is simply how long it takes, and that’s not really a problem since you can just pass the time with a bit of small talk.”  
 
    “If we have to do this again, I’m off the crew,” Mira joked. “I never want to see a set of stone stairs again in my life.”  
 
    It took us a minute to catch our breaths before we made our way over to where Ahwara, the two dragons, and Ashanti’s Mierak were hanging out. When we got there, Cerin and Tirian were both lounging in the underground lake while the Mierak and the Morpho woman chilled on its shoreline. Cerin blew a few shots of seawater into the sky, which Tirian quickly turned to steam with a blast of his white-hot fire breath.  
 
    “Please tell me you aren’t ready to go already.” Ahwara frowned when she saw us approach. “I was just starting to get relaxed in this steam bath.”  
 
    The air around us was heavy and humid to the point where I could feel the droplets with each breath I took.  
 
    “Sorry to burst your bubble,” I said. “But yeah, it’s time to head out. Did you already give these guys the lowdown?”  
 
    We’re going to a deep, potentially deadly pit so we can try to rebond one of you with a dragon, Tirian noted. Also, whatever was in that sleeping powder was really strong. That was the best sleep I’ve gotten in several moon cycles!  
 
    It might have been your best sleep, Cerin scoffed. But it was a disaster for everybody else who tried to get some rest. Do you have any idea how loud you snore? 
 
    My snoring has never bothered anyone before, the silver dragon retorted. Swaer, George, and Malkey have all shared quarters with me, and none of them ever complained about my--  
 
    Was it more like grinding stones, or a dying animal? Swaer interrupted as he looked at Cerin.  
 
    Dying animal. The purple water dragon nodded. Most definitely dying animal.  
 
    Those are the worst, Swaer chuckled. I’ve found if I stick my whiskers into my ears, it usually drowns out most of the noise.  
 
    I-I… Tirian looked at the wind dragon with wide eyes. I had no idea. Why didn’t anyone say anything before?  
 
    I can answer that one, Cerin grumbled. It’s because you’re mostly with my father and my brother. Let me tell you… They both snore just as bad.  
 
    It’s true. Swaer nodded his head firmly. Back at the Cero village, it was like you were dueling to see who could sound more like a terrified widehorn.  
 
    I let out a short, quick guffaw at the exchange, though the Spindrel women all looked at me like I’d gone mad.  
 
    “Sorry,” I snorted. “I forgot you guys can’t hear what they’re saying. Tirian says the sleeping powder really put him out, and he’s wondering if we could snag some for our own personal collection?”  
 
    “We have plenty,” Valea noted. “I’ll just have to throw some more together before you leave the island.”  
 
    “Now that I’m thinking about it,” Pae interjected. “We should all take a pouch of the powder. If anything goes wrong with this ‘rebonding ceremony,’ we may need to try and put the dragon back to sleep.”  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest at the thought. I’d seen first-hand what an angry dragon that had been woken up mid-ceremony could do, and I really didn’t want to see it again.  
 
    “Please tell me your reserve of sleeping powder is down here,” Mira gasped. “Please tell me we aren’t going to have to go all the way back up those stairs.”  
 
    “Then that’s what I’ll tell you,” Pae chuckled. “It’s a complete lie, though.”  
 
    “Oh, no.” Theora crossed her arms across her chest and pouted. “There is no way I’m making that journey again, even if it is for something that could help us out immensely.”  
 
    “You don’t have to,” Erel reassured the Niralope woman and then pointed to Tirian. “He can just fly Valea back up, she can grab the powder from the apothecary, and then we can go from there.”  
 
    “You know…” Nadir grumbled. “Having Tirian fly us up and down would have been ten times easier and faster than the hike we just endured.”  
 
    He’s been passed out for the last hour, Cerin noted. And I don’t have wings, sooooo…  
 
    “There’s no need to worry,” I chuckled. “If we’re successful today, then we’ll hopefully never have to get up those stairs ever again. But if we do… Yeah, Tirian is going to be our workhorse.”  
 
    Just as long as you make the loads light, Tirian mused. I’m not carrying the entire crew on my back! Which one of you is Valea, again?  
 
    I pointed to the correct Spindrel woman, and although I knew she couldn’t understand the dragon, Valea stepped forward and introduced herself once more. She bowed her head of sunflower locks and held out her hand toward Tirian, and then she began to mutter a strange language underneath her breath as she closed her eyes.  
 
    “Sinchae,” the naturalist mumbled. “Valmatrae mirtulous sinchae.”  
 
    As Valea spoke, the spiny hair on her head started to lift from her skull and spread out until soon, they floated around her head weightlessly, like each strand was the tendril of a plasma ball. The hedgehog-woman continued to mutter away in her foreign tongue, all while Tirian looked at her with a perplexed expression.  
 
    The silver dragon’s brow was furrowed with confusion, while his eyes darted back and forth between myself, Valea, and the rest of the crew.  
 
    Uh… What is she doing? Tirian questioned aloud to anyone who could hear him.  
 
    “Your auras tell me you are confused,” Valea said in a kind, gentle voice. “I only wish for you to let me ride on your back for a short while.”  
 
    Ben? Tirian glanced over to me with a gulp. Is she reading what’s in my mind right now? Because I really don’t like that.  
 
    “Do not be frightened, my friend.” The blonde Spindrel smiled. “I mean you no harm.”  
 
    How’s she doing this? Tirian gasped in horror.  
 
    “She’s reading your auras,” I explained to the dragon. “I’d say she’s reading them pretty spot-on, too.”  
 
    “Right,” Shala scoffed. “I could have told you the poor thing was nervous and confused. He’s got the same look as a child on their first hunt.”  
 
    “You still doubt my abilities?” Valea grumbled. “Yet you experience them firsthand?”  
 
    “You’re getting floaty hair in front of a dragon, while muttering away in our native tongue,” Shala continued. “I bet everyone in this room is confused about what’s going on right now.”  
 
    “Continue to doubt me,” Valea teased without opening her eyes. “We shall see who has the last laugh, Shala.”  
 
    “So, is this, like, a new thing that’s happening?” I whispered to Pae. “Or have you had to listen to this bickering for years?”  
 
    “Unfortunately, it is not a new development,” the silver-haired woman sighed. “Valea has had her aura-reading abilities since she was a child, yet Shala has never once believed in them. Shala once told us that even if Valea was telling the truth, her abilities wouldn’t be worth ‘luminos fertilizer’ in the grand scheme of things.”  
 
    “The ‘ol Aquaman argument,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Aquaman?” Kehlaan interjected. “Is that the name of a legendary dragonkin warrior?”  
 
    “Technically, he was Atlantean,” I snickered at the boy. “He was the king, actually, and he was a legend amongst his people. Of course, the humans of my world all thought he was a joke… ‘Oh, that’s the guy who talks to fish all the time’ they would laugh whenever he was brought up. He was even a central figure in a story that revolved around an elder not being able to find a mate, mainly because he worshipped Aquaman like a hero.”  
 
    I never once in my life thought I would be explaining The 40-Year-Old Virgin to a hedgehog teenager, yet here I was.  
 
    “So, what happened to his legend?” Pae asked with wide, engaged eyes. “Did his stories eventually stop being told?”  
 
    “Actually, no,” I reminisced. “They retold his story in a more popular format and depicted him as a total badass. Now, he’s a household name again.”  
 
    “What’s a ‘badass?’” Kehlaan questioned.  
 
    “You may never know,” Marella shot back with a satisfied smirk.  
 
    I couldn’t help but grin at my daughter. It was always great to know I’d passed on a bit of the Whitfield sass to my children, even if I was sometimes at the receiving end of it.  
 
    “It’s somebody who’s looked up to as tough and powerful,” I explained to Kehlaan as I tried to keep from giggling. “Like your mother here.”  
 
    Pae’s face turned red at the complement, though she tried to keep her expression neutral.  
 
    “Come on, Dad,” Marella sighed at my obvious flirting. “I think what my father is trying to say is Valea will get proper recognition. It’s just going to take a little bit of time and the right audience.”  
 
    “I don’t even know if she really needs that,” I admitted. “Valea is already a badass to me, and I bet all of my people would feel the same if they ever met her.”  
 
    Ben? Tirian asked in an increasingly desperate tone. If I let her hop on my back, will she stop trying to read my mind?  
 
    “She’s not reading your--” I sighed, but then I shook my head and changed my course of action. “Yes. If you want it to stop, then take her back up there to grab the sleeping powder.”  
 
    Tirian’s eyes widened before he gave me a nod and looked back at Valea. The silver dragon then stomped over to Valea slowly and leaned his head forward in submission to the blonde hedgehog-woman.  
 
    Gravity seemed to retake Valea’s spiny hair as she opened her eyes and grinned at Tirian, and I could very clearly sense the smugness as she winked at Shala. The naturalist then threw her leg over Tirian’s neck, positioned herself between his shoulder blades, and held on tight to the scales on his nape.  
 
    Hold on, hedgehog lady! Tirian declared as he sprang up into the air.  
 
    Tirian’s wings spread from his sides before he thrust them downward and completely defied gravity. My two allies rocketed upward, and they came upon the edge of the platform in no time at all.  
 
    “Seriously?” Lezan huffed as we all watched Tirian and Valea disappear. “It was that easy this whole time?”  
 
    “We all had to endure the stairs,” Mira grumbled.  
 
    “Not with this watermelon of a belly, you didn’t!” the raccoon-woman retorted as she pointed to her pregnant stomach.  
 
    “Don’t look at it as a handicap,” I mused as I walked over to Lezan. “Think of it as a… special feature.”  
 
    I tenderly placed my hand against her tummy before I gave her a gentle kiss on the lips, and even though she was tough as nails, Lezan practically melted when I started to brush my fingers through her black-and-white hair. Her mouth curved into a half-grin as her eyes glimmered with happiness, and every bit of tension in her figure relaxed.  
 
    “It is the most special feature of all, Ben,” the Coonag woman purred. “It is our child. Though I would be completely lying if I told you I wasn’t a bit excited for this bump to go away. I’ve been much, much less mobile lately.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” I reassured her. “Did you see how fast you made it down those stairs? You and Nadir are as nimble as ever.”  
 
    “Now I know he’s just trying to make us feel good,” Nadir snickered. “We were both out of breath before we even got halfway down. I was still faster than Lezan, of course.”  
 
    “I’m more pregnant than you are,” Lezan giggled. “So, I was at a bigger disadvantage, obviously.”  
 
    “We got pregnant at the same time!” the raven-haired raccoon-woman declared.  
 
    “My belly is larger.” Lezan stuck out her tongue at her leader. “Which means my child is going to be much, much stronger than yours.”  
 
    “I, uh, don’t think that’s how it works,” I noted. “Unless there’s some sort of secret to Coonag pregnancy I don’t know yet.”  
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to wait and find out when the babies are born,” Lezan admitted. “Though I bet mine will definitely be bigger and stronger right away.” 
 
    Nadir rolled her eyes at Lezan but didn’t engage in the banter.  
 
    We waited for a few more moments before Tirian and Valea returned from their errand. The silver dragon crawled over the side of the stone platform and then plummeted straight down, with his wings back behind him like a swooping hawk.  
 
    Valea’s cries of glee echoed through the cave in one long, continuous sound as the hedgehog-woman held herself down flat against Tirian’s back. Her sounds of joy continued as the two figures continued downward, until Tirian finally tossed out his wings again and allowed them to act as a leathery parachute.  
 
    Tirian and Valea’s trajectory slowed to a crawl before the dragon’s thick legs planted themselves on the ground before us. Valea slid off the fire-breather’s back, landed on the ground in a crouch, and then came up with a burlap sack in her hand.  
 
    The bag itself was about the size of a basketball, though I knew from experience that it would be plenty. It only took a handful of the powder to knock out Swaer, so this stuff was potent. Then again, we were going up against a dragon at least three times the size of Tirian and, as the expression goes… The bigger they are, the harder they fall.  
 
    “Behold,” Valea said as she held the bag high. “Our entire reserve of sleeping powder.”  
 
    “That is your whole reserve?” Theora questioned. “I would have thought you’d have a room full of it, not just a satchel.”  
 
    “It’s difficult to make,” the blonde hedgehog-woman explained. “And it is very, very potent. To the point where I’m actually somewhat worried about taking this much along… If we were to accidentally drop this bag or it was torn open in the middle of combat? Our entire group would be knocked out for days.”  
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad,” Jonas admitted.  
 
    “Sleeping part isn’t,” Alvee interjected as she shot Jonas a stern glare. “The creatures that find you while you sleep are.”  
 
    “Certainly,” Valea admitted. “If we were all lying there motionless, the nocturnal creatures of the island would pick our bones clean, whether we were really dead or not.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t the pain wake us up?” a horrified Jonas questioned.  
 
    “I don’t know,” the naturalist confessed. “That would depend on a number of factors… The potency of the powder… How much we inhaled… How aggressive the creature was…”  
 
    “How about we just tie it up and keep it from breaking open?” I suggested. “If we’re careful, we won’t have to worry about getting knocked out at all.”  
 
    “I suggest we give it to Ashanti, then,” Batari announced. “She could tie it onto her Mierak, and she is always one to keep her distance during battle.”  
 
    “Then I don’t think there’s much more to talk about,” I declared. “Let’s head out.”  
 
    We all checked our weapons as we tied the bag of sleeping powder onto the Mierak and then headed back through the mouth of the cave. Our crew squeezed its way through the narrow tunnel that led to the entrance of the Spindrel dwelling, until we came to the massive brush of green that was the neon hedge. Slowly but surely, we plodded through the foliage, and then we popped out into the clearing on the other side.  
 
    The second I came through the brush, my heart stopped.  
 
    All of the monoflock corpses were gone.  
 
    “Didn’t we just have a battle here last night?” Mira observed as she tightened her grip on her spear. “Where did all the bodies go?”  
 
    “Alvee told you,” Pae noted. “They were eaten by something looking for an easy meal.”  
 
    “But…” Mira blinked rapidly and seemed uncharacteristically flabbergasted. “There aren’t even any bones left over. No severed wings or chunks of rotting flesh…”  
 
    “Food is hard to come by on this island,” Alvee said as she walked past Mira. “Creatures are very thorough.”  
 
    None of the hedgehog-women or the boy seemed to be affected by the strange sight, so the rest of my crew simply tried to ignore it. Then Valea walked to the front of the pack, crouched down, and mumbled her incantation as she touched the ground. Her spiny hair once again floated around her head as she communed with nature, though this time the message was quite clear. 
 
    “This way,” the blonde hedgehog-woman announced. “The great abyss lies to the north.”  
 
    Valea led the way as we began to wander through the forest of neon-colored leaves, and the scenery around us was beautiful and quiet as we journeyed further into the Spindrel island. At the one-hour mark of our journey, we’d yet to encounter another living creature, aside from the occasional buzzing insect. Every now and again we would hear the sound of rustling leaves or a dull, droning hum in the air, but Valea assured us it was nothing to be afraid of.  
 
    However, there was one thing on my mind that I knew we should be afraid of.  
 
    The great abyss.  
 
    Well, that and the hostile, fire-breathing dragon that probably lived inside of it.  
 
    “Not to be a total Debbie Downer,” I spoke up. “But you said you were going to tell us more about this ‘great abyss’ along the way. What exactly are we walking into?”  
 
    “Honestly?” Pae sighed. “I wish I knew.”  
 
    “Legends about the great abyss are many,” Erel noted. “But we hardly know any truths about it. Like Valea said before, we haven’t gone near it in a very, very long time.”  
 
    “Why not?” I questioned. “I know you guys all seem to be afraid, but from what you’ve told me it just sounds like a giant hole in the ground.”  
 
    “It’s much more than that.” Kehlaan whistled. “Mom, tell him the story you always used to tell me before I went to sleep.”  
 
    “The story of Namea is not for the faint of heart, Kehlaan…” Pae trailed off. “Though I suppose it is one our new friends need to hear. Long ago, even after our population had been ravished by the deadly virus, our numbers were larger. Our tribe included a Spindrel by the name of Namea, a wonderful woman who crafted the most beautiful pieces of weaponry and armor you’ve ever seen. She could take a simple stick like this and turn it into a piece of art…”  
 
    Let me guess, Swaer’s high-pitched voice interjected. Something terrible happened to her while she was at the great abyss?  
 
    “We sent her out with a hunting party,” Pae continued. “It was made up of Alvee, Ura, and Namea, all of whom were experts at tracking down their prey. While they were wandering around on the hunt… They discovered the great abyss. This is where things took a turn. Alvee and Ura both had a sinking feeling about the pit, and they wanted to just turn around and continue the hunt elsewhere.”  
 
    “Namea didn’t, though,” Kehlaan interrupted.  
 
    “That’s right,” Pae confirmed. “Namea thought much like you do… That the pit was potentially filled with living creatures, and she might be able to find a new form of game down in the darkness. So, after a large argument, Namea agreed to climb down inside and see what was actually down there. Alvee and Ura threw together a rope made from the luminos leaves, and they used it to slowly lower Namea down into the pit… She only got a few feet down before disaster struck.”  
 
    “Did the rope snap?” Marella asked with wide eyes.  
 
    “I wish,” the Magnus Dux sighed. “If that had happened, at least we would know what happened to her. No… Once she was a few feet down--”  
 
    “She was swallowed by the darkness,” Alvee growled. “Darkness came up. Engulfed her. She screamed, then she was gone.”  
 
    “The darkness killed her?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Or something in the darkness,” Pae warned. “Either way, I forbade my people to go near the pit after that. It was too risky.”  
 
    “The auras also have told me the great abyss is a pit to the underworld itself,” Valea added. “There is nothing but darkness and evil radiating from that tunnel, Draco Rex.”  
 
    I frowned as I considered the Spindrels’ story, and with thoughts of evil and darkness fresh in our heads, our crew continued on to the north. As we walked, I swore the plants around us started to glow less bright with each few steps. The air grew moist, too, with a hint of burning plant smell and the distinct odor of decaying flesh.  
 
    That’s when we came across it.  
 
    There, in the middle of a massive clearing, sat the opening of a massive pit. The thing was easily the size of an entire football field in diameter, and I could see nothing but darkness as I peered into the void.  
 
    This was it. The great abyss.  
 
    “I see what you mean, Valea.” Batari shuddered. “I’m getting chills just looking at it.”  
 
    Suddenly, Nadir’s tail went rigid, but the raccoon-woman smiled as she got down onto all fours and scuttled up to the edge of the abyss.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I hissed. “Didn’t you hear what happened in the story?”  
 
    The Coonag woman didn’t seem to even register my warning. Instead, she looked back over her shoulder, smiled, and flicked her tail back and forth like a playful cat.  
 
    “It’s down there, Ben,” Nadir declared. “I can sense it.”  
 
    My blood ran cold as I mulled over her words. There had been a nagging voice of doubt in my mind the entire journey here, but I would never question a dragonbond. Even if that bond was only partly complete.  
 
    The dragon was here.  
 
    “Alright, guys…” I declared as my heart hammered in my chest, and I sheathed my sword. “We need to get down there and see if Nadir’s hunch is correct. Any volunteers?”  
 
    Never in my life had I heard a more deafening silence. These were brave men and women, for sure, but in the presence of the great abyss, they all seemed to be petrified with terror.  
 
    I will go, Tirian finally spoke up. That could be my mom down there. Actually, it could be my uncle or father or sister, too. I’m not exactly too knowledgeable about my family tree.  
 
    “Jonas?” I nodded to the soothsayer. “I need you, too. You’re the only one who knows how to do the rebonding ceremony.”  
 
    “I knew that was the case,” Jonas sighed. “Though I will admit I was hoping you would forget.”  
 
    “Nadir or Lezan?” I motioned to the Coonag women. “We’ll need one of you, since you both have partial bonds to the dragons from the volcanic island.”  
 
    “Nadir can go,” Lezan spoke out almost instantly. “Since she seems to have a stronger bond to this particular dragon.”  
 
    “I’m sure that’s the only reason,” Nadir chuckled. “It definitely doesn’t have anything to do with the fact you’re second in command, so if I die you take over as leader of the Coonag. Right?”  
 
    “The thought never even crossed my mind.” Lezan smirked.  
 
    “You can count me in, Draco Rex,” Ashanti announced. “You might need the sleeping powder, as well as a person who can strike from afar should things go awry.”  
 
    “I’m coming, too,” Alvee grumbled. “Want payback for Namea.”  
 
    “Okay, then,” I said. “It’s settled. The six of us will head down into the pit, and the rest of you keep watch from above. Be ready.”  
 
    “For what?” Theora gulped.  
 
    “Anything,” I warned. “I have no fucking clue what’s about to go down.” 
 
    As I went to take a step toward Tirian, I suddenly felt Marella’s arms wrap around me from behind.  
 
    “Be careful, Dad,” my daughter pleaded. “I know I can be a brat sometimes, but I don’t want to lose you.”  
 
    “Hey.” I turned around and wiped a tear out of Marella’s eye. “We’ve done way crazier stuff than this before, and I’ve always come out the other side. I won’t leave you, Marella. I promise.”  
 
    My daughter’s eyes were still full of tears as she gave me a somber nod, but she nodded and took a step back.  
 
    I gave her a final glance before I walked over to Tirian, jumped up onto his back, and dug my legs into his scales. Nadir scurried up behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist as if she were riding a motorcycle, and then she laid her head against my back.  
 
    Jonas and Alvee were right behind the Coonag woman, though their mounts were much, much less intimate than mine and Nadir’s. Meanwhile, Ashanti’s Mierak scuttled over to the edge of the pit.  
 
    Are we ready? Tirian asked in a trembling voice.  
 
    “As ready as we ever will be,” I confirmed. “Let’s do this.”  
 
    Tirian took a few lumbering steps over to the edge of the pit, sucked in a deep breath, and spread out his leathery wings. He chuffed with frustration as he dug his feet into the ground, and then the dragon sprang up into the air. Time seemed to sit still as we floated above the void for a second, and then gravity took its course.  
 
    We plummeted straight downward into the abyss.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Darkness. Silence. That was all that engulfed us for the first leg of our journey into the void.  
 
    Jonas, Nadir, Alvee, and I rode on the back of Tirian as the silver dragon floated down the great abyss, while Ashanti’s oversized ant skittered down the tunnel right off to the left. For the longest time, we could hear nothing but the sounds of our own shallow breaths and the scuttling of the Mierak’s feet against the stone wall.  
 
    I didn’t know about anyone else, but my heart was in my fucking throat as we moved down deeper and deeper into the great abyss, closer to whatever monstrosity dwelled within its embrace.  
 
    At best, an angry, fire-breathing dragon waited for us at the bottom. At worst, we had to deal with both a dragon and whatever it was that swallowed up Namea.  
 
    None of us dared to say a single word, nor did we venture to light a lantern or breathe fire or do anything that might give away our position to the creatures that lurked below.  
 
    Soon, however, the creature gave itself away to us.  
 
    From deep within the darkness, we heard a long, huffing breath, and a gust of warm air blew past us in a flash and shoved Tirian backward completely. The dragon gasped as he caught himself with his wings, and then he hung in the air, still as a stone, as we waited to see what happened next.  
 
    There was another deep breath with another gust of warm air, but this time Tirian was prepared and held his ground.  
 
    Is it asleep? Tirian asked telepathically.  
 
    “Maybe,” I answered via the dragonbond. “Or maybe it knows we’re in here, and it wants to intimidate us.”  
 
    If it’s a dragon, and it already knows we’re down here, Tirian said, we would all be dead right now. There is no doubt in my mind about that.  
 
    “Then it’s got to be sleeping,” I noted. “This could actually work to our advantage…”  
 
    How? Tirian gulped. Do you not remember the last time we tried to mess around with sleeping dragons?  
 
    “Oh, I remember,” I said. “This time, though, we’ve got something we didn’t before. Sleeping powder. If we can shove a bunch of that stuff into the creature’s maw before it wakes up, then we can knock it out cold for as long as we need to rebond it.”  
 
    I hope you’re right, the silver dragon sighed. Because if you’re not, we’re gonna be in some deep trouble.  
 
    “Okay,” I whispered as softly as I possibly could to my friends. “We’re pretty sure the dragon’s sleeping, so here’s the plan. We’re going to sneak down on top of him, pour a bunch of sleeping powder into his nostrils, and then hope that puts him out long enough for Jonas to complete the ceremony.”  
 
    “If the powder is as strong as Valea claims it is,” Jonas noted. “Then this should be one of the easiest tasks we’ve ever done.”  
 
    Damn it, Jonas. That was definitely the way to jinx it all.  
 
    How is it looking down there, Ben? Batari’s voice cut through my mind. There’s been nothing but silence on our end, and we’re all starting to get worried.  
 
    “The dragon’s down here, alright,” I explained. “Now, it’s just a matter of getting him rebonded without waking him up.”  
 
    If anyone can do it, it’s you, the Queen Mother tried to pump me up. Just try to-- Wait… What is that? Oh, no…  
 
    “Batari?” I hissed. “What’s going on up there?”  
 
    Ben… Batari trailed off. You all need to get out of there, right now!  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I questioned. “The dragon doesn’t even know we’re here yet--”  
 
    It’s the monoflock! Mira’s voice declared telepathically. Somehow, the remnants of the flock have found us. 
 
    “Do you guys think you can hold them off?” My heart was now in my knees. “We only need a few more minutes…”  
 
    We can try, Batari said. But if they get down into the tunnel, there’s nowhere for you to go.  
 
    “We’re so close,” I declared. “We have to at least get Jonas into position to try and make this happen.”  
 
    “Ben?” Nadir whispered into my ear. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “It’s the monoflock,” I retorted. “They must have been stalking us or something.”  
 
    “Then we must make haste,” Jonas whispered in a voice full of panic. “If we don’t hurry, those birds could ruin everything!”  
 
    Tirian and Ashanti’s Mierak continued downward, ever so slowly, until I finally saw a shape in the darkness. The silhouette of the dragon filled the entirety of the tunnel in a round, rotund shape, and its chest rose and fell with deep, huffing breaths as its wings twitched every now and again.  
 
    Holy shit… We just hit the motherload.  
 
    This was the fat brown dragon from the volcanic island.  
 
    “He’s huge,” Nadir whispered into my ear. “Look at how big his muscles are. Look at his massive stomach! This is a beast that knows how to eat! I love him so much already.” 
 
    “With any luck, he’ll be your bondmate here shortly,” I retorted with a smirk. “Jonas? How long do you think it’ll take to get the ceremony done?”  
 
    “The ceremony takes quite some time,” the elder soothsayer admitted. “Right now, I’d be much more worried about keeping the fire-breathing dragon from waking up.”  
 
    “Ashanti?” I hissed at the Cero woman. “Do you have the bag?”  
 
    “Right here on Mieramwa’s hip,” Ashanti noted. “Shall we begin to disperse it?”  
 
    “Be careful.” Alvee warned. “If you miss, we all go to sleep. Or worse.”  
 
    Unfortunately, we didn’t have a chance to make our move.  
 
    Ben! Batari declared. They broke through our line! 
 
    Suddenly, the opening of the tunnel grew dark, and angry squawks bounced off its walls in a distant echo. They drew closer and louder by the second, and I realized now we had a fateful decision to make.  
 
    Did we take our chances with the dragon, or with the horde of monoflock birds that completely blocked the entrance and were out for our blood?  
 
    “Fucking hell…” I grumbled to myself. “Tirian? Can you try to light them up from down here?”  
 
    Are-- are you mad? Tirian gulped. That’s almost certainly going to wake that big guy up.  
 
    “It’s either that, or we get torn apart by flesh-eating birds,” I reminded him. 
 
    The dragon hesitated for a few seconds before he finally conceded. Fine. 
 
    “Ben?” Jonas gasped when Tirian flew a few feet up in the air and tilted his head to the sky. “What about the sleeping powder?”  
 
    “That’ll do us as good as a canoe in a tsunami if those birds get to us,” I explained. “What’s the point of putting the dragon to sleep if we’re all bird food anyways?”  
 
    As Tirian opened his mouth, orange and yellow flames illuminated our immediate surroundings. The silver dragon then took a deep breath, pursed his lips, and unleashed a blast of red-hot fire straight up into the air.  
 
    The beam of flames rocketed toward the incoming monoflock and lit up the tunnel like a ray of sunlight. Now, I could see everything.  
 
    I could see the rotund brown dragon that snored on the ground before us, with his oval-shaped body and blemish-covered scales. I could see the terror in my crewmates’ eyes as they realized we were trapped between a literal rock and a hard place.  
 
    Most importantly of all, I could see Tirian’s flames as they lit up those avian fuckers above.  
 
    These creatures may have been smart enough to hold a grudge, but they apparently weren’t smart enough to realize they’d committed one of the classic pitfalls of a battle strategy.  
 
    When you funnel an enemy into a small space for the slaughter, make sure you don’t trap yourself, as well.  
 
    The monoflock birds squawked in agony as they were engulfed by the flames and turned to ashes instantly. The attack took out a good chunk of the creatures, but several of the black birds were able to push themselves against the wall and live to fight another day.  
 
    “Hit them again,” I commanded Tirian as I drew my sword. “There’s still a fuckton more.”  
 
    Tirian inhaled, summoned fire into the back of his throat, and blasted away at the birds once more. This time, several more of the black-feathered fiends went up in smoke, and the entire right half of the tunnel was cleared of enemies.  
 
    As the flames illuminated the tunnel, Ashanti let loose a few arrows up into the flock of birds. A few of the bastards screeched as their bodies were impaled, and then they went limp as they spiraled to the ground.  
 
    The surviving birds continued on the warpath, and all I could do was blindly flail my sword before me as they swarmed us.  
 
    Gah! Tirian cried out as he began to spin his body in a circular motion. Get off me, you stupid birds!  
 
    “Tirian!” I commanded the dragon telepathically. “Keep it steady, my friend.”  
 
    Easy for you to say! the dragon declared. You don’t have a bunch of beaks pecking at your butt!  
 
    “I know you’re frustrated,” I tried to empathize with the guy. “But we’re not exactly on here tight. If you keep flailing around like that, we could--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, I heard a shrill screech from right beside my head. I took a swipe at the darkness with my sword, but all I hit was air.  
 
    Then there was a powerful thud as one of the bird bastards slammed into my side. A wave of pain shot up my side as my entire body was knocked to the left, and I flailed my hands rapidly to try and keep my balance.  
 
    It didn’t work.  
 
    Between the sudden impact from the bird and the fact that Tirian was whipping around like he was having a seizure, I lost my footing. I felt the heaviness of my body in the pit of my stomach as my legs fell loose from Tirian’s neck, and I plummeted downward, straight toward the sleeping dragon.  
 
    “Ben!” Nadir cried out from above.  
 
    The next thing I knew, my body slammed into the fat dragon. I felt the creature’s scales against my own as I impacted against his shoulder, bounced off, and then landed face-first on the ground. There was a hollow clanking noise as I tried to pull myself back to my feet, and I felt all the blood flush from my face when I realized what I’d landed on.  
 
    Bones.  
 
    I was on my hands and knees in a small pile of bones.  
 
    Well… I guess I now knew why the dragon was so fat. And what happened to the thing that got Namea.  
 
    No matter how big, strong, and terrifying that thing was, it apparently stood no chance against a fire-breathing dragon.  
 
    I shuddered as I stood to my feet and tried to get a bearing on my surroundings, but my blood ran cold when I saw the giant yellow-slitted pupil that stood before me.  
 
    The dragon’s eye was nearly the size of my entire body, and it was wide open as it stared into my very soul. Without another word, the fat brown dragon let out an annoyed huff, and the gust of wind knocked me flat on my ass.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as the creature began to stir. He let out a soft chuff as he craned his neck upward to check out the commotion, and then his curiosity turned to anger.  
 
    I watched helplessly as the fat brown dragon opened his mouth and roared.  
 
    My eardrums felt like they fucking exploded as the deep, guttural snarl echoed through the cavern walls, and the sheer vibration of the sound rattled me to my very core.  
 
    “Tirian!” I commanded the silver dragon telepathically. “Get everybody down here, right now!”  
 
    Down there? Tirian gasped. With the giant angry dragon?  
 
    “Just do it!” I ordered. “Grab Ashanti and her ant and get down here!”  
 
    Tirian’s figure quickly swooped over to Ashanti and her Mierak, snatched them both up in his jaws, and then began to dive downward.  
 
    Meanwhile, the earth shook as the fat dragon stood to his feet and opened his mouth wide. I watched helplessly as the droopy jowls on each side of his face lit up with glowing fire, and then he unleashed his fiery breath straight upward.  
 
    The monoflock birds screeched and cawed as they were burnt to a crisp, but all I could think about was my friends. I looked back and forth across the bone-littered ground for any signs that they’d survived, but my initial search proved to be fruitless.  
 
    “Come on, guys…” I muttered frantically.  
 
    The fat dragon, on the other hand, was still pissed off at his unwelcome guests. He stomped his hind legs into the ground before he stood up on two feet, stretched out his wings as far as they could go, and then took off like a bat out of hell.  
 
    The powerful beating of his wings forced me to the ground, where I watched with a heavy heart as he slowly rose up toward the entrance of the pit. In a matter of minutes, he’d be surface-side, and all of my friends would be toast.  
 
    “Look alive, everyone!” I commanded all of my crewmates with a dragonbond. “We’ve got a fat boy headed your way.” 
 
    Wow, Tirian’s voice interjected. Fat boy? I hope that’s not how you talk about me when you think I’m not listening.  
 
    “Tirian!” I gasped as relief washed over me.  
 
    I turned around to see my friends all safe and sound on the floor of the cavern, with their flesh still attached to their bones and not so much as a singular bit of ash on their bodies.  
 
    “That was too close,” Jonas scoffed. “Perhaps next time, we should just drop the powder down the tunnel and call it a day?”  
 
    “There won’t be a next time,” I admitted. “If we let this dragon slip away, then our chances of ever finding him again will be slim to none. We need to get back up there and finish this. Now. Ashanti? Please tell me you still have the bag of sleeping powder all present and accounted for?”  
 
    “Sure thing,” Ashanti snorted. “I have the bag of sleeping powder, present and accounted for.”  
 
    “Now’s not the time for sarcasm,” I grumbled, though I was a bit amused. “Do you have the powder, or not?”  
 
    “I have it.” The three-horned Cero raised the bag. “Though I’ll admit getting it to the target just got a bit more complicated.”  
 
    “You leave that to me and Tirian,” I promised. “Toss me the bag.”  
 
    “I think I’ll hand it to you,” Ashanti mused. “I don’t want to accidentally put us all to sleep.”  
 
    The rhino-woman clicked her tongue, and then her Mierak scuttled forward. She held out the sack of powder for me to take, so I snatched it from her and tucked it underneath my arm. I then ran over to Tirian, made a running jump onto his back, and nestled the bag in between my legs.  
 
    “Take us topside, Tirian,” I commanded. “Everybody else, hop on and get ready for the ride of your lives.”  
 
    Nadir, Alvee, and Jonas all joined me atop the dragon, while Ashanti and her Mierak simply began to climb the walls of the pit as quickly as they could. Tirian spread his wings before he leapt up into the air and took flight, and we rocketed upward in the darkness toward the small circle of light that made up the opening of the pit.  
 
    “Do you think we’ll be fast enough?” Jonas asked over the sound of rushing wind. “Or will we get up there to find nothing but several piles of burnt ash?”  
 
    “This is a no-negativity zone, Jonas,” I shot back at the soothsayer. “You may as well call Tirian here the Millennium Falcon, because he can definitely make the Kessel Run in less than twelve parsecs.”  
 
    “He can make the what in what?” Alvee grumbled.  
 
    “It’s a reference to one of his old Earth stories,” Nadir clarified. “None of us understand them, either.”  
 
    Even though I knew Tirian was the fastest dragon alive, I did wonder if Jonas’ prediction would be right. If the fat dragon had turned his attention to my friends, I doubt they’d stand a chance. He was a mammoth of a creature, and I was sure he was equally as powerful as he was large.  
 
    The opening of the pit grew larger and brighter as we got closer, until Tirian eventually burst through the hole with the speed of a cheetah. The bright light engulfed my eyes and blinded me for a split second, but as my pupils readjusted, I heard a sound that had brought me much comfort over the years.  
 
    “Come on, you fucker of mothers!” Mira declared from somewhere below. “Is that all you got?”  
 
    At least I knew my friends were still alive. For now.  
 
    When my eyes finally readjusted, I saw the exact reason why they hadn’t been disintegrated yet.  
 
    Though many monoflock birds attacked my crewmates and the Spindrel women, the majority of the flock was focused on the fat dragon. The black birds had formed together to create one giant, dark wave that appeared as a singular unit… One that was just as big as the brown fire-breather.  
 
    It honestly felt like I was about to watch a freaking Godzilla movie go down in real life.  
 
    A tendril of black formed as several birds shot out at the dragon and slammed into his chest. However, try as they might to form a singular entity, the monoflock birds were still just a bunch of crow-sized birds. They squawked as they hit the dragon’s chest and then bounced off harmlessly.  
 
    The fat dragon just chuffed happily as he watched the birds’ feeble attempt at an attack. He then took a deep breath as his maw lit up with flames, and he unloaded a blast of fiery breath right into the cluster of monoflock birds.  
 
    Their screeches only lasted a second before they were completely turned to ashes, but the dragon didn’t let up there. He moved his gargantuan fan of flames back and forth across the flock until almost all of them had been incinerated.  
 
    “Holy fuck!” I gasped. “He just took out a whole army of birds as if they were nothing.”  
 
    “Yep,” Nadir cackled. “He’s my dragon, alright!”  
 
    “He won’t be anyone’s dragon if we don’t get him subdued,” I declared. “We need--”  
 
    One of the remaining monoflock birds dived-bombed my head, but I dispelled it with a swipe of my seaglass sword. It shrieked as its head was separated from its body, and then the bastard went silent as it plummeted down into the great abyss and out of sight.  
 
    “Let me off,” Alvee huffed. “On the ground. I can fight better from there.”  
 
    That’s not a bad idea, Tirian noted. That guy might look like a tub of fat, but he’s actually pretty fast. If I want to stand any chance at catching him, I’m going to need as light of a load as possible.  
 
    “Then bring us down there,” I commanded the silver dragon, and he obeyed without hesitation.  
 
    Tirian swooped down and landed on the ground right next to Pae and Lezan, who were both in the middle of fighting off a monoflock swarm.  
 
    “Ayeayeayeaye!” Nadir cried as she sprang from her seated position and drew her stone axe.  
 
    The raccoon-woman used the flat side of her weapon as a makeshift club as she raised it above her head and then brought it down hard. The axe smashed against one of the black birds, knocked it into the ground, and then pulverized it into a heap of gore with a wet crunch.  
 
    Alvee and Jonas slid from Tirian’s back, as well, though neither of them were quite as graceful.  
 
    Jonas flailed his seaglass dagger wildly at the birds, but he didn’t seem to hit any of them. Instead, the soothsayer stuck close to Alvee, who had a much easier time than he did against the deadly flock.  
 
    I watched the brunette hedgehog-woman as she twirled her double-sided wood spear in her hands, spun around, and skewered a bird through its heart. She then tossed it to the side, smacked away a second bird, and impaled a third through the neck, all in a single stride.  
 
    At the same time, Lezan and Pae fought back-to-back, and even though their fighting styles were night and day, the two women seemed to move as a single entity as they spun, twirled, and lashed out at their enemies in unison.  
 
    A ground-shaking roar from the fat dragon, however, quickly brought me back to reality.  
 
    Though his avian foes were vanquished, the brown dragon now had his attention on another enemy.  
 
    Us.  
 
    “Fuck,” I grumbled aloud. “Tirian? Let’s go knock this guy down for the count!”  
 
    Tirian took to the sky, which drew the eyes of the fat dragon immediately.  
 
    That’s right… Focus on us. As long as the dragon’s attention was on us and not the rest of my crewmates, they stood a much greater chance at surviving.  
 
    I’m going to hit him with a few blasts of flame, Tirian explained as we flew.  
 
    “You’re one of our strongest crewmates, Tirian,” I admitted. “But I don’t think your fire breath is going to do much to this chunkasaurus rex.”  
 
    It doesn’t have to, the silver dragon said. It might not hurt him, but it’ll certainly annoy him. Which means--  
 
    “Which means he’ll be trying to kill us, and not the rest of the crew,” I finished the thought. “Good thinking.”  
 
    I just hoped Tirian was agile enough to dodge the fat dragon’s attacks. If not? Well… Then at least it would be a quick, mostly painless death.  
 
    Tirian unleashed a blast of flames right at the brown dragon. The attack struck his left wing and left a large black burn mark, though it didn’t seem to do much damage beyond that.  
 
    Still, it was enough to make the fat dragon roar with pain.  
 
    What’s the matter? Tirian mocked his opponent. You don’t like it when it’s done to you?  
 
    I didn’t know if the fat dragon could understand Tirian or not, but his eyes narrowed as he continued to track us across the sky. The brown beast then sucked in air as his jowls glowed intensely, and he let loose an eruption of red-hot death from his mouth.  
 
    At the last second, Tirian darted upward and out of the way of the incoming flames. The searing heat radiated off the attack as it passed below us and caused me to sweat like a freaking hog, but we were safe for the moment.  
 
    The fat dragon held his attack as he tried to follow Tirian’s flight pattern, but the little silver dragon was too quick. Tirian and I darted back and forth, up and down, and in every direction known to man as we dodged the incendiary attack. Soon, we were within twenty feet of the fat dragon’s head, so I pulled out the sack of sleeping powder and prepared to go in for the kill.  
 
    That’s when the fat dragon got physical.  
 
    He halted his fiery breath but then lashed out with his stocky, thick foreleg. The fat dragon’s paw slammed into Tirian’s body right as I hauled back with the satchel, and we were knocked out of the sky.  
 
    Ahg! Tirian cried out as he was dislodged from underneath my body and went flying off into the distance.  
 
    “Shitshitshitshit!” I gasped as my legs flailed like a cartoon character, and I reached out for anything I could grab to keep myself from falling. 
 
    The only thing close was the fat dragon’s jowls, so I grabbed onto the hunk of fat with both hands and then watched helplessly as the bag of sleeping powder fell toward the ground.  
 
    This definitely made things more complicated.  
 
    Thankfully, the flesh of the dragon’s jowls was loose enough that it moved like a wide, round rope swing, so I kicked out my feet, used my momentum to push myself forward, and then leapt toward the creature’s neck. I landed with a hearty thud against his blemished brown scales, but then I wasted no time in climbing up onto the back of his head.  
 
    The fat dragon roared as he felt me climb, and then he began to shake his head back and forth violently.  
 
    All I could do was dig my hands and boots into the dragon’s scales and then hold on for dear life. My brain rattled in my skull as I tried to keep my grip, though I could feel myself slowly slipping.  
 
    If that happened, I was done for. The dragon would toss me up into the sky and then gobble me up like I was a treat. Or, he would just incinerate me with his deadly fire breath.  
 
    I didn’t know which one would be worse.  
 
    Hold on, Dad! Marella’s voice declared via the dragonbond. Help is on the way.  
 
    “Marella?” I gasped. “What are you doing? Don’t you dare try to play the hero…”  
 
    We are with her, Ben, Cerin’s voice joined in.  
 
    Yeah, Swaer added. We’re about to show this big fella the power of double dragons!  
 
    The fat dragon suddenly stopped shaking his head and turned his attention to the incoming assault. Marella rode atop Cerin as the water dragon bounded toward the foul beast, while Swaer and Ahwara darted through the sky beside them.  
 
    The brown dragon let out an amused chuff before he took a deep breath, and even from my position on the back of his head, I could feel the heat of the white-hot flames billowing up from inside his body.  
 
    “Don’t be an idiot, Marella!” I warned my daughter. “You’ve seen what this guy is capable of.”  
 
    “And you’ve seen what we’re capable of, father,” Marella shot back. “Trust me on this.”  
 
    Damn. She really was my daughter.  
 
    The fat dragon unleashed a blast of his fire breath down onto my friends, and my heart fell into my knees.  
 
    Thankfully, Cerin and Swaer were more than prepared. Both of the dragons retaliated with their own respective breaths, and the fat dragon’s attack was met in the middle by a beam of water and a powerful gust of wind.  
 
    The edges of the flame blast were whipped backward in a circular pattern, while the center evaporated with a sharp hiss from Cerin’s spray of ice-cold water.  
 
    They were doing it. They were actually fighting back against a full-grown dragon.  
 
    Still, I wasn’t sure just how long this was going to hold up. While the three attacks appeared to be a stalemate at first, the fat dragon’s fire inched closer and closer to my crewmates by the second.  
 
    That’s when I realized this was all by design. Marella didn’t think these dragons could actually beat the fat one.  
 
    It was all just a clever sleight of hand.  
 
    Ahwara’s pink, monarch-patterned wings shot across the neon landscape as she darted away from the battle, and the Morpho woman swooped over, snatched up the fallen bag of sleeping powder, and then turned up to the sky. She flew up until she was level with my position on the dragon’s back, and then she winked at me and raised the sack above her head.  
 
    “Think fast, Draco Rex!” Ahwara laughed as she tossed the bag directly at me.  
 
    I drew my seaglass sword, held it by my side, and tracked the falling bag with my eyes. I only had one shot at this… If I missed, the fat dragon was definitely gonna turn his attention back to us.  
 
    And this time, he’d be so pissed off he wouldn’t miss.  
 
    I took a deep breath, gripped the hilt of my weapon, and then lashed out like a cobra.  
 
    The tip of my blade caught the falling bag and snagged on the fabric, and the pouch tore open with a satisfying “rip.” As gravity pulled the sack downward, the yellow dust inside burst out in several small clouds, which then floated down in front of the dragon’s face. Trails of the cloudy powder drifted into his giant nostrils, and I held my breath as it began to float back toward me.  
 
    Thankfully, Ahwara was on the case. The orange-haired Morpho woman darted over, grabbed me beneath my armpits, and lifted me into the air. She pulled me off the dragon’s head and then flew to a safe distance before she turned to watch the scene unfold.  
 
    The fat dragon’s head was now completely engulfed in the cloud of sleeping powder, and he cut off his fire attack immediately. He let out a snarl as he turned to face Ahwara and me, with eyes that were now wide and burning with rage. The fat dragon’s jowls began to glow as he stared us down, and my blood ran cold as he charged up his next attack.  
 
    We were sitting ducks.  
 
    The fat dragon opened his mouth, hauled back his neck, and then… The flames flickered out.  
 
    The rotund brown dragon began to wobble in the sky as if he were drunk. His head shot forward and then hung down like it weighed a thousand pounds atop his neck, and his eyes began to flutter.  
 
    Before I knew it, the fat dragon closed his eyes, and his body went limp.  
 
    Scatter! Swaer cried out as we watched the massive beast fall toward the forest below.  
 
    My friends heeded the dragon’s warning as they darted off to either side of the collapsing beast.  
 
    The fat dragon’s body literally shook the earth as it slammed into the ground and took out nearly twenty luminos plants. His tail hung over the edge of the great abyss, and his head laid nearly fifty feet away, literally inside of a luminos.  
 
    Meanwhile, the monoflock birds were all but gone.  
 
    A handful of the creatures flew away in terror, though their numbers were so thin at this point that I didn’t think they could come back and attack us again, even if they wanted to.  
 
    I looked down at the scene before us as my adrenaline came down, and I couldn’t believe what I saw.  
 
    Somehow, some way… We’d done it.  
 
    We knocked out the fat dragon, and now the rebonding ceremony could begin. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    “Are you sure you just knocked him out?” Shala questioned as she poked the fat dragon’s eyeball repeatedly. “He’s responding about the same as a corpse.”  
 
    “His chest is still rising,” Valea noted as she pointed at the dragon’s torso. “He’s still very much alive. I told you this powder was potent.”  
 
    Ahwara brought me back down to my crewmates, who had now formed a semi-circle around the fallen dragon. All of them stared at the majestic creature as it slumbered, though none of them seemed to be brave enough to get any closer than ten feet.  
 
    So, I took the initiative.  
 
    I strode forward, reached out to the dragon, and placed it on the creature’s stomach gently.  
 
    “See?” I looked back over my shoulder at Marella and grinned. “Just like in your vision. I told you it would all work out in the end, and I have your quick thinking to thank for it, Marella.”  
 
    “I just did what anyone would have.” My daughter shrugged. “Given the situation.”  
 
    “Not a chance,” Kehlaan declared as he stepped between Marella and Cerin. “Only somebody as brave and as smart and as charming as you could have come up with such a great solution, Marella.”  
 
    “What does ‘charm’ have to do with anything?” The teenage girl raised an eyebrow at the boy. “I could be a stone-cold bitch, and I probably still would have come up with that idea. Actually, I much prefer being called that to ‘charming.’”  
 
    “But you’re not a, uh… Whatever that word means,” the Spindrel boy stammered. “You’re one of the kindest, sweetest, most beautiful people I--”  
 
    “Look,” I interrupted the kid before my blood pressure could get too high. “We’re all running on some high emotions right now, so maybe we should all just take a step back and reflect on what we’re feeling. We definitely wouldn’t want to say anything that could lead to severe consequences, now would we? Particularly the castratable kind?”  
 
    “Uh, no, sir.” Kehlaan’s eyes went wide as he looked down at the ground. “We definitely would not.”  
 
    “That’s what I like to hear.” I winked at the boy, though I was dead serious.  
 
    “So, what happens now?” Erel questioned. “Do we all have to stand around, join hands, and say some sort of enchantment?”  
 
    “No, nothing like that,” Jonas chuckled. “There is an entire process we must go through. It is long and somewhat boring, but it must be done to perfection if we want the dragon to form a bond with Nadir.”  
 
    “We’d best get started, then,” I said. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned from being on this island, it’s that you don’t want to be out after nightfall. The sooner we get the ball rolling, the sooner we can get back to shelter.”  
 
    “Excuse me, Jonas?” Pae interjected with a raised finger. “Does the Draco Rex need to be present for this ceremony? I had some urgent news I wanted to share with him. In private.”  
 
    “I suppose not.” Jonas rubbed his chiseled chin as he thought it over. “Technically, all I need is Nadir and the dragon. Actually, that might be for the best, anyway. I grow very, very nervous when performing this ceremony in front of the Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Awwww, Jonas,” I chuckled. “Don’t get bashful on account of little ‘old me.”  
 
    “It’s not bashfulness,” the soothsayer argued. “It is simply a matter of nerves. I have already messed this up once before in your presence, and I don’t want it to happen again.”  
 
    “You’re not going to mess it up, my friend,” I reassured the soothsayer. “But if you really feel that way, I guess I can go see what Pae wants to talk about. Though I doubt it’ll take the full time of the ceremony.”  
 
    “Any amount of time would help,” Jonas said as he pulled a small vial of oil from his pocket. “Now… Let us begin.”  
 
    “Come, Draco Rex.” Pae motioned for me to follow her into the woods. “We have much to discuss.”  
 
    The silver-haired Spindrel woman strutted off into a set of luminos to the right, and I followed behind her eagerly. What the hell was so important that she needed to take me away from the group? My body was exhausted from the long journey and the skirmish with the fat dragon, so whatever it was, I hoped it wasn’t too energy-exerting.  
 
    Pae led me off to a spot nearly half a mile to the west of the great abyss, into a small clearing, and there sat a small pond with crystal clear water and a flat stone just big enough for somebody to sit on.  
 
    “Okay,” I admitted as I stepped into the clearing. “You’ve got me all alone… Now, what is this ‘big news’ you speak of?”  
 
    “Shala and Erel.” The Magnus Dux smiled. “They are pregnant with your children, Draco Rex.”  
 
    My heart swelled with happiness as Pae’s words washed over me.  
 
    “Really?” I questioned. “How can you be so sure?”  
 
    “Let’s be honest with ourselves, Ben,” the Spindrel leader mused. “My people are known for their fertility, and you are known for your strong seed. They told me about their little romp with you in the cave… Anyone can put the clues together, here.”  
 
    Even though having a baby wasn’t a new thing for me, it still filled me with pure joy when I found out one of my lovers was pregnant. Especially when it was the women of a new species, ones who needed my seed to repopulate their dying races.  
 
    Thanks to me, the Spindrel people would be able to survive into the next generation, if not beyond.  
 
    Still… That didn’t explain why Pae needed me alone to deliver the news.  
 
    “That’s great, Pae,” I admitted. “But… Why did you have to bring me all the way out here to tell me?”  
 
    “I didn’t bring you out here to tell you that.” The silver-haired woman grinned. “I brought you all the way out here to tell you I want the same.”  
 
    All of the blood in my body rushed to my cock at the thought of impregnating this beautiful, powerful-yet-delicate woman.  
 
    “You want the same as in…?” I trailed off and played dumb.  
 
    “As in, I want to bear your child, Ben.” Pae grinned as she reached up and unfastened the strings on the back of her armor. “I want you to fill my womb with your seed and breed me. Now.” 
 
    Once they were undone, the entire chest piece fell away from Pae’s body, and her gorgeous figure was illuminated by the soft neon lights around us.  
 
    Pae’s breasts were round, full, and taut against her slender chest. Her soft pink nipples were erect with arousal as she bent over and gently pulled off the bit of fabric that covered her nether regions, and as she did so, she exposed the perfectly smooth slit that rested between her legs.  
 
    My dick shot to full mast at the sight of the naked woman, and I wanted nothing more than to go over there and ravish her where she stood.  
 
    “Y-You want to bear my child?” I raised an eyebrow at the woman. “But you have a kid already.”  
 
    “And?” Pae huffed as she crossed her arms across her perky B-cups. “The Spindrel women are known for their great fertility, Draco Rex. We weren’t created that way just to have a single child.”  
 
    I still had some questions, but they were the furthest thing from my mind at the moment. Right now, the only thing that mattered was the sexy hedgehog-woman in front of me, so I made my move.  
 
    I walked over to Pae, brushed my hand across her cheek softly, and then placed one hand on her outer thigh. Next, I fell down to my knees and dragged my hand across her toned belly.  
 
    “I want to make sure you’re good and wet, first,” I growled as I looked up into her beautiful baby-blue eyes.  
 
    “I already am, Ben,” the woman gasped and then smirked. “I’ve been wet every single moment since we met. Once I realized all the other women were mating with you, I began to crave your seed. I can’t wait to feel your manhood thrust deep inside of me.”  
 
    “Just wait,” I promised. “I can take you to the fucking moon and back.”  
 
    Before she could say another word, I pressed my face into Pae’s womanhood. I let my tongue slip from my mouth and then began to glide it across the tender lips of her labia.  
 
    Pae was right… She was already super fucking wet.  
 
    I lapped up her sweet juices as I teased Pae with my tongue.  
 
    “Is-- is that supposed to make me wetter?” she purred. “Because it’s working like a charm.”  
 
    “No,” I admitted as I pulled back with a smirk. “That was just teasing. This is what’s going to put you over the edge.”  
 
    I gripped a handful of the Spindrel woman’s ass as I pressed my tongue against her clitoris. I swirled it around with my tongue in a counterclockwise motion for a bit, and then I switched it up to just simple, sporadic motions with my mouth.  
 
    Either way, it drove Pae wild.  
 
    The silver-haired beauty grabbed a handful of my hair as she leaned her head back and let out a groan of satisfaction.  
 
    “Y-Your tongue,” she moaned. “How did you get so good with it?”  
 
    I wasn’t about to spill the beans. It was an industry secret.  
 
    Every now and then, I would pull away from Pae’s pussy and kiss down her inner thighs. Each time, the silver-haired beauty would quiver and tense up just before she let out a soft whimper, but when I moved back to her clit, her whimpers turned into full-on moans.  
 
    “You taste soooo good,” I growled as I continued to lap up her sweet juices.  
 
    Pae tasted as sweet as fresh honey, and I could have stayed down here for hours.  
 
    But, as much as we both enjoyed the act of cunnilingus, Pae wasn’t going to get pregnant this way.  
 
    I increased the pace of my tongue as I ran it around her swollen love button. Pae’s moans grew closer and closer together as her body trembled, and her eyes rolled back in her head.  
 
    “Ohhhh, Ben…” she sputtered. “Ben? I-I think I’m about to-- Ohhhhhhh!”  
 
    I could feel Pae’s pussy spasm against my face as her grip on my hair tightened, and she trembled like a bowl of jello. Shot after shot of her love juices oozed from her precious velvet lips, and I made sure to lap up each and every ounce.  
 
    When she was finally done with her orgasm, I stood back up and kissed her passionately, and our tongues danced in each other’s mouths as Pae helped me remove my shirt. Her soft, slender fingers ran across my bare abs as she tossed the shirt to the side, and then she began to drift down into my waistband.  
 
    Pae let out a gasp when she felt my erection, though her surprise quickly turned into excitement.  
 
    “I can see why the other girls loved you,” Pae purred as she began to stroke me tenderly.  
 
    We continued to make out as I reached down, shimmied off my pants, and allowed my manhood to stand free. It was hard as a rock at the moment, and it was only getting harder as the silver-haired beauty played with it.  
 
    Pae jerked me with one hand as her second one drifted down and began to fondle my balls.  
 
    “Fuckkkkkk.” I let out a long, deep groan to let her know how much I liked that, and the hedgehog-woman increased her pace. I pulled away from her lips as I tweaked her right nipple with my fingers and began to nuzzle her neck. I gave her soft neck a few soft bites in between the kisses, and the sensation seemed to send her onto cloud nine.  
 
    When my mouth finally got down to her nipples, however, she couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    As I sucked, licked, and nibbled on her tender nubs, Pae’s body tensed up, and she let go of my manhood before she pulled away, shook her head, and smirked.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Did you not like that?”  
 
    “I loved it,” the Magnus Dux clarified. “But now, I want you to fill me up.”  
 
    My dick stood to attention at her suggestion, and I wasn’t about to let it go unfulfilled.  
 
    I pressed my lips against Pae’s as I reached down, grabbed the underside of her right thigh, and pulled it up around my waist. The second I was in position, I pressed the head of my cock against her delicate pussy lips, but I didn’t go in quite yet.  
 
    No… I wanted to tease her a little bit more.  
 
    I could feel the blood as it pulsated through her swollen labia, and the sensation drove me wild. I felt my dick grow even harder as it rubbed against the entrance of her womanhood, and I swore I felt an ounce of pre-cum dribble off my fleshy tip.  
 
    At the same time, Pae’s juices were gushing out like she was a human monsoon.  
 
    “Somebody’s excited.” I winked at the silver-haired beauty.  
 
    “I-Is that even going to fit?” Pae gulped as her pupils engulfed her baby-blue irises.  
 
    “We’re about to find out,” I whispered, and then I slid myself inside of the Spindrel woman.  
 
    The warm, wet muscles of Pae’s pussy gripped me like a vise as I pushed forward into her, until I eventually felt myself bottom out against her cervix.  
 
    “O-Oh!” The Magnus Dux gasped. “Are you--”  
 
    “I’m all the way in,” I growled. “Now, hold on tight and get ready for the ride of your life.”  
 
    I kissed the Spindrel woman intensely as I began to pump in and out of her velvet tunnel with a rhythmic motion. Our tongues intertwined as her tender womanhood engulfed me like a glove and refused to release me from its grip. I swore Pae was getting tighter by the second… Every time I pulled my cock from inside of the hedgehog-woman, it felt like it took double the effort to get myself back inside.  
 
    Still, I persisted.  
 
    Soon, the warm coil in my abdomen twisted into a knot as my balls tensed up and readied their shot.  
 
    Meanwhile, Pae threw back her head and moaned as her hands traveled around my body. The beautiful woman traced her fingers around my pecs and then my abs before they wandered down and gripped onto my ass as tight as they possibly could. Pae’s eyes were intense as she stared me down, and she used her leverage to shove me even further inside of her.  
 
    “Oh, fuck!” I gasped as my cock nearly exploded. “I didn’t think I could go any further.”  
 
    Pae just smiled as she squeezed the muscles in her right leg against my back and slowly forced me in deeper. My pelvis suddenly touched Pae’s, and we both tensed up as we tried to keep from cumming right then and there.  
 
    We kissed again as we held each other in the carnal embrace, though neither one of us dared to move a muscle. We were both on the very edge of the mountaintop, and we stared down over the edge into the abyss of pure ecstasy.  
 
    But neither of us wanted it to end just yet.  
 
    Pae gave me a soft kiss on the lips before she pulled away and looked up at me with innocent blue eyes.  
 
    “Let me finish you,” she begged. “Please.”  
 
    “That platform over there,” I declared as I pointed to the flat slab of stone. “It’s the perfect spot.”  
 
    I allowed myself to slide out of Pae’s wetness, and then I grabbed her hand and led her over to the spot. Next, I flipped around, sat down on the rock with my bare ass, and patted my lap.  
 
    Pae must have understood immediately because she wasted no time in tossing her left leg over me. She then grabbed a hold of my cock, pressed the tip against her tight, wet pussy lips, and slid me inside of her. Her velvet tunnel was like ecstasy on high, and I just about blew my load right then and there.  
 
    “Oooooh, Draco Rex,” Pae mewled as my rock-hard shaft split her in half. “Y-You feel even bigger than you look.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen anything just yet,” I growled.  
 
    The warm coil in my abdomen tightened to new levels as Pae lowered herself onto me. Soon, I felt myself bottom out against her cervix, and she looked me deep in the eyes as she placed both her arms on my shoulders.  
 
    “Are you ready?” she purred.  
 
    “I’ve never been more ready for anything in my life,” I admitted.  
 
    Pae pressed her lips against mine, and we kissed tenderly as she started to grind her hips up and down on my cock. Her pussy was so wet it took no effort whatsoever, and I had the sneaking suspicion this was going to be the orgasm of a lifetime. The hedgehog-woman continued to ride me ragged for nearly ten more minutes before we switched things up.  
 
    I pulled away from Pae’s mouth, leaned over, and sucked on her nipples while she grinded her velvet tunnel against me.  
 
    Pae then shifted her position so her entire body weight was on top of me, and somehow I slid even further inside of her.  
 
    “Oh, wow…” the silver-haired beauty moaned.  
 
    “Fuck, you’re so tight,” I growled before I gave her right nipple a lick. “If you want my seed, this is definitely the best way to get it.”  
 
    I paid attention to both of Pae’s supple, beautiful breasts as she rode me, and both of us were in pure euphoria.  
 
    Soon, though, Pae began to approach the mountaintop for the second time. Her hair fell back over her shoulder like a silver cascade as she opened her mouth and let out a small, muffled groan. Her whole body tightened up as she increased her pace, and soon I felt my balls tightening up for the release.  
 
    Suddenly, Pae froze in place.  
 
    “Ben?” she whispered. “I think I’m almost there.”  
 
    “Then let me take you the rest of the way,” I growled and grabbed onto her hips.  
 
    I lifted Pae up a few inches and then used my pelvic muscles to pump in and out of her from below.  
 
    The woman threw her head back and let out an eardrum-shattering moan as I fucked her hard, and her entire body started to quiver.  
 
    “Ohhhhhhhhhhh, gods!” Pae screamed as her tight tunnel spasmed around me, and she came on my dick.  
 
    The sounds of her orgasm finally sent me over the edge, and the neon lights of the foliage around us pulsated along with my cock as her womanhood squeezed me like a tube of toothpaste. Pae’s juices squirted against my dick as she came, and soon I knew I’d be filling her with mine, as well.  
 
    The dark sky seemed to light up as the ecstasy reached my balls, and they unloaded like an all-star pitcher.  
 
    My whole body shook as I let out a startled moan, and then I unloaded into Pae like a firehose filled with cum. Her pussy tightened and spasmed as I filled her womb with my seed, and she held me in her death grip until every single drop of my love had been absorbed by her welcoming body.  
 
    I held the silver-haired beauty in my arms as we allowed ourselves to melt into each other. I leaned my forehead against Pae’s and kissed her softly, and my hands ran along the sides of her soft, fit body, from her cute little backside to her full breasts and tender neck.  
 
    When I finally thought she’d absorbed everything she could, I slowly lifted her off me, but my cock throbbed again when I saw my seed trickle out of the hedgehog-woman’s pussy and trailed down her lithe thighs.  
 
    “We should go wash up,” Pae giggled as she reached down, scooped up my sperm, and inserted it back inside her.  
 
    The hedgehog-woman’s face and chest were bright red from her orgasm, and the poor woman could barely stand as she got back to her feet.  
 
    “Woah there. Here, let me help you.” I sprang up and threw my arm around her as I kept her from falling. Then I helped guide her toward the small pond. We both entered its surprisingly warm water, crouched down so we were submerged, and then leaned into each other.  
 
    “Ahhhhh,” Pae sighed as she nuzzled up against me. 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe how long I’ve wanted to do that,” I admitted.  
 
    “Since you met me?” Pae giggled. “I saw the way you were gazing at me when we first encountered your crew.”  
 
    “What can I say?” I shrugged and then kissed Pea’s silver head. “I have a thing for strong warrior women. Look at the rest of my crew.”  
 
    “They are all quite-- What was the word you used?” Pae interjected. “‘Badass?’ Am I using that term correctly?”  
 
    “You are,” I confirmed. “And yeah… My entire crew is badass.”  
 
    “I’m sure all the children you have with them will be ‘badass’ as well,” the silver-haired beauty noted. “Marella is already quite the feisty warrior.”  
 
    “She really is,” I agreed. “My daughter kinda saved our asses back there. But yeah, all of my children are great in their own way… I know ours will be, too.”  
 
    “I wonder what they will look like,” the hedgehog-woman mused. “Will they have scales? Or spines? Also, will they have the big, bulky frame of a dragonkin, or the more slender and agile form of a Spindrel?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “But one thing is for sure… They’re going to be special, because they’ll have a little bit of you in them.”  
 
    “You really know how to charm the females, don’t you?” Pae smirked, and then she rested her head against my chest.  
 
    We stayed in that pond for several more minutes as we cuddled and talked about what the future may bring now that we’d rid the island of not one, but two of the Spindrels’ greatest threats. Finally, once we were good and rested, Pae and I exited the pond. The two of us then got dressed, locked arms, and headed back to the group.  
 
    As we got closer to the great abyss, however, something felt… off, and when I finally arrived at the site where we’d felled the dragon, my mouth fell agape.  
 
    There, hovering in the sky before us, was the fucking fat dragon. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I growled as I drew my seaglass sword. “I would have thought that powder would’ve kept him out for a lot longer.”  
 
    “It should have!” Pae declared as she pulled her staff from her back. “He should be asleep until the next moon cycle, at least.”  
 
    The fat dragon’s face fell, and he held up his stubby paws.  
 
    Please, my good sir! he declared in my head. Don’t hurt me. I mean you no harm! 
 
    “Wait!” Jonas called out as he came barreling out from behind a nearby luminos plant. “He will not hurt you!”  
 
    “Maybe he will,” Nadir’s voice joined in as she stepped out from the foliage. “But only if I tell him to.”  
 
    “Hold on…” I chuckled as I lowered my sword. “Are you telling me the ceremony worked?”  
 
    “It did, Draco Rex,” the soothsayer declared with a giant grin. “You are looking at the newest member of our crew. Would you like to introduce yourself?”  
 
    Indeed, the dragon’s burly voice huffed, and then he did a little bow. My name is Bungal the Mighty. It is a pleasure to meet you, Draco Rex. And I do apologize for trying to burn you alive earlier. I have not been myself ever since my first bondmate perished.  
 
    “Welcome to the team, Bungal the Mighty,” I said, though I was still in disbelief.  
 
    “Look at him, Ben,” Nadir practically moaned as she motioned to her dragon. “What more could you ask for in a bondmate? He’s practically a giant!”  
 
    I do say, Bungal interjected. My stature mostly comes from the rather large bones that dwell beneath my flesh. Well, that and the numerous wild animals I consume in a day. That may have a bit more to do with it than I like to imagine.  
 
    “Who cares what it’s from?” the raven-haired raccoon-woman declared as she patted her pregnant belly. “Look at that big belly and those powerful wings and giant, razor-sharp fangs. It’s like looking into a scaly reflection! The gods couldn’t have created a better match for me if they tried, Ben.”  
 
    I’m glad to be in your company as well, madame, Bungal said with a tiny bow. Any need you have shall now be fulfilled by the talents of Bungal the Mighty. 
 
    “Think of all the things we’re going to destroy.” Nadir’s face spread into a sharp grin. 
 
    Excuse me? the fat dragon gulped. Did-- Did I just mishear you, or did you say we were going to destroy things?  
 
    “Entire orc fleets burned in a flash…” Nadir sighed longingly. “The screams of those green-skinned acorn-hoarders as their flesh is melted from their bones, and they watch their friends’ eyes melt out of their sockets, all before their lungs fill with ash, and they suffocate on their own breath...”  
 
    I-I say, Bungal stammered. What is it exactly that you do?  
 
    “She’s just overzealous about killing off the orcs,” I admitted. “In all honesty, I am, too. We have a lot to share with you, Bungal, but in due time you will be one of us, just like all the other dragons on our crew.”  
 
    I cannot wait! the brown dragon noted. I always love a good story, particularly one told with proper prose and a flair for the dramatic.  
 
    “Uhhh, right,” I chuckled. “I will warn you, though… I suck at doing voices. Just ask my kids.”  
 
    Nothing a bit of training can’t help with, my good sir, Bungal chuffed.  
 
    I spent the next twenty minutes catching Bungal up on all of our adventures before the rest of my crew returned. Each of them carried at least one small, elongated furry creature over their shoulders, which was as dead as a doornail.  
 
    “We have returned from our hunt!” Lezan declared. “And I see that you have met Nadir’s new friend. He’s pretty amazing, isn’t he?”  
 
    “He is,” I noted as I smiled at the returning party. “I’m honestly just still processing the fact we have a full-grown dragon on our side.”  
 
    I was honestly more surprised he had a classy, thespian-esque accent, but I wasn’t gonna bring that up.  
 
    Full-grown isn’t necessarily better, Tirian scoffed as he floated up over the neon plants. I’m still the resident fire-breather around here, mostly because I can sneak into places discreetly and fly under the radar.  
 
    Indeed, my good friend, Bungal agreed with the silver dragon. It would never even cross my mind to try and usurp your position here in the brood. I am just happy I finally have a bondmate again. Do you have any inkling as to how awful it is to just be a regular dragon? Day after day of doing nothing but eating, sleeping, and wondering if there is a female dragon out there to satisfy my more… Primal urges. 
 
    Cerin and Marella exchanged a horrified glance before the purple water dragon cleared her throat.  
 
    Well, uh… Cerin declared in a voice that was much, much deeper than her normal tone. If we find a single female dragon, we’ll let you know.  
 
    Oh, my, Bungal gasped. I hope you don’t think I’m still some sort of brute. I was actually the leader of my clan. I was chosen by my own peers, not once, but twice to lead them through the turmoil of this thing we call life.  
 
    “So, you knew the Morpho men?” Ahwara asked, and her eyes glimmered with curiosity. “Before they were slain?”  
 
    Indeed I did. The fat brown dragon nodded. I was bonded with the Morpho Pawel.  
 
    “Oh.” Any hint of curiosity fell from Ahwara’s face as her mouth curled into a frown. “That one.”  
 
    “I’m sensing a history here?” Mira raised an eyebrow and then nudged Ahwara’s shoulder. “You’d better spill it now, or else I’m not going to stop until I get an answer.”  
 
    “Not really a history.” Ahwara shrugged. “He was just kind of a-- what was the word you use all the time, Ben?”  
 
    “Bastard?” I questioned. “Fucker? Jedi? Superhero? I say a lot of words you don’t know…”  
 
    “It’s an insult,” the orange-haired woman continued. “You told me it has a second meaning… The human rear?”  
 
    “Asshole,” I chuckled, but then I quickly caught myself. “Not you! The word you’re looking for is ‘asshole.’”  
 
    “Then Pawel was an asshole.” Ahwara nodded with a smirk. “Very egocentric and loud, and he always bragged about how one day he would mate with Dalwen. Meanwhile, I’m not even sure our Queen knew he existed.”  
 
    I apologize if my former bondmate was rude to you, Bungal sighed. I will admit, though he was good to me, I could see inside of his mind with much frequency. It was a… strange place. He did think quite highly of himself.  
 
    I chuckled at the dragon’s words before I relayed the message to Ahwara. The butterfly-woman must have gotten a kick out of the comment, as well, because she doubled over and let out a long, loud guffaw.  
 
    “Of course, it was,” Ahwara snickered. “Maybe I need to form a dragonbond soon, so we can talk about this in further detail?”  
 
    “When we find the next dragon, you’ll be one of the first in line,” I promised. “Speaking of which… Bungal? Do you know where the rest of your clan is?”  
 
    The brown dragon closed his eyes, hung his head, and let out a long, sad huff.  
 
    I am afraid not, good sir, he admitted and then pointed at Jonas. My memory has been choppy at best lately. I remember flying into the volcano with my clan after all of the Morpho men died, and then the next thing I recalled was being woken up to the sight of that man soiling himself and running away.  
 
    “I didn’t soil myself,” Jonas scoffed, though his tone was a bit defensive. “I spilled the ceremonial ointment when you and your friends woke up, mostly because I was terrified that you were going to devour me.”  
 
    In all fairness? Bungal mused. If we weren’t so groggy, we probably would have.  
 
    The color drained from Jonas’ face as he took a big gulp.  
 
    “What do you remember after that?” I tried to bring us back on track. “Do you remember where they went after leaving the island?”  
 
    All I recall is escaping that pesky, crazed wind dragon, the fat dragon sighed. After that, we all split apart and went our separate ways. I found this large hole in the middle of this island, so I decided to hold out here.  
 
    “What exactly were you holding out for?” Jonas questioned.  
 
    I’m not sure, myself, Bungal said. Perhaps I was simply waiting for somebody to come and put me out of my misery. Or maybe I was waiting for somebody like you to come and free me from my primal madness.  
 
    Did… Did you know my mom? Tirian’s voice cracked as he asked the question.  
 
    Bungal’s eyes opened and then turned to the silver fire-breather, and a warm, nostalgic sadness washed over the fat dragon’s face before he smiled and nodded.  
 
    You must be Agirath’s son, Bungal continued. She didn’t join us at first, mainly because she wanted you to hatch before she went into the deep sleep.  
 
    So, she’s still out there? Tirian asked as tears streamed down his face.  
 
    I believe so, the fat dragon mused. Though I cannot begin to fathom where she could have gone.  
 
    My mom is still out there… Tirian trailed off as he looked to the horizon.  
 
    “She sure is,” I promised the silver-scaled fire-breather. “And we’re going to find her, even if it means we have to sail every single inch of the ocean to do it. But for now? Let’s get a fire going and try out some of those furry things you caught. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m starving.”  
 
    Tirian smiled at me for a moment as the rest of the crew assembled the components for a fire, and once the wooden structure was built, covered with luminos leaves, and had some kindling tossed inside, Tirian let out a small puff of flames.  
 
    The fire ignited in an instant, so the crew got to work on cleaning the ferret-animals.  
 
    Yet still, even as we prepared our well-earned dinner, I couldn’t help but think of how far we’d come.  
 
    It worked. After months of putting blood, sweat, and tears into the search… After months of worrying the orcs would get to the dragons first… We’d done it.  
 
    We had successfully rebonded a dragon with one of my crewmates.  
 
    The orcs better fucking watch out, because after we found the rest of the dragons, we would be coming for them.  
 
    And now? There was nothing in the world that could stop us.  
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