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    Chapter 1 
 
    “Why are we doing this again, Dad?” my daughter Marella scoffed with the trademarked sass of a teenager. “I already know how it ends.”  
 
    “With me kicking your butt and declaring my victory, right?” Arrick, my only son, taunted. “All hail the Dragon Prince!”  
 
    “Ugh.” Marella rolled her light-purple eyes. “Why do you keep calling yourself that? It’s like you’re kissing your own ass.”  
 
    “Kissin’ ass!” Lizzie, one of my younger twin daughters, cackled.  
 
    “Marella!” I huffed at my eldest. “What did I tell you about using that sort of language around the twins?”  
 
    “Sorry.” The raven-haired teen crossed her arms over her chest and rolled her eyes again. “I just want to get this fight done with. I already know I will win.”  
 
    “What?” Arrick scoffed. “No way. I’ve been out with Dad on two different adventures, where I fought against a big ‘ol hopper and a mole-bat and a wind dragon! What have you done, sis? Sit around and wait for the gods to give you visions of the future?”  
 
    “I survived out in the wilderness when I was an infant!” Marella argued. “Also, it’s just common sense… You’re going to get too cocky, and then once the fight turns in my favor, you’re going to get so angry you’ll lose your focus. When that happens? I take you down.”  
 
    A smirk twisted up the corners of Arrick’s mouth, but the rest of his body language told a different story. His eyes narrowed as he focused in on his sister, and he tightened his grip on the wooden sparring sword in his hand.  
 
    “I think we know who to pair up first,” Sela noted. “Arrick looks like he wants to knock his sister into the next moon cycle.”  
 
    “C-Can I be your partner, mama?” Amaria asked Sela with softness in her blue eyes. “I don’t wanna hurt Lizzie.”  
 
    Sela got down on one knee and placed her hand on our daughter’s shoulder. “You won’t hurt her. This is only a training exercise so you all can defend yourselves, should anything ever go wrong.”  
 
    “Exactly.” The golden-scaled Zarya stomped the hilt of her spear into the sand for emphasis. “At worst, you will give your sister a few bruises. And perhaps a lump on her head or two.”  
 
    “We did it to each other all the time when we were kids,” the other twin, Darya, explained. “I’ve lost count of the number of times Zarya gave me a black eye or that I accidentally left a knot on her head.”  
 
    “Just be gentle,” I reminded my children. “Remember, we’re doing this to teach you how to fight. It’s not like this is a matter of life and death.”  
 
    “Daddy?” Oshuna spoke up softly. “Who am I gonna spar with? Did we bring baby Meer along?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head with a snort. “I don’t think Queen Nerissa would want our infant learning how to fight just yet, even if it is a very useful skill. You’ll be with Sela, and Zarya will be watching over you both.”  
 
    “What about you, Daddy?” the pink-scaled preteen questioned. “Are you gonna fight, too?”  
 
    “I’m going to play referee for your two sisters,” I explained. “And Darya is going to do the same for your two older siblings.”  
 
    “I can’t hardly wait,” Darya snickered. “Watching those two bicker while they spar is going to take me back to the good old days of my youth, when Zarya and I were always at each other’s throats.”  
 
    “You’re still always at each other’s throats,” Sela noted, but Darya shrugged.  
 
    “That’s what sisters do,” she admitted. “What kind of a sister would I be if I always let Zarya’s foolishness and subpar combat techniques slide by without pointing out their flaws?”  
 
    “A more tolerable one?” Zarya grumbled as she walked over to us. “Now, get over there and help those two before they start beating each other up with their wooden swords.”  
 
    Darya shot her twin a muted grin, but then she turned and shuffled away to where Arrick and Marella were stationed.  
 
    “You take it easy on Sela, okay?” I winked at Oshuna. “She has no idea just how ferocious you are, but I do. So do the water dragons.”  
 
    Oshuna’s orange eyes closed as she let out an adorable giggle and dragged her right foot across the sand. “Thanks, Daddy.”  
 
    “I’m ready for you, mighty warrior,” Sela announced as she stepped in front of Oshuna and gave her a bow.  
 
    The next thing I knew, Sela drew a wooden sword of her own, twirled it around in her hand, and then took a fighting stance before the pink-scaled tween.  
 
    Good lord… I really hoped I hadn’t made a mistake by pairing Oshuna with one of our best warriors. If Sela decided to use even twenty percent of her actual skill, it’d be like watching the Hulk fighting an invalid.  
 
    I wandered over to my twin girls, Lizzie and Amaria, and then looked back and forth between them. Both of the girls were now a few months old, and that translated into several years in the dragonkin world. They appeared to be the equivalent of a ten-year-old child now, where they could walk and talk but were still too young to not have a baby sitter.  
 
    Even though the two were identical with their green scales, blue eyes, and ruby red hair, the expressions on their faces and their body language told me exactly who they were.  
 
    “Are you guys ready to begin?” I asked.  
 
    “Ready, Dad!” Lizzie proclaimed as she held her wooden sword up high.  
 
    “I was ready ten minutes ago.” Amaria smirked as she took a fighting stance.  
 
    Yup. These were definitely Sela’s children, alright.  
 
    “Now, if you want to be a great warrior like your mother, you’re gonna have to practice,” I explained. “Like, you’ll have to practice a lot.”  
 
    “We already practice,” Amaria reminded me. “Arrick always makes us play out your adventures when he tells us stories, Daddy.”  
 
    “This is a little different,” I continued. “What I’m about to teach you right here isn’t playing. This is real. These are all things that could help save your life if I’m ever not around when some mean creature shows up and tries to hurt you.”  
 
    Both of my daughters’ eyes went wide, and Lizzie’s bottom lip began to quiver.  
 
    “A-Are you talking about those big, scary green guys?” the redheaded girl sniffled.  
 
    “Yes, but not just them,” I said with a nod. “There’s also anything dangerous that might be out here on this island. Monsters, mean dragons, specters… Anyone that would want to hurt us.”  
 
    “I don’t know if I’m brave enough, Daddy.” Lizzie hung her head and pouted. “Arrick always makes those monsters sound really, really scary.”  
 
    “Hey,” I knelt down on the sandy beach, placed a hand on Lizzie’s shoulder, and looked straight into her emerald eyes. “That’s why we’re doing this. So that if they ever do try to come up and scare you, all you two will have to do is give ‘em a little stab, and they’ll leave you alone forever. Like this!”  
 
    I snatched Lizzie’s wooden sword from her hand, spun it around, and then pretended to stab myself in the gut. I let out an overly dramatic gasp as I stumbled backward and flailed my arms like I was dying, and then I fell onto my knees and “keeled over.”  
 
    My high school drama teacher would have been proud.  
 
    “Daddy…” Amaria giggled. “Come on. We know you’re just playing.”  
 
    “You got me.” I opened my eyes, smiled at my girls, and got back to my feet. Then I handed the sparring sword back to Lizzie, took a step back, and looked between the “combatants.” “Are we ready to start?”  
 
    “Yes!” the twins both proclaimed.  
 
    “Alright, then.” I nodded. “First off, I want to see what you guys can do without any guidance. So, we’re gonna do a bit of free form sparring. Ready? Aaaaaannnnnndddd…”  
 
    I held up my hand above my head, silently counted to three, and brought it down to signal the start of the fight. Then I watched as the two girls went at it with gusto.  
 
    Amaria struck first with a horizontal slash at her sister’s stomach, but Lizzie was light on her feet and dodged the attack with grace. She then twirled around like a ballerina and took a swipe at Amaria’s leg, but Amaria jumped backward for a moment before she sprang forward and stabbed at Lizzie’s gut.  
 
    Lizzie gasped as she tried to move away, but it was no use. The wooden sword hit her in the stomach, and I let out a whistle to indicate the first point had been scored.  
 
    “Good going, Amaria,” I congratulated my daughter. “Now, keep going. I want to see how you both fight, and then I can show you how to best use your strengths to your advantages.”  
 
    The two girls took a step back, recomposed themselves, and then stood there watching each other like two tigers on the prowl. Finally, Lizzie leapt forward and repeated the same move her sister had just tried, but this time, it didn’t work.  
 
    Amaria hopped to the right and then swung her sword awkwardly at Lizzie’s right shoulder. Lizzie simply bent her body to the side just as it was about to land, and the wooden sword swished by without much fanfare. Then Lizzie swung her weapon in a horizontal pattern straight toward Amaria’s ribs.  
 
    This time, Amaria wasn’t fast enough. The broad side of the wooden sword struck her in the side, and she let out a grunt of frustration.  
 
    “That was no fair,” Amaria grumbled. “I had you right there, Lizzie!”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter what’s ‘fair,’” I explained to the frustrated twin. “All that matters is her sword touched you, and you didn’t touch her. When you’re in the heat of the moment and those are real swords? What’s ‘fair’ goes straight out the window. Now, would you two like to see where you both went wrong?”  
 
    As to be expected, these girls were very raw in terms of their fighting skills. Even though they’d grown up to be the equivalent of a ten or eleven-year-old in the recent months, they’d still lived a fairly sheltered life. None of them had ever been in a real fight before and, even though that made me happy as a father, it was only a matter of time before they would have to put their skills to the test in a real life or death situation.  
 
    And, after all the crazy, deadly stuff Arrick had just been through on our last adventure, I didn’t want any of my children to feel like they couldn’t defend themselves.  
 
    “Show us, Dad.” Lizzie nodded.  
 
    “Okay…” I announced as I stepped in between the two kids. “Let’s start with what Amaria did. Can I have your sword, dear?”  
 
    Amaria handed me her faux weapon without a second’s hesitation, and I took her place.  
 
    I then proceeded to recreate the attacks my daughter had made, all while Lizzie tried her best to replicate her previous moves. Eventually, we got to the point where I plunged my sword toward the girl’s gut, but before my blow landed, I froze in place.  
 
    “Dang it!” Lizzie frowned. “I thought I had it this time.”  
 
    “Don’t get frustrated,” I chuckled. “A very simple solution would have saved your skin. See, when you jump backward, you’re not getting yourself out of the range of the attack. All your opponent has to do is take a step forward, and you’re done.”  
 
    “You should have jumped to the side,” Amaria narrated like a backseat driver. 
 
    “That doesn’t always work, either,” I reminded my kids. “Especially when you’re in the heat of battle and surrounded by a bunch of other dangerous hazards. However, there’s one technique that is always bound to work… This time, when I take a stab at you, I want you to bring up your sword and slam it into mine. Okay?”  
 
    “Okay…” Lizzie trailed off, but then she resumed her defensive stance.  
 
    I stepped forward and stabbed at my daughter’s gut once more, and this time, she was quick on her feet.  
 
    Lizzie brought up her wooden sword, slammed it into mine, and knocked the weapon’s trajectory off to the side. My “blade” passed by her right side harmlessly, and the girl shot me a confident smile.  
 
    “See?” I grinned. “I knew you had it in you! Now, for Amaria’s little snafu…”  
 
    “It wasn’t my fault,” Amaria protested. “She cheated.”  
 
    “She didn’t cheat,” I reminded my daughter. “But it wouldn’t matter even if she did. Let me show you how to get around this issue…”  
 
    I handed Amaria’s sword back to her and then held out my palm to receive Lizzie’s. Soon, the wooden weapon was back in my hand, and I prepared for the next lesson.  
 
    Amaria lashed out at me the same way she attacked her sister, and, just like her assault on Lizzie, this one came to a point where I sidestepped her downward swipe and then took a swing at her ribs.  
 
    “No!” she gasped with wide eyes as she looked down at my “blade.”  
 
    “Now, do you have any ideas on how you could have avoided this?” I asked.  
 
    Amaria’s eyes glanced upward at the pristine blue sky as she pondered the question. Then she looked me square in the eyes and gave her answer.  
 
    “Should I have knocked away the strike, too?” she asked.  
 
    “You couldn’t,” I warned. “At least, not in the position we were in. By the time you’d gotten your blade back around, the sword would have already been lodged into your side. To show you what you can do, however, I’ll have to take us back a step or two.”  
 
    I “reversed” the sequence of events that led to this successful blow until we were back at the point where she swung down at my shoulder. This time, as I stepped away from the attack, I froze myself in place.  
 
    “You’ve got her, Daddy!” Lizzie giggled. “Go in for the attack!”  
 
    “Normally, that’s what I would do,” I explained. “Now, think about this situation. Your sword is on the downward swing, headed toward the ground, and my blade is most likely coming at you from the side.”  
 
    Without missing a beat, Amaria lurched forward, wrapped her left arm around my neck, and then flipped around behind me. She then proceeded to “stab” me with the wooden sword from behind.  
 
    Atta girl… I knew these two had a little bit of their mother in them. 
 
    “You’re dead, Dad!” Amaria cackled with glee.  
 
    “Only because you’re such a ferocious warrior,” I laughed. “Now, how about you two go back at it again? This time, try to think of it like you’re playing a game, a game that requires an almost rhythm-like pattern. One where the winner is whoever stays one step ahead of the other person.”  
 
    I took a step back and watched as the two twins got to sparring once more. This time, they were more in-tune with their own fighting styles. Lizzie was much more acrobatic and swifter on her toes, while Amaria was a full-on bruiser that struck with heavy, slow blows.  
 
    After about two minutes of stalemate, Amaria was finally able to sweep out her sister’s legs. She then hopped above Lizzie, held her “sword” back, and then stabbed it into the ground beside her sister’s head.  
 
    “I win,” Amaria said with a devilish grin.  
 
    “This time,” Lizzie corrected. “You won this time…”  
 
    As the two twins helped each other back up and got back into position, I looked around at the other two groups of combatants.  
 
    Arrick’s face was red and full of frustration as he let loose strike after strike toward his older sister. However, Marella simply sidestepped the blows, parried them with a swift flick of her wrist, and then took a defensive stance. I watched with amusement as Marella then waggled her eyebrows at her brother, and it was a taunt that elicited a scowl and a frustrated huff from Arrick. My son lashed out again, this time at his sister’s neck, but Marella knocked the blow away, held out her “sword” so the point was pressed against her brother’s neck, and grinned.  
 
    “I told you how this was going to end.” Marella shrugged.  
 
    Damn… Maybe she really had seen this whole battle play out already in a vision.  
 
    Or, more than likely, Aunt Mira had been training her on the side.  
 
    Either way, Arrick was flustered beyond belief. The Dragon Prince frowned, took a step away from Marella’s blade, and shook his head furiously before he sucked in a deep breath. Then Arrick attacked once more.  
 
    I wanted to run over there and tell him he was being too overconfident and aggressive. Even if Marella hadn’t seen the fight play out in a vision, it was amazingly easy to telegraph Arrick’s every move based on his body language and his repeated attacks. The boy absolutely refused to let up in his assault, and that was why he was losing to his sister.  
 
    But, this wasn’t my fight to moderate, it was Darya’s, and the golden-scaled dragonkin woman didn’t seem to be too quick to interfere, either. Instead, she stood there with a half-smile on her face, with one hand on her wide hips and the other grasped firmly around the handle of her spear.  
 
    On the other side of me, Oshuna and Sela were having a “battle for the ages.” Oshuna giggled wildly as she lashed out at Sela in every direction possible, but nothing was working.  
 
    Sela simply parried each and every one of the blows as if it were nothing. The seasoned warrior didn’t even flinch or bat an eye as the young dragonkin assaulted her, but she did have a wide grin stretched across her thin lips.  
 
    “My question is, do you get all this pent-up energy from Ben, or your mother?” the mossy-scaled dragonkin woman chuckled. “Careen always acts timid on the outside, but I could easily see her stifling her anger all the time.”  
 
    Oshuna’s orange eyes narrowed, and the smile disappeared from her face as she became more focused on the task at hand. The dragonkin kid then started to unleash a series of “hi-yahs” as she increased her pace.  
 
    Sela just laughed at the feeble attempts and then continued to knock away Oshuna’s blows.  
 
    Finally, Zarya seemed to have enough.  
 
    “Come on, Sela,” the golden-scaled dragonkin grumbled. “At least try to fight back a little…”  
 
    Sela shot Zarya a glare that could peel paint, but then she obliged. The dragonkin warrior suddenly lunged forward, and Oshuna was forced to sidestep the attack. My daughter let out a loud gasp as she stumbled and fell face-first onto the sandy beach with a thud, and then she slowly pulled herself back up and wildly swung her wooden weapon at Sela.  
 
    “Calm down, little one…” Sela warned as she parried Oshuna’s blows. “A great warrior must show great restraint and patience.”  
 
    Restraint and patience? She obviously wasn’t remembering what the twins were like when they were Oshuna’s age.  
 
    Speaking of the twins, I redirected my attention back to Lizzie and Amaria, who were still engaged in intense combat with one another.  
 
    Well… maybe “intense” was the wrong word.  
 
    The two girls were basically putting on an acrobatics display as they hopped, twirled, and swung at each other without even coming close to landing a blow. Honestly, it looked like something straight out of the Star Wars prequels… 
 
    “Girls?” I chuckled as I tried to get my daughters’ attention. “Hey! Girls?”  
 
    The two tweens stopped what they were doing and turned to me with exhausted ferocity in their eyes.  
 
    “Come on, Dad…” Lizzie grumbled. “I had her on the ropes! Isn’t that what you say?”  
 
    “The only thing you two had your opponent on was a tango,” I joked. “You two could totally go on So You Think You Can Dance?”  
 
    “Is that another one of those ‘shows’ from your universe?” Amaria asked as she cocked her head. “You say a lot about those…”  
 
    “Oh, I have not even begun to dig into my repertoire of pop culture references.” I winked at my girls. “You should both know it’s my duty as a Dad to make as many lame, corny jokes to you guys as possible.”  
 
    “That’s what Arrick told us,” Lizzie giggled.  
 
    “Now, look…” I tried to get us back on track. “It’s not about looking cool or taunting your opponent or trying to outsmart them with flashy moves. You want to strike fast, strike hard, and strike with intent. Your one goal is to take out your opponent, whether that’s by disarming them or even killing them. Now, try again, but this time make it count. Don’t waste any energy whatsoever on an attack that doesn’t twist the battle into your favor.”  
 
    “That sounds hard, Daddy,” Amaria grumbled.  
 
    “It is.” I nodded. “That’s why we’re practicing. Now, go!”  
 
    I took a step back as the two twins got into their fighting stances. Lizzie made the first attack, which was a swift strike down at her sister’s leg, but she must have telegraphed the move, because Amaria sprang up into the air and threw out her blade straight at Lizzie’s neck.  
 
    Lizzie ducked down just as the wooden sword swung past her neck and then came back up with a diagonal swing. This time, Amaria blocked it with her sword, but she didn’t have enough stability behind her stance.  
 
    When Lizzie’s practice sword hit her sister’s, the blow caused Amaria to stumble to the right and try to regain her balance, and Lizzie seized the opportunity, threw up her practice sword, and held it right to her sister’s throat.  
 
    “I win!” Lizzie cackled.  
 
    “Good job,” I proclaimed. “That was much better. In fact, I’d dare even go a bit further and say it was an epic battle.”  
 
    “Did you hear that, Amaria?” Lizzie gasped. “Daddy said our fight was epic!”  
 
    “I did,” Amaria grumbled as she brushed a bit of sand off her shoulder. “I was right here when he said it.”  
 
    Yup, these two definitely had Sela’s DNA in them.  
 
    “Hey, Ben?” I heard Zarya’s voice call out from across the beach. “You might want to come see this.”  
 
    “Coming!” I called out as I began to walk across the beach, with Lizzie and Amaria close on my heels. Darya, Marella, and Arrick started to follow us, as well, but then Sela’s voice commanded us to halt.  
 
    “Keep the children away!” the mossy-scaled dragonkin warned.  
 
    I turned to my kids and nodded for them to move back. “You heard her. Hang back for a minute.”  
 
    Oshuna wobbled like an awkward infant over to our position and then did a running jump onto Arrick’s leg.  
 
    “Hey!” the Dragon Prince grumbled. “What’d I tell you about hanging off me like a mossy furarm?”  
 
    “Monkey,” I corrected my son without looking back. “The technical term for those things are green ‘monkeys.’”  
 
    “They’re furry and have long arms,” my son snarked back. “They look like mossy furarms to me.”  
 
    As Darya and I got up closer, Zarya looked back at us, placed her index finger against her lips, and let out a soft shush. She then pointed off to the west, right along the pristine blue shoreline.  
 
    There, a few small, rounded creatures emerged from the water, and even though they were a few hundred feet down the shoreline, I could still tell from here they had a bit of heft to them. Each of the creatures waddled out of the water with a gait similar to a walrus, where they propelled themselves forward by wiggling back and forth and then flapping the flippers attached to their bodies. However, these things moved way faster than any walrus I’d ever seen.  
 
    “Pufferwadles,” Zarya grumbled as her eyes narrowed. “I thought it was about that time.”  
 
    “About what time?” I questioned the warrior. “And what the hell is a pufferwadle?”  
 
    “They’re very deceptive creatures,” Sela explained. “They look innocent enough with their strange way of moving and their plump bodies, but they are very deadly. When they become angry or frightened, they grow larger, and poisonous spines stand straight up on their backs.”  
 
    Great. We were dealing with a herd of land-dwelling pufferfish.  
 
    “Then there’s their teeth and their frills,” Zarya added. “Those are both as sharp as a seaglass blade and can take off your fingers with a single bite.”  
 
    “Zarya almost learned that the hard way when we were children,” Darya whispered. “She wanted to keep one as a pet until she brought it back to our hut and tried to cuddle with it.”  
 
    “It must have been spooked by something,” Zarya grumbled. “Because in the middle of the night I felt a bunch of spines stab into my body, and then the next thing I remembered was waking up in the healer’s hut.”  
 
    “It was quite frightening,” Darya reminisced. “She was convulsing and kept saying she was seeing the ghosts of our dead ancestors.”  
 
    “So, it’s a hallucinogenic poison,” I noted. “Probably best if we don’t let them touch us. But that shouldn’t be a problem, right? They’re all the way across the beach.”  
 
    “They just came out of a deep sleep,” Sela continued. “Pufferwadles slumber in the ocean for several sun cycles at a time, and then they come out to feast when they awaken.”  
 
    “Okay…” I trailed off, but I wasn’t really following. “What does that have to do with anything?”  
 
    “The pufferwadles have a very keen sense of smell,” Darya sighed. “Their hunger is so intense they can smell food from miles and miles away.”  
 
    That’s when it hit me.  
 
    Our castle was not too far from here, and Hali was currently preparing a banquet to celebrate the two-month birthday of my newest daughter, Meer. That meant the aroma of the cook’s delicious food would be wafting out of the castle right about now.  
 
    Right as these deadly, hungry pufferfish were looking for their next meals.  
 
    “Shit,” I grumbled. “We gotta take those things out before they get to the castle, don’t we?”  
 
    “That’s what I would advise.” Sela nodded.  
 
    “I wish Tirian was here,” I thought aloud. “He could just burn them all from afar, and they wouldn’t stand a chance.”  
 
    “We couldn’t get back to the castle and alert them in time,” Zarya pointed out with a frown. “By the time we’d run to the castle, sounded the alarm, and then returned to find the pufferwadles, they’d already be deep into the jungle. And when that happens, they’re going to be next to impossible to weed out.”  
 
    “Then we have to take them out now,” I announced and then turned back to my children. “You guys stay back. We’re gonna go down and handle those oversized pufferfish.”  
 
    “I want to come with you, Dad.” Arrick puffed out his chest in an attempt at bravery. “I’ve survived dragons and orcs, so these shouldn’t be a problem.”  
 
    “You’re staying back with your sisters,” I repeated. “If any of those creatures get away from the main pack and try to get to you, they’re going to need your protection.”  
 
    Arrick opened his mouth to protest but then quickly closed it. Then the Dragon Prince gave me a stern nod and reached for his sword, but his expression fell when his hand touched the hilt of his wooden weapon.  
 
    “Uhhhh,” he pondered. “How am I gonna kill anything with this?”  
 
    “You aren’t,” I explained as I reached down to my belt. “That’s why I’m gonna give you this.”  
 
    I pulled out my pink-stone dagger from its sheath and then gently handed it over to the boy.  
 
    “But… this is yours,” he protested.  
 
    “It is.” I nodded. “But you need it way more than I do right now. My sword is all I’ll need to take down those ugly little bastards. You’ve got the most important job of all, Arrick… Protect your sisters at all costs, okay?”  
 
    “I won’t let you down, Dad.” The Dragon Prince nodded with a gleam in his eyes.  
 
    “I know you won’t.” I patted him on the shoulder and then turned to my warrior women. “Now, let’s go make some fugu outta those ugly bastards.”  
 
    “Fugu?” Sela asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “It’s a delicacy that uses--you know what?” I sighed as I tightened my grip on my seaglass sword, and I turned back to the pufferwadles emerging from the water. “We’ve got more important things to worry about.”  
 
    “What’s the plan, Draco Rex?” Darya questioned. “They might be small, but there are too many of them to simply attack head on.”  
 
    “First thing’s first,” I suggested. “We need to corral them away from the tree line. We need to keep each and every one of those little venomous bastards where we can see them and keep them confused.”  
 
    “How do we do that?” Zarya grumbled.  
 
    “We catch their attention and then surround them,” I explained. “Then, once they’re in a giant circle, each one of us needs to take a quadrant, and we cannot under any circumstances let the pufferwadles get through.”  
 
    “We can even switch up the quadrants we are guarding,” Sela suggested. “If we are in a constant state of movement, it will confuse the creatures, and they will be much easier to kill.”  
 
    “Honestly, I’d much rather spar with a gargamor,” Zarya joked. “At least a fight with one of those is much more straightforward.”  
 
    “I’ll take the north,” I announced. “Zarya, you take the west. Sela gets the east, and Darya can cut them off at the shoreline. Got it?”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” Darya nodded.  
 
    The dragonkin twins twirled their spears, held them behind their bodies at the ready, and then crouched down in unison. Sela took a much more conventional approach, and she simply held her spear back behind her neck like it was a baseball bat.  
 
    Finally, we made our way down the coastline toward the waddling fish-creatures.  
 
    I wasn’t sure just how intelligent these things were, but as I got closer, I started to observe the answer was “not very.”  
 
    The pufferwadles let loose a strange chorus of noises as they waddled up the beach, noises that sounded similar to a gurgled honk. They moved as a quite literal pack, with their bodies all pressed up tight against each other, but on the outskirts of the herd, a few of the beasts had turned on each other. Their razor-sharp teeth were bared as they puffed their bodies up into the size of an exercise ball, and as they inflated, the venomous spines on their bodies rose up while two large, sharp-looking frills shot outward from their neck. The frills were a sickly sea green and tan color, and they circled the entire circumference of the pufferwadle’s throat.  
 
    Honestly, the beasts reminded me of the spitting dinosaur from Jurassic Park, but in pufferfish form.  
 
    Zarya and Darya were able to get into position first, since they could sneak around the back of the herd. The twins moved like crouched panthers across the sand and then split off when they came to the back of the pack.  
 
    Sela and I gave each other a cautious glance, took a deep breath, and then moved toward the deadly pufferwadles, but unlike our other two friends, Sela and I just ripped off the bandaid.  
 
    I twirled my sword flashily as I ran around and cut off the fish creatures. At the same time, I let out a sharp, shrill whistle and stomped my feet into the ground as hard as I could. I wanted to get these things’ attention any way possible, even if that meant I literally became a walking, talking, dancing monkey. 
 
    My ploy worked like a charm, too, because soon I had dozens of gurgled voices pointed in my direction.  
 
    The pufferwadles’ black eyes were narrowed as they stared me down, and their razor-sharp teeth were bared in anger. Their frills trembled in a show of dominance as their bodies puffed up, and their honking turned into hissing.  
 
    “That’s right…” I taunted the dumb bastards. “Look at me… Don’t look at the three deadly warrior women closing in on you from all sides…”  
 
    Then the pufferwadles began to scuttle in my direction with the intent to kill. 
 
    As they approached, I noticed just how many deadly spines they had on their backs. The entirety of their upper bodies were covered with a dense forest of venomous trees, and anything that wasn’t shielded by the spines was protected by the width of the creature’s frills or located in a spot that was hard to access from my current position.  
 
    Damn… Maybe a short sword wasn’t the best choice of weapon against these things after all.  
 
    Still, I didn’t need to worry. I was the Draco Rex, and if there was one thing I was sure about, it was that my story wouldn’t come to an end at the hands of some oversized pufferfish Pokémon rejects.  
 
    As the first wave of pufferwadles came within striking distance, I took a horizontal swing with my sword. The blade slashed across the faces of two of the beasts and sent them stumbling backward as viscous silver liquid sprayed out from their new wounds.  
 
    I couldn’t savor the victory, however, because there were still three more of the little bastards coming my way, so I quickly turned around and stabbed my sword between the eyes of the next-closest pufferwadle.  
 
    His body seemed to deflate as his mouth fell open like a trout, and he let out a pitiful gurgle. Then the beast fell down onto the sand, dead as a doornail.  
 
    I spun around and lashed out at the remaining two pufferwadles, but all my blade caught was the teeth of one of the creatures.  
 
    The landfish clamped down on my seaglass blade and then held on like a dog that refused to let go of its favorite chew toy.  
 
    Alright, fine… If this thing was going to be stubborn, then so was I.  
 
    I grabbed the hilt of my sword with both hands, picked up the still-attached pufferwadle, and then used it as a makeshift morning star. I slammed the creature’s body straight into the next-nearest pufferwadle, and there was a sickly schluck as both their spines stabbed into each other’s bodies.  
 
    Almost instantly, the creature on my blade released its grip and then plopped onto the ground, still intertwined with the second pufferwadle. Both of the creatures’ bodies began to convulse as frothy silver liquid oozed out from the corners of their mouths, and within seconds, their bodies went limp.  
 
    Holy hell…  
 
    “They aren’t immune to their own toxins!” I called out to my friends. “Use that however you wish!”  
 
    The first two pufferwadles had now reoriented themselves and were charging straight toward me with their teeth bared, and this time, when I slashed at their faces, they were ready. The little spiny bastards flared their frills, turned their necks to the side, and blocked the incoming attack.  
 
    The weapon hit the edge of their frill, and my seaglass blade bounced off like I’d just hit stone.  
 
    While I was momentarily disoriented, the pufferwadles came at me with their deadly chompers, and I sprang to the right just as one of the creature’s jaws clamped shut, right where I was standing.  
 
    Then I swung my sword back around and brought it down right on the fish’s neck, just below where his frills were connected. My sword passed through his body without much effort, and then his severed head fell to the ground with a wet plop, followed by several sprays of silver liquid.  
 
    Without missing a beat, I brought my blade around to the other pufferwadle, sliced across his left eye, and then stabbed my sword through his brain while he was disoriented.  
 
    The lifeless bodies of the two pufferwadles fell to the ground, and I turned my attention back to the rest of the group.  
 
    Both Darya and Zarya had taken out several of the oversized pufferfish. Bodies were scattered across the sand, and I watched as the twins stabbed their spearheads into the creatures without so much as a reaction.  
 
    They were regarded as two of the best dragonkin warriors on this island, and for good reason. Darya and Zarya were ruthless killing machines who could take down an opponent without breaking a sweat.  
 
    I was glad they were on our side.  
 
    Meanwhile, Sela wasn’t fairing quite as well against the pufferwadles.  
 
    Sure, there were quite a few of them dead at her feet, but she was still twirling around hastily as the creatures swarmed her. Sela just had enough time to knock her attackers away with the blunt end of her spear before she stabbed the pointed end through some pufferfish’s face. She then discarded the dead assailant’s body before she spun around, held out her spear by the very bottom, and knocked all of the incoming pufferwadles away.  
 
    “Get back!” the mossy-scaled dragonkin hissed.  
 
    “I think it’s about time to switch spots!” I commanded my team. “Everybody, rotate to the left.”  
 
    I dashed toward Sela with urgency and then watched as the pufferwadles followed. At the same time, Sela and the dragonkin twins shifted to their new positions and began to make short work of the little toxic creatures before us.  
 
    My plan seemed to work, since the pufferwadles hissed and gurgled as they looked around with sheer panic in their eyes.  
 
    They were too stupid to realize what was going on, and that gave us a huge advantage.  
 
    I took aim at a nearby pufferwadle, sliced off his head, and then kicked his decapitated body right on his bloody nub of a neck. The creature’s corpse flew a few inches off the ground like a soccer ball and proceeded to slam into several of his companions, and as the headless pufferwadle bounced through the crowd, I heard painful hisses arise in droves.  
 
    I’d just launched a kickball into the crowd… A kickball covered from head to toe in deadly, toxic spikes. And it looked like I’d just killed a bunch of the little hellions en masse.  
 
    However, I couldn’t celebrate quite yet.  
 
    There were still a few dozen of the pufferwadles left, and they were now beyond pissed. Not only were we standing in between them and the only meal they’d had in months, but now we were also single-handedly driving their herd to extinction.  
 
    Honestly, I’d be pretty pissed, too.  
 
    Then again, I also wasn’t trying to kill a bunch of innocent people just so I could fill my belly.  
 
    “Ben!” Zarya cackled. “Incoming!”  
 
    I looked over just as the golden-scaled warrior used her spear like a golf club. She slammed the blunt end into the face of the pufferwadle and sent him flying directly toward me, so I threw up my sword, ducked down, and sliced open the creature from below. Its guts plopped out onto the sand with a wet hiss, and blood tainted the golden grains crimson as its organs pulsated on the ground.  
 
    I quickly turned back to the other charging pufferwadles and then made short work of them with my sword. I lopped off a few heads… I impaled a few of their brains… I even tossed a few of them back into the crowd like I’d done before.  
 
    At the same time, my friends were helping to thin out their numbers.  
 
    Sela had now hit her stride, and she danced around like a deadly ballerina, skewering the pufferwadles left and right as she twirled, hopped, and skipped across the landscape.  
 
    The twins had somewhat abandoned their positions, though it didn’t seem to have any negative effects on the situation. Zarya and Darya had their arms locked, and they flipped around the beach as they used each other’s bodies for leverage. As they made their way across the crowd of pufferwadles, they struck several of the braindead beasts.  
 
    None of us let up in our assault, and soon there were only a handful of the pufferfish left.  
 
    Now that their numbers had been decreased, I didn’t hesitate to jump right into the fray. I ran up to one of the beasts, shoved my sword underneath his body, and then flipped him onto his back. Since he was inflated and covered with spines, the pufferwadle just helplessly rocked back and forth on his back like an upside-down turtle.  
 
    I put him out of his misery with a stab through the gut, and then I turned to face whoever else remained.  
 
    Instead, my heart sank into my knees.  
 
    There were two of the little bastards waddling straight toward Arrick and my girls.  
 
    “Arrick!” I called out to my son. “Watch out!”  
 
    The Dragon Prince’s eyes were locked onto the approaching pufferwadles, and he was already in a defensive position with his dagger.  
 
    Still… It was a dagger. Unless Arrick knew exactly where to strike these things, he was in big trouble.  
 
    I took off toward my children, most of whom now cowered in fear behind their brother. I closed the gap in a flash and then got to work. As I ran, I shoved the flat edge of my sword underneath the pufferwadle, and then I gave it a good heave and sent the little fucker onto his back.  
 
    Arrick and I must have been on the same wavelength, because the Dragon Prince jumped right over and began to stab the dagger into the creature’s soft underbelly.  
 
    However, this left him completely vulnerable to an attack from the second beast, and the fucker unleashed a gurgled hiss as it sprang up and opened its jaws, ready to tear my son to bits.  
 
    Not on my watch, asshole.  
 
    I gently tossed my sword up into the air, caught it horizontally above my head, and pulled it back like a javelin. Then I heaved my arm forward and released my grip on the weapon.  
 
    My seaglass sword shot through the sky, stabbed the pufferwadle in midair, and then changed its momentum. The fish yelped as the blade pierced through its soft flesh and pinned it down to the ground. Gurgled honks escaped the creature’s mouth as it writhed and tried to force its way free, but it was no use.  
 
    All the while, Arrick just stared at me with wide eyes and an even wider mouth.  
 
    “H-How did you do that, Dad?” he gulped.  
 
    “Just lucky, I guess.” I shrugged. “Now, how about you finish it off?”  
 
    Arrick gave me a nod, and then he dashed over to the struggling pufferwadle with his knife at the ready. He raised it above his head, brought it down between the creature’s eyes, and then watched as the life left its body.  
 
    “Good job, son.” I walked over to Arrick, gave him a pat on the shoulder, and yanked the sword out of the pufferwadle’s gut. Then my paternal instinct kicked in, and I rushed back to the rest of my children.  
 
    Marella was stone-faced as always, but I could see the other three were terrified. Lizzie and Amaria clung to each other like baby monkeys on their mother’s back, and Oshuna’s eyes were full of tears.  
 
    “D-Daddy?” the littlest girl spoke up. “D-Did you take care of the mean fish?”  
 
    “Just about,” I promised as I glanced back over my shoulder. “I think there are only a few left, and then the danger is gone. You guys have all been very, very brave today.”  
 
    Back on the battlefield, there were only about five pufferwadles remaining, but the poor bastards must have realized they were doomed, because they tried to make their way back to the ocean.  
 
    However, their efforts were completely in vain.  
 
    Sela, Darya, and Zarya picked off the defenseless fish one-by-one with their spears, and soon they were all slain.  
 
    “Wow…” Lizzie gasped.  
 
    “See?” I reassured my daughter. “If you and Amaria keep training like this, someday you’ll be able to do cool warrior stuff like Zarya and Darya do.”  
 
    “Really?” Amaria asked. “You really think we could be as great as them?”  
 
    “Sure.” I nodded with a smile. “But only if you keep up on your training. And behave for Isla’s lessons. And if you listen to your mother.”  
 
    “Wooooooow,” both of the twins said in unison.  
 
    “I’m proud of you, Arrick,” I said as I turned back to my son. “I knew you’d keep your sisters safe.”  
 
    “You’re the one who saved our asses, Dad.” Arrick hung his head. “I didn’t do anything, really.”  
 
    “You can say that again,” Marella snickered.  
 
    “Hey!” I pointed at my eldest daughter and then addressed Arrick again. “I may have knocked them down, but you’re the one who delivered the killing blow. If I was keeping score, you’d currently have two notches in your belt.”  
 
    “Yeah, Marella.” Arrick stuck his tongue out at his sister. “I didn’t see your powers doing much good here. Why didn’t you see those monsters coming, huh?”  
 
    “I’ve told you a million times.” Marella shrugged. “I don’t choose what I get to see. The gods just bless me with the visions of what they want me to see.”  
 
    “Well, they could have ‘blessed you’ with a bit more of a warning,” the Dragon Prince grumbled.  
 
    “I think that’s the last of them,” Sela’s voice announced as she and the twins approached. “Somehow, we killed each and every pufferwadle, and none of us were stung.”  
 
    “I’m just glad they were so unintelligent,” Darya admitted. “If they’d been smart, that fight would have gone a whole lot differently.”  
 
    “Maybe it would have been more challenging,” Zarya suggested. “It felt like I was beating up on a bunch of infants.” 
 
    “Mommy! Mommy!” Amaria jumped up and down as she ran up to Sela. “Guess what Daddy just said? He said that, if Lizzie and I keep training, we can be just like Zarya and Darya, the greatest warriors on the island!”  
 
    “Is that so?” Sela glanced up at me with a raised eyebrow and a smirk. “He didn’t say you could be like your mother?”  
 
    “Nah.” The little girl waved her hand. “We’re twins, so we wanna be like them!”  
 
    “Awwww.” Darya smiled at the little ones. “How sweet.”  
 
    “Sweet?” Sela chuckled. “I don’t know how ‘sweet’ it is to have two daughters who worship anyone and anything but their own mother.”  
 
    “It’ll get worse,” I promised the mossy-scaled dragonkin. “Trust me, once they become actual teenagers, you’ll be lucky if you can say two words to them without getting the dreaded eye roll. Right, Marella?”  
 
    I looked over at my daughter, and the raven-haired girl made my point for me by rolling her eyes.  
 
    “You should cherish it,” Darya muttered. “After all of our men were killed by the orcs, you of all people should know what a blessing it is to have a young one.”  
 
    Sela looked Darya in the eyes, and the smile instantly vanished from her face.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry.” The dragonkin warrior hung her head. “I should have known better than to make those sorts of comments. I have only been blessed with these two beautiful girls for a few months, and already I’m taking them for granted.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” Darya reassured Sela. “The Draco Rex is only one man. Though he intends to help us repopulate our species, he can only do so selectively.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I chuckled. “There’s nothing ‘selective’ about how I choose my partners… It’s just kinda luck of the draw.”  
 
    “Ughhhhh…” Arrick groaned as he threw up his hands. “I really don’t wanna be part of this conversation.”  
 
    “Neither do I,” Marella gagged. “And I’m sure these little ones don’t, either.”  
 
    “I agree,” Sela noted. “Come, little ones. I’ll take you back to the castle. Perhaps Hali has finished the preparations for your little sister’s feast?”  
 
    “Send a few people back to the beach, too,” I added. “I’m not exactly sure what we can do with them yet, but surely if we harvest the spines off some of these pufferwadles they could be useful.”  
 
    “Right away, Ben.” Sela nodded before she held out her hands.  
 
    Lizzie and Amaria each took one of their mother’s hands, and then Arrick scooped up Oshuna into his arms. The little girl cackled with glee as her brother set her atop his shoulders, and then Sela and my children were off.  
 
    Now, it was just me and the dragonkin twins.  
 
    “So tell me, Draco Rex--” Darya began, but I cut her off quickly.  
 
    “For the millionth time,” I corrected. “Call me ‘Ben.’”  
 
    “Okay, ‘Ben’…” the golden-scaled warrior huffed. “How do you pick your mates, then?”  
 
    “Yes,” Zarya added. “It is quite obvious why you chose Nerissa, Ainsley, and Dalwen. They are all the leaders of their people, and the Draco Rex deserves to merge his bloodline with other royalty. But what about the rest? Talise… Jemma… Elzara… Sela… They all seem to be random choices.”  
 
    “And then there’s Mira,” Darya reminded her sister. “The Draco Rex spends more time with Mira than about any other person on this island, yet she is still not pregnant. There must be a pattern of some sort, right?”  
 
    “There’s not.” I shook my head. “Mira just doesn’t want to get pregnant until our adventures are over. She loves the ocean and exploring these different islands, and the thought of being away from that for even a few months is unbearable to her. So, she’ll probably be the last one I impregnate.”  
 
    “What about the rest of us, then?” Darya almost begged. “Is there a list you keep of who is to be impregnated, and in what order?”  
 
    “Nope,” I promised. “It’s all completely random. Honestly, it sort of just happens when two of us are alone and get caught up in the moment.”  
 
    “So, you’re telling me that if I asked you right here and now, you’d consider?” Zarya questioned.  
 
    “Of course, I would!” I grinned. “Why on Earth would I ever say ‘no’ to a beautiful creature like yourself or your sister? We just really haven’t had the chance to be alone very often…”  
 
    “Well.” Darya let out a giggle as she looked down. “We’re alone now.”  
 
    My pants grew tighter as I thought about the warrior’s words.  
 
    “That’s right,” her twin sister added. “We are all alone. No enemies. No queen. No children… Nothing but the two of us, and you.”  
 
    Suddenly, I felt my erection grow rapidly, and it pressed against my pants so tightly I thought it might tear straight through.  
 
    I wasn’t sure exactly where this conversation was going, though I had a hunch.  
 
    And, if my hunch was right, I was in for the time of my life. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “We’re alone right now, Ben,” Zarya, the one with the zigzag pattern on her scales, reminded me. “So, you’re saying if one of us made a move--”  
 
    “I wouldn’t stop you.” I winked. “I wouldn’t even think about stopping you. Well… Actually, I might suggest we find someplace more private. As much fun as sex on the beach is, there are gonna be people coming back here at any second.”  
 
    “Okay.” Darya shrugged. “You want a more private spot? Zarya and I have just the place. Follow me.”  
 
    The golden-haired twin turned away and began to head off down the beach, in the opposite direction of where we’d just killed all the pufferwadles. She only got about twenty feet away before she stopped, sunk her spear into the ground, and looked back over her shoulder.  
 
    “Is this really happening?” I laughed and then looked at Zarya. 
 
    “You’ll have to follow us and find out,” the second twin giggled.  
 
    Then Zarya sauntered over to her sister and locked arms with her, and the pair continued on down the shoreline.  
 
    I quickly pinched myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. Maybe I really had been stung by one of the pufferwadles, and I was hallucinating this whole thing.  
 
    There were two beautiful dragonkin twins who were flirting with me at the moment, who wanted to whisk me away to some sort of “special spot” after they’d just been asking why I hadn’t impregnated them yet.  
 
    If this was real, then Oshun truly was blessing me today.  
 
    I wasted no time in following the women, and my eyes flitted back and forth between their sashaying hips, their plump, curvy asses, and their toned, mocha-colored legs as they walked.  
 
    We continued on down the beach for nearly twenty minutes before Darya turned her head and looked up to the tree line.  
 
    “There.” She smiled and pointed. “I can see the carvings we made in the tree when we were kids.”  
 
    Darya and Zarya changed their trajectory so they were walking up toward the jungle, and I continued to follow them.  
 
    Eventually, we came to the foot of a large tree nearly ten feet wide and what must have been one hundred and fifty feet tall. Its bark was old and weathered, which told me it had been around for quite some time, and sure enough, all along the trunk of the plant were markings and words written in the dragonkins’ native tongue. In addition to the scribbles, there was also a series of notches that moved up the tree and appeared to be just deep enough to fit a hand or a foot inside.  
 
    Zarya was the first to start climbing as she took a few steps back and then rushed forward. Once she was close to the trunk, she sprang up into the air, caught herself on one of the notches, and then began to ascend.  
 
    Darya was right behind her, and she looked back at me teasingly as she hung there on the trunk.  
 
    “Try to keep up.” The warrior winked.  
 
    The two twins began up the tree, so I followed their example.  
 
    I took a running start straight at the tree. Then, when I was only a few feet away, I leapt up into the air and threw out my hands.  
 
    My right hand hit nothing but hard wood, but my left slid right into one of the notches. Once I had a firm grasp, I felt around with my right hand until I found a second notch. Then I found two footholds, took a deep breath, and started to climb.  
 
    Now that I was looking upward, I could see the tree was even taller than I had originally thought. The canopy was way up above, and it swayed back and forth in the soft oceanside breeze.  
 
    What caught my attention, however, was the structure that jutted out about halfway up the trunk.  
 
    Was that… a treehouse?  
 
    The three of us continued our ascent until, sure enough, we came to a small building nestled across the branches of the tree. It was only about fifteen feet wide by fifteen feet deep, and it looked like it had been pieced together by a combination of branches, palm fronds, and driftwood. It’s appearance was somewhat rough and ragged, which indicated to me it had been here for quite some time.  
 
    I watched the twins climb inside through the small opening in the side, and then I followed them in.  
 
    The inside of the treehouse wasn’t much different than the outside. It had the same sort of “thrown together” aesthetic, and it looked like it had seen better days. There were two small straw and fabric beds on either side of the room, and a grass carpet right in the middle.  
 
    “What is this place?” I pondered aloud.  
 
    “Our own private getaway,” Darya explained with a smile. “Our father helped us build it years ago, when we were just children. Sometimes the storms damage it, but we always make sure to build it up again.”  
 
    “It was always our little secret,” Zarya added as she ran her hand longingly against the wall. “We never told anyone else about this place. Not even Queen Nerissa.”  
 
    “Our father didn’t, either,” the first twin sighed. “He took this location with him to the grave…”  
 
    “Whenever we have some free time and just want to get away for a while, we come here,” Darya admitted. “It’s secluded, quiet, and it has the best view of any place on the island, in my opinion.”  
 
    Darya shuffled over to a small window on the same side as the doorway and then motioned for me to come look.  
 
    I walked over to Darya, peeked out through the hole in the treehouse, and then gasped. Before me was the ocean, beautiful and completely clear. From this vantage point I could literally see out to sea for miles, and there was nothing but the crashing blue waves. There were a few misty clouds in the light blue sky, but otherwise there was nothing.  
 
    It was peaceful. It was beautiful. I felt the awe of nature at its fullest, and in this moment I could see why the twins had kept this a secret from everybody else.  
 
    I wouldn’t want to share this, either.  
 
    Yet they’d shared it with me.  
 
    “Why are you showing me this?” I muttered.  
 
    “It’s the only place on the island that’s still private to us,” Zarya admitted. “And we need our privacy right now.”  
 
    Suddenly, my mind began to race with several dirty thoughts, and I couldn’t help but grin like a fool as I turned back around.  
 
    “Oh?” I raised an eyebrow at Darya. “What do we need privacy for?”  
 
    “Don’t be a fool, Draco Rex,” Darya scoffed. “I’m tired of waiting in line for you to impregnate me. I believe my sister is, too.”  
 
    “There’s not a line.” I shook my head. “Like I said, I--”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” the golden-scaled dragonkin interrupted. “What matters is you’re here, and we want your seed.”  
 
    “Well,” I purred. “I’m never going to turn down that offer. So, how do you want to do this? Does Zarya want to go wait at the bottom of the tree while we do it? Or does she want to go first? Or does it matter?”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Zarya purred as she plopped down onto one of the mattresses. “We don’t have the time to go one by one.”  
 
    Somehow, my dick grew even harder.  
 
    Darya strutted over to the same bed, sat down two feet away from her sister, and then patted the empty spot in between them.  
 
    “We’ll have to share you,” the golden-haired beauty explained.  
 
    “Share me?” I repeated. “Won’t that be strange for you? You’re sisters after all…”  
 
    “And?” Zarya scoffed. “We both need your seed in our wombs. We are tired of waiting to breed with you. We don’t mind sharing, just please fill us up equally with your dragon sperm.”  
 
    Holy fuck, I really was hallucinating. Not only did two hot dragonkin women want me, but they wanted me at the same time. And they were twins.  
 
    If this was a hallucination, then I honestly didn’t want to ever come out of it.  
 
    I walked over to the mattress, sat down between the twins, and looked back and forth between them. I then wrapped my arms around their fit waists and pulled them closer so their bodies were right up next to mine.  
 
    “Wow…” Darya whistled when she looked down at the bulge inside my pants. “Is that all you?”  
 
    “It’s all me.” I winked. “Wanna see?”  
 
    “Yessssssss,” the dragonkin warrior purred.  
 
    The next thing I knew, Darya leaned in and placed her soft, supple lips firmly against mine. Her kiss was sweet like honey, and soon I allowed my tongue to slip into her mouth as I reached up and ran my fingers through her hair.  
 
    As Darya and I made out, Zarya leaned over and tenderly pecked on my neck. At the same time, her hands wandered down below my belt, and soon her fingers brushed past my bulge. However, she didn’t rub it or reach into my waistband… All she wanted to do was get me going.  
 
    I let out a moan of satisfaction as Zarya’s fingers teased me. I could already feel the precum oozing out of my throbbing cock, and I knew I’d be able to fill both of these women up with my seed.  
 
    Darya and I continued to kiss as our hands explored each other’s bodies. Then Zarya suddenly pulled away before she slid off the bed, got down onto her knees, and grabbed the top of my pants.  
 
    With one slow, soft pull Zarya disrobed me, and my dick stood at full mast before her face.  
 
    “The gods truly shine on us today, sister,” Zarya cooed. “Look at the size of our king’s spear.”  
 
    Darya pulled away from my kiss and glanced down at my erection, and then her eyes went wide.  
 
    “That’s… That’s a large… weapon,” she gasped.  
 
    “Then it’s a good thing there’s two of you.” I smirked. “Plenty to go around.”  
 
    Darya must have liked my comment, because she let out a soft moan as she pulled away from me completely. Then the beautiful woman reached down to the bottom of her halter top and raised it up gently over the top of her head. As she did so, both of her perky C-cup breasts plopped down gently and danced back and forth. Her nipples were a soft brown and pointed, and they were fully erect as they fell free from their entrapment. The dragonkin warrior’s tummy was flat and toned, and there were the beginnings of six-pack abs just underneath her mocha-toned belly button. Finally, Darya tossed her shirt off to the side and then slid down to join her sister.  
 
    Meanwhile, Zarya mirrored Darya’s actions as she yanked off her shirt, threw it onto the ground, and revealed herself to me. Her breasts were nearly identical to Darya’s, and for a brief second I could barely tell the two apart.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I whistled as I looked down at the two women marveling at my cock. “You two are so fucking hot.”  
 
    My words must have encouraged the twins, because Darya instantly wrapped her hand around my cock. She licked her lips before she leaned in and gave the tip a soft kiss, but then she looked up at me with a devilish grin.  
 
    “You try it first,” she told her sister.  
 
    Darya moved my dick toward Zarya’s mouth, and the second twin let out a gasp.  
 
    “I-I don’t think I can take all of that in…” Zarya admitted.  
 
    “You don’t have to,” Darya said. “Just do what you can, and I’ll lick and suck on the rest.”  
 
    Fuck. I really liked the sound of that.  
 
    Zarya looked nervous as she bent down, opened her mouth wide, and slid my cock inside. Her mouth was warm and wet, and her lips felt like velvet against my manhood. Then Zarya let out a soft gag as she forced herself down my erection, but she was only able to get down about halfway.  
 
    That was where Darya “took over.”  
 
    While my dick was still inside her sister’s mouth, Darya began to stroke me softly from the bottom up.  
 
    “Oh, fuck…” I leaned my head back and moaned.  
 
    “There you go,” Darya whispered. “You suck, I’ll stroke.”  
 
    Zarya’s bright green eyes stared up at me as she began to move her mouth up and down on my erection, and at the same time, Darya’s hand moved in the opposite direction.  
 
    The two women worked in unison until they eventually reached a rhythm where Zarya’s mouth and Darya’s hands would meet at the halfway point of my cock before moving in opposite directions.  
 
    The sensation was intense, and I could already feel my balls tightening up as the warm coil in my abdomen built toward a crescendo.  
 
    The next thing I knew, Darya’s hand moved down and rubbed across my tight balls softly.  
 
    “I think he needs more, sister,” Darya purred. “Let me help you.”  
 
    Without removing her hand from my testicles, Darya opened up her mouth and let her tongue flop out. Then she moved her head down to the shaft of my dick, placed her tongue against it, and started to make circles around my shaft.  
 
    Zarya changed her pattern in response. Soon, the first twin let my dick fall away from her lips, and she placed her tongue against the opposite side of my shaft.  
 
    I watched in awe as each twin took one edge of my cock with their tongues. They both ran their slick muscles back and forth slowly, and they only stopped occasionally to give my balls a soft suck or to lick a bit of precum from my head.  
 
    This was fucking heaven on Earth… It couldn’t get any better than this.  
 
    Or so I thought before the twins started to take turns sucking me off.  
 
    Darya would let my cock slide into her mouth, and then she would give it a few gulps before she pulled back and let her sister take over the reins. They alternated back and forth for nearly ten minutes, and the swelling of pressure in my abdomen made it feel like I was about to unload a massive blast of my love all over them.  
 
    Eventually, I couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    “Oh, shit!” I gasped. “I think I’m about to… Ohhhhhh!”  
 
    Darya was on my cock, and she quickly let it slide out from her mouth when I alerted her.  
 
    A volcano of my seed erupted from my dick as I came, and both of the twins watched in awe as it splurted out and fell down onto their faces, chests, and arms. Finally, when all was said and done, I let out a sigh and leaned back on the mattress.  
 
    “Oops,” Zarya giggled. “I think we may have teased him too much. His sperm doesn’t do much good out here. It needs to be deep inside of us.”  
 
    “It’s fine.” Darya mused as she wiped herself clean with her hand. “I’m sure we can convince him to give us more.”  
 
    “More?” the first twin gasped. “How could there possibly be more?”  
 
    “Oh, there is,” I said as I looked up at the beautiful topless women. “I just need to recharge for a minute or two first, and then I’ll give you all of that and then some.”  
 
    “Really?” Zarya’s eyes lit up at the prospect. “That sounds incredible. What can we do to help you ‘recharge?’”  
 
    “Get on the bed,” I ordered as I stood from the mattress. “I want to return the favor.”  
 
    I yanked off my shirt as the two women finished cleaning themselves off, and then they followed my command. The second they were prone on the mattress, I got down onto my knees and slid Darya’s pants off her body.  
 
    Her pussy was already dripping wet, so much so that the small tuft of hair on her mound was moist with excitement. I pressed my lips against Darya’s inner thigh, kissed it softly, and then let my tongue slide out of my mouth. Next, I ran it up her thigh until I got to her womanhood, which I circled gently.  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Darya gasped when my tongue found her clitoris. “Please don’t tease me like that.”  
 
    “Fine,” I growled as I looked up at her naked figure. “I won’t.” 
 
    Then I buried my face into Darya’s delicate flower, and she gasped as my tongue ran wildly against her climactic button, but her surprise quickly turned into pleasure.  
 
    “Dracooo Rexxxxx.” Darya’s thighs tightened around my head as I lapped up her sweet juices, and she arched her back as she tensed up.  
 
    I didn’t want Zarya to feel out of the mix, so I reached over and slowly ran my hand up her thigh. Eventually, my fingers found the entrance to her velvet tunnel, so I slipped two of them inside. Zarya’s pussy was just as wet as her sister’s, and she instantly let out a soft moan as I started to finger her.  
 
    I did double time as I pleasured both of the women, and it didn’t take long before Darya was on the brink of a climax. Her moans grew hurried and weaker, and her entire body was wound up as tight as a spring. Then, when I made another pass at her clit, she turned to jello on the bed.  
 
    “Oh, Gods, Ben…” she gasped. “Ohhhhhhhhhhhh!”  
 
    Darya’s thighs wrapped around the back of my head as she forced me harder onto her pussy, and she unleashed a moan that probably could have been heard from across the island. Finally, the golden-haired woman came down from her high and released her death grip on my head, but as I pulled my face away from her sopping wet pussy, I knew my work wasn’t done.  
 
    “Your turn.” I winked at Zarya.  
 
    The second twin bit her lip as I scooted over so I was in front of her. I tugged her pants down around her ankles and then marveled in the presence of her tender slit.  
 
    Zarya’s pussy was completely smooth, and a bit of her love juices were pooling on the mattress as I admired it, so I spread open Zarya’s long legs, leaned in, and began to lick her softly. I started off slow, but she didn’t seem to be responding much at first.  
 
    When I began to make patterns with my tongue, though? That was when Zarya went wild.  
 
    “K-Keep doing that,” the dragonkin warrior begged as she shuddered in my grasp. “Gods, keep doing that.”  
 
    Who was I to tell a lady “no?”  
 
    I increased the pace of my tongue to the point where the muscle was starting to get tired, but I endured.  
 
    I had a woman to pleasure, and I sure as fuck wasn’t going to stop until she’d reached her mountaintop.  
 
    Thankfully, that didn’t take long.  
 
    “Bennnnn, yesssss!” Zarya’s right hand slapped onto the back of my head and took a fistful of my hair in its grasp, and she rubbed her fingers through my scalp as she moaned, groaned, and whimpered until her entire body went entirely still. Then Zarya arched her back like she’d been electrocuted by a live wire, opened up her mouth, and let out an eardrum-shattering moan as she came against my face.  
 
    Once her orgasm was done, I pulled away and then looked back and forth between the two beautiful naked twins.  
 
    “How was it?” I winked.  
 
    Both of the girls were panting with exhaustion, but their faces told another story. They had mile-wide smiles stretched across their lips, and their eyes were full of light.  
 
    “Incredible,” Darya gasped. “But there’s still one major, major problem… You haven’t filled us up with your seed yet.”  
 
    “Yeah…” Zarya purred. “We want your babies growing inside of us, Ben.”  
 
    I pointed down at my erection, which was once again at full mast.  
 
    “I think I’m ready,” I purred.  
 
    “Well, just in case you need some extra motivation…” Darya purred. “Here.”  
 
    Darya turned to her twin sister, placed her hand softly against Zarya’s cheek, and then kissed her gently. She started with a simple peck, but then the two women began to make out like long lost lovers. They ran their hands along each other’s naked bodies as they kissed, and I couldn’t believe my eyes.  
 
    Holy shit… If I wasn’t at full mast before, I definitely was now.  
 
    Darya and Zarya’s kissing grew more passionate until eventually Zarya fell over on top of her sister. Their bodies intermingled as they laid on the mattress, and Zarya’s tight, fit ass was up in the air, practically begging for me to come and fuck her from behind.  
 
    So, that’s exactly what I did.  
 
    I moved up onto the bed, grabbed a handful of Zarya’s ass, and then slowly guided myself into her from behind.  
 
    “Oh!” The dragonkin woman let out a gasp as my cock slid into her tight tunnel, but then she went right back to pleasuring her sister.  
 
    Zarya’s pussy was still like a monsoon, so I had no problems gliding in and out of her velvet tunnel. Her pussy was awfully tight, though, and I had to go slow to keep myself from overwhelming her.  
 
    Finally, when I felt my cock bottom out against her cervix, I felt a shot of pure ecstasy rocket through my body.  
 
    “Holy shit, you’re sooo tight,” I moaned into her ear as I leaned forward.  
 
    Zarya responded with a soft groan, but she didn’t turn away from Darya.  
 
    So, I got to work.  
 
    I slid myself all the way out of Zarya’s womanhood and then pushed myself back inside. I repeated this action about ten times, and her whole body trembled each time I did it. Zarya’s pussy also spasmed around my cock with each movement I made, which only got me all the more excited.  
 
    Eventually, I began to increase my pace until I was thrusting in and out of Zarya with the force of a hurricane and the speed of a cheetah.  
 
    “Oh, gods!” the dragonkin warrior whimpered as I fucked her hard.  
 
    Her tight ass jiggled with each rhythmic thrust, and soon I felt myself building toward a climax. The muscles in my legs and lower body were on fire, but I wasn’t going to let up until I gave Zarya what she wanted.  
 
    She wanted my seed, and I was going to give her all of that and then some.  
 
    Finally, the golden-haired woman’s body tensed, and she unleashed a few hurried moans as her pussy gripped me like a vise. Then Zarya screamed excitedly as she came, and the sounds of her pleasure sent me over the edge.  
 
    “Fuckkkkk!” I grabbed Zarya around the waist, pulled her all the way back onto me, and then unloaded what felt like a gallon of my seed into her womb.  
 
    “Ooooh, Bennn, yes, fill me up with your seed, bless me with your child.” She quivered as she accepted my love, and I watched as a bit of it oozed out of her when I pulled out.  
 
    “How was that?” I grinned as Zarya collapsed on top of her sister.  
 
    “I-I’m not sure if I’ll be able to walk any time soon,” she panted.  
 
    Darya, on the other hand, was eager to go another round. She rolled out from underneath her sister, got up onto her feet, and then looked me up and down.  
 
    “Don’t I get some, too?” she asked with sad eyes.  
 
    “Of course, you do,” I reassured the beautiful woman. “But, uh… I’m not sure if I can physically move my legs at the moment.”  
 
    “You don’t have to,” Darya promised.  
 
    The golden-scaled warrior strutted over to my position, threw her knees up onto the mattress, and straddled my cock. Then she placed her soft hand against my bare chest, gave me a gentle push, and giggled as I fell back onto the mattress.  
 
    “I like where this is going,” I murmured. 
 
    “Good. Now, just relax, Draco Rex, and let me take care of you.” Darya then used her tongue to lick me clean, and the sensation of her warm tongue against my already sensitive dick made me erect instantly. Once I was hard, the dragonkin twin gave my cock a gentle kiss and got back up onto her knees. She waddled over so her pussy was right above my erection, and then she slowly lowered herself down onto me.  
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped. 
 
    Darya’s pussy was tighter than a balloon’s opening, and waves of pleasure rocked my body to its core. The dragonkin woman’s mouth fell open in awe as she continued to take me in, but all that exited her was a feeble squeak. Then she placed one hand against my abs as she braced herself, leaned into it, and started to move her lower half up and down on my dick.  
 
    “You feel so b-bigggg, Draco Rex,” Darya moaned as she threw her head back. “It feels like you’re splitting me in half!” 
 
    Her breasts were smashed together by her arms as she bounced against my cock, and I couldn’t take my eyes off them. The golden-scaled warrior’s nipples were fully erect, and each of her supple breasts jiggled with the motions that she made.  
 
    What really set me off, though, was when Zarya got back into the fray. She just appeared behind her sister, where she promptly began to nibble on Darya’s neck.  
 
    Darya responded with a soft moan, and I felt her pussy tighten around me.  
 
    Damn, this was fucking hot.  
 
    Zarya’s right hand slowly wandered downward until it reached her sister’s clitoris, and then the dragonkin warrior began to flick her fingers back and forth across Darya’s magic button.  
 
    The second pair of hands only seemed to push Darya closer to the edge, and she started to unleash moan after groan after intense moan. Then Darya switched positions. She pulled her hands off my torso, reached back so her hands were around Zarya’s ass, and then continued to fuck me hard. Darya’s tight, throbbing tunnel grinded against my dick in a sensual rhythm until finally, her body tensed up.  
 
    “Oh, Ben…” she whimpered. “I think I’m about to- to- to… Ohhhhhhhh!”  
 
    Darya’s pussy trembled as she orgasmed, and I felt the warm coil in my stomach snap.  
 
    “Fuck, yessssss.” My entire body tensed up as I unloaded my seed inside of Darya, and that just seemed to set her off again.  
 
    “Oooooooh, thank you,” she gasped as she ground her now sopping pussy against my pelvis. “Thank you for blessing me with your seed, Draco Rex. I hope to bear you strong children.”  
 
    Then, once we had both come down from our orgasms, both of the golden-scaled women collapsed into a heap on top of me. Darya rolled over to my left side, while Zarya rolled to my right.  
 
    I instinctively put my arms around both of them, pulled them in close, and then gave them each a soft kiss on their foreheads.  
 
    “Well?” I mused. “Was it everything you’d ever hoped for and more?”  
 
    “No,” Darya stated matter-of-factly. “It was even better.”  
 
    “That’s what I like to hear,” I chuckled.  
 
    The three of us laid in bed for a full hour, and we cuddled close as we listened to the relaxing sounds of the blowing wind. The twins were definitely right, this was easily one of the most relaxing places on the entire island.  
 
    And no, that wasn’t just because I’d fucked two hot twins.  
 
    We lingered together for another hour or so, and we went another round so I could fill each of them up again with my seed. Then we cuddled for a bit before deciding it was time to head back.  
 
    “As much as I’d love to just stay in bed forever,” I admitted, “we should get back to the castle. I’m sure Hali’s meal is just about done, and I definitely don’t want to miss out on my daughter’s birthday celebration.”  
 
    “I agree,” Zarya chuckled. “If your seed takes and we both bear you children, we wouldn’t want you to miss their celebrations, either.”  
 
    “I’m gonna need to start carrying around a planner or something,” I joked. “Because pretty soon I’m gonna be having a child’s birthday every single day of the month!”  
 
    “I don’t think there are that many women on the island,” Darya mused. “That would mean you’d have to impregnate… How many days did you say were in your calendar?”  
 
    “Three-hundred sixty-five, but who knows if this world has the same number,” I explained. “Though, if we keep finding tribes of different women, I could very easily get to that number eventually.”  
 
    “If you make love to them anything like you did to us, word will spread quickly, and they’ll be lining up for their turn with you,” Darya purred.  
 
    “That’s the idea.” I winked as I sat up and rolled out of bed. Then I wandered over to my clothes, pulled them back onto my body, and fastened my belt back over my waist.  
 
    The twins followed my lead as they also got up out of bed, slid their clothes back on, and then headed to the door.  
 
    All three of us climbed down the side of the tree once more, and once we were back on solid ground again, we began our trek back to the castle. As we passed by the beach where we’d slain all the pufferwadles, I noticed most of the bodies were now gone, and what few remained were thrown back into the ocean where they floated rotting and bloated on the surf.  
 
    “Say what you will about your dragonkin homemakers,” I chuckled. “They’re really, reaaaaallllly efficient when it comes to cleaning up our messes.”  
 
    “I won’t argue with that.” Zarya shook her head.  
 
    We found the paved pathway I’d created way back in the day, and then we followed it through the jungle until we eventually came to our castle. We went into the fortress and then meandered about until we eventually got to the kitchen.  
 
    “You two go ahead to the courtyard,” I said to the twins. “I’m gonna check in on Hali and see how she’s doing.”  
 
    “And ruin the surprise of her banquet?” Darya chuckled. “Suit yourself.”  
 
    The dragonkin twins were all smiles as they continued on, and their giggles could be heard from all the way down the hall.  
 
    Yeah… Everybody on the island was going to know what we had just been doing.  
 
    I peeked my head into the threshold of the kitchen and saw Hali working furiously over a chopping block, so I slid into the room and approached the cook, slowly.  
 
    “What are you working on there, Hali?” I asked the red-haired dragonkin woman softly.  
 
    Hali’s entire body jerked to attention as she slammed her knife into the table with force. The woman then turned around, and her sea-green eyes were the size of saucers.  
 
    “Oh, it’s you,” Hali sighed and put her hand on her chest. “You scared the daylights out of me, Ben.”  
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckled. “I just wanted to stop in and see what you were doing. I feel like we haven’t talked face to face in a while.”  
 
    “That’s because we haven’t.” Hali wiped her hands off on a makeshift rag. “You’ve been off gallivanting on the seas, and I’ve been prepping more and more food than I can keep up with. Life’s been really busy lately, but I guess that’s better than the alternative!”  
 
    “That should be a good thing, though, right?” I mused. “If you’re super swamped in regards to how much food we’re bringing in, that means our harvests have been way more bountiful.”  
 
    “And our people are becoming much stronger hunters,” Hali added. “In fact, the feast I’m preparing is made up entirely of items the Niralope women hunted themselves?”  
 
    “No shit?” I gasped.  
 
    “I know!” Hali clapped her hands together in front of her face. “They’ve come a long way since you first brought them to this island. Now, I swear they could take out a fruit fly with their arrows.”  
 
    “That’s good to hear.” I smiled at the cook. “That just means we’re working together in harmony as one people, and not a bunch of different races. What exactly are you planning on making, anyways?”  
 
    A sly grin spread up Hali’s face, and the green-scaled woman shook her head. “Uh-uh. You may be the king around here, Ben, but you’re gonna have to wait and see, just like everyone else.”  
 
    “You can’t blame a guy for trying.” I shrugged as I began to back out through the door. “I’ll see you out there, alright?”  
 
    “Sure thing, Draco Rex!” Hali grinned. “I just hope you like the creative liberties I took with this recipe…”  
 
    Hali might not have had much confidence in her own craft, but I knew from experience anything her hands graced turned out to be fucking delicious. Hell, I swore up and down Hali could make even a piece of raw wheat into a delicacy of some sort, given enough time.  
 
    “It’ll be great,” I reassured the cook. “I can’t wait to see what that brilliant mind of yours has cooked up.”  
 
    “Stop it,” the cook giggled as a soft blush crept across her face, and she looked down bashfully. “Get outta here, Ben.”  
 
    I shot Hali one last thumbs up before I slipped back out into the hallway. Then I made my way through the corridors of the castle until I came out into the courtyard.  
 
    Here, I saw every single inhabitant of this island, with the exception of the cooking and catering staff. Everyone was clustered together in groups in different parts of the sandy landscape, but one thing caught my attention and made me swell with pride.  
 
    Everybody was intermingled.  
 
    Morpho women sat with Coonag, who themselves sat with dragonkin and Niralope women. Pregnant women sat with not-yet pregnant women, and my children were spread out across the courtyard as they chatted up women of all kinds.  
 
    The only part of the courtyard “cut off” from the rest of the people were the high tables, the spot where the royal family was supposed to sit.  
 
    Nerissa was already at the high table, with our daughter Meer nestled tightly in her arms, and as I approached the pair, my newborn daughter let out a squeal of glee.  
 
    “Hey, baby girl,” I said as I tickled Meer’s tummy. “Are you ready for your big day?”  
 
    “I think so,” Nerissa noted. “She’s already had a long nap, and I nursed her just about an hour ago. Hopefully, she will get through this ceremony without much fussing.”  
 
    “She?” I winked at my beloved. “Or you?”  
 
    “Very funny.” The silver-haired queen rolled her eyes. “Though I will admit, after Arrick’s two cycle ceremony, I considered not doing it for my next child.”  
 
    “That’s because it was Arrick,” I reminded her. “Even when he was just a wee little lad, he was causing trouble. I don’t think we’ll have the same issues with Meer.”  
 
    “You say that now,” Nerissa reminded me. “But remember she still has many of your traits in her.”  
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I prodded playfully. “If anyone’s heritage will make her a problem child, it’ll be yours.”  
 
    “Please,” the queen laughed. “I was a perfect child. Ask Jonas.”  
 
    “I just might take you up on that offer,” I promised my lover. “Speaking of which… You look awfully lonely up here. Where are Arrick and Jonas?”  
 
    “Arrick is over with Malkey and Cerin.” Nerissa pointed to the back of the courtyard. “And Malkey and Cerin are with George and Nixie, I believe. As for Jonas… I’m not sure. He probably is out meditating somewhere.”  
 
    “I’m surprised our son is not bragging about all the cool stuff he saw on our last adventure,” I chuckled. “Those two islands probably gave him enough stories to tell for the next ten years.”  
 
    “He’s probably already told them all,” the queen admitted. “I know he’s been talking everybody’s ears off lately. Now come, my love. Take your seat next to your queen and the Draco Reginae.”  
 
    “That sounds fancy,” I admitted as I walked over and pulled out the chair. “Dragon Princess, right?”  
 
    “Correct.” Nerissa nodded. “Even though Arrick will rule over these lands in the future, Meer will be his right-hand woman. She will act as his consul as well as his moral compass, and together they will bring our people to a level of prosperity neither of us could ever achieve.”  
 
    “Let’s hope so,” I agreed. “And let’s hope all of my royal children will do the same for their peoples.”  
 
    “They will.” Nerissa smiled at me warmly. “If they are anything like their father, they will be some of the most caring, brave, and loyal beings to ever walk this world. They will be able to do great things, Ben. Things we cannot even fathom. I believe that--”  
 
    “Aha!” Mira declared as she walked up in front of the high tables. “I knew my sister still had a soft side deep down underneath all of that ‘stern, no nonsense’ crap.”  
 
    Instantly, Nerissa’s smile faded into a neutral thin line, and she raised an eyebrow at her sister.  
 
    “What ever do you mean, Mira?” the queen inquired. “I was simply telling the Draco Rex that his children will be powerful and strong leaders, which is an objective fact.”  
 
    “Nah.” Mira waved her hand. “I very specifically heard you say ‘caring, brave, and loyal.’ It’s okay, though… I won’t tell anyone about your softer side.”  
 
    “What do you want, Mira?” Nerissa grumbled.  
 
    “I was just coming over to give you an update,” the green-haired dragonkin warrior explained. “So, you know how you sent us out to gather up those pufferwadle spines? Well, Holara had an idea about how to use them. She said that, if we squeeze the venom out into a bowl, we can dip our arrowheads into it, which will make them even more deadly.”  
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” I began. “But aren’t our arrowheads made out of stone and seaglass? The venom would just run right off.”  
 
    “With those, it would,” Mira explained. “However, remember how you had us save the legs of the parasites on the sanshula?”  
 
    “I do…” I nodded, though I wasn’t sure where she was going with this.  
 
    “That material is very lightweight, and very porous,” the warrior woman said as she brushed a piece of hair out of her face.  
 
    “So, it’ll absorb all the poison and then deposit it into our enemy's flesh.” I grinned as the epiphany hit. “That’s brilliant.”  
 
    “Holara thought you’d like it,” Mira noted. “Jemma was pretty excited about the idea, too. She was saying she can’t wait to test it out on our next adventure.”  
 
    “‘Our next adventure?’” I mused. “I can’t believe Jemma still thinks she’s going out to sea with us. Our baby could be coming at any moment now, and I’d much rather have her here, in the hands of our best healers, than out on the battlefield when it happens.”  
 
    “You can be the one to tell her, then.” Mira threw up her hands and laughed. “Because she’s definitely not gonna like hearing that.”  
 
    As Mira walked away, I tried to find Jemma in the crowd of people, and I spotted the auburn-haired Niralope woman near the eastern perimeter, where she sat at a table with Ainsley, Trin, Talise, Lezan, and Ahwara.  
 
    Both Ainsley and Jemma were very far along in their pregnancies, and their bellies had swelled out to the point where I wasn’t even sure if they could bend over anymore. It shouldn’t have been surprising. As a race, the Niralope people were very tall, the men allegedly more so than the women, so it only stood to reason a Niralope child would take up way more room in the womb than a human, dragonkin, or Coonag child.  
 
    As much as I loved Jemma’s companionship on my journeys, and how much I relied on her for reconnaissance and her marksmanship skills, this was something I wasn’t going to budge on.  
 
    Our child was almost here, and that meant all sorts of potential issues for Jemma. Her baby bump offered a major vulnerability for our enemies to exploit, and it would severely limit her mobility when we were trying to travel through harsh terrain. Not to mention, all of our adventures were full of peril and danger, and it would be irresponsible to put my unborn son at risk.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to tell her?” Nerissa chuckled as if she had read my thoughts. “I could always have one of our children inform her. That might soften the blow a bit.”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “I’m her king and her baby-daddy, so I should be the one to let her know.”  
 
    I slowly stood up from my place, gave Nerissa a parting kiss on the forehead, and then made my way across the courtyard toward the Niralope women. As I drew closer, the women at the table all stopped their chattering and looked at me with excitement in their eyes.  
 
    “Looks like we’re being joined by a guest of honor, friends.” Ainsley grinned.  
 
    “Only the best guest for the best ladies in the world.” I winked at the table, and they giggled in response.  
 
    There were a few empty chairs at the table, so I pulled one of them out and plopped down onto the wooden seat. I then scooted myself up, clasped my hands together, and rested my chin against them as I looked around at my lovely ladies.  
 
    “Shouldn’t you be up at the main table?” Ahwara mused. “I thought that’s where the royalty sat.”  
 
    “It is,” I confirmed. “But we don’t really follow our rules very strictly around here. I’m ‘supposed to’ be up there with the Dragon Queen and the rest of the royal family, but nobody’s gonna bat an eye if I decide to hang out here for a while. What kind of a king would I be if I didn’t go around mingling with my loyal subjects?”  
 
    “That’s definitely not what I’m used to,” Ahwara chuckled as she pointed across the courtyard to her own queen. “Dalwen is all about ceremony and ritual, to the point where most of us Morpho women could recite our seating chart in our sleep.”  
 
    “Seating chart?” Trin snorted as she nonchalantly played with the gray bun atop her head. “Your people had a seating chart for feasts?”  
 
    “We had a seating chart for everything,” the orange-haired butterfly-woman admitted. “Feasts… Regular meals… Even for when we were de-shelling nuts.”  
 
    “That sounds… Like a lot,” Ainsley noted.  
 
    “You didn’t make us sit in any sort of organized way when we were on your island,” Jemma reminisced.  
 
    “That’s because Dalwen was still hibernating in her Cacoon,” Ahwara continued. “I was calling the shots, and I don’t believe in all of that load of hopper droppings.”  
 
    “Well, those days are over,” I promised the pixie. “Here on the dragonkin island, we’re all equals, whether we’re royalty or captains or just plain old everyday citizens.”  
 
    “The Niralope live by this idea, too,” Ainsley agreed as she absently stroked her full belly. “We are all equal in the eyes of the goddess Nira, so why would we simple beings of flesh and bone try to claim otherwise?”  
 
    “What about you two?” Ahwara asked Lezan and Trin. “Do the Coonag people organize themselves in any particular way?”  
 
    Trin and Lezan both gave each other a sideways glance, shook their heads, and then laughed.  
 
    “We don’t bother ourselves with that stuff,” Lezan mused. “All we Coonag care about are three things… Fighting, mating, and devouring. If something doesn’t directly affect one of those, then it’s as useful to us as an acorn to the ocean.”  
 
    “Nadir is our leader,” Trin explained. “But that’s just because she was the eldest of our tribe left over when the orcs killed our men.”  
 
    “She was also the closest in line to our royal bloodline,” Lezan added.  
 
    “How is that possible?” Jemma questioned. “Didn’t Jira have a son who was next in line to be king of your people?”  
 
    “Jira was paired with Nadir’s brother as a mate,” the multicolor-haired Coonag explained. “Nadir’s brother was the next in line for the throne, and then his next of kin was their son. Once both of them were killed in battle, it reverted back to the only one of us still alive with royal blood.”  
 
    “Which was Nadir.” I nodded. “Huh. I guess I never stopped to think about why she is your leader. I always just assumed it was because she was the smartest or fastest or best fighter of you lot.”  
 
    “Ha!” Lezan scoffed. “Nadir is a Coonag of many talents, but she is far from the best at anything she does.”  
 
    As she spoke, the raccoon-woman leaned back in her chair to emphasize her point, and when she did so, my eyes couldn’t help but wander down to her swelling tummy. Lezan was already a few weeks along, and the baby inside of her was just beginning to grow. She had only the slightest of bumps, which was emphasized by her outfit.  
 
    The Coonag woman with the black-and-white parted hair wore only a skimpy, fur-laden bikini top and bottoms, and her slightly pregnant stomach stuck out between the two pieces of attire like a pillow tucked underneath a blanket. Her breasts were just starting to swell, as well, to the point where they were threatening to pop out of their furry confinement.  
 
    Ahwara had been pregnant for a much shorter time, so she’d yet to show any signs of the baby dwelling inside of her. Meanwhile, Ainsley and Jemma were both so large they looked like they could pop at any moment.  
 
    The sight of the two pregnant Niralopes suddenly brought me back to reality and reminded me of why I had come over here in the first place.  
 
    “Jemma?” I cleared my throat. “There was something I wanted to talk to you about… Privately would probably be best.”  
 
    “Ben.” Jemma smiled at me and shook her head. “I know what this is about, and it’s okay. I know you’re worried about our baby. I am, too. Very, very worried. So, I’ll say it before you do… I’m recusing myself from our next journey, whatever that may be.”  
 
    “Really?” I asked. “You’re alright with just hanging back here? I thought you wanted to travel the world by my side?”  
 
    “I do,” the auburn-haired beauty reassured me. “But right now it’s more important to protect our precious child. It’s a dangerous world out there, Ben… If anything happened to our son, I don’t know what I’d do with myself.”  
 
    “Me, either,” I agreed. “Which is why I was going to tell you the exact same thing.”  
 
    “Well, then it’s a good thing I said it first.” Jemma winked. “Because I don’t like being given orders.”  
 
    “Please,” I teased. “That’s not what you say during--”  
 
    “Ben!” Candara’s spacey voice interjected suddenly. “Ben! I need to talk to you. It’s pretty, pretty, pretty urgent.”  
 
    I turned my head to see the golden-haired butterfly-woman rushing toward me. Her eyes were narrowed with frustration, and her lips were pursed into a small frown. When she finally arrived at our table, Candara crossed her arms over her chest and let out a deep sigh.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I demanded as my mind raced with a million negative possibilities. “Is one of the dragons sick?”  
 
    “Not that I know of.” Candara shrugged. “I wanted to talk to you about the wind dragon egg we found.”  
 
    “What about it?” I questioned. “It’s still safe and locked away inside my quarters, right?”  
 
    “Well…” Candara looked up at the sky and seemed to zone out. “It’s still safe and locked away, but that’s not what I wanted to talk to you about. I wanted to talk to you about the egg’s incubation phase.”  
 
    “Okay.” I nodded, though I still wasn’t sure what she was getting at.  
 
    “Ben…” Candara’s eyes were filled with both fear and excitement as she looked back at me. “I think the wind dragon egg is ready to hatch.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “The egg is ready to hatch?” I gasped. “Like, right now?”  
 
    My mind raced with the possibilities of all we could do with a wind dragon at our disposal. I’d seen the pure chaos and destruction a full-sized version of the creature had caused… The damn thing fought eight fire dragons at the same time and didn’t seem to so much as break a sweat. Sure, the dragon that emerged from the crystal egg would only be an infant, but he would grow to his full potential in time.  
 
    “What makes you say that?” Ahwara asked with a hint of skepticism in her tone. “It’s only been in our possession for a few weeks.”  
 
    “It has,” Candara agreed. “And that whole time, we haven’t heard a single sound or seen any signs of movement on the inside. Until now…”  
 
    “Is the little fella trying to break his way out?” I grinned with glee.  
 
    “Not quite.” The golden-haired butterfly-woman frowned. “The egg has begun to rock back and forth, and I can clearly see the shadow of its inhabitant just beneath the surface. However, the dragon hasn’t made any progress as far as trying to break out through the shell.”  
 
    “Could we just break him out?” Lezan suggested with a sharp grin. “I think one of our stone axes could smash the shell right in two, given enough force.”  
 
    “That would be very dangerous,” Candara scoffed. “You could accidentally hurt the dragon with the pure blunt force of your swing. Then there’s the simple fact you might crack the egg open prematurely, which would cause all sorts of health problems with the creature inside… Let’s also not forget that if you were to somehow crack open the egg, the wind dragon inside might view you as an enemy and then come out with aggressive force. If that happens, it’ll be difficult to bond with the little thing, which is absolutely the last thing we need right now.”  
 
    “We’re not smashing it open,” I chuckled. “I can’t really think of any situation in which using brute force on an egg leads to a desirable outcome.”  
 
    “What if they are the eggs of your enemy?” Trin suggested.  
 
    “Exactly!” Lezan added. “What happens if we come across the nest of a dragon that’s already controlled by the orcs? Smashing their eggs would solve a whole lot of problems in that case.”  
 
    “Not really,” I reminded the two Coonag women. “If they’re just eggs, then they have no allegiance yet. It would be wise to spare them. This way, we could bond them with a bunch of our friends and then have a literal army of dragons on our hands.”  
 
    “See?” Trin slapped Lezan on the shoulder. “This is why Ben is our leader. I would have smashed them all without a second thought.”  
 
    “Well, there won’t be any egg smashing anytime soon,” Candara reminded the two raccoon-women. “Hopefully ever.”  
 
    “So, what do we do, then?” I implored our resident zoologist. “Do we just need to sit back and wait it out until the dragon decides to come out?”  
 
    “I think he wants to come out now,” the green-winged woman sighed. “He’s even making pathetic noises every now and again. It’s like he’s trapped inside there.”  
 
    “See?” Lezan proclaimed. “We need to smash up the egg and get him out of there!”  
 
    “No egg smashing.” I rolled my eyes. “Candara, is there any way you know of to try and speed along the process?”  
 
    “We could incubate it,” Ainsley spoke up with a shrug. “Isn’t that what you said the clucker birds are doing when they sit on their eggs?”  
 
    “It is.” I nodded. “They’re trying to keep it warm so the fetus inside has ideal conditions to develop. Do you think that’s what’s going on with the wind dragon egg?”  
 
    “I don’t know where these beasts come from,” Candara admitted. “But I know it’s nowhere around here. Surely our island doesn’t offer the conditions necessary for the eggs to hatch, and it’s not like we even have any wind dragons to incubate the egg. If that’s even how they do it.”  
 
    “Why couldn’t we just have one of our dragons try to incubate it?” Jemma suggested. “I’m sure Nixie would be willing to sit on the egg for a few days, since she’s already hatched a couple of her own.”  
 
    “That’s not how it works.” Candara shook her head. “The internal makeup of a water dragon isn’t the same as a wind dragon. Their body temperatures will be different, as are their skin and internal organs. I doubt having Nixie or George incubate the egg will do anything other than set us back a few days.”  
 
    “Could Tirian help speed the process along?” Jemma offered. “I could ask him to use his fire breath on the egg…”  
 
    “I like your thinking,” the airy Morpho admitted. “But no. How would that even work? If Tirian got even the slightest bit too close, his fire breath would roast the baby wind dragon alive. Even if he was able to find a distance that would be appropriate, would he be able to continuously use his fire breath for days on end?”  
 
    “Probably not.” Jemma frowned.  
 
    “Then we don’t really have any options, do we?” I grumbled. “We have to find a place where wild wind dragons lay their eggs.”  
 
    “Where in Cacoo’s name would we find that?” Ahwara asked. “The sea is vast, and the number of islands is infinite.”  
 
    “That’s why I’m hoping the animal expert here can point us in the right direction,” I noted as I glanced over at Candara. “Do you have any ideas as to where a wind dragon might set up their nest?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” the beautiful butterfly-woman sighed. “Though I bet I could make an educated guess based on what we know from the other dragons.”  
 
    “Okay…” I nodded. “That’s a start. What are your ideas?”  
 
    “In my experience, the fire dragons seem to lay their eggs in areas that are the opposite of their internal temperatures,” Candara explained. “Their bodies are made up of dry heat, so they tend to look for wet, cold areas to nest.”  
 
    “Like our island,” Trin interjected. “Tirian’s mother had her nest on the beach, where it was very cold and obviously wet.”  
 
    “From what you’ve told me, Ben, it sounds like the water dragons operate in the same way,” Candara continued. “Nixie and George nested up in the mountains, correct? Where it was dry?”  
 
    “That’s exactly what they did,” I confirmed. “Those mountains are the one place on this island where it’s not humid all the damn time.”  
 
    “I would imagine the wind dragons would behave the same way, then.” Candara smiled. “So, let’s see… Their internal composition would be cold for sure, which means they would be obsessed with finding a place that was both arid and wet.”  
 
    “So, do you think they’d be up in the mountains, like George and Nixie?” I pondered aloud.  
 
    “A water dragon’s composition would lead them to find a dry spot.” The Morpho shook her head. “By definition, wind is a dry element. That would mean the mountains would be too arid for these creatures’ eggs.”  
 
    That’s when it hit me. When Candara talked about the “internal temperatures” of the different dragons, she was talking about humoral theory. Sure, it was a very, very primitive theory about medicine and biology, but at least I could now grasp onto the concept ever-so-slightly.  
 
    “So you’re saying a wind dragon is dry and cold,” I mused. “Which means they’d want to lay their eggs in a place wet and hot?”  
 
    “Why couldn’t that be here?” Ahwara suggested. “This place is very wet and very warm.”  
 
    “I don’t know about you guys,” I began. “But I haven’t seen any wind dragons coming around here, nor have the dragonkin. It’d be hard to miss a giant creature like that.”  
 
    “They wouldn’t want to lay their eggs in a populated area, anyway,” Candara continued. “You said the orcs frequented this island, right?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I explained. “They were terrorizing these poor women for years before I got here.”  
 
    “Then this island has too much action for it to have nests,” the green-winged butterfly-woman mused.  
 
    Though I still felt a little clueless, at least I felt like we were narrowing things down. We needed to find an island with a wet, hot climate that was secluded, most likely out of the reach of the orcs’ influence.  
 
    “Ainsley?” I turned to the blue-eyed beauty of a Niralope. “Could you do me a favor? Go and tell Isla I want to see the map of the islands. And if you run into Mira, send her this way, too, okay?”  
 
    “I’ll find them.” Ainsley nodded.  
 
    The pregnant Niralope woman stood from her chair, and for a brief second I wondered if the action was going to accidentally cause her to pop. Ainsley’s face scrunched up as she leaned back, pressed her hand against the base of her spine, and tried to crack her back. Then she turned to walk away, but Trin’s voice stopped her in place.  
 
    “Try to find Malak, as well,” Trin added. “She is the wisest of the Coonag people, so she would be a great help in trying to figure out where you need to go.”  
 
    “I’ll let her know, as well,” Ainsley agreed. “Now, let’s see how far these legs of mine will carry this boulder of a belly.”  
 
    The strawberry-blonde Niralope chuckled to herself as she waddled across the courtyard.  
 
    “Uhhhh, maybe I should have asked somebody else?” I mused as I watched the pregnant woman wander.  
 
    “It’s alright, Ben,” Jemma reassured me with a swipe of her hand. “Ainsley is always talking about how she needs her exercise, and how it’s hard to come by for a woman as far along as she is. If anything, you did her a favor.”  
 
    “I hope you’re right,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Do you mind if I ask you a question, Draco Rex?” Ahwara interjected in a tone that meant business.  
 
    “Shoot.” I nodded, though I knew she was probably about to say something I wasn’t a fan of.  
 
    “Not to question your decision-making process,” the orange-haired pixie prefaced. “But why are we putting so much emphasis on getting this egg hatched? Shouldn’t we be focusing our energy on finding and rebonding with the dragons that escaped from the volcano?”  
 
    She wasn’t wrong. It was priority number one to find the fire dragons that had flown off when the rebonding ceremony went south. All eight of them were out there somewhere, just waiting for somebody to come along and attempt to bond with them again.  
 
    Hopefully, that’d be me and my crew, and not the orcs.  
 
    However, I had no freaking clue where any of them went. Sure, the women who bore my children had partially bonded with the beasts and could sense their presences internally, but that was only when they were close by.  
 
    To find those fire-breathing dragons, we’d have to scour the seven seas and pray to every god and goddess we knew that we just so happened to come across one of these things.  
 
    With the wind dragon egg, things at least felt more straightforward. All we needed to do was figure out an island with the appropriate climate and then go scope it out. If it was one of the less-populated islands, then we probably wouldn’t have to worry about orcs getting in our way, which would make it an even simpler adventure.  
 
    “We’ll find those dragons,” I promised the butterfly-woman. “Trust me, you all will get to be bonded with the magnificent fire-breathing beasts in due time. However, we have the opportunity to hatch a wind dragon right now. If we can get this egg hatched and have the creature inside bond with one of us, then we’ll have six dragons at our sides. Plus, I already know what we needed to do for this mission, and I feel like anything we try to do to find the fire dragons is just gonna be a crapshoot. The devil you know, and all that.”  
 
    “I suppose.” Ahwara shrugged. “Just as long as you promise to fulfill your end of our bargain.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I reassured the beautiful butterfly-woman. “The dragons are still rightfully yours to bond with when the chance comes up. It’s just, right now, I want to focus on growing our resources, and the best way to do that is to hatch this egg. Besides… Think about how much help it would be to have a wind dragon at our sides when we’re hunting for the lost dragons? I know it’ll be a baby for a while after it hatches, but you saw how easily a full-grown wind dragon was able to fight off the fire-breathers, right?”  
 
    “I remember,” Ahwara reminisced. “It probably would have killed at least one of them if we hadn’t come along and killed it.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I confirmed. “So, how great do you think it’ll be to have that sort of power at our disposal. Sure, we could wait and go for the fire dragons first, but it’s always better to be prepared. There’s a reason Batman is always able to beat Superman, even though he should theoretically be clobbered every single time.”  
 
    “Batman?” The orange-haired beauty raised an eyebrow. “Is that what we’re calling the creature we fought on the island now?”  
 
    “No, it’s a famous character from my world,” I sighed.  
 
    Maybe someday I’d come across a person with even the slightest grasp of Earth’s pop culture, who would understand what I was talking about when I made my jokes. But it definitely wasn’t going to be today.  
 
    “It’s alright, Ahwara,” Jemma reassured the butterfly-woman. “I didn’t understand most of Ben’s jokes at first, either. Thankfully, we have Arrick and Marella around to translate for us.”  
 
    “Seriously,” I chuckled. “What would you guys do if I didn’t use my favorite Earth stories for their bedtime tales?”  
 
    Since I didn’t quite have a firm grasp on the dragonkin language yet and couldn’t read the traditional stories that had been written on their scrolls, I deferred back to the stories I knew from my world when it was time to put my kids to bed.  
 
    So, my children didn’t know much about legendary dragonkin heroes like Naro the Great or Payla the Wise, but they sure as hell knew that with great power comes great responsibility. And that it’s not who you are underneath, but what you doooooo, that defines you.  
 
    Just then, the doors over by the kitchen area flew open, and out came a small army of dragonkin servers. In their hands they carried small white platters covered with a dome made out of shaped bone. The servers spread out, walked over to the various tables, and placed the platters down on top of them ever so gracefully. Then they gave a small bow before they grabbed onto the handle at the top of the platter and lifted up the cover.  
 
    Instantly, my nose was assaulted with the scent of delicious roasted pork, and the meat on the plate looked like it was intentionally burnt on both ends and then cut up into bite-sized chunks. Between the two burnt sides, the meat was a perfect white color, and the whole thing seemed to have been slathered in a dark brown sauce peppered with spices.  
 
    “Wow…” Ahwara’s jaw nearly hit the table. “This is how you eat normally?”  
 
    “Not normally,” I chuckled. “Just whenever we have a big celebration feast.”  
 
    “Hali’s cooking is a blessing from Nira,” Jemma explained. “I’d never had anything like it before my people came back to this island with Ben.”  
 
    “That’s not saying much,” Lezan snickered. “Didn’t your people not eat meat before you met Ben?”  
 
    “We had been taught by our goddess that any form of violence or killing was wrong, even if it was for the greater good,” Jemma explained. “Thankfully, Ben taught us the error or our ways. If not, we would have all been wiped out by the orcs and their hideous wargs.”  
 
    “See?” Lezan motioned to the Niralope woman. “That’s a good compliment to Hali’s cooking, but it doesn’t mean very much coming from a bunch of people who only know how meat tastes thanks to Hali’s cooking. Now, if I told you we Coonag people love it just as much… Well, that should tell you something.”  
 
    “It is true.” Trin nodded, and her gray bun bounced along with the movements of her head. “We always ate the meat straight off the bone of the animal. We never even once considered trying to cook it until Ben came around, and we found out quickly what we’d been missing when we started eating Hali’s food. Say what you will about the dragonkin, but they can cook a wild boar like none other!”  
 
    With that, the gray-haired Coonag woman snatched up a piece of the boar from the plate, popped it into her mouth, and swallowed it all in one bite. Her eyes seemed to roll back into her head as she experienced the flavorful goodness that went on inside her mouth, and then she licked her lips and grinned. Without another word, Trin snatched up a whole handful of the meat and began to shove chunks of it into her mouth like a chipmunk.  
 
    “Wow.” I whistled. “That good, huh?”  
 
    “Very,” Trin acknowledged through a full mouth. “What is it?” 
 
    I reached over, took a piece of the boar meat in my hand, and examined it. It was somewhat spongey to the touch, and I quickly realized one of the “burnt” ends was pure fat.  
 
    “It’s pork belly,” I explained. “Not as thick or fat as the pigs on my world, but that just means the meat will probably taste even better.”  
 
    I tossed the morsel of meat into my mouth and was instantly assaulted by Hali’s masterful mixture of flavors. The meat itself was tender, though a bit chewy, and I could taste the essence of smokiness from the fire it had been cooked on. The whole thing was coated with a thick layer of what I would have called barbeque sauce flavored with pepper, a bit of mango, and something that tasted an awful lot like cinnamon or cloves.  
 
    Either way, it was incredible, and I’d barely got one bite down before I went back for more.  
 
    Our entire table devoured the pork belly without much fanfare, and soon we all were so stuffed we were leaning back in our chairs with our hands over our stomachs in misery.  
 
    That’s when the servers came back with another dish in their hands.  
 
    “Ready for the second course?” a kind-looking dragonkin woman asked.  
 
    “T-There’s another?” Ahwara gasped. “I thought that was the only part of the meal.”  
 
    “Nope!” the woman proclaimed as she set the second platter down. “Who wants something sweet?”  
 
    I was absolutely stuffed, but I couldn’t resist having a bit of dessert. Especially when it had been made by Hali.  
 
    Then the dragonkin server pulled the lid from the platter to reveal a small mountain of textured white mounds of coconut.  
 
    “Are those… macaroons?” I gasped. “How did Hali figure out how to make macaroons?”  
 
    “She calls them coconut clumps.” The dragonkin woman shrugged. “All she used was diced coconut, the liquid inside the coconut, and a bit of the strange bean you started to make us harvest.”  
 
    “Vanilla.” I nodded. “She figured that out all on her own? Damn… I’m starting to think Hali just might be a culinary genius.”  
 
    “You’re just thinking that now?” Jemma giggled as she rubbed at her swollen belly. “I’ve been saying this for several moon cycles already.”  
 
    “Enough with the talking,” Lezan interjected as she reached for a handful of the macaroons. “The pregnant ladies need their fill, since we’re eating for two!”  
 
    “That’s not fair.” Trin cocked her head to the side. “I’m literally the only woman at this table who isn’t pregnant.”  
 
    “That’s not true,” Candara interjected. “I’m not, either.”  
 
    “You know Ben could change that,” Lezan noted through a mouthful of macaroons.  
 
    “I know.” Trin nodded very matter-of-factly. “The time simply hasn’t been right yet. I haven’t yet been on a long journey with the Draco Rex, which is where most of these impregnations seem to occur.”  
 
    “That’s not true,” Jemma said. “Queen Nerissa never goes on any adventures, either, and she’s had two children!”  
 
    “The same with Talise,” Lezan added. “Never once has she left the island, yet apparently she was the first woman to bear Ben a child.”  
 
    I could feel my face growing red as the sexy, gray-haired Coonag woman’s eyes turned to meet mine.  
 
    “I didn’t know you were interested.” I tried to play it as cool as I could, though my heart was pounding inside my chest.  
 
    “Please, Draco Rex,” Trin scoffed. “Who wouldn’t be interested? Look at you, with your kind, caring temperament and your incredible passion for protecting your people. That’s not even getting into the physical attributes, either. The muscles… The piercing eyes… And, from what I’ve been told, the large male organ that rests between your legs.”  
 
    A rush of hot blood rushed into my cheeks, and I knew the comment had turned me beet red. Meanwhile, all of the women at the table gave each other smirks and knowing glances.  
 
    They all knew from first-hand experience what was hanging between my legs, and each and every one of them could vouch for that claim.  
 
    “Why don’t you come out with us on our next journey?” Lezan suggested nonchalantly. “Maybe then you’d actually get to see Ben in action, and you just might find an opportunity.”  
 
    “You know I can’t do that,” Trin mused. “You and Nadir are both bound to Ben through his seed, and must stay close to him at all times. If all three of us were to leave the island, who would lead the rest of the Coonag while you were away? Jira? Malak? No…”  
 
    “I think I’d make a very fine leader,” Malak’s voice scoffed from behind us.  
 
    We all turned in the direction of the voice to see Ainsley, Malak, Mira, and Isla all headed our way.  
 
    Malak had allowed her shaved gray hair to grow out ever-so-slightly in the last few weeks, though it was still cropped close enough to her head to give the same effect. On her body was the traditional Coonag dress, a furry bikini top that matched the primary color of their tails, and an equally furry bikini bottom that practically had no back at all, and the Coonag woman’s black tail flicked back and forth like a pendulum in rhythm with her hips as she strode toward us.  
 
    Next to her was Mira, the royal dragonkin warrior. The seashells in her long, green hair flitted like wind chimes as she walked, and I could see every single curve of her body through the skimpy, cream-colored outfit she wore. Her golden scales glistened under the light of the torchlight, and her face was animated with excitement, surely from the prospect of the new adventure that would come with leaving the island again.  
 
    Then there was Isla, the bane of my children’s existences. The tribal archivist and seamstress had a certain excitement in her one blue eye as she approached with the map scroll in her hands. Her silver scales were simply radiant, as was her forest-green hair that she’d tied back into a single, long ponytail that came down to her waist. Even with her damaged eye covered by a large white shark eye shell, Isla looked stunning.  
 
    Still, seeing the shell on Isla’s eye was a harsh reminder of what we were dealing with. She’d lost it way back on one of my first adventures on this island, when she’d temporarily been captured by the orcs and was almost taken away on their ship. Thankfully, I was able to save her in time, but one of the orc bastards had slugged her in the eye so hard it was now blind.  
 
    Seeing the delicate woman battered and broken shook me to my very core and reminded me of why I was doing all this in the first place.  
 
    “I heard you wanted to look over the map?” Isla announced as the five women arrived.  
 
    “I gathered them as quickly as I could,” Ainsley sighed as she quickly sat down at the table, leaned back, and rested her hand on her pregnant belly.  
 
    “Thank you, Ainsley,” I said before I glanced over at my beautiful Dragon Queen, Nerissa. She had a peculiar look on her face as she watched Isla and the others stop at our table, but I calmed her worries with a quick nod.  
 
    I would tell all of her this in due time, but I didn’t want to take any of her attention off our daughter.  
 
    This was her special day, after all.  
 
    “We do need a map,” I confirmed as I turned back to Isla. “We need to find an island that is somewhat wet, hot, and preferably out of the reach of the orcs.”  
 
    “Unfortunately, there is no island out of the reach of the orcs,” Isla sighed. “At least, not any that would be on this map, since we stole it from one of their ships.”  
 
    “Well, then I’ll settle for one that’s just difficult to get to,” I conceded. “Or at least one they wouldn’t just be casually sailing by.”  
 
    “Why go to all the trouble to avoid the orcs?” Ahwara questioned. “We’ve defeated them many times before.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m not worried about fighting them,” I chuckled. “If it comes to that, I’ll kick their asses into next Tuesday. What I don’t want is them finding our ship while we’re away from it and then stranding us on some far-away island we’ve never been to before. Plus, who knows if they have more wind dragons at their disposal. If they do, I definitely don’t want to face off with one of those again without having at least one full-sized fire-breathing dragon at our side. Or at least until we know more about the wind dragons on our own…”  
 
    “It sounds like you’ve really thought this through,” Ainsley interjected.  
 
    “I have.” I turned to her and gave her a firm nod. “Batman, remember?”  
 
    Isla looked around the table for a place to set down the scroll but didn’t seem to find any, so we all quickly stood up, picked up our plates and tableware, and placed them onto the ground haphazardly. As soon as the table was clear, Isla unrolled the map, laid it down onto the wooden piece of furniture, and then flattened out any of the creases.  
 
    “Hmmm…” Isla stroked her chin as she looked over the crudely-drawn map.  
 
    Now that I had it in front of me again, I noticed the chart had changed greatly since the first time I’d seen it. There were markings underneath the islands we’d been to already, both in the traditional dragonkin language as well as common.  
 
    “The ‘Coonag Island?’” Lezan harumphed. “You could have called it something better than that, couldn’t you?”  
 
    “It’s what Ben kept referring to it as.” Isla shrugged. “So that’s what I named it. We called Ainsley and Jemma’s island the ‘Niralope Island,’ as well.”  
 
    “But the volcano island is called ‘The Isle of the Dragons,’” Lezan continued to plead her case. “And the orc’s island is called ‘The Isle of Death.’”  
 
    “Okay…” Isla arched her eyebrows like a schoolteacher lecturing a child. “I’m open to the idea. What did you call your home island?”  
 
    Lezan’s smile instantly faded, and her black eyes went wide. At the same time, the hair on her tail went straight on end, and its tip began to flicker like wild.  
 
    “We… We just called it ‘our home,’” the multicolor-haired Coonag muttered as her eyes averted to the ground.  
 
    “To be fair, we didn’t even know there were other islands around,” Trin spoke up. “For all we knew, ‘home’ was the only thing that existed.”  
 
    “Precisely.” Isla smiled softly. “Should you come up with a better name, I’ll happily change it on the map. For now, though, it’s going to remain ‘Coonag Island.’”  
 
    “I don’t mind ours,” Ahwara chuckled. “‘Mammoth Island’ has a very interesting ring to it.”  
 
    “Well, your island was interesting,” I agreed. “It was literally full of giant versions of everything, so I figured that was an appropriate name.”  
 
    My eyes scoured the old, hand-drawn map as I tried to find an island that would be ripe for wind dragon incubation. The giant island at the center of the map was surely the orcs’ home base, which meant everything around it was mapped out from this foundation. That meant, theoretically, any of the islands shown would be ones the orcs had visited at one point or another.  
 
    “What about this small chain?” Mira suggested as she pointed to the lower right corner of the map. “It would be far enough away, and we could always island-hop if the orcs showed up.”  
 
    “That’s not a bad plan,” Isla noted. “Though Ainsley claims you need a wet and warm area. Those islands would be right in the path of the chilling winds that come through these lands every few moon cycles. If anything, they would be cold and wet.”  
 
    Isla used her finger to trace out the path of the assumed cold front she was referring to, and the one-eyed archivist was right. The islands Mira referred to were right in the chilly winds’ path.  
 
    “What about this one?” I asked as I glanced up to the lower left of the map.  
 
    I reached out to touch the drawing on the parchment but then quickly pulled my finger away. It was still covered with the juices from the pork belly, so I wiped my grubby digit off on the tablecloth before I continued. When my finger touched the island I was talking about, Isla let out a huff of air from her nostrils.  
 
    “I’m not sure that would be the wisest idea,” the silver-scaled woman warned. “Jonas has talked to me about this island before, and he’s never had anything good to say about it.”  
 
    “What does he say?” I asked with baited breath.  
 
    If something on this island spooked Jonas, then surely the orcs would be spooked as well. Which meant it would be the perfect place for a wind dragon to store its most precious cargo.  
 
    “He’s never gone into much detail.” Isla shook her head. “Every time I ask, he changes the subject. The most I’ve ever gotten out of him since he returned from isolation is that we should stay away until we are more heavily armed.”  
 
    “Let me try to talk to Jonas, then.” I looked around. “If I can find him, of course. I asked Nerissa where he was earlier, but she didn’t know.”  
 
    “He told me he was going up into the mountains to practice the rebonding ceremony,” Mira noted. “I think he’s still very unsure of himself after his last failure.”  
 
    “He shouldn’t be,” I sighed. “It wasn’t his fault we were attacked by wargs in the middle of a magical ceremony that required his full attention.”  
 
    “Hold on…” Jemma gasped. “Jonas told you what he was doing, but not your sister?”  
 
    Mira looked at Jemma like she was crazy, and then a playful smile twisted up her lips.  
 
    “Jonas has always been a bit of a rebel,” Mira snickered. “My father used to tell us stories about how he would make our former king frustrated because Jonas would just wander off into the forest without telling anybody. Apparently, he would sometimes be gone for days at a time, and the king would have to send a search party out into the wilderness to try and find him.”  
 
    “What does that have to do with him not telling Nerissa?” Jemma wondered.  
 
    Mira just shrugged. “He tends to reject authority, and my sister is the highest authority in this land. Other than Ben, of course. In his opinion, what the ‘powers at be’ need to know about him is ‘none of their business.’”  
 
    I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. Both of Jonas’ granddaughters were very loyal, but also stoic and liked to keep to themselves. It must have been genetic, because Marella was about as ‘anti-authority’ as you could get, and it wasn’t just because she was a snarky teenage girl.  
 
    “Well, his king is gonna have to send out a search party again,” I mused. “Because he’s coming with us to this island down here.”  
 
    The air around me went tense and silent, almost as if somebody had just sucked up all the calmness with a vacuum. The women looked at each other with wide eyes, and their movements were slow and cautious.  
 
    “D-Draco Rex…” Trin trailed off. “Shouldn’t you speak with Jonas first?”  
 
    “I second that,” Malak noted. “If Jonas thinks this island is dangerous, then it would be wise to take his counsel on it first.”  
 
    “Oh, I’ll take his counsel on it,” I agreed. “But he can tell me all about the danger while we’re on the boat, on the way there. I’ve already made my decision. That’s the island we’re going to investigate next.”  
 
    “Why that one?” Jemma gulped. “Surely there’s an island with the same sort of climate but less danger involved.”  
 
    “There almost certainly is.” Candara nodded. “There’s no need to rush into a situation like this, Draco Rex…”  
 
    “We’re not rushing into it,” I reassured my loyal subjects. “This is a calculated choice. If the island is dangerous for us, then it will be even more dangerous for the orcs, because they’re a bunch of reckless morons. They’ll stay far away from the island if there’s even the slightest hint that something there might wreck their shit, which means if we’re there, they’ll stay far away from us.”  
 
    “So, in a way…” Malak pondered aloud. “By putting ourselves into danger we would also be getting ourselves out of danger?”  
 
    “Exactly!” I proclaimed. “We’re going to be in danger either way, so we might as well try out a new danger as opposed to the one we already know, right?”  
 
    “That doesn’t make sense at all.” Ainsley shook her head as her mouth curled down into a frown. “Wouldn’t it be better to face down the danger we could be more prepared for?”  
 
    “Not when we know there’s no way in hell we’re prepared to face down that danger,” I reminded her. “If we run into another large fleet of orc ships with a wind dragon, we’re royally fucked. At least with whatever is on that island, we might actually stand a chance at overcoming it, and we might just find what we’re looking for. To me, that’s a risk I’m more than willing to take. Either way, it’s my decision, and I’m sticking to it.”  
 
    There seemed to be a stunned silence around the table as the words left my mouth, and all of the women seemed to be afraid to say anything until Ahwara finally spoke up.  
 
    “Even if this island is as dangerous as Jonas says it is,” the orange-haired pixie admitted, “I will follow you wherever you go, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Please, call me Ben,” I reminded Ahwara. “And thank you. You are all some of the most loyal people I’ve ever met, and I appreciate that. But I know this is a very, very risky situation and potentially a terrible idea, so I won’t ask you to come along if you don’t feel comfortable. I’m happy to have your loyalty, but I don’t want you to feel like you have to say ‘yes’ to every single thing I ask.”  
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Ben.” Jemma shook her head. “If it’s the decision you make, then it must be the right one.”  
 
    “Sweet talking me won’t change my mind, Jemma.” I winked at the pregnant Niralope. “You’re still not coming along.”  
 
    Jemma raised her eyebrows and made an innocent face. “I’d never dream of it…”  
 
    “Mhmm.” I smirked, unconvinced. “Anyways, we should try not to dwell on it too much tonight. I still need to figure out what sort of a crew I want for this journey, and I know I’ll definitely need Jonas. But, he’s probably not coming back any time tonight, so we may as well just sit back and enjoy the rest of the feast, and then worry about all that stuff in the morning.”  
 
    So, enjoyed the feast we did.  
 
    As soon as Isla rolled up the crudely drawn map, we placed our utensils back onto the table and began to dive into the morsels once more. After that was done, we watched my beautiful queen Nerissa as she switched over from her role as queen to the master of ceremonies.  
 
    While we were eating, she stood up, gave a long, passionate speech about our new daughter Meer. Then, once that was over, she had a group of dragonkin healers come out and give our daughter the dragonkin equivalent of a baptism inside a small tub full of salt water.  
 
    Even though I was smitten and proud seeing all the attention my little girl was getting, my mind couldn’t help but wander toward the journey ahead. It was going to be a difficult venture, and I wanted to make sure that no matter what happened, we came out of it all in one piece.  
 
    However, now was the time for celebration. Tomorrow, we’d pack up and begin our journey to the deadly island. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    Are you certain this is a good idea, dear one? George asked me telepathically as he raised up a barrel of fresh water for Malkey and Cerin to grab. If I go along with you, then our island will lose two of its dragon protectors.  
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know if this is the right call,” I admitted to my bondmate. “But one thing is for sure… Whatever’s waiting for us on this island is going to be a problem, and I wouldn’t want to even dare check it out without my two heavy hitters at my side. The island will be fine without you and Tirian. I’ve seen Malkey’s fighting skills first-hand, and I bet Cerin and Nixie’s are just as good.”  
 
    Thank you, Ben! Malkey’s voice gasped. Did you hear that, sis? The Draco Rex said I’m a great fighter.  
 
    He said you were “good,” Cerin reminded her brother. Don’t let it go to your head.  
 
    Good… Great… It’s still a compliment! Malkey teased.  
 
    Though they weren’t coming along on this journey, the two smaller water dragons were in charge of loading the cargo into the ship. They’d already packed us four barrels of fresh water as well as six crates full of boar jerky and salted fish meat, and there were still a few more on the way.  
 
    Will Tirian be okay without his bondmate? George’s voice questioned. This will be the longest he’s ever been away from her, correct?  
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed with a nod. “But I think he’ll be okay. You and I have been apart for long periods of time before, and it never seemed to be too detrimental to our health.”  
 
    True, the blue-scaled water dragon admitted. Though every second you’re not around, I have a strange feeling of dread inside my gut, almost as if I’m afraid I’ll never see you again.  
 
    “Then it’s a damn good thing you’re coming along on this journey, isn’t it?” I winked at George and turned back to the beach.  
 
    Tirian and Jemma were both already out on the sands, as was Mira. Nadir and Lezan were both partially nocturnal, so they’d woken up before the sun had even peeked out over the horizon. All four of the women stood on the sandy shore, and they watched as the three water dragons and I loaded things onto the ship.  
 
    Finally, once the supplies were all loaded, the two adolescent water dragons leapt over the side of The Dragon Queen, plopped into the water with a giant splash, and then swam back up to the shore.  
 
    Meanwhile, I hoisted myself up onto George’s back, and then my bondmate followed his children. We made it back to my friends’ position in no time at all, so I dismounted the dragon and walked over to give them an update.  
 
    “Are we all loaded and ready to go?” Mira asked as she peeked over my shoulder at the ship. “Did you make sure you loaded extra cannonballs? Because if we have to fight another wind dragon, I don’t want us to run out of projectiles.”  
 
    “I had the water dragons load six whole boxes of cannonballs,” I reassured Mira. “And we loaded up with five crates full of parasite bone-tipped arrows, all dipped in pufferwadle toxin. If we come across any enemies, they won’t have any idea what hit them.”  
 
    “They might have some idea.” Jemma frowned and cupped her belly like she was trying to comfort herself. “Because you’re not taking your stealthiest archer with you.”  
 
    “Jemma…” I sighed. “I love you, but you know you can’t come along.”  
 
    “What if I just rode atop Tirian the whole time?” the auburn-haired Niralope pleaded. “I would be up in the clouds, far away from any danger that might be on the ground.”  
 
    “But not from any danger that’s up in the sky,” I reminded her. “Or any danger that has long-range weaponry.”  
 
    Please don’t make this any harder than it already is, Jemma. Tirian hung his head. I think I’m the one who wants you to come on this journey more than anyone else, but I know that’s selfish of me. I don’t want you getting hurt, and I really don’t want the little guy inside your belly to get hurt, either. 
 
    “I know,” Jemma sighed. “It’s just strange, that’s all. I’ve been on every single one of Ben’s voyages since we’ve met, and now I have to stay back while he goes out? It just feels wrong.”  
 
    “It’s only temporary,” I promised the tall Niralope woman. “Once our child is born, you can always ask one of their dozens of aunts to watch them while you’re out at sea. But for now, you regretfully have to stay put.”  
 
    “I know.” Jemma placed her hand in the middle of her pregnant belly. “This little boy is going to mean the world to me, and it’s my duty as a mother to protect him at all costs. If that means I have to sacrifice my livelihood for a little while, then so be it.”  
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, we’ll be in that position soon, too,” Nadir interjected as she pointed back and forth between herself and Lezan. “We’re bound to our mate all throughout the pregnancy, but there will come a time when our growing bodies will become a liability. When that happens, we’ll be sidelined, as well.”  
 
    “Don’t think of it as being ‘sidelined,’” I corrected the Coonag woman. “Think of it as taking on a temporary new role. The role of a mother.”  
 
    “You’re right…” Jemma said as her eyes filled with tears. “I’m going to cherish this child, Ben. And no matter what hardships happen between now and his birth, I know it’ll all be worth it.”  
 
    That’s the spirit! Tirian grinned and seemed to perk up a little. Honestly, I can’t wait to meet the little guy. Me and him are gonna be best buddies!  
 
    “I’m sure you will be.” I smiled at the silver dragon. “And when you have little dragons of your own, they’ll probably be the perfect bondmates for our kid.”  
 
    Uhhhh, let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Ben, Tirian gulped. I don’t think I’m ready to be a daddy yet. I’m not even sure if I can at this point in my life cycle…  
 
    All it will take is for you to meet a sweet female dragon, George noted. Then you fall in love… Settle down for a bit… Have a few little ones…  
 
    Nope, Tirian scoffed. Not a chance. Noooo way.  
 
    Never say never, my friend, George chuckled. Someday, you will find a partner as great as I have in Nixie. When that happens, your feelings on the matter will change.  
 
    We’ll see about that, Tirian protested.  
 
    Though my attention was focused on the amusing conversation between the two dragons, I noticed Mira kept staring off into the tree line.  
 
    “Is something wrong, Mira?” I asked the golden-scaled warrior.  
 
    “This isn’t… Our entire crew for this journey, is it?” Mira cleared her throat, and I detected a hint of nervousness in the warrior’s voice.  
 
    “Of course not!” I laughed. “Heading off to this island might be a bit reckless, but I haven’t totally lost it. The twins are off trying to find Jonas, and then Isla is going to be bringing the rest to us here in a bit.”  
 
    “Is Isla coming along?” Mira gasped. “I don’t believe she has ever left the island, not even to go into the shallow water to fish.”  
 
    “Unfortunately not.” I shook my head. “Isla’s job requires her to stay here at all times, remember? It’d be hard to man the archives and teach the dragonkin children about their past if the only archivist and teacher on the island is off on a voyage! No… Isla just said she had a couple ‘parting gifts’ she wanted to give us before we headed out, so she offered to meet us down here before we set sail.”  
 
    “I just hope Zarya and Darya are able to find Jonas,” Mira grumbled. “If he went up into that spot where you and Marella found him the first time, it could take weeks to root him out.”  
 
    “Well, let’s hope not,” I mused. “Because we don’t have weeks.”  
 
    The five of us stood there on the beach and looked out over the pristine ocean as the four dragons goofed off in the water. We watched as George played a game of water cannon tag with his daughter, while Malkey and Tirian both essentially played chicken with their respective elemental breaths. Steam hissed and spat as Tirian’s white-hot flames pushed back against Malkey’s blast of seawater, but the two competitors seemed to be at a standstill.  
 
    “Oh, my goodness!” the bubbly voice of Nima gasped from behind us. “Look at those two go!”  
 
    “Wait…” Jemma muttered as she glanced back over her shoulder. “Nima’s going to be part of your crew?”  
 
    She sure was. Nima was one of the Niralope women we’d brought back from the first island we went out and explored, and although she wasn’t anyone of high status in her tribe, the green-eyed deer woman was notorious for her bubbly personality and optimism.  
 
    If anything, maybe she’d make the trip a bit more positive.  
 
    “It was Ainsley’s suggestion.” I shrugged. “She and I both thought it’d be good for her to get off the island for a little bit.”  
 
    “You know that’s just Ainsley-speak for ‘she’s annoying me, so I want her to go away,’ right?” the auburn-haired beauty chuckled.  
 
    “Maybe,” I noted. “But frankly, I don’t care. If this is going to be as harrowing of a journey as I think it might be, it’ll be good to have somebody as optimistic and high-energy as Nima along for the ride.”  
 
    Then I turned around to look at the incoming troupe.  
 
    Isla stood at the front of the pack, and she carried an armful of various cloth as she approached. Right behind her was the Niralope woman Nima, whose freckled face was scrunched up with glee as she watched the fire and water dragons duking it out.  
 
    Beside Nima walked Candara and Anora, both of whom had been chosen for the particular set of skills they brought along with them.  
 
    The butterfly-woman, Candara, flapped her green wings softly behind her as she approached, and her golden hair was braided into a single, thick braid that cascaded over her right shoulder and bounced as she walked. Her red eyes sat atop her sharp nose, and the beginnings of a smirk twisted up the left side of her mouth.  
 
    Meanwhile, Anora’s sunflower yellow eyes flitted back and forth as she held her arms crossed over her equally yellow, scaled chest. The blue skin underneath her scales was simply radiant in the afternoon sun, and strands of her green hair blew wildly in the wind.  
 
    We were going to need Candara’s zoological expertise to make sure we found the right climate to incubate the egg, as well as to help us try and care for it once it was hatched. The dragonkin healer Anora, on the other hand, was there to do exactly what she did best. I usually overloaded these voyages with powerful warrior women, but I’d quickly realized I needed way more variation than that. A healer in the group would be able to patch up our minor scrapes or even potentially something more severe, should the need arise.  
 
    “Now we’re getting somewhere.” Mira grinned as she surveyed our crew. “A healer, an animal expert, and an archer to replace Jemma? I regret ever doubting you, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Damn straight.” I gently slapped the warrior’s shoulder. “Plus, we’ll have a soothsayer and two more agile fighters once the twins get back here with Jonas.”  
 
    “If they get back here, that is,” Lezan noted.  
 
    “Hello, Draco Rex!” the one-eyed Isla greeted me with a smile. “I have rounded up the rest of your crew like you asked, and I also come bearing gifts.”  
 
    “You didn’t have to get me anything,” I joked with a wink. “I must have been a very good boy this year, huh?”  
 
    Unfortunately, my Santa Claus joke was completely lost on the dragonkin woman, but she still smiled and nodded nonetheless. 
 
    “Nima?” Isla turned her head toward the pale, red-haired deer woman. “Could you perhaps show our king the first item?”  
 
    “Of course!” The bubbly Nima smiled.  
 
    Nima reached down, picked up the large black square of fabric at the top of the pile, and then unfurled it in her hands. It was about four feet tall and nearly six feet wide, which was wide enough that it took Nima’s whole arm span just to hold it in place.  
 
    Once it was unfolded, however, I recognized it instantly.  
 
    The fabric was completely black, save for a large symbol in the middle painted on with white paint. It was a circular image of a crude seafarer’s compass, and at the circle’s center was the outline of a dragon’s head. A dragon’s head that bore a crown on its top.  
 
    The sign of the Draco Rex.  
 
    “A jolly roger.” I grinned from ear to ear. “You actually made us a jolly roger!”  
 
    “If that’s what you want to call it.” Isla shrugged. “I only wanted you to have something you could fly to let us know it’s you returning to our island, and not another one of the orc ships. I know the dragons can technically warn us, too, but you seemed excited when you talked about this idea, so I wanted to please you. ”  
 
    “Isla,” I chuckled. “You have no idea how damn cool I think this is. In fact, I think this might just be the greatest gift I’ve ever received. Yes… Even cooler than the N64 I got back in ninety-seven.”  
 
    “How do you do it?” Nadir inquired. “I don’t mean to sound like an acorn hoarder, but how is it that you make all these interesting things with only one eye?”  
 
    “Well, my depth perception is a little off,” Isla admitted with a snort. “But otherwise it just kind of comes natural to me. I’ve been the village seamstress for years now, and I wasn’t going to let something as simple as losing an eye come between me and what I do best. Speaking of which… I have something for you two Coonags, as well.”  
 
    Isla held out the pile of fabric in her hands, and Nadir snatched it from her in an instant. She passed half of the pile over to Lezan, who didn’t waste a second unfolding the goods and looking them over.  
 
    “You made us new outfits?” Lezan gasped. “These look incredible!”  
 
    “Not just new outfits,” the one-eyed dragonkin woman corrected. “New armor. If you look closely at the fur, you should be able to recognize it fairly quickly.”  
 
    Nadir and Lezan held out their garments before them, and for the first time I was able to witness their designs in all their glory. Each one looked like furry tankini, with a deep V-neck that would surely show off the women’s cleavage, but one thing stuck out about the armor more so than anything else.  
 
    They were made of bristly white fur.  
 
    “Is that… The hide of the mole-bat?” I observed.  
 
    “It is.” Isla grinned.  
 
    “How-- How in the fuck were you able to cut that?” I asked. “Even my seaglass sword could barely pierce its hide, and that was with me putting my full force into it.”  
 
    “I have my secrets.” Isla winked. “Though in all honesty, it simply involved a lot of brute force, which meant a lot of help from the warrior women of this island.”  
 
    “However you did it, we can’t thank you enough.” Nadir grinned at the dragonkin woman. “These look great, and if they really are made of that thing’s hide, then Lezan and I will now be nearly invincible!”  
 
    “More importantly,” Isla added, “your future children with Draco Rex will be protected. As much as I loved your old outfits, they didn’t do much in terms of protecting your midriff.”  
 
    “The most essential part,” Lezan sighed and patted her stomach.  
 
    “We’ll put them on as soon as we set sail,” Nadir promised. “I cannot wait.”  
 
    “Speaking of waiting…” Mira spoke up as she pointed across the horizon. “Look at what the twins found.”  
 
    I followed the sightline of Mira’s finger across the beach until I saw what she was referring to. There, down the way, were three figures. Two of them were nearly identical, with long pointed spears and a strut that meant business. The third figure was obviously a man, and he wore a cream-colored tunic whose lower half fluttered in the wind as he walked.  
 
    Zarya and Darya had found Jonas.  
 
    “Thank the gods,” Jemma sighed. “I was starting to wonder if he’d gone out to sea on his own.”  
 
    As the trio approached, they were all smiles.  
 
    “Ready to head out on another adventure, Draco Rex?” Jonas threw his hands out in a joyous greeting. “I’ve been practicing the rebonding ceremony for the last twelve hours straight, and I think I’ve finally got it down to a perfect science. This time, I’ll be able to keep my focus even if there are wargs attacking or cannonballs rocking the foundation or even a surprise earthquake or volcanic eruption. This time, Draco Rex, the ceremony will go off without so much as a minor hiccup.”  
 
    “Uhhhh… You didn’t tell him?” I chuckled awkwardly to the twins.  
 
    “You just told us to go get him.” Zarya shrugged. “We assumed you’d be the one to tell him what he was needed for.”  
 
    “Tell me what?” Jonas’ head quirked inquisitively to the side. “Are we not going after the fire dragons that escaped last time?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” I explained. “Well, maybe. It all depends on where they decided to fly off to.”  
 
    “Okay…” the soothsayer said, but it was clear by his frown he wasn’t following. “Are you trying to tell me there’s a new objective we need to accomplish first?”  
 
    “You could say that.” I nodded. “We’re going to try and incubate our wind dragon egg, and we need to go to an island with a particular climate to do so.”  
 
    “That sounds like a good strategy,” Jonas agreed. “If we have a third kind of dragon allied with our people, we will stand a much better chance of eventually defeating the orcs. Or reigning in the out of control fire breathers.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I proclaimed, even though I dreaded the next words that would come out of my mouth. “So… The island we’ll be sailing to is to the southwest of here. It’ll be at least a day or two’s worth of sailing, so we’d probably best be on our way before--”  
 
    “Hold on.” The soothsayer’s smile faded. “Did you say we were going to an island to the far southwest of here?”  
 
    “Yep,” I held firm. “It’s one of the few places within The Dragon Queen’s optimal sailing distance, and according to Candara it has the perfect climate for incubating a wind dragon egg. Plus, we know the orcs won’t bother us when we’re--”  
 
    “Draco Rex,” Jonas cut in. “You know I respect you dearly, and love you like a son, so please don’t hear these words wrong. But what the fuck are you thinking?”  
 
    I knew the soothsayer and his question were serious, but hearing the old man curse so bluntly almost made me snicker.  
 
    “I know you told Isla the island was dangerous,” I admitted as I schooled my expression. “But--”  
 
    “There are no ‘buts’ about it, Ben,” the elderly dragonkin protested. “Going to one of the southern islands is practically asking to be killed. Do you have any idea what’s down there?”  
 
    “Actually, I was hoping you’d fill me in,” I said.  
 
    Jonas took a deep breath as he recomposed himself. Then, once he had exhaled out all of his frustrations, his demeanor returned to the “kind old man” routine he normally held.  
 
    “Ben… The legends about that island explain it is full of deadly creatures,” he explained as he ran a hand through his peppered black hair. “In addition to oversized humanoid insects, it is a hotspot for wild dragon activity of every element.”  
 
    “Even better!” I declared. “So, you’re saying there is a good chance it would be the nesting spot of a wind dragon?”  
 
    “I would almost guarantee it,” Jonas sighed like it was the last thing he wanted to say. “But you have to understand it is an active dragon site. That means we could encounter full-grown dragons from any of the different elements, and none of them would be domesticated. They’d try to kill us on sight, and that’s only if the other creatures didn’t get to us first.”  
 
    “See, I don’t necessarily see this as a bad thing,” I said with a hint of levity. “Sure, it’ll be dangerous, but it would give us a great opportunity to study the dragons up close and in person, as well. Maybe you could even try to rebond one of us with the wild dragons?”  
 
    “Rebond with… Are you listening to yourself, Draco Rex?” Jonas frowned and put his hands on his hips. “You can’t rebond with a creature that was never bonded with anyone in the first place. You have to form the dragon bond when they are adolescents at the latest. Also, are you familiar with the legend of the shadow monster? Because that creature is said to dwell on that island, as well.”  
 
    “Look,” I said. “We don’t really have another option. The orc fleets are going to be scouring the seas looking for our missing fire dragons, so it’s not like we’ll be safe just sailing aimlessly to islands. I figured this would be a good starting place because there’s no way in hell the orcs would take the risk and come to this island.”  
 
    “As they shouldn’t,” Jonas agreed with a shudder.  
 
    “I understand you’re a little spooked,” I told the soothsayer. “But this is our only chance to get a leg up on those green bastards. If we could hatch this egg and have the wind dragon bond with one of us, then we would be rolling with not one, not two… but three different types of dragons. Plus, who knows? Maybe this ‘shadow monster’ you keep referring to is actually some sort of misunderstood beast that could switch to our side with a bit of proper motivation?”  
 
    “Doubtful,” Jonas chuckled. “Though I appreciate the optimism.”  
 
    “Jonas…” I implored the soothsayer as I walked over and put my arm around him. “Look around at our crew. This is, without a doubt, one of the most solid teams I’ve ever put together. Plus, we’re going to have two dragons of our own with us. No matter what this island has in store for this crew, I know we’ll be able to handle it together, like we always do.”  
 
    Jonas stroked his chin for a moment as he stared daggers into my soul. Then the dragonkin elder simply let out a deep sigh and hung his head slightly.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Ben,” he conceded. “I should know better than to doubt your decision making abilities. As our king, every decision you’ve made has worked out in your people’s favor so far. Who am I to doubt you now?”  
 
    “Well, you are the only one of us who can see into the future,” Mira reminded the old man. “That might just give you a little bit of expertise on the subject.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Jemma spoke up. “Have you seen anything about this voyage in your visions, Jonas?”  
 
    The soothsayer just shook his head. “Unfortunately not. Which could be a very good thing, or a very bad thing. On one hand, I haven’t seen any sort of disaster occur in the near future. On the other hand, this could also mean the universe hasn’t decided what it wants to happen to us yet or, in the worst-case scenario, I perish before I can get to that point in time.”  
 
    “Nobody’s gonna perish on this trip,” I promised the soothsayer. “Not on my watch.”  
 
    Jonas’ soft face curled up into a smile. “Oh, Ben… This is why you make such a great leader to the dragonkin people. You don’t just give us all lip service like some kings would do. No… You care about your subjects, and for that we are all extremely grateful.”  
 
    “So… Does this mean you’ll come along?” I chuckled.  
 
    Jonas’ smile quickly turned into a frown, and he crossed his arms across his chest. “I suppose. Who knows? Maybe a vision will come to me on the way there, one that could increase our chances of survival.”  
 
    “Good.” I smiled at Jonas. “I knew I could count you in, old friend. Now, Jemma and Isla? If you want to take the younger water dragons and head back to the castle, I think now would be the time. Say your goodbyes, because we’re about to be on our way.”  
 
    I’d already kissed each of my children and lovers this morning, so I watched somberly as George bade farewell to his two children, and Jemma said her goodbyes with Tirian. Both the Niralope woman and the small silver dragon had tears streaming down the sides of their face, but I could tell from their body language they were just sad to part from each other for the first time. Finally, once everybody had said their farewells, we all turned back to The Dragon Queen.  
 
    Isla, Jemma, and the two adolescent dragons watched us as we waded out into the water, climbed up the side of the schooner ship, and then took our positions. Once we were in place, I commanded the anchor to be lifted, and we began to float out into the open water. Soon, the wind caught our sails, and I looked back to watch as our friends bade us ado.  
 
    Next stop? The mysterious “Isle of the Shadow Monster.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “To be completely honest with you, Draco Rex,” Candara gulped as she stood beside me at the ship’s wheel, “I feel like I’m being pretty useless right now.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” I promised the golden-haired butterfly-woman. “You just haven’t really learned the ways of ship sailing yet, but you will in due time. Experience is the best teacher, after all.”  
 
    “But I’m not doing anything…” the Morpho woman giggled.  
 
    “Don’t feel too bad!” Nadir called out from across the deck as she heaved on a rope. “The Coonag people had never even been on a ship before we met Ben.”  
 
    “Nor had the dragonkin or the Niralope,” Mira added with a smirk. “We were all island bound before this wonderful man washed up on our shores and taught us the ways of the sailor.”  
 
    “Well… we also stole two boats from the orcs,” I mused. “If we hadn’t done that, we’d be taking rowboats to all these different islands.”  
 
    “Also,” Lezan added with a snicker, “Jonas and George are pretty much just along for the ride, too.”  
 
    “Hey!” Jonas opened one eye from his seated position at the very center of the deck and, as usual, he sat cross-legged with his hands outstretched to his side as he meditated. “I’m trying to communicate with the Gods to see if they’ll offer me a prediction about what is to come on this journey. I’d argue that may just be the most important role of all.”  
 
    “And George is our watchdog,” I noted. “Same with Tirian. If we run into any oversized squids or another sanshula or the freaking loch ness monster, they’ll be our keys to victory.”  
 
    “I’m only giving you all a hard time.” Lezan grinned through pointed teeth. “We all know I can’t do what you guys do. That’s why we make a great team!”  
 
    “Spoken like a true second in command,” Nadir teased.  
 
    Lezan frowned and shot her leader a dirty look, but Nadir just smiled back. I knew that, back when we first met the Coonag women, it was a sore spot for Lezan that Nadir was the leader and she was not. However, now that we’d been together for a while, I could see they were both just really close friends, and they only used these sorts of jokes to tease each other.  
 
    “Don’t mind them.” I turned back to Candara and smiled. “And don’t worry about your ‘usefulness.’ Trust me, once we get to this island and have no idea what any of these creatures are or where to even place the wind dragon egg, you’ll be like Oshun’s gift to Maharo.”  
 
    “Wow.” Mira whistled as she gave me side-eyes. “You are familiar with the story of the water dragons’ creation?”  
 
    “What can I say?” I shrugged. “I tell my kids the stories I read growing up, and they tell me the stories Isla has beaten into their brains during their lessons. Also, Candara… You have the most important job of all. You’re the literal keeper of the egg!”  
 
    The green-winged butterfly-woman had a rough cloth satchel slung over her shoulder, which acted as a fabricky cradle for our most precious cargo. Though the wind dragon egg looked like it was made of pure crystal, none of us wanted to take the chance at accidentally breaking it or having it roll away when we took a sharp turn or anything like that.  
 
    So, we entrusted its keeping with our resident zoologist.  
 
    “I suppose so.” Candara finally smiled.  
 
    “That’s the spirit!” I chuckled as I averted my eyes upward. “Now, how are we looking moving forward, Tirian?”  
 
    Right now? the silver dragon answered telepathically from his position atop the crow’s nest. Nothing but blue skies and an even bluer ocean.  
 
    “And what about around us, George?” I asked my bondmate.  
 
    There are lots of creatures in these waters, dear one, the water dragon replied from somewhere in the surrounding ocean. But I’m not seeing any that look angry or like they could become hostile. However, I do see some that look like they would be tasty…  
 
    Without another word, I saw a huge splash out of the corner of my left eye, and we all turned to see George’s head and neck pop out of the water like a great white shark hunting its prey.  
 
    The water dragon had a large, spearfish-like creature in its jaws, and the thing screeched and screamed as it writhed its body back and forth in agony. Its cries of pain were cut short when George snapped his jaws shut tighter, and the fish’s head and tail fell away like he’d just been guillotined. George then let out a small chuff as he turned back his head, swallowed the fish’s body whole, and licked his lips.  
 
    “Poor thing,” Candara gasped. “It probably didn’t even know what hit it until it was too late. Though, I suppose that’s how nature flows… It’s beautiful, but also brutal beyond measure.”  
 
    “It’s the circle of life.” I nodded.  
 
    “The circle of life…” the golden-haired butterfly-woman pondered aloud. “I like that. Do you mind if I start using it?”  
 
    “Be my guest,” I chuckled.  
 
    Honestly, I didn’t have the heart to tell her it wasn’t my place to give up the rights in the first place. I doubted “the mouse’s” lawyers would be able to find me out here anyways. Then again, if there was one company that could cross interdimensional boundaries to protect their copyright…  
 
    We continued onward without much incident for quite some time. Mira and Candara stood by my side at the wheel, while Jonas continued meditating at the ship’s center. George patrolled the sea while Tirian kept a lookout from above, and the dragonkin twins, Anora, Nima, and the Coonag women all operated the sails with expert precision.  
 
    Finally, after nearly four hours at sea and some good, simple chit-chat, our conversation turned to more serious matters.  
 
    “So, what exactly will we have to do to incubate this egg?” I asked Candara out of the blue. “Like, is there a ceremony we have to go through or a particular way we need to emulate its mother’s body or…”  
 
    “It won’t be that difficult,” the golden-haired beauty reassured me. “Given the fact the baby has developed so far on its own without its mother, I’m thinking maybe wind dragon eggs don’t incubate through body warmth at all. Which means all we need to do is find an environment that emulates a wind dragon’s nest, place it inside, and then wait. If Jonas’ concerns are correct, and this is a hub for all sorts of different dragons, then maybe we’ll even find an actual wind dragon nest somewhere along the way.”  
 
    Even though it had been on the back of my mind since my conversation with Jonas, Candara’s words brought my fears right back to the forefront. We were headed toward an island not only full of deadly creatures, but that also gave us the possibility to run into all sorts of pissed-off, wild dragons who could devour us in a single bite.  
 
    Even though I still thought this was the right choice, I wanted to make sure we weren’t just walking straight into a meat grinder.  
 
    “An actual nest would be nice,” I joked to ease my fear. “Just as long as there’s no dragon inside of it.”  
 
    “There won’t be,” Jonas responded without opening his eyes. “I don’t know if you noticed during our previous encounter with the wind dragon, but their legs are quite small for the body they support. They spend most of their time up in the clouds, where it is easier for them to navigate and also out of the sight of most creatures’ eyes. If we find a wind dragon nest, then it will almost assuredly be empty.”  
 
    “Well, that’s some great news,” I sighed with relief. “So, we just have to find one.”  
 
    “Now, the nest of a land dragon or a zap dragon would be much different,” the soothsayer continued. “Since the habitats of those creatures are primarily on land.”  
 
    “Wait… A zap dragon?” I gasped.  
 
    Did he mean a fucking lightning dragon? Because that would be fucking amazing. 
 
    “I thought those were just legends?” Mira noted. “Stories our ancestors told so we wouldn’t be afraid of the storms that rolled across our island?”  
 
    “Well, nobody has ever actually seen one,” Jonas admitted. “At least, no dragonkin has. But who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky and become the first during this adventure!”  
 
    I didn’t know if “lucky” was the right term.  
 
    “How many dragon types are there?” I continued to question Jonas’ knowledge. “I thought there were only four elements?”  
 
    “Four elements?” Mira looked at me like I’d sprouted a second head. “Where in the world did you get the idea there were only four elements?”  
 
    “That’s kinda the standard back in my world.” I shrugged. “You have earth or “land,” water, fire, and wind… That’s like, what every single story classified them as back in my home.”  
 
    “Elements make up everything around us,” Jonas explained with his eyes still shut tightly. “From the wood of this ship to the iron of our cannons to the seaglass that makes up our cherished weapons. It would be foolish and counterproductive to try and categorize every single element in this world and place them into a single, constricting box. There are an immeasurable number of elements out there, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “So, does that mean there could possibly be an immeasurable number of dragon types, too?” I grinned at the thought, and I began to fantasize about having an army of hundreds of dragons at my disposal, with each wielding a different element but still being equally deadly.  
 
    I would be the most powerful Draco Rex ever.  
 
    But I was getting ahead of myself. I was nowhere near that powerful yet, and encountering a bunch of wild dragons with no allegiance to me would currently pose a major problem. 
 
    Finally, Jonas’ eyes sprang open. “In theory, yes, there could be untold numbers of species. Though only a handful have been encountered by our people.”  
 
    “Well, there’s a first for everything,” I joked, even though I was a tad nervous.  
 
    This information was definitely a double-edged sword. If there were dragon types for many different elements, and there was an infinite number of elements out there to choose from, I could become more and more powerful, but that also meant the orcs would have ample opportunities to build up their own forces and march on toward total world domination. Then again, given how dumb most of them were, I wondered if they were even aware of all the possibilities.  
 
    So far, it seemed like the orcs cared about nothing but pillaging, raping, and killing, and anything beyond that was just a result of their primal needs. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder what their end game was.  
 
    These grunts had to report to somebody. Somebody much smarter than they were… I already knew there were orc Captains. Though, if Carnog was any indication, they were just as bumbling and stupid as their crews. No… There had to be somebody at the top who was giving them their marching orders.  
 
    Then again, maybe not. Maybe I was trying to make too much sense out of the chaotic world I had become a part of, and there was nothing to the orcs beyond their simple carnal desires.  
 
    Either way, I shuddered at the thought of them getting their hands on any more dragons.  
 
    Mira must have sensed my tension, because her scaled hand softly brushed past my cheek.  
 
    “Tell me what you’re thinking, Ben,” the golden-scaled woman purred.  
 
    “I’m just thinking about how bad it’d be if the orcs ever got a hold of other types of dragons,” I admitted. “Like, what if there’s a thunder dragon out there or something like a lava dragon? They would completely be unstoppable.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” Jonas reassured me as he stood from his seated position. “If there is one thing I’ve learned from my many years of study and meditation, it’s that there is always a natural opposite.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Candara added. “Nature has a strange way of creating balance, Draco Rex. It’s all part of the natural order that surrounds us.”  
 
    Damn… I didn’t realize Candara and Jonas were both freaking Jedi Masters.  
 
    “So, you’re saying that, for instance, if there was such a thing as a wood dragon,” I began to hypothesize. “Then there would be what? An axe dragon to balance it out?”  
 
    “An axe dragon?” Lezan gasped. “Sign me up!”  
 
    “It would most likely be an iron dragon,” Candara chuckled. “Or maybe the fire dragons would be the natural counter to a wood dragon. I’m not sure… But there would be something.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Jonas continued. “The simplest example are our two friends here, George and Tirian. Fire and water.”  
 
    “Natural balance,” Candara agreed.  
 
    “What about these wind dragons?” I questioned. “What would be their natural opposite? Land dragons?”  
 
    “Most likely.” Jonas nodded.  
 
    “And the zap dragons?” I continued my line of thought. “Are there, like, rubber dragons out there to counter them?”  
 
    “Perhaps.” The elderly soothsayer shrugged. “We don’t know for sure. All we know is there could be many, many more types of dragons out in the world, and chances are we won’t even see a quarter of them in our lifetimes.”  
 
    “Whoa…” I muttered. “I think you two just blew my damn mind. Like, seriously, I’m considering sitting down and just… rethinking everything I thought I knew.”  
 
    “You’re welcome,” Jonas chuckled. “I’ve achieved this phenomena of worldview-shattering thoughts with your children quite often, but I’m proud to know I’ve accomplished it with you, as well.”  
 
    “Seriously,” I laughed to myself. “I just hope this doesn’t all eventually turn into a dragon-sized game of Pokémon.”  
 
    “I’m curious why we don’t see these creatures, if there are so many of them,” Mira pondered aloud.  
 
    “Two reasons,” Jonas reminded the warrior. “Remember these creatures are highly intelligent. They aren’t mindless beings like a sanshula or a gargamor. As you’ve seen first-hand, they all have personalities and their own sophisticated intellects. The reason you don’t see them is mostly because they don’t want to be seen.”  
 
    “And the second reason?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m afraid that one is more troublesome,” the soothsayer sighed. “The legends state they were hunted to near extinction thousands of cycles ago, mostly because they were seen as nuisances. That is why the dragonkin people were so unique… We were one of the few races to actually coexist with dragons, rather than see them as our enemies. Of course, Candara’s people seemed to follow this same philosophy, as well.”  
 
    “It’s sad, really.” Candara hung her head, and her golden locks drooped down like a cascade of hay. “They’re such majestic creatures, and those ugly green monsters just wanted to kill them and enslave them without a second thought.” 
 
    “That’s why it’s so important for Ben to keep having children with other races,” Jonas interjected suddenly.  
 
    “Uhhhh, pardon?” I snorted. “This conversation just took a strange turn… What does me helping repopulate a couple of dying races have to do with anything?”  
 
    “Your title, ‘Draco Rex,’ isn’t only a term of endearment,” Jonas explained. “It means--”  
 
    “Dragon King,” I finished for him. “At least, that’s what it means in my world.”  
 
    “Precisely.” The old soothsayer nodded. “Draco Rex is more than just a fancy title, Benjamin Whitfield. We dragonkin were literally created by Oshun from the blood of a water dragon, which means we are the closest thing to a dragon that exists in this world. So far, everyone who has bonded with these creatures has been of dragonkin blood, with a few notable exceptions…”  
 
    “Women who have dragonkin babies inside of them,” I concluded.  
 
    “Jemma was pregnant when she bonded with Tirian,” Jonas said. “And back on the Isle of the Dragons, the rebonding ceremony only had an effect on a handful of the women. Lezan, Nadir, Dalwen, and Elzara.”  
 
    “All of whom were pregnant.” I nodded.  
 
    “So, what does that mean, Jonas?” Mira questioned. “Will Jemma lose her bond with her dragon when she finally gives birth?”  
 
    “I do not believe so,” Jonas admitted. “Though I can’t be sure. I’ve only ever seen the bonding process in regards to water dragons and dragonkin.”  
 
    “That can’t be right,” Candara spoke up with a firm shake of her head. “Our former mates were bonded with their fire dragons, and they weren’t dragonkin at all. And I’m about ninety percent sure they weren’t pregnant with a dragonkin child, either.”  
 
    “The orcs seemed to be able to bond with that large wind dragon, as well,” Mira noted.  
 
    “You misunderstand,” Jonas tried to explain. “I’m not claiming it is only dragonkin who can bond with a dragon. However, I think a person with dragonkin blood can bond with any dragon, and not just the one their species has been assigned.”  
 
    “Assigned?” I chuckled. “What are you saying, that nature is just like ‘Morphos can bond with fire dragons only’ and ‘orcs can bond only with wind dragons?’”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” the soothsayer confirmed. “Though I still don’t truly believe the wind dragon that attacked us was bonded with an orc. If the orcs could bond with any sort of dragon, they wouldn’t put so much effort into trying to capture the other ones.”  
 
    “There are plenty of other ways to train wild beasts,” Mira agreed. “Besides, those fuckers of mothers wouldn’t know how to ‘bond’ with a living creature if it was laid out for them in written instructions. They don’t have that sort of sympathy.”  
 
    “No, they don’t,” I grumbled.  
 
    “Back to my original point,” Jonas interjected. “This is why it is integral you impregnate as many of your subjects as you possibly can. If you keep it up, we will soon have an entire population of warriors, kings, and conquerors who can bond with any dragon they desire. And, when they go back on to lead their subsequent peoples, they will do so with a powerful ally at their sides. Think about it, Ben… You will be the true Draco Rex, the man who was able to create a Draco Dynastia.”  
 
    “A dragon dynasty, huh?” I whistled. “I gotta admit, I do like the sound of that. Okay, fine, Jonas. You really twisted my arm here… I’ll keep trying to impregnate as many of these beautiful women as I can.”  
 
    Jonas looked at me with the expression of a father who just found out his son quit college and decided to go to clown school.  
 
    “You’re being sarcastic, aren’t you?” the soothsayer mused.  
 
    “Sarcastic isn’t the right word,” I chuckled. “More like facetious.”  
 
    “Well, facetious or not, I want to see the dragonkin people become the great race they once were,” Jonas explained. “And I believe the best way for that to happen is for you to be at the helm, Ben.”  
 
    Uh, guys? Tirian’s voice echoed through my brain. I hate to break up the love fest down there, but we’ve got some trouble up ahead.  
 
    “Oh, no,” I said as I felt the color drain away from my face.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Draco Rex?” Jonas questioned. “Did you not appreciate the pressure that came along with my comment?”  
 
    “What?” I snapped out of my stupor. “No, no. Tirian just told me we’ve got trouble up ahead. What’s the deal, Tirian? Do we need to get into our battle stations?” 
 
    No, the silver dragon on the crow’s nest explained. Not unless you want to try and fight the sea itself. The waters up ahead are swirling intensely, and all the swirling things stretch out across the horizon.  
 
    “Whirlpools,” I announced with dread in my voice. “Everybody! We’re coming up on a field of whirlpools!”  
 
    “Can’t we just sail around them?” Candara’s eyes widened.  
 
    “Not a chance,” I said as I gripped onto the ship’s wheel even tighter. “Even if I tried to bank us hard and sail parallel to the whirlpools, the wind is at our back. We’d be in the damn thing’s grip before we even made it a few miles east or west.”  
 
    “So, what can we do, then?” Mira demanded.  
 
    My heart pounded inside my chest as I thought about our options. Back in the Coast Guard, they’d taught us all about what to do when you came face to face with a deadly whirlpool. If you tried to go against the current or sail straight across the swirling vortex, you’d be sucked into its gravity and potentially capsized. The only way you could possibly survive was by using the whirlpool’s own momentum to your advantage.  
 
    “This is going to sound crazy,” I admitted to my crew. “We’re going to have to sail along with their currents. If we stay at the edge of the circle and go in the same direction as the swirling water, we can use the momentum it gives us to leave the whirlpools’ pull like an arrow from a bow.”  
 
    “That’s fine when it’s just one whirlpool,” Mira noted. “But didn’t you say there was a whole field of them?”  
 
    “There are,” I managed to croak out. “We’re just going to have to try our luck at slingshotting our way through all of them.”  
 
    “I-I’m not even sure if that’s possible,” Mira said.  
 
    “Neither am I,” I agreed. “I’m not going to let the rest of the crew know that, though. Now, get into position and strap yourself down. This is going to be a really, really bumpy ride.”  
 
    “Everybody tie yourselves down!” Mira ordered the rest of the crew as she headed over to one of the main masts. “We’re approaching a sea of whirlpools, and the only way to get past them is to go through.”  
 
    The women across the deck murmured under their breaths as their faces grew taut with fear, but they knew if we wanted to get through this, we were all going to have to work as one efficient, well-oiled machine.  
 
    “George?” I commanded my water dragon. “You should probably get back up here on the boat, buddy.”  
 
    Right away, dear one, George’s voice answered.  
 
    “Tirian?” I called up to the dragon above. “I’m going to need you to do some reconnaissance for me. Do you think you can handle that?”  
 
    It will be different without Jemma on my back, Tirian sighed. But I’ll manage. What am I looking for?  
 
    “Look for patterns in the waters,” I explained. “More particularly, see if you can find any whirlpools right next to each other that are turning in opposite directions. That way, we don’t run into any resistance when we move from one to the next.”  
 
    In a perfect scenario, we’d find a stretch of whirlpools with several individual ones that turned clockwise and counterclockwise smooshed up against each other. That way, we could actually use the momentum to our advantage to not only escape the whirlpools’ grasps, but also to give us a bit of a speed boost.  
 
    It’d be just like we were hitting all the speed strips in Mario Kart.  
 
    I’ll see what I can do, Tirian confirmed.  
 
    The silver dragon spread his leathery wings, beat them down as he rose off the crow’s nest, and then flew up into the sky. I watched as he soared out into the horizon, and I felt a knot form inside my stomach as I hoped he stayed within the reach of our dragon bond.  
 
    “How’s it looking out there, Tirian?” I asked through the radio silence.  
 
    Finally, after a few tense moments of nothing, Tirian’s voice came through my mind.  
 
    I found some! the adolescent fire dragon announced. If you head about a quarter nautical mile to the west, there are four whirlpools all in a line that run opposite of each other.  
 
    “And what about after that?” I asked. “How many more will we need to pass through to get out the other side?”  
 
    After those four, it looks kinda tricky, Tirian admitted. There is one immediately to the right that will work, and then one above that as well. Then, once you hit the sixth whirlpool, you’ll have to go one to the left. If I’m seeing things correctly, you should be able to ride that last one to the other side of the whirlpool field.  
 
    Oh, great… It was like a much more deadly version of a Zelda puzzle. 
 
    “Four up, one to the right, one up, one to the left, and then we’re home free,” I muttered to myself. “Four up, one right, one up, one left.”  
 
    Do you need me to repeat that? Tirian offered. Or, if that’s too hard, I could try to find another path.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I reassured the dragon. “I’m just nervous. I was never any good at memory games as a kid. Everybody? We need to veer portside, now!”  
 
    “Right away, Draco Rex!” Nadir cackled in response.  
 
    My crew and I worked together until The Dragon Queen lurched to the left, and then we started toward the only path we had through the deadly whirlpools.  
 
    Most of my crew seemed to be keeping their cool, but Candara was a hot mess. The butterfly-woman had tied a rope around her waist and attached it to the anchor windlass, and her green wings were fluttering in quick, nervous beats. The woman’s eyes were filled with fear as they darted back and forth across the horizon, and she fidgeted with her golden braids as if she were a child nervous for their first day of school.  
 
    Jonas, on the other hand, was as cool as a cucumber. The elderly soothsayer had retaken his spot at the center of the ship and was back in his cross-legged, eyes closed position. George had taken up residence right beside the soothsayer, and the blue water dragon looked Jonas over with pure confusion plastered on his face.  
 
    Did he forget to tie himself down? George questioned as he began to circle Jonas’ body.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” I admitted. “I think that’s just his way of staying calm under pressure. Honestly, I wish I could do it as good as him.”  
 
    I just hope we don’t hit a large wave, George grumbled. I don’t want to have to go dragonkin fishing. 
 
    Nima, our final crewmember, helped Mira as they tried to keep the ship steady. Both of the women were attached to the mast in front of them, and they chattered back and forth as they manned their positions.  
 
    Soon, we’d traveled the quarter of a mile Tirian had laid out, so I slowly began to turn the wheel in the opposite direction and barked out a new set of orders.  
 
    “Alright, crew…” I said as my heart fell into my stomach. “Here we go!”  
 
    We were now headed straight into the belly of the beast.  
 
    Strangely enough, neither the color of the sky nor the temperament of the ocean changed as we lurched forward. White clouds dotted the clear blue sky around us, and there wasn’t a single hint of rain or stormy weather.  
 
    However, once we got a bit closer to our destination, I heard the sound of our potential demise.  
 
    It sounded no different than a flowing river, only it was a bit deeper in tone, and the sound rose up from all directions around us. Finally, I saw what Tirian had been talking about.  
 
    The first whirlpool moved in a clockwise direction, so I slightly shifted my wheel so The Dragon Queen veered gently to the port side. Then I took a deep breath and prepared to cross.  
 
    If Tirian’s directions were correct, then we would be able to move across the first four whirlpools without incident before we needed to turn starboard and hit the whirlpool on our immediate right.  
 
    “Four up, one to the right, one up, one to the left, and then we’re home free,” I repeated underneath my breath.  
 
    That’s when we hit the first swirling vortex. I’d steered our ship to the very edge of the water’s movement, so we were in the clear as far as staying out of its pull. 
 
    However, the bottom of the boat was suddenly caught up in the rushing water, so I had to grip onto the wheel tight to keep from being tossed and turned like an invalid in a wave pool. The pull of the vortex was mighty, and it took all of my strength to keep us moving in a straight-line forward. Within a few seconds, I felt our ship break free from the pull of the whirlpool, and we shot forward at a breakneck speed.  
 
    Then we hit the second whirlpool.  
 
    The two swirling eyes must not have been square, because this time I had to forcefully turn the wheel to the right to push us back over to the edge of the rushing water. We were once again thrust forward with great speed, and then we were slingshotted into the next vortex.  
 
    I repeated the same actions for the third whirlpool and then tensed up with fear as we headed for the fourth.  
 
    Four up, one to the right, one up, one to the left, and then we’re home free.  
 
    Before we even hit the fourth vortex, I spun my ship’s wheel to the left like I was playing roulette. Instantly, The Dragon Queen’s bow veered starboard, and I heard stunned gasps from all around the deck.  
 
    “What are you doing, Ben?” Candara screamed. “Now we’re going toward the center!”  
 
    “No, we’re not,” I reassured her over the sound of my thumping heart. “We’re going around it.”  
 
    Sure enough, when we were caught up by the rushing water of the fourth vortex, the ship followed its curve all the way around to the northern side of the formation. Once we hit the very top of the whirlpool, I spun the wheel back to its original position and then let the water launch us into the next one.  
 
    This time, I spun the wheel like a madman and then held on for dear life as we rode the whirlpool’s churning waters all the way around its circumference. Screams rang out around me as we all took a twirl on the world’s worst teacup ride, and then I halted the wheel’s momentum in place. We were thrown forward, and then we found ourselves in the next whirlpool.  
 
    This would be our “one to the left,” so I continued to shift the wheel as I tried to keep us at the far edge of the vortex. When we hit the bottom, I righted the rudder, and we came to our last stop on the whirlpool fields.  
 
    This is it, Ben! Tirian tried to hype me up. This is the last one!  
 
    We were now traveling pretty fast even with the sails acting as mediocre air brakes, and the wheel in my hands threatened to twist and turn and send us off course. I let out a scream of frustration as I tried to hold it in place, but it felt like I was playing tug of war with an elephant. The damn thing didn’t want to budge, no matter how much I heaved.  
 
    This was bad. This was very, very bad. If I lost control now, we would be tossed into one of the other vortexes, a vortex that was spinning in the opposite direction and would damage our ship at best. At worst, we’d be sucked into the whirlpool’s center, where The Dragon Queen would be torn to smithereens, and we would all meet our end in a watery grave.  
 
    I couldn’t let that happen. I was the Draco Rex.  
 
    I let out one more grunt of determination as I leveraged the wheel up, wedged my shoulder underneath the spoke, and shoved it with all I had. As I did so, the wooden wheel began to turn, and I quickly steadied it with my other hand and veered us back onto our course.  
 
    The chaos had caused us to miss our “exit” the first time around, so I slightly turned us so we’d continue on around the entirety of the vortex.  
 
    This really was the world’s fucking worst roundabout.  
 
    Finally, when I hit the left side of the swirling water, I twisted the wheel back to a straight position and held on for dear life. We lurched forward with the speed of a cheetah, and then…  
 
    Silence. We were still rocketing through the ocean, but there was no tension on the wheel… No swirling waters around us…  
 
    We were free.  
 
    “You did it, Ben!” Candara squealed.  
 
    “Holy shit.” I pushed my hand back through my hair as I let out a sigh of relief. “We did, didn’t we?”  
 
    “That was amazing!” Lezan called out. “Can we go again?”  
 
    Good job, dear one, George congratulated me.  
 
    “I never doubted you, Draco Rex,” Jonas noted without even opening his eyes. “Not for one second.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I laughed. “But we should really be thanking Tirian. He’s the one who found us the path through these things.”  
 
    I just found the path, Tirian said. You are the one who navigated through it, my friend. That takes much more skill than a simple fly over.  
 
    My heart was still jumping around inside my chest, and I could feel my hands trembling violently as I tried to calm myself down, but it was over.  
 
    Somehow, some way, we’d made it through the field of dangerous, ship-crushing whirlpools.  
 
    “Guys.” I turned to my crewmates and smiled widely. “Remind me to find a different route on the way back.”  
 
    The joke got a hearty laugh out of all my friends, and we took a brief moment to revel in our victory. However, we didn’t dwell on it for too long. There was still a mission at hand.  
 
    The Dragon Queen continued forward through the crystal blue sea for another hour or so before we saw our destination.  
 
    Land, ho! Tirian called out via our dragonbond.  
 
    Sure enough, off in the distance was a large stretch of land. From back here all we could see was a sandy beach that ran up into a bunch of grass, and some trees off in the distance.  
 
    We’d arrived at the mysterious, dangerous island, but more importantly, we were one step closer to hatching our wind dragon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “Well, one thing is for sure,” Candara noted as we approached the shallows of the new island. “This place doesn’t look like anything I’ve ever heard of before.”  
 
    The golden-haired Morpho was right. The closer we got to this strange island, the more and more I thought it had been ripped straight out of the pages of a National Geographic magazine. The sandy beach was nothing but a narrow strip that ran around the perimeter of the land, but once you got a few paces inland, it slowly started to morph into a somewhat flat, grassy landscape.  
 
    There wasn’t much flora from what I could see, save for a bunch of extremely tall trees, whose branches and leaves were exclusively reserved for the very top of the structure. Every now and again, there would be a patch of bushes or brambles, but otherwise this looked like some sort of savanna.  
 
    Seriously, the only thing missing was the rising sunset and someone belting out The Circle of Life.  
 
    We anchored our ship in the shallows, and those of us without wings climbed overboard and down into one of our rowboats. Next, we headed up to the beach, grounded our small vessel, and then got out to start exploring.  
 
    At the same time, Tirian and Candara fluttered down and landed beside us.  
 
    “It would probably be a wise decision to continue on foot,” Jonas noted to the two flying crewmates. “The less conspicuous we can make ourselves, the better.”  
 
    “Honestly, Jonas,” I said as I surveyed the grasslands, “I’m not really seeing the whole ‘danger’ of this island. Like, I thought we weren’t going to be able to walk ten feet without running into something that could kill us.”  
 
    “Don’t speak too soon, Draco Rex,” the soothsayer warned. “The reputation of this island is quite well-known. I wouldn’t relax until we actually know what we’re dealing with.”  
 
    “Speaking of which,” I said as I looked at my nonexistent watch. “We probably only have a few hours of daylight remaining. I don’t know about you guys, but after all that rocking and rolling in the whirlpools, I think I want to get settled in for the night sooner rather than later.”  
 
    “I second that.” Jonas nodded. “The last thing we want is to be out here at night, when we don’t know what sorts of creatures might be lurking around.”  
 
    “Eh,” Nadir scoffed with a wave of her hand. “Most of us here can already see in the dark, so I’m not too worried.”  
 
    “And I’m sure we aren’t the only creatures around here that can see in the dark,” the elder soothsayer retorted. “Which is why it’s all the more important for us to find shelter immediately.”  
 
    “Shall we start gathering up wood to build a beach shelter?” Mira suggested.  
 
    “Ohhhhhh!” Nima giggled as she placed her hands on her mouth. “Sleeping on the beach is always fun.”  
 
    “Not the beach.” I shook my head. “For starters, there’s hardly any beach to begin with. Also, Jonas is right. This island is much different than the ones we’re used to, and I’ve watched enough nature documentaries to know you don’t want to be standing around in the middle of a savanna during the night.”  
 
    “Where do you suggest we build a shelter then, Draco Rex?” Darya questioned with her arms crossed across her chest.  
 
    “Those trees.” I pointed off in the distance, toward the closest set of high-branched trees I could identify. “Those should be high enough off the ground to keep us away from predators, but not inaccessible to any of our crew members.”  
 
    “How does one even go about building a camp up in a tree?” Zarya pondered aloud.  
 
    “Ask the experts.” I winked as I motioned to Candara and Nima. “Their people literally lived in the trees their whole lives.”  
 
    “It’s actually not that difficult,” Nima explained. “All you have to do is weave up a bunch of long sticks between the branches, and then you build on top of that.”  
 
    “You think a bunch of sticks will hold George and Tirian?” Zarya asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Make them big sticks.” Nima shrugged.  
 
    “That shouldn’t be hard to do,” I added. “If there’s one thing this island isn’t lacking, it’s these trees. I think we should start cutting down some branches, and then we can start bringing them back here and organizing them into platforms.”  
 
    My crew spent the next two hours wandering around to the different tall trees and hacking off their limbs. It was a fairly straightforward process, actually. One or two of us would climb up the trees, find a branch we thought was sturdy enough to hold our weight, and lop it off using our weapon of choice. Then, once all of our chosen branches had fallen, we would descend and carry them back to our “main base.”  
 
    Tirian then carried the heavy logs up to the top of the tree, where he would lay them into place before Candara came around and fastened them together using her “throatsilk.” Candara and Nima acted as our supervisors, since they both had experience in building these sorts of things, and they dedicated which branches went where, the number of platforms needed, and the like.  
 
    Darya and Zarya, however, were our treehouse experts. They reminisced fondly about the secret treehouse they’d built with their father as they moved around branches and ordered them put into certain spots.  
 
    When all was said and done, we’d turned the simple high-branched tree into our own private paradise.  
 
    Or, more appropriately, we’d made it into a large platform that could support the weight of us all and would hopefully keep us away from predators in the middle of the night. 
 
    Just then, my stomach seemed to turn in on itself.  
 
    “Damn,” I grumbled as I patted my belly. “I didn’t realize building a treehouse could use up so much energy. I’m starving.”  
 
    “Me, too,” Mira agreed. “Should we go back to the ship and pick up a barrel of jerky?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “Those are the ship’s provisions. We’ll need those if we get lost at sea or if we would for some reason have to extend the journey any longer. If we want to eat here on this island, we’re gonna have to find food ourselves.”  
 
    Jemma would be proud of your stinginess, Tirian snickered to me privately.  
 
    “Who wants to join me on a foraging party?” I chuckled as I raised my hand up into the air.  
 
    “Mememememe!” Nima raised her hand instantly.  
 
    “I’ll go, too.” Candara shrugged. “I wanted to explore the unique flora and fauna of this area, anyway.”  
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I chuckled and then turned to the rest of the crew. “In the meantime, I want you guys to keep setting up camp. Get a small fire going, and see if you can get some shelters up, too. Hopefully, we’ll be back soon with something to eat.”  
 
    “A fire up in the trees?” Darya mused. “How will that be possible, Draco Rex?”  
 
    “You just have to keep it small,” Candara explained. “Try to make it mostly hot coals and ash. That’ll give you the warmth you need without posing a risk to anyone’s safety.”  
 
    “You really do know what you’re doing,” the golden-scaled warrior twin noted with a smile. “We’ll be sure to follow your advice.”  
 
    “We’ll try not to go too far,” I announced to my crew. “If anything crazy happens in the meantime, have Tirian fly around and find us. Okay?”  
 
    A wave of understanding nods answered me, so I turned and headed to the trunk of the tree. Then I pulled out my seaglass sword, stabbed it into the trunk as far as it would go, and jumped. Gravity sent me careening downward toward the ground one-hundred feet below, but my sturdy sword slowed me down immensely. I held on for dear life as I slid down the tree like a pirate through a sail, and eventually my feet slammed into the grassy ground with a soft thud.  
 
    Nima was right behind me, and I looked up to see the red-haired Niralope descending the tree with the grace of a gymnast. She had all four of her appendages clasped against the tree, but she moved them in a strange pattern in which she would lower the limbs on her right side and then follow up instantly with the ones on her left. The process was quick, and soon Nima’s feet were planted firmly on the ground beside me.  
 
    Candara fluttered down not long after, and the golden-haired Morpho woman was all smiles. Her green wings folded in and out in rapid, happy flicks, and in her right hand she held a leatherbound book.  
 
    “Is that a field journal?” I questioned with a grin.  
 
    “It is.” Candara nodded. “I figured I could try to make one for every new island we visit. That way I can keep expanding my knowledge, and it’ll give Isla something new to put into the archives when I’m done.”  
 
    “Oh, she’ll love you for that,” I laughed. “The only new things Isla has been able to put in our archives are the religious myths of the women I bring back to the island. Just ask this one here.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Nima agreed with a firm, wide-eyed nod. “When the Niralope women first came to Ben’s island, Isla sat us all down and talked to us for hours about our stories and gods. She wrote every single word we said down into a book like that, too.”  
 
    “Then this will be one more thing that will go into the dragonkin’s history,” Candara added. “Consider it my first real contribution as a member of your people, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “It’s much appreciated,” I promised the green-winged beauty. “Now, let’s go see if we can find some grub.”  
 
    We started with the most obvious source of food we could think of, the bushes. As we approached the large, unkempt patches of green, we noticed the branches and vines were completely covered with thick, sharp spikes, but in between each of those spines was a small, black orb that oozed juices and appeared squishy to the touch.  
 
    A berry.  
 
    “Do you think we could eat that?” I asked my friends as I leaned in closer to inspect.  
 
    “No clue,” Candara admitted as she scribbled something down into her notebook. “But they look pretty appetizing.”  
 
    “It’s worth a shot.” I shrugged. “I’ll at least bring them back to the group and see if anyone thinks they could be useful.”  
 
    With that, I slowly reached into the bush, and I was careful to avoid any of the pointed spikes. My fingers felt around on the branch until they touched the soft, squishy flesh of the berry, and then I carefully plucked the berry from its vine, turned around to Candara, and placed it inside of her satchel, right next to the wind dragon egg.  
 
    Nima got in on the action as well, and soon we had a good amount of these strange berries. When all was said and done, though, it felt like we had put in a bunch of work for next to nothing of a reward.  
 
    “There are still a lot more berries on this bush,” Nima observed. “Should we keep going?”  
 
    “Nah.” I waved my hand dismissively. “We’ve wasted enough daylight on these. We should move on.”  
 
    “Move on to where?” Candara asked as she gestured around. “There’s nothing really around us other than bushes and trees…”  
 
    “Yeah, I know.” I rubbed my neck as I let out a deep sigh. “This island might be a good place to incubate an egg, but it’s not really doing much for me in terms of--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, my ears picked up the sound of a short, high-pitched chirp. I looked around at the two women and then opened my mouth to speak, but Candara quickly threw her finger up to her lips and shook her head.  
 
    The chirping sound repeated itself, though it echoed across the plains much louder this time around.  
 
    Candara continued to hold her finger up to her lips, but she slowly began to walk in the direction of the peculiar sound. Nima and I followed the Morpho woman through the grassy landscape, until we finally arrived at the side of a small hill. We were further away from our friends than I’d hoped we’d be, but it was all worth it when I saw what was on the other side.  
 
    There, down at the foot of the grassy hill, was a small pond with several creatures gathered around it.  
 
    There were six creatures in total, and all of them chirped as they drank from the water before them. They were about the size of a pony, with equally equestrian snouts and four stubby legs. However, unlike horses I’d seen before, the feet on these things came out into three equal-sized digits that were dug firmly into the dirt. Their fur was a soft rose color, and I noticed they all had a strange, snake-like appendage that grew out of the back of their necks.  
 
    “We could definitely eat one of those,” I whispered to the two women.  
 
    “They’d be very easy to kill, as well,” Nima noted. “We have the high ground, and they are all distracted. I could easily pick off one of them with my bow and arrow.”  
 
    “Then let’s do it,” I suggested. “If we bring back a whole miniature horse, our crewmates will love us forever.”  
 
    “I could probably snag one, too,” Candara said as she put away her journal and drew her fan-blade. “It would only be one, however, since I’d have to get in close for the kill.”  
 
    “Why not both?” I shrugged. “Nima can take one down with her bow, and Candara can do it her way. Meanwhile, I’ll just sit back and watch you two get to work.”  
 
    “Wow,” Candara teased. “You’re not going to try and kill one?”  
 
    “I dunno,” I joked. “Two will be enough to feed our whole crew, but three? That’s just overkill.”  
 
    “Haha.” The golden-haired butterfly-woman rolled her eyes and then prepared for takeoff. “Which one do you want, Nima?”  
 
    “I’ll let you take the one closest, since you will have to get in close,” the red-haired Niralope offered. “I’ll do the one on the far left. The little guy that’s got half his head in the water.”  
 
    Nima slid her bow off her shoulder and drew forth an arrow. She placed it against the taut string, pulled it back, and then closed one eye as she took aim.  
 
    Meanwhile, Candara crouched down as if she were a sprinter waiting for the gun to go off.  
 
    “One three?” Candara suggested.  
 
    “One… Two… Three,” Nima counted down without taking her eyes off the target.  
 
    When the “three” left her mouth, both of the women sprang into action.  
 
    Nima released her arrow, and the wooden projectile rocketed across the grassy landscape as if it’d been shot out of a cannon. It only took a few seconds to reach its mark, and then there was a burst of blood as the arrow pierced the creature’s brain.  
 
    The other pony-animals suddenly snapped to attention and looked in the direction of the commotion.  
 
    That’s when Candara struck.  
 
    The Morpho woman looked like a blur as she propelled herself down the side of the small hill with her fan-blade held out like Superman. She quickly zipped past the nearest horse-creature, and a crimson mist erupted out from its throat as the spines of Candara’s blade sliced open its throat.  
 
    Now that two of their friends had been killed, the rest of the horse-like creatures went into a panic. They chirped and stomped their feet momentarily before they turned around and high-tailed it out of there as quickly as they could.  
 
    Still, it didn’t matter. The deed was done, and we now had two kills we could take back to camp.  
 
    “Way to go, guys!” I praised my two friends.  
 
    “I just hope those things aren’t too heavy,” Candara sighed. “We strayed pretty far away from our camp, after all.”  
 
    “They won’t be too heavy,” I explained. “Especially once we dress them.”  
 
    “Dress them?” Nima asked. “We’re going to put them into clothes?”  
 
    “No, no,” I chuckled. “We’re going to cut out all their internal organs so the meat doesn’t start going bad before we can get it back. It’s a way to make sure the meat doesn’t spoil as quickly.”  
 
    “It’d also be a wise way to keep other predators away from our camp,” Candara added. “If we cut out these creatures’ organs and then scatter them down here at the watering hole, the scent of the rotting flesh will attract nearby predators.”  
 
    “And if they’re focused on these things, they won’t pay attention to us,” I agreed as I drew my pink-stone knife. “Now, let me show you guys how it’s done. You both have a dagger, right?”  
 
    Both the women reached down to their waist and drew the same seaglass dagger that was standard issue for all of my subjects.  
 
    “Of course.” Nima smiled. “You made a big deal about training us how to use them, and it was so much fun.”  
 
    Once I knew they were ready, I began to make my way down the side of the hill, down to the two bodies that littered the watering hole.  
 
    I motioned for the two women to gather around the first body, the one that currently had Nima’s arrow through its brain. Then I knelt down, flipped the creature over onto its back, and placed my dagger against its chest.  
 
    “I really, really hope this is like the animals I hunted back home,” I chuckled.  
 
    The thought made me pause for a moment. For all I knew, this thing could be filled with toxic gasses that would erupt when I cut it open. Still, I was never one to let the fear of the unknown get the best of me.  
 
    The blade of the pink-stone knife cut through the creature’s flesh like a hot knife through butter, so I made an incision all the way down to the bottom of his body. Then, once I was sure I’d cut all the way through his muscles, I reached inside his still-warm chest and pried him open like a walnut.  
 
    Finally, I stood up, went around so my legs were over his head, and then picked him up by his front legs. As I did so, his internal organs slopped out onto the ground with a wet hiss of steam.  
 
    Though I could recognize several of the shapes I saw in the pile of viscera, there were a few organs I’d never seen before in my life.  
 
    Then again, that was to be expected. I had no idea what the hell this creature was, or where it came from, or what sort of things it ate.  
 
    All I knew is it had meat on its bones, and it was the only living thing around here as far as the eye could see.  
 
    “You have to reach inside of it to pull out the organs?” Candara tilted her head to the side.  
 
    “Yep,” I stated with a puffed-out chest. “Does that make you have second thoughts?”  
 
    “The opposite…” The Morpho’s eyes lit up. “That makes me want to do it even more. What better way to learn about the creature than to cut it open and see what’s on the inside?”  
 
    “Okay…” Now I was starting to wonder if I should be worried about Candara, but as long as she didn’t start talking about eating its liver with some fava beans and a nice chianti, I think we’d be alright.  
 
    I watched the women as they both circled the second creature’s body. 
 
    “Would you like to do the honors?” Nima offered her knife to Candara, but the Morpho refused.  
 
    “You can do the first part,” Candara said. “I mostly just want to observe so I can sketch out the organs.”  
 
    “Your hobby is such a cool one,” Nima told Candara with a grin. “I’m still trying to figure out what mine is. For a while, I thought it might be archery, but then I realized Jemma was already so much better than I was.”  
 
    “So?” Candara questioned. “You can have hobbies you aren’t the best at. Trust me, the actual drawings in my journals are terrible. I’ll be surprised if anyone can even make out what they’re supposed to be down the line.”  
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” I reassured the butterfly-woman. “You’re already the best damn zoologist, or animal expert, I know.”  
 
    “I’m the only zoologist you know,” the green-winged woman scoffed.  
 
    “True… But that makes you the best by default.” I winked.  
 
    Nima got down on her knees, bent over the second horse creature, and then sliced it open with her seaglass blade. The second it had been opened up, Candara hopped over beside the Niralope woman and started to sketch out what she saw. She continued to draw as Nima pulled the guts out of the corpse, plopped them onto the ground, and then gagged.  
 
    “Ew,” the red-haired Niralope whispered. “I didn’t realize it was going to be this messy.”  
 
    “That’s why I’m not doing it myself,” Candara laughed. “I didn’t want to get blood and guts all over my beautiful artwork.”  
 
    Once we were all done with our dressing, Nima and I both wandered over to the small pond, got down on the shoreline, and then rinsed the blood off our hands.  
 
    “Is this how it always goes on your journeys?” Nima asked as she stared off into the distance. “Because I’m having a great time so far!”  
 
    “I wish I could say ‘yes,’” I sighed as I scrubbed my hands clean. “It’s all fun and games right now, but trust me, shit’s going to hit the fan before it’s all said and done. Jonas keeps warning us about this island, so I’m just waiting to see what kind of dangerous crap is gonna come our way.”  
 
    “The danger is part of the fun, though, right?” Nima asked in a perky tone.  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “The danger’s the worst part. Sure, it’s a huge adrenaline rush when it’s over, but in the moment? All you can really think about is whether or not you’re gonna come out the other side alive. Remember when your people were terrorized by the orcs?”  
 
    “Oh, yes.” Nima nodded firmly. “Those were dark times.”  
 
    “Well, that’s how it feels when you’re facing down a dragon or an orc captain or anything that’s out here in the wild,” I continued.  
 
    “I see,” the freckle-faced Niralope noted. “Jemma and Nadir always make it sound like they have so much fun on these adventures, though.”  
 
    “Well… They can be fun,” I agreed. “Actually, yeah, they are a lot of fun. But they’re also really dangerous and important. The two kinda go hand in hand, if you think about it.”  
 
    Nima pondered my words for a moment before she stood up from her position and wiped her wet hands off onto her clothes.  
 
    “Either way, I’m already having a great time.” She smiled at me. “And I can’t wait to see what the rest of the journey has in store for us.”  
 
    Me, too, Nima. Me, too.  
 
    Once we were done with our impromptu hand hygiene session, I walked back over to the carcasses of the pony creatures, and without another moment’s hesitation, I reached down, grabbed the animal by its hind legs, and then slung it over my shoulder.  
 
    Surprisingly, now that the organs had been removed, the creature didn’t feel any heavier than a sack of potatoes you’d buy at the grocery store, and I glanced back over my shoulder and saw Candara and Nima were tag-teaming the second pony, with Nima on the back legs and Candara on the front.  
 
    We carefully made our way back to the tree where we’d established our camp, and when we finally arrived, I called out to Tirian.  
 
    “Hey, buddy,” I spoke to the dragon telepathically. “We’ve got a special delivery for the camp, but it’s kinda hard to climb up with our hands full.”  
 
    I’ll be right down, the silver dragon promised me.  
 
    Within seconds of our conversation Tirian’s large figure appeared over the side of the tree, and he beat his silver, leathery wings as he floated down to us and then outstretched his taloned feet to take our gifts.  
 
    “Here you go,” I chuckled as I handed over the pony creature. “I’m not sure what this is, exactly, but I bet it’ll make for some good roasted meat.”  
 
    Tirian took the two animals from our possession, gripped them tightly in his claws, and then bowed his head.  
 
    “Uhhhh,” Candara sputtered as she reached out to pet Tirian. “Good dragon?”  
 
    I’m offering you guys a lift, Tirian laughed. Though I will always and forever appreciate the head scratches.  
 
    “He wants us to hop on,” I explained to the two women.  
 
    “We can go for a dragon ride?” Nima gasped. “Count me in.”  
 
    The Niralope woman bounced up and down as she dashed over to Tirian and then tossed a long, slender leg over his neck.  
 
    I sauntered over to the dragon and hopped up onto his back, as well. Nima’s body was now pressed close against mine, and I used every trick from my middle school gradebook to keep myself from getting an erection.  
 
    Of course, it didn’t work.  
 
    Nima let out a gasp as my cock grew stiff against her tight ass, but she didn’t say a word.  
 
    “I think I’m good,” Candara said as she pointed to her wings. “I’ll see you all up there.”  
 
    With that, Candara’s green wings began to flap, and she rose up into the sky. Tirian lifted off the ground immediately after, and we soon found ourselves back at the top of the tall tree.  
 
    “Wow,” I gasped audibly when I saw what had happened in the short amount of time we’d been gone.  
 
    The three of us had only been hunting for a few hours, but it looked like my crewmates made excellent use of the time we’d been gone.  
 
    There was now a small fire flickering at the center of the camp, and it was just as Candara had suggested, mostly smoldering coals and only a small hint of actual flame. All around the fire were small wooden bed frames that had been lashed together with pieces of rope, and over on one of the thicker branches there was a platform specifically for our dragon companions.  
 
    “Do you like what we’ve done with the place?” Mira joked when she saw my surprise. “It’s not the castle, but it’ll do.”  
 
    “What do you mean ‘it’ll do?’” I shook my head with surprise. “This is fantastic!”  
 
    “But it’s still missing one central component…” Nadir giggled as she strutted over. “The delicious food. Which is what I’m assuming you brought with you?”  
 
    “We did.” I nodded. “We actually caught two animals.”  
 
    “You got meat?” Lezan gasped with delight. “We all thought you were just going to come back with nuts and berries.”  
 
    “It was looking that way at first,” I admitted. “But there was a little watering hole down the side of that hill over there. Nima and Candara took two of the beasts down, and then we cleaned ‘em and brought them back for everyone to enjoy.”  
 
    And enjoy them we did.  
 
    The rest of my crew helped me skin the creatures, debone them, and then cut off the chunks of meat that looked like they’d be good to eat. Lezan and Nadir dug right into the raw hunks of flesh, and they made noises of ecstasy as they gulped down the mystery animal.  
 
    “I don’t know what this creature is called,” Lezan cooed, “but we need it on the dragonkin island.”  
 
    “I agree.” Nadir nodded. “Maybe we could do like we did with the clucker birds? We could capture some of these animals and then breed them back home…”  
 
    “One step at a time,” I laughed as I took some of the meat in my hands. “We’ve got about four other issues we need to solve before we can even start to worry about bringing back this mystery creature to our island.”  
 
    Those of us who didn’t enjoy raw meat tossed the hunks of flesh onto the glowing coals and then let them grill for a few minutes. Even though the fire was small, it was very hot, and the meat seemed to cook through in a matter of minutes.  
 
    So, I carefully picked up the piece of meat, brushed off the remnants of ash, and popped it into my mouth. It was very chewy meat, with a hint of gamey flavor, but it was still pretty damn good, all things considered.  
 
    Maybe Nadir and Lezan were right. If we had a few of these back on the dragonkin island, Hali could play around with all sorts of recipes.  
 
    And if anyone could make this stuff into a culinary masterpiece, it would be Hali.  
 
    As we sat around munching on our campfire dinner, the world around us seemed to finally come alive.  
 
    Howls, growls, and roars emerged out from the darkness around us, and I distinctly heard the sounds of creatures pacing around on the ground below. When I looked out over the edge of our platform, a shiver shot down my spine.  
 
    There were about ten pairs of glowing yellow eyes staring up at me.  
 
    One thing was for sure… I was very, very glad we’d decided to set up camp up here.  
 
    “Now do you see why this island has a reputation?” Jonas chuckled. “If we were down on the ground, we’d have probably been torn to bits already. And those are not even the dragons.”  
 
    “I just can’t believe how different this place feels in the night time.” Mira shuddered. “This doesn’t feel like the same island we were on a few hours ago.”  
 
    “Nocturnal predators,” Candara noted. “That would also explain why so many of the creatures were hidden during the day. This island is mostly active at night.”  
 
    “Thank goodness these guys weren’t nocturnal,” I joked as I held up a hunk of roasted meat. “I don’t think I’d be a happy camper if all I had to sustain myself was a few nuts and berries.”  
 
    “We still have all the stuff back on the ship,” Zarya reminded me.  
 
    “Seeing how the island is at night, I’m even more glad we didn’t bring it,” I explained. “Could you imagine how desperate those things down there would be if they knew we had a barrel full of fish up here with us? At least with this mystery meat, it’ll be gone in the next hour or so, and the smell will go away with it.”  
 
    “You, uh, don’t think those things down there can climb trees, do you?” Nima asked with fear in her eyes.  
 
    “If they could, I think they’d already be up here,” I chuckled.  
 
    My crew spent the next hour or two sitting around the campfire chatting it up, sharing stories, and playing verbal riddle games. Finally, once it got to be a bit later, the sandman seemed to hit all at once. One-by-one, my friends began to pass out on their bed frames, and soon everyone was asleep but Nima and me.  
 
    “I don’t know why I’m not tired,” the freckled Niralope noted. “Maybe it’s just because I’m enjoying your company so much.”  
 
    “I’m pretty tired,” I admitted. “But yeah, I’m having a good time, and I don’t want to call it quits just yet. Still… I don’t want to stay up too late. We have a long journey ahead of us in the morning. Or maybe not. I’m still kind of confused as to what we need to do with this wind dragon egg.”  
 
    “Worry about that in the morning,” Nima suggested with a smile. “For now, just revel in this moment.”  
 
    “This moment?” I snickered as I pointed at the snoring crewmates beside us.  
 
    “No…” Nima’s eyes grew narrow. “This moment when the two of us are alone. That has never happened before, you know.”  
 
    I thought about it for a second and quickly realized that she was right. Even though I’d known Nima for quite some time now, this was the first time we’d ever really been one-on-one.  
 
    Before I knew what happened, I felt the Niralope woman’s soft hand reach over and lay against mine.  
 
    “I guess we haven’t been alone before,” I chuckled. “Is there some reason that’s special?”  
 
    “Don’t play dumb, Draco Rex.” Nima grinned. “I want you, just like all the other Niralope women want you. I want you to fill me with your seed and give me a baby.”  
 
    My cock began to throb inside of my pants, but I had to try and think with my other head for once.  
 
    “Nima…” I sighed. “As much as I want to do that with you, look around. There are a lot of people here who could wake up at any second and catch us in the act.”  
 
    “But they won’t,” Nima purred. “Not if we’re quiet.”  
 
    In one swift motion, Nima flipped her body around so she was straddling my dick. Then she pressed her finger up against my lips and made a “shushing” sound, and I felt like I was about to melt into the bed behind me.  
 
    Why was it always the shy, innocent ones who were also the naughtiest?  
 
    Either way, I wasn’t going to argue.  
 
    Nima pressed her soft lips against mine, and we kissed passionately as our hands began to explore each other’s bodies. My fingers slid down into her gown and cupped her tight little ass as her fingers trailed along my chest.  
 
    Then Nima pulled back and gave one last look around to see if anyone was awake. When the coast was clear, she bit her lip, stared me down hungrily, and then opened up the front of her gown to reveal her breasts. They might have been fairly small, but they were still fucking fantastic. Each of her tiny breasts had a thick, pink nipple that was already erect, and they were covered with the same adorable freckles that were on Nima’s face.  
 
    I instantly leaned into the Niralope woman’s chest and gave each nipple a light suck. Nima’s body tensed up in response, but she didn’t make a single sound. Instead, she just ran her fingers through my hair as I teased, licked, and softly nibbled on her nipples one at a time.  
 
    She must have felt how hard I was, though, because Nima’s eyes grew wide as she reached down toward the waistband of my pants. The red-haired Niralope shifted her weight as she gently pulled my pants down a few inches, just enough to reveal my rock-hard manhood. Next, Nima wrapped her hand around my cock and began to stroke it tenderly.  
 
    A wave of ecstasy shot through my body. This was so hot. I wanted to moan as loudly as I could to tell Nima how sexy she was, and how much I loved what she was doing to my cock.  
 
    But I didn’t dare make a sound.  
 
    The sexy deer-woman licked her lips as she stroked me off. She used her thumb to wipe up a bit of the precum off my cock’s head, and then she slid the finger into her mouth and sucked it sensually.  
 
    The sight made my balls tighten, and I probably could have cummed right then and there, but I stayed the course.  
 
    I knew the best was still yet to come.  
 
    Nima finally let go of my cock, and then she reached down and undid her clothing until the fabric fell away to reveal the pink slit between her legs. It was already wet with excitement, and a small bit of silky pubic hair sat atop her swollen clitoris.  
 
    Without another second to waste, Nima picked herself up, positioned her pussy over my erection, and then slid down onto me slowly. Her mouth opened wide in shock as she took me all in, and the Niralope’s green eyes rolled back into her head. Nima bit down on her fist as she continued down on my cock, and for a second I thought she was going to let out a sound and blow our cover.  
 
    Hell, I thought I was going to do that when I felt myself bottom out inside of her.  
 
    Nima’s pussy was very wet and very tight, and the sight of her petite pelvis pressed up against mine made my balls tighten with glee. The freckle-faced beauty then began to slowly bounce up and down on my cock, and her tiny little breasts jiggled with each motion she made.  
 
    I reached up and teased Nima’s nipples with one hand while I gripped her small, firm ass with the other.  
 
    The warm coil inside my stomach started to tighten as I watched her grind against my manhood, and I didn’t know how much longer I could take this.  
 
    One of two things was going to happen. Either I would blow my load very soon, or I was going to accidentally make a noise that could alert the others.  
 
    Then I decided to go with option number “C.”  
 
    Nima was rocking my world, so I figured it was time to rock hers.  
 
    I threw both my hands around the petite Niralope’s waist and then began to use my pelvic muscles to thrust in and out of her from below while I pulled her down harder onto me. 
 
    Nima’s eyes went wide at the sudden change in movement, and she opened her mouth up to moan. However, she was able to hold back her sounds of pleasure, and all that escaped was a soft whimper. The freckled beauty placed her hands against my abs as I pounded into her softly, and it wasn’t long before her pussy started to spasm against me.  
 
    The Niralope woman looked me dead in the eyes, opened her mouth, and then mouthed the words “I’m close” to me.  
 
    The thought of this sexy deer-woman cumming on my cock made me all the more excited, so I squeezed Nima’s waist harder and started to move a little faster.  
 
    Nima’s whole body tensed up, and she threw back her head as her nails dug into my shirt. Suddenly, the woman went stiff, and her pussy began to spasm like crazy. She let out a few soft, pitiful whimpers as she orgasmed around my dick, but that was enough to send me over the edge.  
 
    I shoved Nima down onto my erection as far as she could go and then unloaded my seed into her waiting womb like a geyser.  
 
    We stared into each other’s eyes as we came together, and we stayed locked there silently as I pumped what felt like a pint of creamy baby batter into her. Then, after Nima’s hungry little pussy had squeezed every last dollop out of me, she collapsed against my chest.  
 
    “Did you like that?” I whispered into her ear. 
 
    “Yessss… did you?” She gave me a soft kiss on the cheek as she pulled my pants back up and then began to fumble with her own garments. 
 
    “Of course,” I whispered. “You can feel how much I liked it by how much of my seed I poured into you.” 
 
    “It’s a lot,” she purred into my ear. “It’s warm and deep inside of me. I’m clenching my womanhood to keep it all inside of me. I knew you wouldn’t spoil our game.” 
 
    “We’ll have to do this again sometime soon.” I winked at the woman in my arms. “Maybe when we can actually make all the noise we want?”  
 
    “Where’s the fun in that?” the Niralope woman retorted. “I was thinking we go even more stealthy next time…”  
 
    Holy shit… Never in my wildest dreams would I have guessed Nima was such a freak in the sack.  
 
    Either way, I was kinda into it.  
 
    Nima and I cuddled close to each other as we stared up at the stars through the canopy of the tree, and if I ignored the howls and growls of the bloodthirsty predators out there in the dark, it was actually a very beautiful night. The stars were out in full, and there was a certain air about us laying there in our makeshift treehouse, away from everything else in the world.  
 
    Soon, my eyes grew heavy, and I found myself drifting off to sleep.  
 
    The next thing I was aware of were the hands of Jonas as he shook me out of my slumber.  
 
    “Draco Rex!” the soothsayer pleaded. “Wake up, Draco Rex!”  
 
    I groggily sat up in my bed and rubbed at my eyes as I tried to get a handle on what was going on, but I quickly broke out of my haze when I realized all of my crewmates were standing over at the edge of the treehouse with their weapons drawn and at the ready.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on, Jonas?” I demanded as I hopped up and pulled my sword out from its sheath.  
 
    “We’ve got company,” Jonas gulped. “And by the looks of it, they are not friendly.”  
 
    Great. That was just what we needed.  
 
    I tightened my grip on my sword and made my way over to the edge of the platform, but when I peered down onto the ground below, I could hardly believe my eyes.  
 
    There, at the foot of the tall tree, were ten women with various shades of gray skin. They were adorned in some sort of skimpy tribal attire made up of tattered leather and wraps around their arms and legs, and in their hands were a variety of weapons, mostly bows and short swords.  
 
    What stood out the most about these women, however, were the giant, curved horns that sat at the very center of their foreheads.  
 
    Were these… rhino-women?  
 
    Strangely enough, that wasn’t even the weirdest part about this situation.  
 
    All of these rhino-women were mounted warriors, but they weren’t riding horses. Or elephants. Or even rhinos themselves.  
 
    These rhino-women were mounted atop giant ants. Ants that had large, flat heads with two big-ass pinchers at the top of their noggins that looked like deadly TV antennas.  
 
    “Identify yourselves immediately and come down here,” a rhino-woman with white hair commanded. “If you come down peacefully, we will promise your deaths will be swift. But so help me, if you make us bring you down by force… You will all die slow, painful deaths. The choice is yours.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    I didn’t know who the fuck these women were, but the last thing we needed right now was a long, drawn-out fight with a bunch of crazy rhino people on top of killer ants, so I held up my hands to let the women below know I wasn’t a threat.  
 
    “My name is Ben, but my people call me Draco Rex,” I called down. “We mean you no harm, we just--”  
 
    “Come down from there, ‘Draco Rex,’” the white-haired woman growled. “Before one of my ladies here puts an arrow between your eyes.”  
 
    Holy fuck, these women weren’t playing around.  
 
    “Okay, look,” I sighed. “There’s no need for the empty threats now. We’ll come down, and--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, one of the rhino-women released her arrow straight at me. I let out a gasp as I ducked down just in time, and the arrow stabbed harmlessly into the bark of the tree behind my head.  
 
    “Fuckers of mothers!” Mira hissed. “They’re going to pay for that when I get to them.”  
 
    “Don’t.” I shook my head at the golden-scaled beauty. “We’ll fight if we have to, but I don’t think we need any more bloodshed. These are the first living things on this island that seem to be sentient. If we can somehow talk our way through this, maybe they’d help us on our journey. I’m sure they know the island way better than any of us do.”  
 
    “Yeah, but they don’t really look like the helping type,” Zarya growled. “I can see it in their eyes… They want to kill all of us and feast on our bones.”  
 
    “How can you even see their eyes from up here?” Darya chuckled. “We are hundreds of feet up in the air.” 
 
    “I can just tell,” she harumphed. “It’s what I would do.”  
 
    “That was a warning shot!” the archer from the group of rhino girls declared. “The next one’s going in your chest.”  
 
    “That was her warning shot?” Jonas gasped.  
 
    “We’re not coming down,” I retorted. “Anything you wanna talk about, we can talk about from a distance.”  
 
    The white-haired rhino-woman looked over at her archer and then shrugged. The next thing I knew, the archer raised her bow once more and took aim.  
 
    You don’t even have to give me the order, Tirian chuckled. Let them try and see what happens. 
 
    Down below, the gray-skinned woman let loose her arrow and sent it careening directly toward me once again.  
 
    This time, however, Tirian was ready for it. The adolescent silver dragon flapped his wings with a mighty beat as he rose up into the sky and then quickly flew out over the side of the treehouse. In a flash, he whipped back his head, took a deep breath, and then unleashed a blast of white-hot flames straight down the side of the tree.  
 
    The fire hit the arrow about halfway up and completely incinerated it into ashes.  
 
    Though I was too far away to hear it, I could see the rhino-women panickily murmuring to each other. They had no idea we had not one, but two dragons along with us, and I was hoping that little factoid would turn the tides in our favor. Surely, they wouldn’t be bold enough to keep threatening us, right?  
 
    Unfortunately, I was dead wrong.  
 
    The white-haired rhino-woman, who I now suspected was the leader of the tribe, stood atop her ant steed with her hands on her hips.  
 
    “So, you have a dragon?” she taunted. “So what? We’ve had plenty of dragons come around here in the past. You’re not going to intimidate your way out of this. Now, I will only say this once more. Come down from our sacred Cloudbrush, or we will bring you down ourselves.”  
 
    Of course. Out of all the trees we could have desecrated, we had to pick the one that was sacred to this island’s warrior women.  
 
    “This is ridiculous,” Zarya growled. “We don’t have to take this, Draco Rex. Tirian could turn them to dust in seconds without a second thought.”  
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” I argued. “They might just be acting overconfident, but she’s got a point. They’ve probably dealt with all kinds of dragons before, and Tirian isn’t anywhere near being full-grown yet. Plus, we are kind of trespassing in their sacred land, so I’d really prefer if we could get out of here without any bloodshed. We’re not those kinds of explorers.” 
 
    “Alright,” the white-haired rhino-woman finally conceded as she turned to her friends. “Hatarwa!”  
 
    The rest of the mounted rhino-women held up their weapons and responded with a hearty battle cry in a language I didn’t understand. Then their ant mounts began to scuttle in the direction of the tree trunk, and when the large ants arrived at the bottom of the trunk, they dug their legs into the side and began to crawl upward with the rhino-women still on their backs.  
 
    “George?” I asked the water dragon. “This is where you come in, bud. Flush them out before they get too much further.”  
 
    Right away, dear one, the blue water dragon confirmed with a nod.  
 
    George ran over to the side of the platform, inhaled deeply, and then blasted a stream of salty water straight down the side of the tree. The liquid struck the first rhino-woman in the group and knocked her clean off her ant, but she was only twenty feet or so up the tree, so the attack didn’t really do much damage.  
 
    However, it gave us the desired result.  
 
    The rhino-women began to panic as they turned around and rushed back down the side of the trunk. Some of them were blasted off their ants by George’s spray, but they quickly regrouped once they were safely on a horizontal surface.  
 
    “Good shot, George!” Mira cackled. “Those fuckers of mothers didn’t know what hit them.”  
 
    “That’s the thing we need to keep in mind,” I reminded all of my crewmates. “They might have us surrounded, but we have way more advantages. We have the high ground, a giant wooden shield at the bottom of our position, and two deadly accurate dragons.”  
 
    “Why do you keep calling them ‘rhino-women?’” Candara inquired. “Have you met their kind before?”  
 
    “It’s just slang,” I admitted. “They look an awful lot like these horned creatures back in my world. Rhinos are giant armored beasts that live in terrain similar to what we’re in now.”  
 
    “I don’t care what their names are.” Nadir grinned and rubbed her hands together. “I just want to keep causing them trouble! Is there anything we can throw down at them? Maybe some small branches or stones or--”  
 
    “We stay on the defensive,” I reminded the Coonag woman. “Don’t attack unless you feel like your life depends on it, as tempting as it might be.”  
 
    We watched as the rhino-women’s leader got off her ant, stomped over to a bare spot on the plains, and then shook her fist at us.  
 
    “You’re clever,” she bellowed. “I’ll give you that. But nobody has ever escaped the justice of the Cero, and you will be no different!”  
 
    So, that’s what they called themselves. The Cero.  
 
    I didn’t have much time to mull it over, however, because the white-haired Cero woman quickly lumbered back to her warriors. We watched as they all huddled up in a circle, and I was sure they were discussing their next move.  
 
    That gave us an opportunity to do the same.  
 
    “Come on, Ben…” Lezan pleaded. “They’re all in one spot. We could easily take them all out right now.”  
 
    “We need them,” I told the Coonag woman. “Remember, we have no idea where the fuck we’re going. At the least, we need to get them to not actively want to kill us.”  
 
    “How do we do that?” Mira questioned. “I’m being serious. I’m not exactly known for my people skills. In fact, usually after I talk to someone, they want to kill me even more.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at Mira’s sarcasm, but I just shook my head and tried to think of a solution.  
 
    “Trying to broker peace obviously isn’t working,” Nima noted.  
 
    “Nor is intimidation,” Jonas added. “They are all acting very calm for people who have just seen that their enemy has two dragons at his disposal.”  
 
    “Could we try to bargain?” I pondered aloud. “What do we have that they might need or want?”  
 
    “Everything’s back on The Dragon Queen,” Darya sighed. “Even if we wanted to try and trade, we have no goods at the moment.”  
 
    “What about the wind dragon egg?” Mira suggested. “We could offer to give them that. Only as a quick fix, of course. We wouldn’t actually want to give them our precious egg.”  
 
    “That might work,” I admitted. “If they live on this island, I’m sure they’re at least familiar with wind dragons and their eggs. That could at least buy us some time… Candara? Please tell me you still have the egg.”  
 
    “Please don’t let them actually take this,” the blonde Morpho woman pleaded, and she looked at me with sad eyes. “This thing is starting to feel like it’s my baby.”  
 
    “They won’t,” I promised. “We just need it for leverage, that’s all.”  
 
    Candara’s lips were pursed together into a hesitant frown, and her sad eyes told me she had her doubts about this plan. The hip upon which the satchel was rested was turned away from me, almost as if she was shielding the egg from my grasp, but after she had a few seconds to process the idea, Candara let out a sigh and reached into the cloth bag.  
 
    Then she pulled out the shiny, crystal egg and held it out for me to take.  
 
    “Trust me,” I reassured the butterfly-woman.  
 
    “I always do.” Candara nodded.  
 
    I turned away from my crewmate and then returned to the edge of the platform with the egg held high.  
 
    “Let’s try this again!” I called down to the rhino-women. “We have two dragons, with a third on the way. I’m willing to chill up here for as long as it takes for you guys to cool down, but I’m also just about done playing around. All I want to know is where this thing belongs, and how the hell we get there.”  
 
    The women all glanced up as I negotiated with them, and then they all seemed to freeze in place.  
 
    “Mumbarko!” one of them cried. “Mumbarko!”  
 
    Suddenly, the rhino-women began to scatter. They all hopped off their mounts before they spread out around the tree. Next, they halted in place, lowered their horned heads, and began to brush back dirt with their feet.  
 
    My heart fell into my stomach when I realized what they were doing.  
 
    They were going to ram the tree.  
 
    “I’m not sure that worked,” Mira snorted. “I think we may have just made them even madder.”  
 
    “Everybody brace yourselves,” I warned. “I guess we’re about to find out how sturdy our camp is built, whether we want to or not.”  
 
    I could try to fly us away, Tirian suggested. I can only take a few of you at a time, but it would be faster than trying to wait them out. 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” I admitted. “But that means we’ll all be split up. And down on the ground. That would play right into these women’s strategy since they could easily run us down on those giant ants.” 
 
    I handed the egg back to Candara, and the Morpho quickly slipped it back into its satchel.  
 
    “Ben?” Anora gulped. “I know I normally deal with diagnosing and fixing up people, and not trees… But as we were climbing I noticed the bark is very dry and flaky.”  
 
    “What are you saying?” I asked.  
 
    Anora’s sunflower-yellow eyes were full of fear, and her bottom lip quivered as she searched for the right words to say.  
 
    “I don’t think there’s a clucker chicken’s chance in a gargamor cage that this tree will survive the assault,” the healer admitted.  
 
    “Damn,” I sighed as my brain raced to find a potential solution. “I guess we need a backup plan in case this whole thing comes tumbling down. Tirian? How many of us did you say you could hold on your back again?”  
 
    Three, the silver dragon explained. Four if it’s a short distance and speed isn’t a factor.  
 
    “That would still leave four of us to fend for ourselves,” I grumbled. “Plus George.”  
 
    “Kaltuki!” I heard the rhino-woman holler out from down below.  
 
    I glanced back over the side of our platform and saw our attackers charging toward our position at full speed, with their heads down so their horns were straight ahead, so I instantly leapt back away from the side and motioned for my friends to do the same.  
 
    “Brace!” I commanded, and we all wrapped our arms around the nearest branch that looked like it could hold us.  
 
    The horns of the rhino-women slammed into the tree one after another, and the shockwaves created by the impact reverberated up the giant tree and shook it to its core. Suddenly, my crew found itself quaking as if we’d been standing at the epicenter of a city-destroying earthquake.  
 
    The sound of cracking wood echoed from down below, and I realized Anora’s diagnosis would soon be right. We only had a few minutes before the rhino-women struck again, and the tree would be damaged even further.  
 
    As quickly as it had begun, the shaking suddenly subsided, but there were now visible cracks all throughout the tree branches, and a few of the floorboards on our camp had fallen away.  
 
    “Lezan and I can scurry down the trunk and then jump off at the last minute,” Nadir offered. “It probably shouldn’t surprise you that we’ve ridden a falling tree to the ground more times than we can count, so this time should be no different.”  
 
    “It obviously won’t be a problem for me, either,” Candara reminded me with a flap of her wings.  
 
    “That still leaves three of us and George, though,” I noted.  
 
    Don’t worry about me, dear one, George implored. Though this might be a huge fall for you, it will be little more than a slightly painful impact for me.  
 
    “Then it looks like I’m gonna have to ride you down,” I proclaimed as I watched the rhino-women get into position once more. “Everybody who’s taking the Tirian express, hop up on his back. Coonag women and Candara? Take your marks.”  
 
    Are you sure that’s a wise idea? George questioned. The fall won’t hurt me much, but it will certainly harm you.  
 
    “I have my scales.” I gave my naturally-armored torso a good thunk to remind everyone. “And that’s why I’ll need two of you dragonkin women to come along with me on George. The water dragon’s massive body will absorb most of the impact, but it’s going to help if everyone on his back has some armor of their own.”  
 
    “That’s a huge risk for us to take, Ben,” Mira gasped. “We don’t know if that will work.”  
 
    “We don’t have much of a choice.” I motioned to the cracks in the tree around us. “It’s the only solution I have right now.”  
 
    “Can’t Tirian just carry more people?” Jonas asked as his eyes darted around in a panic.  
 
    “Impossible,” Candara explained. “Maybe, just maybe he could squeeze five onto his back, but he doesn’t have the strength nor the room for three more people in addition to the four he’s already taking. That’s just simple biology.”  
 
    “We will go with you, Draco Rex,” Zarya announced with a puffed-out chest. “My sister and I are both strong enough to survive the fall. We have taken many beatings in our day, from forces much stronger than gravity.”  
 
    “It’ll be like the coconut-throw exercise all over again.” Darya grinned.  
 
    “Don’t remind me.” Zarya shuddered. “I may have been great at that one, but I think I still might have bruises from all the times I failed and was struck with a coconut.”  
 
    I wanted to ask what the “coconut-throw exercise” was, but I didn’t think we had the time. Instead, I briskly walked over to George, jumped up onto his back, and then turned back to my friends.  
 
    “This might be the one that brings us down,” I warned. “So get ready.”  
 
    “What do we do when we get on the ground?” Nima asked with large eyes.  
 
    “What we do best.” I winked. “We fight. But not to kill. We need to disarm and dismount these women and then show them mercy. If we do that, maybe they’ll finally realize we’re not their enemies.”  
 
    “You would have thought they’d realize this when we didn’t just have George and Tirian tear through their tribe,” Mira grumbled.  
 
    “That might be true,” I agreed. “But it looks like seeing that wind dragon egg really set them off to the point where they only want to see us captured and potentially killed. Surely, they’re not thinking straight, and we need to give them a chance to do so.”  
 
    “But what if--” Nima began, but then the rhino-women struck.  
 
    This time, the sound of snapping wood and bark was deafening, and I watched in horror as the cracks on the tree began to splinter and spiderweb.  
 
    Yeah, we were definitely going down this time.  
 
    Suddenly, a bunch of the branches around us snapped and broke away from the tree trunk, and with them went the remaining chunks of our wooden platform. As the ground fell out from under us, my crew made their moves.  
 
    Jonas, Mira, Anora, and Nima all dashed over to Tirian, flung themselves onto his back, and then held on for dear life as the dragon took to the skies. Meanwhile, Lezan and Nadir were all smiles as they flipped over the side of the platform with an excited chitter, and Candara flung herself off the collapsing treehouse.  
 
    That just left George, the twins, and me.  
 
    Hold on tight! my water dragon demanded.  
 
    I obliged by digging my hand so hard into his neck that I swore I could feel the texture of the skin underneath his scales. Zarya’s hands wrapped around my waist in a death grip, and I assumed her sister had her arms around Zarya, as well.  
 
    Then George took a running jump off the side of the platform.  
 
    My heart leapt up into my throat as we dangled in the sky for a split second, and then gravity took over. The twins and I all let out screams of terror as we plummeted straight down with nothing between the ground and us but a few hundred feet of air, but I wasn’t able to even dwell on my panic for long.  
 
    Because I suddenly heard something swish past the left side of my skull with a “thwip.”  
 
    “Arrows!” I growled at the twins. “Make yourself small!”  
 
    All three of us leaned down so we were flat against George’s back and then listened helplessly as a chorus of flying arrows swished past our position. Every few seconds, I would venture a glance at the ground below, but as we drew closer and closer, I began to feel a sense of dread.  
 
    What if this didn’t work? We were falling incredibly fast, much faster than I’d anticipated. Sure, our scales were thick, and George’s armored body would take the brunt of the damage, but there was no way this wasn’t going to still hurt like a bitch. 
 
    However, it was too late to go back now. We were in a freefall with arrows rocketing past us every few seconds, and we didn’t really have a chance to do anything but hold on for dear life and hope things worked out. 
 
    Hold tight, my friends! George warned. The ground is--  
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, George’s thick legs slammed against the dirt of the savanna, and a shockwave reverberated through my entire body. The twins and I were all thrown from the water dragon’s back, and we cried out in agony as we hit the ground, rolled across it like ragdolls, and then finally came to a stop about fifty feet away.  
 
    My whole body felt like I’d been hit by a freight train. Muscles I didn’t even know I had ached, and I knew that if I looked into a mirror right now there would be bruises everywhere. My knees and arms wobbled underneath the weight of my body as I slowly forced myself back onto my feet, but I was alive. Even though I felt like shit, I was still in one piece.  
 
    And, after a quick look around, apparently so were all of my friends.  
 
    George stumbled about the grassy savanna like a drunken sailor, while the dragonkin twins both swayed back and forth and leaned against each other for balance.  
 
    “It worked!” I proclaimed with only a hint of enthusiasm.  
 
    Unfortunately, we weren’t able to celebrate our minor victory at all. I heard the sound of rumbling, charging footfalls behind me, and I turned around to face four of the ten rhino-women charging straight toward us atop their oversized ants.  
 
    The two warriors on the outside of the charge had their short bows at the ready, while the two on the interior carried weapons with a short hilt but with a regular-sized metal spearhead on its end. The interior women twirled their blades, and they approached with a killer gleam in their eyes.  
 
    The ants weren’t any friendlier, either. The oversized buggers screeched and gurgled as they foamed at the mouth, and their razor-sharp mandibles twitched in anticipation as they ran.  
 
    So, even though I felt like I was half-dead, I drew my sword and held it at the ready.  
 
    The two women at the ends of the charge raised their bows, pulled back their arrows, and then unleashed them directly toward me.  
 
    Thankfully, George had my back.  
 
    A blast of water erupted out from the blue water dragon’s mouth, and the arrows were knocked away harmlessly.  
 
    “Keep that up, George,” I commanded my bondmate as the dragonkin twins approached my side. “We need to try and get them off their mounts if we want to stand any chance of winning this fight.”  
 
    “It’s as good as done,” Zarya said with a twirl of her spear. “Ready, sister?”  
 
    “I’ve been ready for years,” Darya chuckled. “We’ve just never had the opportunity to fight a mounted enemy.”  
 
    Behind us, I could hear the sounds of battle. Swords and spears clanked against each other while arrows swished and wings fluttered. My friends were engaged with the remaining six rhino-women, but I didn’t dare turn around to observe.  
 
    That split second when my eyes were averted could be all it took to finally bring down the Draco Rex.  
 
    Without warning, the two riders with the bows split off from their line, and their ants lurched away to the right and charged right at George while the rhino-women raised their weapons.  
 
    “Get out of there, George!” I called out to my water dragon. “They’re coming for you.”  
 
    Let them try, the blue-scaled dragon growled. Maybe they’ll actually be more of a challenge than the orcs.  
 
    Now, there were only two riders left, and three of us. Still, they had the tactical advantage. Thanks to their galloping ants, these warriors could strike swiftly, get out of attack range, and then charge again before we even knew what hit us.  
 
    We had to separate the riders from the ridees.  
 
    Zarya had the right idea. The golden-scaled dragonkin woman flipped her spear around so the blunt end was facing away from her and then held it like a javelin.  
 
    “Divide and conquer?” she asked her sister, who only responded with a nod.  
 
    “The one on the right,” Darya noted as she flipped her spear the same way.  
 
    Then Zarya hauled back and launched her non-lethal weapon at the charging rhino-women.  
 
    The gray-skinned woman atop the ant easily knocked Zarya’s projectile away with her own weapon, but Darya’s spear came immediately after, and the rhino-woman had no time to respond. The blunt spear struck her square in the chest, and her dark eyes went wide as she was tossed from atop her beast.  
 
    The dragonkin twins high-fived each other and let out happy giggles before they ran over to find their fallen spears.  
 
    Now, it was just me and one horned woman, mano-a-mano.  
 
    As she drew closer, I was able to make out some of the features on my attacker. Her black hair was pulled upward into two three small buns, and each one was just a few inches shorter than her actual horns. Her body was covered with lines of white tribal markings down each arm and leg, and the horn on her forehead appeared much duller and shorter than the rest of our attackers.  
 
    My attacker was only a few feet away from me now, so I had to think fast.  
 
    The rhino-woman let out a battle cry as she and her ant attacked, but I was quick to roll off to the right and avoid their charge, and I spun back around just in time to see them come around for another pass.  
 
    This time, I was not quick enough.  
 
    I tried to leap out of the way, but the woman’s spear was already headed straight for my skull. I blocked the attack with my seaglass sword, but I could do nothing but growl with frustration as the ant snapped its mandibles around my waist.  
 
    The foul beast’s pinchers squeezed me like a tube of toothpaste as it lifted me up into the air and continued to dash forward.  
 
    I thought about how easy it would be right now to decapitate the bastard. All I had to do was twirl my sword around, aim for the neck, and then lop the bug’s head off with one fell swoop, but that would definitely send the wrong message to these rhino-women, and the last thing I wanted to do was piss them off.  
 
    The dark-haired woman before me chuffed as she took another swing with her spear-sword, but I parried the blow easily and punched the woman square in the chest.  
 
    That was a huge mistake.  
 
    Instantly, a wave of pain shot through my hand as if I’d just broken every bone inside of it.  
 
    I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. Rhinos had very thick hides, and it looked like these women were no different.  
 
    “You’re going to need much more than that to bring down Rikuri, I’m afraid,” the rhino-woman cackled.  
 
    The pinchers around my waist were growing tighter and tighter, but I couldn’t take my attention off Rikuri’s blade. She came at me a few more times with the grace of one of those sword dancers, and I was only barely able to deflect her increasingly-intricate attacks.  
 
    Rikuri scowled, probably because I wasn’t going down as easily as she had hoped. Then she let out a shrill whistle, and her animal took over.  
 
    The ant raised its head and violently jerked it forward. It then proceeded to slam me into the ground repeatedly, all without halting its stride.  
 
    My already-achy body now felt like it was on fire. The ground below me may have been grassy, but the topsoil was hard as rock, and each slam was the equivalent of being punched by Mike Tyson. My vision began to tunnel as the ant kept up his motions.  
 
    I had to do something, and quickly.  
 
    So, in a move of desperation, I began to slam the hilt of my sword into the ant’s head without rhyme or reason. It responded with a squeal of pain, which only made me increase the number of my blows.  
 
    Finally, the hilt of my weapon struck the creature’s right eye, and he released his grip on my body as he gurgled and hissed.  
 
    As I fell to the ground and tumbled across, I saw exactly what I wanted to see.  
 
    The ant reared back like a scared horse, and the rhino-woman on top of him flew off. She hit the ground so hard that her spear was knocked out from her hands before she rolled across the savanna.  
 
    Now was my chance.  
 
    Even though my body was on fire, I charged at the rolling rhino-woman with my sword in my hand. I leapt upon her just as her momentum was slowing up, and--  
 
    Her fist slammed right into my stomach.  
 
    I heard a wet, hard crack inside my chest as I was thrown off Rikuri, and I must have gone up three feet into the air as the wind was completely knocked out of my lungs. Then I hit the ground hard, accompanied by a white-hot jolt of pain.  
 
    Holy shit… This woman hit just as hard as any of the orcs I’d fought so far.  
 
    Still, I didn’t have time for pain.  
 
    I sprang back to my feet and readied my sword just as the rhino-woman did the same.  
 
    “You’re putting up more of a fight than I thought,” Rikuri taunted. “Usually, I don’t even have to get involved in a one-on-one battle because Mieraki takes care of my enemies before I get a chance to have my fun.”  
 
    “Fun, huh?” I retorted and tapped my own forehead. “Is that how that happened?”  
 
    Rikuri’s eyes narrowed, and I noticed her pursed lips twitched momentarily. She tried to remain stoic, though I saw pure murder in her eyes.  
 
    I suspected I’d found this strong woman’s one weakness. She didn’t like comments about her broken horn.  
 
    Without another word, Rikuri swung at my legs, but I hopped over her attack, lashed out with the hilt of my blade, and slammed it into her face. The rhino-woman grunted as the blow knocked her a few steps back, but then she responded with another swift strike from her spear-sword.  
 
    I blocked the attack with my seaglass blade, and then Rikuri went into complete psycho mode. It took everything I had to knock away her spear strikes as they came at me in what seemed like two-second intervals. Still, I persisted, and none of her blows landed.  
 
    “How are you doing this?” Rikuri sneered.  
 
    “Tell me the story of your horn, and I’ll let you in on the secret.” I winked.  
 
    Rikuri’s face turned beet red, and she let out a roar as she somehow increased her pace.  
 
    That’s it… Get nice and mad. That’s when mistakes were made.  
 
    I continued to knock away Rikuri’s blows, though she countered so quickly that I didn’t have a chance to get in an attack edgewise.  
 
    “Why. Won’t. You. Die?” she demanded with a huff.  
 
    “Eh,” I offered. “I don’t think you’d get the point.”  
 
    Suddenly, Rikuri halted her spear strikes and backhanded me across the face, hard.  
 
    I went to the ground as a small bit of blood dribbled out from my mouth onto the brown grass below. The world began to spin, but I wasn’t about to give up yet.  
 
    As much as it didn’t feel like it, I had Rikuri right where I wanted her.  
 
    The rhino-woman unleashed another battle cry as she brought her spear down toward my head. I threw up my hand and caught the shaft of her spear just before it skewered my brain, and we proceeded to push back against each other in a reverse tug-of-war.  
 
    Now was my chance.  
 
    In one swift move, I pulled away my sword and rolled off to the side, and the sudden motion must have caught Rikuri off guard because she let out a gasp as she stumbled forward.  
 
    I flipped around, slammed the haft of my blade into the back of her left leg, and brought her down onto her knee. Before she could respond, I hopped up, jumped onto her back, and laid the sharp end of my sword against her throat.  
 
    “So, this is how it ends?” the black-haired woman sighed. “Fine. At least I will die nobly in battle, to a worthy opponent.”  
 
    “Stop this, Rikuri,” I demanded. “If I wanted to kill you, then I would have done it already. We’re not your enemies, so if you could just stop--”  
 
    “Rikuri!” I heard one of the rhino-women gasp from behind me. “The Draco Rex has defeated Rikuri!”  
 
    Suddenly, the sounds of battle came to a crashing halt, and I glanced over my shoulder to see the rest of the rhino-women were approaching atop their ants.  
 
    Oh, shit. With the way these bruisers fought, there was no way I could fight off nine more of them at once.  
 
    “Do you surrender?” I asked Rikuri.  
 
    Please, pleeaaaaassseee say you surrendered.  
 
    “Just kill me and get it over with,” the rhino-woman repeated. “I will never surrender.”  
 
    Fuck. This really put me between a rock and a hard place.  
 
    On the one hand, these women were probably going to kill me either way. They would either call my bluff about killing Rikuri and then slay me where I stood, or they would pump me full of arrows the second I let her go.  
 
    Still, I knew what kind of a person I was. I had no intention of killing Rikuri, so maybe one final appeal to mercy would be what saved my skin.  
 
    I moved my blade away from the rhino-woman’s neck, took a step back, and sheathed my sword as the others approached.  
 
    “Ben!” I heard Mira call out from across the battlefield. “What are you doing?”  
 
    “Like I said,” I reminded the rhino-women as I turned to face the incoming charge. “We are not here to kill you. Do with me what you will, but I’m not a fucking murderer.”  
 
    “I can see that,” the white-haired rhino-woman, who I had assumed was the leader, noted.  
 
    Now that I was facing the rest of the tribe, I noticed they all had their weapons down at their sides, and their expressions were more of surprise and awe, rather than anger and murder.  
 
    Then I felt the cold tip of Rikuri’s spear at the back of my neck.  
 
    “Should I kill him?” the warrior demanded, but the white-haired rhino-woman just raised up her hand.  
 
    Then I heard the only word that could have brought me comfort at this point in time.  
 
    “No.” The leader shook her head. “He had a chance to kill you, but he didn’t. They all had chances to kill us, yet we have escaped this battle unscathed. Let him go, Rikuri.”  
 
    “But--” the raven-haired woman started to protest, but her leader cut her off.  
 
    “Let him go,” the head rhino-woman demanded. 
 
    I felt the spear disappear from my flesh and let out the biggest sigh of relief I had ever had.  
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled. “Let’s try this again… My name is Ben, but you can call me ‘Draco Rex.’ This is my crew, and we are in dire need of help. Can you help us?”  
 
    The white-haired rhino-woman turned her head to the side and stared at me for a brief moment. Then she threw back her head and let out a hearty laugh.  
 
    “You are the first person to ever defeat Rikuri in battle, a man who shows up on our island bearing one if its most valuable resources and hiding out in a sacred tree…” the woman mused. “And you now ask for our help?”  
 
    “So… Is that a ‘no?’” I shrugged.  
 
    “We need to talk, ‘Draco Rex,’” the white-haired woman explained. “You and your friends can return with us to our village, and then we’ll see if we wish to assist you or not.”  
 
    Well… At least that wasn’t a straight-up “no.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Are you sure they’re not going to kill us? Tirian questioned as he remained in the air above the battlefield. They might just want us all to let our guards down, and then they’ll pump us full of arrows.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” I told the silver dragon telepathically. “You heard their leader. If she was going to kill us, they had the perfect opportunity right there. Also, there’s no way they’d go through all the trouble of taking us back to their village if they were just going to off us right when we got there. It’d be way too much time and effort, and it would put their entire tribe at risk.”  
 
    So… Should I come down? the silver dragon asked timidly. You think it’s safe?  
 
    “I think so,” I noted. “I guess if it’s not, then you can spend all eternity saying ‘I told you so’ when we’re ghosts.”  
 
    The silver dragon let out a soft snort, and then his slender figure beat its wings and slowly began to descend down onto the grassy savanna. He landed on the dried-out foliage with a dull thud, and his eyes darted back and forth between the rhino-women.  
 
    “We have a lot to talk about,” the white-haired leader said. “Such as how you’ve come to have two dragons on your side, with a third one on the way.”  
 
    “I told you,” I repeated. “I’m the Draco Rex. Literally the Dragon King. My species has the ability to bond with every single type of dragon, so we’ve used that to my advantage.”  
 
    “Indeed.” The rhino-woman nodded slowly. “And what sort of a species would that be? I’ve never seen anyone like you. Or like your ‘crewmates,’ either.”  
 
    “We are dragonkin,” Darya explained as she and the rest of my crew approached the rhino-women. “At least, most of us are. Created by Oshun in the image of the great water dragons.”  
 
    “And we are Coonag.” Nadir pointed back and forth between herself and Lezan. “A race of the greatest warriors you will ever meet.”  
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Rikuri huffed under her breath.  
 
    “I am a Niralope.” Nima stepped forward and placed her hand against her chest. “Designed in the image of the goddess Nira, we are messengers of peace and love…”  
 
    “Who also happen to be some of the best archers around,” I added. “They may be peaceful, but they are equally as deadly.”  
 
    “I’m a Morpho,” Candara spoke up with a soft flap of her wings. “We don’t really have any special skills or major purpose in life… But we do have these lovely wings!”  
 
    Candara did a little bow and fluttered her emerald wings happily.  
 
    “Fascinating,” the leader of the rhino-women mused. “I suppose we should tell you our names, as well?”  
 
    “Uh…. Yeah,” I chuckled awkwardly. “That’s… that’s generally how introductions go.”  
 
    “Forgive me if I come off as a bit harsh,” the white-haired rhino-woman apologized. “You are the first visitors we’ve ever gotten on this island that aren’t dragons. Other than that one time when some strange-looking, muscular creatures came here searching for dragon eggs.”  
 
    “Orcs,” I growled. “No wonder you were so suspicious of us.”  
 
    “Is that what they’re called?” the leader of the rhino-woman wondered.  
 
    “I called them ‘weaklings,” Rikuri snickered. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a creature flee as fast as they did when we came at them on our Mieraks at full speed.”  
 
    “My name is Batari,” the white-haired woman finally offered. “Queen Mother of the Ceros people.”  
 
    “Nice to meet you, Batari.” I offered out my hand for a shake, but the rhino-woman just stared at it with a raised eyebrow. “Oh. In my culture, this is how we greet people. I guess I should have realized it was going to be different here.”  
 
    “Indeed.” Batari smirked. “Unfortunately, I can’t show you a traditional Ceros greeting without the risk of stabbing a hole through your head.”  
 
    “Nadir?” I heard Lezan gasp. “I think I like these women already.”  
 
    “Just watch,” Batari explained as she walked over to Rikuri.  
 
    Once they were within reach of each other, the two rhino-women placed their hands on each other’s shoulders. Then they reared back their heads and slammed them together as hard as they could. The sound of clanking ivory echoed through the air along with an intense, meaty thud, and both of the women grinned at each other as they pulled back their heads and held each other firmly.  
 
    “See?” Rikuri teased. “If she’d done that to you, there’d be an extra hole in your head.”  
 
    “I appreciate it, then.” I shrugged. “Either way, I’m excited to learn more about the Ceros people and their culture. Though, I do have one question for you… If that tree we were in is so sacred to your people, why would you actually knock it over?”  
 
    “Because you were in it.” Batari shrugged. “They may be sacred to us, but it was standing in the way of the one thing we put above all… Defending our dragons. For that, it had to come down, even if it brought us great sorrow to do so.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lezan whistled. “I really like these women.”  
 
    “That’s fine and all.” Mira cleared her throat and stepped to the front of my crew. “But can we get back to the village? We came here with a very important mission, and the less time we waste on formalities, the better.”  
 
    Rikuri let out a huff as she turned and took a few steps toward Mira. Her brow furrowed as she approached the dragonkin warrior, and her fists were tightened against the sides of her body. Then she leaned in so she was as close to Mira’s face as she could possibly be, but Mira didn’t even bat an eye.  
 
    The temperament and body language of the two warrior women were so similar, it was honestly like looking into some sort of funhouse mirror.  
 
    “And what sort of mission would that be, hmm?” Rikuri finally demanded. “Did you all come to steal more dragon eggs?”  
 
    “We’re not here to steal anything,” Mira retorted with a scowl. “If you must know, we are actually here to ensure nobody ever steals a dragon egg ever again.”  
 
    “Ha!” the hornless Cero woman cackled. “Now you’re making up problems that just don’t exist. Like we said, we don’t really get visitors around these parts, so there wasn’t anybody stealing any dragon eggs from us in the first place.”  
 
    “There’s more to the world than just this island, you know,” Mira told the rhino-woman. “Those ugly green fuckers of mothers you said came here? They’re stealing dragon eggs from everywhere else and trying to use them for evil.”  
 
    Rikuri’s brow unfurrowed, and she took a step away from Mira as her expression lightened. Still, she kept her arms crossed around her chest.  
 
    “Nobody is stealing any eggs from this island,” the warrior scoffed. “Not while we’re around, that is. Guarding the eggs on this island is our one purpose in life, and we’d be pretty shit at it if we ever let anyone get away with an egg, wouldn’t we?” 
 
    “So, the legends are true…” Jonas gasped, and his eyes were full of wonder. “This is the island where dragons come to nest.”  
 
    “Some dragons,” another rhino-woman spoke up as she fiddled with her short bow. “We’ve never gotten a water dragon here before, even though we know what it is. My name’s Ashanti, by the way.”  
 
    Ashanti was a bit leaner than the other rhino-women, with short black hair shaved down to her skull. Atop her forehead sat three horns, one that was quite large, followed by a somewhat shorter one, and then finally one at the top that was little more than a pointed nub. She had the same types of white tribal markings on her gray skin, but hers were a lot more spread out and didn’t seem to have any sort of pattern.  
 
    “How do you know what George is if you’ve never encountered his kind before?” Candara questioned.  
 
    “Call it a blessing,” Ashanti continued without looking up from her weapon. “Since we Cero people were created specifically to protect dragons, we are born with the knowledge of every type of dragon in existence.”  
 
    “Every single type?” Candara and Jonas both gasped at the same time.  
 
    “Yep,” Ashanti stated matter-of-factly. “All twenty-five of them.”  
 
    “T-Twenty-five?” Jonas sputtered. “There are twenty-five different types of dragons?”  
 
    “Did you not hear me the first time?” Ashanti grumbled.  
 
    Jonas grabbed onto his chest as if he were about to have a heart attack, and then he started to breathe rapidly as he doubled over.  
 
    “Twenty-five species of dragons…” he muttered. “That’s much more than I had imagined.”  
 
    Suddenly, Batari let out a sharp whistle, and all eyes turned back to her.  
 
    “The village is nearly ten-thousand Mierstrides from here, and night will soon be upon us,” the white-haired leader announced. “We should get going now, or else we won’t be back before we are plunged into darkness.”  
 
    “We have night vision,” I noted.  
 
    “That’s not what she’s worried about,” Ashanti chuckled. “Didn’t you all sleep out here last night? I’m sure you heard all those strange sounds, right? Those are all creatures out there, just waiting to tear you limb from limb. You might have been safe all the way up in the tree, but trust us… You don’t want to be down on the ground when night falls. Not on this island.”  
 
    Something in the way Ashanti uttered the words made me realize she was dead serious. The sounds of the grasslands at night were something else, something that made my skin crawl and shook me to my very core. If that was what happened when I heard them, then I could only imagine what it’d be like if I was face to face with any of these monsters.  
 
    “Back to the village it is, then,” I agreed. “But I’ve got to ask… How far is a ‘Mierstride?’ I’ve never used that measurement of distance before.”  
 
    All ten of the Cero women looked around at each other and then at me like I was out of my mind. Finally, Rikuri spoke up.  
 
    “It’s… A Mierstride. Which is made up of four Miersteps,” she explained as if it would help.  
 
    “If it’s going to be nightfall when we get back, it must be some time,” Mira noted. “Probably a few hours, perhaps?”  
 
    “Easily,” I agreed.  
 
    “The sooner we get back, the better,” Batari repeated. “Come. You may ride on the Mieraks if you please, since that’ll be much quicker than walking.”  
 
    As the rhino-woman spoke, the giant ant that belonged to Rikuri scuttled over and bowed its head for its master. Rikuri gave it a quick pat on the head before she threw her leg over its thorax and hoisted herself up.  
 
    “Anyone want to ride with me?” the warrior woman asked in a flat tone.  
 
    “We will,” Zarya announced before she turned to me with a whisper. “Darya and I can pick her brain about combat techniques as we travel.”  
 
    “Good thinking, sister.” Darya grinned. “If we can get to know their fighting style, perhaps we can start to mimic it ourselves?”  
 
    With that settled, the two golden-scaled twins rushed over to Rikuri’s ant and pulled themselves up behind her.  
 
    “I’ll probably just fly,” Candara said with a scrunched up face. “I’ve never been a huge fan of bugs, anyway.”  
 
    I’ll fly, as well, Tirian interjected. Does anyone want a lift?  
 
    “I’ll go with you, Tirian,” Mira announced. “If these horned women try anything funny, we can burn them to a crisp.”  
 
    Yay… the silver dragon feigned enthusiasm.  
 
    “I guess everyone else needs to hop onto an ant, then,” I explained to my crew. “Let’s get to it.”  
 
    “Not you, though.” Mira stopped me with an outstretched arm. “Since you’re the Draco Rex, it would look much more official if you rode into the village on the back of your own dragon.”  
 
    The jade-haired beauty was right. I was about to head into a village full of people I’d never met before, and it would definitely make a way better impression if I sauntered in atop a deadly, water-breathing dragon instead of them seeing me clinging to the back of one of their warriors on top of a scuttling ant.  
 
    “George?” I asked my bondmate telepathically. “Do you think you’ve got the stamina to carry me ten-thousand Mierstrides?”  
 
    I guess we will find out, dear one, George snickered.  
 
    The hefty, blue-scaled water dragon lumbered over to my position and smiled at me like a dog who was about to get a treat, and I scratched the underside of his mouth, which sent him into a fit of humming and an expression of euphoria. Then, once the dragon had his fill of my scratches, he stepped back and knelt down so I could get onto him.  
 
    So, I climbed up onto my bondmate and watched as all the rest of my crew got onto the ants. Then, once we were all in place, Batari let out a long whistle, and we began to move forward.  
 
    The legs of the oversized ants scuttled like a cartoon character as they launched forward, and George, Tirian, and Candara were all left in the dust.  
 
    Wow, George gasped. I really hope that ten-thousand Mierstrides isn’t very far, because I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to keep up such a pace.  
 
    What’s the matter, old man? Tirian teased. I thought you told your kids you could run faster than I could fly?  
 
    That’s because I can. George raised his head and narrowed his eyes at the younger reptile.  
 
    Looks like you’re going to have to prove it, then, the silver dragon snickered.  
 
    Tirian beat his wings and then propelled himself forward through the sky. Candara was right behind him, though the Morpho woman wasn’t anywhere near as fast as the silver dragon.  
 
    Meanwhile, George let out a deep sigh before his hind end squatted down and wiggled like a cat preparing to pounce. Then he shoved off, and we both went airborne momentarily. The water dragon hit the ground running, and the wind began to rush past my face as we bounded across the savanna.  
 
    The three parties caught up to the ants in no time, so we kept on at that pace for nearly an hour. We passed several more tall trees, a small lake, and even a couple herds of animals I couldn’t identify, and the landscape began to elevate as its terrain became rockier and sparser.  
 
    Eventually, Batari let out another whistle, and the ants slowed to a more leisurely gait.  
 
    “The most dangerous part is over,” the white-haired leader explained. “Now that we’ve cleared the open plains, we should be safe. The Cero village is right on the other side of this mountain.”  
 
    “If these creatures are as deadly as you claim,” Candara questioned. “Can’t they just come over the mountain and attack your village?”  
 
    “Of course, they can,” Ashanti replied. “That’s why we have mounted riders on guard at the edge of our village at all times of the day. Should anything come over the mountains, they sound the alarm, and then we ride out to meet them. It actually happens more often than you would think.”  
 
    “I don’t know if I’d call your village ‘safe,’ then,” Anora chuckled. 
 
    “Oh?” Ashanti snorted. “You just experienced our abilities as warriors first-hand, and you still doubt we can keep our village safe?”  
 
    “I never said that.” Anora’s sunflower-yellow eyes glanced downward. “It’s just usually when you claim something is ‘safe’ it’s because the chances of danger appearing are like a coconut that’s been left out in the sun for too long. It’s still technically there, but it’s mostly withered away.”  
 
    “With us at the guard, that is exactly what it’s like.” The triple-horned warrior nodded.  
 
    “So, I hate to sound like I’m mocking you or your people,” Nima spoke up. “But I simply have to ask… You keep saying the tree we were staying in was sacred?”  
 
    “It is,” Batari agreed. “The Cloudbrush is symbolic of the God Tembori’s agreement with the Goddess Tai. Though the creatures of the land may never touch the sky as she did, they will always be blessed with majestic visitors created in Tai’s image.”  
 
    “The dragons?” I guessed.  
 
    “The dragons,” the white-haired woman confirmed. “The Cloudbrushes are just like us land dwellers… No matter how sturdy our foundations, or how large and powerful we become, we will always be striving for the heavens in vain.”  
 
    “That’s way deeper than anything in our mythology,” I heard Nadir whisper to Lezan. “I think our lone god was slaughtered by his own wife after she gave him a child and was no longer useful.”  
 
    My eyes went wide at what I was hearing. I really, really hoped that was a practice of just their goddess, and not something I needed to worry about once the Coonag had their children. Then again, it never really sounded like the Coonag people believed the myths they told each other. They always talked about them more like stories, things they’d tell their children as they put them to bed, rather than anything like a true religious canon that they followed to a tee.  
 
    For my sake, I hoped I was right. 
 
    “Okay, so you guys’ sole purpose is to protect the dragons from those who mean them harm,” I noted. “Our goals align perfectly, then. We want to make sure those ugly green men who came to your island before don’t steal any more dragon eggs or kill any more dragons.”  
 
    “We’ve already seen the way they treat their dragons, too,” Candara sniffled. “They don’t form bonds with them like we’re supposed to. Instead, they keep them in chains and force them to do their vile bidding. I’m almost certain they abuse the poor creatures, too…”  
 
    “The green monsters have a dragon?” Batari gasped. “They certainly didn’t get it from here.”  
 
    “We’ve seen them in action,” I explained. “They go around to different islands, where they pillage, murder, and steal anything that’s in their paths. They’ve come close to having fire-breathing dragons on multiple occasions, but thankfully we’ve always been there to stop them.”  
 
    “They did get their hands on a wind dragon, though,” Candara sighed. “We fought against that the last time we encountered the orcs.”  
 
    “You… You fought against a wind dragon and lived to tell the tale?” Rikuri gaped like she couldn’t believe her ears. “How is that possible?”  
 
    “We had some help,” I said. “There were a bunch of fire-breathing dragons in the sky fighting it at the same time, and we had to sacrifice a full-sized ship to take the thing out.”  
 
    “Take it out?” Batari boomed as the fleet of ants screeched to a halt.  
 
    The white-haired rhino-woman flipped around on her ant and stared me down with intense eyes. The rest of the Cero women stared at me like I was on trial, too, so I just gave them a nervous smile.  
 
    “We had to,” I explained with caution. “It had to die, or else it was going to kill us and all of the dragons around us.”  
 
    “Don’t be foolish,” Ashanti huffed. “Wild dragons would never do any harm to other wild dragons.”  
 
    “This thing wasn’t wild.” I shook my head. “It was allied with the orcs, probably because they’d been abusing it into doing their bidding since it was a baby.”  
 
    “As much as I hate to say this,” Candara added. “It was better to put the beast out of its misery. The poor thing was already too far gone to be saved. Even if we’d somehow figured out how to defeat it without using lethal force, the orcs surely would have punished it for failing in its mission. It was honestly an act of mercy as well as self-preservation.”  
 
    Batari’s narrowed black eyes stared me down for what felt like ages, until she finally turned around and let out a whistle command. The ants started to move forward again, but now there was a strange tension in the air.  
 
    I guess I understood the predicament. These women’s sole purpose in life was to defend dragons from harm, so the thought of one of them being killed, even if it was necessary, was sure to rattle their cages a bit. 
 
    We continued on in this awkward tension without another word for nearly two hours. Our caravan wandered up the mountain until we were practically in the clouds, where the air was thinner and the terrain became even more treacherous, but we eventually hit a spot where the ground leveled off.  
 
    We were at the peak, and my heart swelled with happiness at the serenity that laid before us.  
 
    Down below, near the base of the mountain, there was a large village made up of crude brown bricks and thatched roofs. Even though its construction was somewhat crude, the whole area was laid out in a well-organized grid pattern. Hell, I was pretty sure I even saw what looked like a roundabout or two, and figures of both humanoids and insectoids bustled through the streets as they dodged in and out of buildings, which appeared to be up to three stories tall.  
 
    Even though I wasn’t down there yet to check it out, I could already see the Cero people were much more societally advanced than most of the other races I’d met so far.  
 
    Beyond the rhino people’s village was another long, sprawling savanna dotted with Cloudbrush trees and tall, wispy grass that swayed back and forth in the breeze. There were hills all over the place, as well as herds of animals that munched on the natural flora. Above all, the sun slowly moved through the sky as we approached sunset, and the entire scene was lit with a warm, serene red glow.  
 
    “Wow,” I muttered aloud.  
 
    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Batari finally spoke up, and her tone wasn’t nearly as agitated as it was before. “This is the greatest view on the entire island. That’s why we decided to build our village here.”  
 
    “It was a sign from Tembori,” Ashanti added. “When we were first created, we didn’t have a place to live. We wandered the brush for several months, hanging out at the tops of cloudbrush trees and attempting to make camp on the ground. Between the harsh conditions and the predators all around us, we lost many good women in those times…” 
 
    “But then one day, as we scaled this mountain,” the leader took over, “we came over this peak just as the sky fire began to go out. It was such a beautiful view that we took it as a sign. A sign that this is where our people belonged. So, the rest is history.”  
 
    As I glanced over the horizon, I saw all sorts of strange creatures, but one thing was noticeably missing.  
 
    “Where are the dragons?” I asked. “The way Jonas described this island, it sounded like we weren’t going to be able to walk half a mile without running into one of the deadly creatures.”  
 
    “Maybe in its heyday.” Batari’s dark eyes closed as sorrow filled her face. “Before the time of the great famine. Before the Skudawar.”  
 
    “The Skudawar?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “What the hell is that?”  
 
    “A creature sent from the pits of the underworld itself,” Rikuri growled. “It is the reason our land is not as fertile as it once was.”  
 
    “It started with our livestock,” Batari sighed. “It would sneak into our village and eat all of our animals, and sometimes even our fellow Ceros. We were eventually able to fight it off with the help of our land dragons, but most of them were killed off in the process.”  
 
    “And the ones that didn’t die ran away,” Ashanti added. “We’ve been without our sacred protectors ever since.”  
 
    “Now, Ashanti…” Batari scolded. “We’ve been over this many times. Even if some of them abandoned us, we owe our land dragons a great deal of gratitude. Since the great battle of the plains, the Skudawar has remained in his own territory, and hasn’t bothered us once.”  
 
    “I guess you’re right,” the shaved-headed woman grumbled. “I still think it was cowardly for them to run.” 
 
    “The land dragons are only native to this island,” the leader reminded her friend. “They aren’t like the others, who can travel to any land they choose. If they are wiped out here, then their entire species would go extinct. We are in a very similar situation given our… replenishment issue, so I would have done the same.”  
 
    “Replenishment issue?” Mira interjected. “Were all of your men killed in battle, too?”  
 
    The ten Cero women let out a collective, deep, guttural laugh at Mira’s words, and the dragonkin warrior crossed her arms and harumphed as they continued to laugh at her.  
 
    “We don’t have men on this island,” Rikuri finally explained. “We never have, and we probably never will.”  
 
    “Wait…” Anora shook her head. “If you don’t have any men, then how do you reproduce? And where did you even come from?”  
 
    “I told you,” Batari explained. “We were created by our gods and goddesses specifically to act as the defenders of this island. We were born from the earth and the will of Tembori.”  
 
    “Wait, so you weren’t talking about your ancestors before?” I clarified. “You meant you specifically founded this village? How… How old are all of you?”  
 
    “I don’t know how your people measure time,” Ashanti said. “But I have been around for three-hundred and thirty season cycles.”  
 
    “We all have.” Batari nodded. “We were all created at the same time.”  
 
    “So, what?” I continued. “Once you all die of old age or are killed in battle, your whole race just dies out? You don’t have any way to replenish your population?”  
 
    “Perhaps.” The white-haired rhino-woman shrugged. “It is a great irony of our existence, Draco Rex. All of us Cero women are blessed with the ability to reproduce, but we were not given any men with which to do so.”  
 
    The lightbulb went on inside my head and in my pants, but I held myself back from making a suggestive comment.  
 
    In the words of the great Marshall Mathers… This looked like a job for me.  
 
    However, I’d just met these women, and we were still trying to gain their trust. I didn’t want to overstep my boundaries right at the moment, especially during a time when they were all acting somber.  
 
    Still, the whole thing was an intriguing prospect.  
 
    “We’ll be gone soon, anyways,” Rikuri added with a huff. “If the great famine keeps up, there’ll be nothing for us to eat, and we’ll all wither away like stripeback bones in a gruffiak’s stomach.”  
 
    That’s when it hit me. The best way I could help these women was to bring them out of this famine and maybe even offer up myself as a way to help them repopulate their dwindling numbers.  
 
    If I did that, maybe they’d finally trust us, and if they trusted us, then maybe they would take us to a place where we could incubate our dragon egg.  
 
    “Do you know what’s causing the famine?” I asked the Cero women.  
 
    “Oh, it’s obvious,” Ashanti growled. “It’s the Skudawar. Even though he stays away from our village now, he’s taken over all of the plains beyond that first range of hills. He devours any creature that even dares to enter his territory, so all we are left with are the few wanderers who make it over to the grasslands you see before you.”  
 
    “Or we are forced to go over the mountain to hunt,” Rikuri explained. “There are more animals on that side, but the journey is long and treacherous, and we still often come back without anything.”  
 
    “What about plants?” I asked. “Can’t you grow anything?”  
 
    “Most of the flora here is toxic.” Batari shook her head. “We found that out the hard way early on.”  
 
    “Then we’ll just have to find the ones that aren’t, and help you cultivate them,” I announced. “Consider it our gift to you guys for letting us live and bringing us back to your village.”  
 
    “I’ll consider it.” Batari smirked. “Now, come, Draco Rex. The Cero village awaits.”  
 
    The ants began to meander down the side of the mountain, down toward the village of the rhino-women.  
 
    In the meantime, all I could think about was potential solutions. I needed to gain their trust and stop this famine, and it was looking more and more like there was only one way to do that.  
 
    And that was to face down the deadly monstrosity known as the Skudawar.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    As we drew closer to the Cero village, I was taken aback by just how modern it was. On the surface it looked like something you’d find inside a National Geographic magazine, with a primitive exterior of mud and leaves, but upon closer inspection I could see the intricacies of the design. Several buildings were even constructed like miniature skyscrapers, with multiple floors and small window openings that dotted the entire front.  
 
    There were clearly-distinct sidewalks lined up along the sides of the buildings, too, and it looked like people were using them in the same way they’d be used in a metropolitan area. Rhino-women waited down at the intersections for the oversized ants to scurry by before they crossed, while many of them rode on the backs of the beasts themselves.  
 
    “Your village is impressive,” I noted as we rode down the mountain. “How long did it take for you to get it this way?”  
 
    “Most of us had nothing to do with it,” Batari laughed. “I give full credit to Zikiu. She’s the mastermind behind our beautiful village.”  
 
    “You’ll meet her in a bit here,” Rikuri snorted. “Then you’ll completely understand why our home is the way it is.”  
 
    “Why?” Nima questioned. “Is she particular about everything?”  
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Ashanti scoffed. “With Zikiu, I wouldn’t be surprised if she has a ten-step plan that lays out how she should eat her evening meal.” 
 
    “With about five back-up plans in case Baratu changes up the menu,” Rikuri guffawed.  
 
    “She is a genius,” Batari agreed. “Though I will concede that sometimes she can be a bit overwhelming.”  
 
    “I’ve been around those sorts of people before,” I mused. “The kind who wake up at the crack of dawn to go exercise or do three hours’ worth of chores before anyone else even gets out of bed. Who then spend the rest of their day doing things back-to-back-to-back, only stopping to eat a light meal or take a bathroom break. Busybodies.”  
 
    “That sounds like Zikiu, alright.” Batari nodded.  
 
    “Thankfully, she’ll want to talk to all of you guys first,” Ashanti said. “She’s been talking our ears off for several season cycles, so she’ll be thrilled at the chance to speak with somebody new.”  
 
    We rode our ants and dragons down the mountain for about thirty minutes more until the ground beneath us leveled out into the plain. Almost instantly, we heard a loud hissing sound, and three giant ants with Cero women on their backs scurried over to our position.  
 
    The ants bent down and unleashed gurgled growls as the rhino-women held their bows at the ready, and their eyes were wide with terror as they refused to move away from Tirian and George.  
 
    “Who are these people, Queen Mother?” one of the riders demanded.  
 
    “Lower your weapons.” Batari motioned downward with her hands. “They are not enemies. They are our guests.”  
 
    The three mounted riders exchanged confused glances, but they listened to their leader.  
 
    “G-Guests?” one of them sputtered. “We have guests on our island?”  
 
    “We do.” Batari smiled. “Two of them are men, and as you can see they come with two dragons at their side.”  
 
    The riders’ mouths hung open.  
 
    “Men?” the one in the center gulped. “You mean, like Tembori?”  
 
    “Well, he looks a bit less leathery than Tembori,” Ashanti joked. “Ears and nose aren’t quite as big, either. But yeah, just like Tembori.”  
 
    “Does that mean they have…” One of the women made a fist with her right hand and then raised her index finger up.  
 
    “Of course,” Batari chuckled. “That’s just basic anatomy.”  
 
    “Can we see?” The rhino-woman at the center grinned with wonder.  
 
    “I-I don’t really do that for people I just met,” Jonas gulped as his face turned a shade of red I’d never seen before.  
 
    “Yeah.” I winked. “You usually gotta buy us dinner first… Fill us with some wine… And then we see where the night takes us.”  
 
    The three mounted riders giggled at the joke, but Batari quickly shut them down.  
 
    “Ladies!” she snapped. “I know this is completely new for you, but that’s not an appropriate way to treat our guests.”  
 
    “Sorry, Queen Mother.” The trio all hung their heads at once and apologized.  
 
    “How’d you like it if you were just meeting somebody for the first time, and the first thing outta their mouth was ‘show us your lady parts?’” Rikuri laughed.  
 
    “Depends on who they were,” Ashanti snickered, which caused the hornless rhino-woman to roll her eyes.  
 
    “Come on, ladies,” Batari grumbled and looked at her two friends. “What have I told you about that sort of language?”  
 
    “Only use it when we’re sitting around the fire?” Rikuri grinned. “After we’ve drank a whole bottle of palm-wine?”  
 
    Batari gave an unamused look at Rikuri, but the latter was unphased.  
 
    “Spread the word throughout the village,” the white-haired Cero announced. “Let everyone know these people and their dragons are visitors under my protection, and are not to be harmed.”  
 
    “Right away, Queen Mother.” The rhino-woman in the middle bowed, and then all three ants turned and moved away.  
 
    We watched them scuttle off into the streets of the Cero village, and then we were left with just the original ten women we’d met at the tree.  
 
    I get the feeling this village will be easy to repopulate, Mira snarked to me telepathically. All you have to do is pull out your flesh spear, and they’ll all get weak in the knees.  
 
    “As if it’s not that easy with you,” I teased the dragonkin warrior. 
 
    Mira’s golden eyes lit up at the thought, and a wide smile spread across her face, but she said nothing.  
 
    Probably thought it was best to just leave her thoughts up to my imagination.  
 
    “The stables are this way,” Batari announced. “Those of you who carry one of our visitors, come with me. Otherwise, this journey is done. Your duties are temporarily relieved, so you may go home and rest.”  
 
    “Thank you, Queen Mother,” several of the rhino-women said in unison.  
 
    Then a handful of the Cero women split away from the group, and we all watched them scuttle down the streets of the village. After they’d gone, Batari motioned for us to follow her and then set off to the south.  
 
    We walked behind her for a few minutes, down the streets made of red earthen clay, and as we moved, it almost felt like we were stuck in traffic. Batari would command her ant to halt whenever she came to an intersection and then allow other riders to pass before moving on. Every now and again, we would all have to halt in place to let pedestrians cross the road, and all along the way, the rhino-women on the sidewalks would stop and gawk at us as we passed. Some whispered to each other, while others simply dropped their jaws and stared at us in awe.  
 
    It was only about twenty minutes before the large buildings began to disappear, and we were met with the sight of several smaller, single-story square buildings spread out across the grasslands. Off in the distance, I could see a crude wooden fence stretched out across the horizon, and behind the barrier was a large herd of giant ants.  
 
    The big reddish-brown insects mulled about the pasture. A few of them munched on the wispy grass beneath them, while others were curled up into a large pile and snoozing, and some even chased each other around as they bounced up and down like oversized puppies and then locked their pincers in a playful display.  
 
    We came up to a small, single-story building on the west side of the pasture, where a single Cero woman seemed to be waiting on us.  
 
    She was much shorter than the other Ceros, maybe about five-foot six in heels. The woman was built much lankier than the others, too, though she still looked like she could throw a punch if she needed to. Her hair was cut into a short brown bob with bangs, and she had all sorts of intricate golden jewelry on her neck and in her ears. On her body she wore the same skimpy leather bikini top and thong the rest of the Cero woman wore, but her gray skin was covered in red markings rather than white ones.  
 
    This rhino-woman’s horn was also longer than anyone but Batari’s and equally as ivory white. When she saw us approaching, the woman stood up straight, brushed off her thighs, and then did a few stretches to limber herself up.  
 
    I could already tell by the energy she exuded that this was Zikiu.  
 
    “Good evening, weary travelers!” The brunette woman waved heartily.  
 
    Rikuri and Ashanti rolled their eyes at each other in response.  
 
    “Good evening, Zikiu,” Batari chuckled. “How are things going in the stables today?”  
 
    “It’s been great,” Zikiu declared. “Mierdae finally laid her eggs, but the little scamp decided to spread them out herself so they’d be hard to find! So, really, I’ve been spending most of my day out in the fields, digging through the thick grass trying to find little yellow circles the size of my hand.”  
 
    “Sounds like a great time,” Ashanti snorted.  
 
    “It really was!” the brunette woman agreed. “There’s nothing better than going out there in nature… Feeling that warm grass on your hands as you suck in the beautiful, crisp air… I could honestly go searching for Mierak eggs every day of the week.”  
 
    Yeah, I could definitely see how she might be too much for some people, but I didn’t mind. Zikiu was just a very passionate woman who wanted to share that passion with the world, and I could respect that.  
 
    To me, it came across as being confident, not grating.  
 
    “You obviously have forgotten what it feels like to be in the heat of battle,” Rikuri mused. “To feel the blood of your enemies spilled at your feet while you stab, slice, and cut through them as if they were made of tree bark.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh, yeah,” Lezan swooned. “That’s the stuff.”  
 
    Zikiu glanced over at the rest of our motley crew and raised an eyebrow. Then, with her arms still crossed, the Cero woman began to silently point back and forth between each of my crew members with an intrigued expression.  
 
    “And who are these people here?” she asked. “They look like quite a fun bunch.”  
 
    “Here we go,” Ashanti giggled under her breath.  
 
    “I am Benjamin Whitfield,” I announced as I slid off George. “I also go by Draco Rex. This is my water dragon, George.”  
 
    I went down the line and introduced every single one of my crewmates to Zikiu, and she returned each greeting with equal enthusiasm. When all was said and done, the woman looked over at Batari and grinned a toothy grin.  
 
    “Where did you find all these people?” she demanded. “They don’t look like any Cero people to me.”  
 
    “They came to our island willingly,” Batari explained. 
 
    “We did,” I offered. “We sought your island because we wanted to hatch our wind dragon egg.”  
 
    “Wind dragon egg?” Zikiu gasped, and her eyes narrowed as her head tilted to the left. “You’re telling me you have a wind dragon on top of the two dragons you already have?”  
 
    “Five dragons,” Mira corrected. “We have three more water dragons back on our home island.”  
 
    “Wow…” Zikiu gasped. “We used to have many dragons here, as well, before that nasty Skudawar reared his head.”  
 
    “We don’t have a wind dragon yet,” Candara noted as she fluttered to the ground. “We just have an egg that’s ready to hatch, but it’s missing the correct climate to be incubated.”  
 
    “Then you need to get it to the great hilly plains,” the woman said. “That’s where all the wind dragons used to nest. I’d be willing to take you there right now, if you just give me a second to grab a Mierak--”  
 
    “That won’t be necessary, Zikiu,” Batari cut in. “It’s almost nightfall, and as you well know, to be out on the plains after dark is suicide. Especially with the Skudawar prowling around. I appreciate your enthusiasm, but we’re actually here to put our Mieraks out to pasture for the day.”  
 
    “Awwww.” The peppy Cero woman frowned. “Poor guys… Are you sure you don’t want to keep them out for a little bit longer? Maybe take a stroll down main street or stop by Baratu’s restaurant?”  
 
    “Maybe another time,” Batari repeated. “For now, I want to get our guests situated so they can rest. Tonight is the festival of Nargai, after all.”  
 
    Zikiu slapped her forehead playfully. “I completely forgot about the festival! And here I was, offering to take you guys out onto the plains… That can all wait, because you don’t get the full ‘Cero experience’ until you’ve seen the Festival of Nargai!”  
 
    “What is the festival of Nargai?” I questioned. “Because I really think if we’re going to really go out and--”  
 
    “Don’t worry about what it is,” Ashanti interrupted. “All you need to know is it’s one of the most fun and exciting festivals of the season cycle.”  
 
    “But we still need to incubate the egg…” I trailed off.  
 
    “It’ll be alright, Ben,” Candara reassured me with a touch on the shoulder. “We can’t really incubate an egg at night, anyway. We’re going to have to wait until at least the early morning before we can leave, so why not have a little bit of fun in the meantime?”  
 
    I’m all about having fun! Tirian proclaimed. I’m not sure about you, but I think a little bit is in order after all the crazy things we’ve gone through to get here.  
 
    I looked over at the sun, which was now just starting to duck below the horizon. Candara was right, we couldn’t really do anything tonight, anyways.  
 
    “Okay, fine,” I chuckled. “I guess we’ll indulge in your festival.”  
 
    “You say that as if you had a choice in the first place,” Ashanti teased.  
 
    One-by-one, the Cero women slid off their mounts and gathered into a small cluster of bodies. Then Zikiu placed her fingers into her mouth and let out a shrill whistle.  
 
    Instantly, the ants all fell into line and then began to march toward the gate of the fence. Zikiu pranced over to the gate, opened it up, and then greeted each and every one of the Mieraks as they shuffled through. Once they were all inside, the brunette woman slammed the gate shut, brushed her hands together, and placed them onto her hips.  
 
    “There we go.” She smiled at the job well done. “Now, I just need to feed them all, and we’ll be good as gold.”  
 
    “What do those things eat, exactly?” Mira questioned. “Other than the grass, of course.”  
 
    “Out in the wild, the Mieraks can live just on the grasses alone,” Zikiu explained. “But these little guys here aren’t wild. They’re our babies!”  
 
    “What she’s saying is she feeds the animals their own soup,” Rikuri laughed. “She makes it from scratch every day and then drops it into pots in front of them, just like we would eat.”  
 
    “They’re part of our tribe.” The brunette Cero woman shrugged. “That means they get to eat like they’re a part of the tribe, too.”  
 
    “You give each one their own pot?” I questioned as I scanned the field. “It looks like you have a lot of them.”  
 
    “It takes me about two hours to do them all,” Zikiu admitted. “But it’s worth every single second.”  
 
    Damn. They weren’t kidding when they said this woman was full of productive energy.  
 
    “Then you’d probably best get to work,” Batari noted. “We shall see you at the festival tonight, right?”  
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Zikiu smiled.  
 
    The stable keeper gave us a goodbye wave before she turned and headed toward the building behind her.  
 
    “You said she’s also the one who designed your village?” Zarya questioned as we watched Zikiu walk away.  
 
    “She designed it, laid it out, helped build some of it, and is the one right now who keeps things running smoothly,” Batari explained. “If there’s any problem with the way our village is running, then she is the one who sorts it out.”  
 
    “You really weren’t kidding when you said she was a busy body.” I whistled. “Where the hell does she even find the hours in the day?”  
 
    “It’s a mystery to all of us,” the white-haired leader laughed. “Now, everyone? You are relieved from your posts for the day. I shall take our guests back to my dwelling, but the rest of you go and enjoy your evenings. I’ll see you all at the festival tonight.”  
 
    “Thank you, ‘Queen Mother,’” Ashanti said in a teasing tone.  
 
    “Until then, Batari.” Rikuri bowed.  
 
    Then the rest of the rhino-women went their separate directions, and we were left alone with their leader.  
 
    “Follow me.” Batari turned to the east, motioned for us to follow, and then started to walk toward her destination.  
 
    We all followed in a hurry and continued on foot for another fifteen minutes. My crew trailed after Batari down the eastern perimeter of the Cero village, but we never went back into the city limits. Eventually, we came to a spot on the outskirts of town where there was a small cluster of one-story clay structures.  
 
    This must have been the rhino-woman equivalent of a suburb.  
 
    Batari soon led us to a dwelling out on the western edge of the property, and she finally gestured to a structure that was still one story but much wider than the buildings around it.  
 
    “This is my home,” the Cero leader announced. “It might be a little bit cramped, but it should provide shelter to all of you for the night.”  
 
    Um…. I certainly don’t want to sound like a rude guest, George interjected via our dragonbond. But is that going to be large enough for Tirian and I, as well?  
 
    I was thinking the same thing, Tirian added. I don’t think there’s enough room for me to even lay down in there, let alone stay there for a whole night. In fact, I don’t even think it’s possible for us to fit through such a tiny little door…  
 
    “Batari?” I spoke up. “Are the dragons going to stay with us in there, too?”  
 
    “Of course not!” Batari laughed. “Do you see that hill right there, behind my home? If you just go over the other side, a large pavilion will act as your shelter for the night. It’s not as fancy as our homes, but it will do to keep you out of the elements.”  
 
    Let’s check it out. Tirian smiled at George. Last one there’s an acorn hoarder!  
 
    What did I tell you about calling me vulgar names? George chuckled and shook his head.  
 
    Only to do it when I really mean it? Tirian snickered as he lifted up into the sky.  
 
    Tirian flew up over the hill in a flash, and George chased right behind him. Soon, both of the dragons were over the side of the hill and gone from our sight.  
 
    “How’s it look?” I asked them both via my dragonbond.  
 
    It’s way better than our shelter from last night, Tirian admitted. No offense.  
 
    “Why would I take offense to that?” I snorted. “You guys were the ones who built it.’  
 
    It’ll do, George acknowledged. It’s not as nice as our dwelling back home, but I guess when we’re out adventuring we have to make do with what we have.  
 
    “Is it to their satisfaction?” Batari asked with an amused expression on her face.  
 
    “Wh--Huh?” I frowned at the rhino-women’s leader. “How did you know I was talking to them?”  
 
    “We were the protectors of dragons for several hundred season cycles, Draco Rex.” Batari shook her head. “We know all about how dragonbonds work, even though we don’t have them ourselves anymore.”  
 
    “They like it,” I confirmed. “They’re mainly just happy somebody took us in and gave us a shelter that’s better than what we were in last night.”  
 
    “Good to hear,” the white-haired woman chuckled. “Now, come inside and rest yourselves. We have a long night ahead of us.”  
 
    We entered Batari’s dwelling, and I was instantly taken aback with just how sophisticated it was. From the outside, the building looked like nothing but an oversized hut made of clay and leaves, but once inside, those initial impressions all went out the window.  
 
    The floor was covered by elaborate black rugs woven with the same white tribal patterns on the Cero women’s skin. The walls had spaces carved out to create shelves, chairs, and a bed, while there were a couple of simple pieces of wooden furniture placed at the center of the room.  
 
    What stood out to me the most, however, were the intricate wood-carved statues that stood in varying intervals around Batari’s dwelling.  
 
    There were five carvings in total, and each one was designed to represent a different human-animal crossbreed. I noticed one was very hawk-like, with feathers across her body and large, taloned feet. Another one of the statues was an elephant man with a robust stomach, giant ears, and two tusks that sprouted out from the sides of his face. The third figure was a skinny woman with a comb-over mohawk hairstyle and small, prickly spines all over the back of her body, and the other two were both male hybrids of a human-anteater and a human-warthog, respectively.  
 
    “What are those?” I questioned as I pointed between the five carvings.  
 
    “Those are our gods, Draco Rex,” Batari explained. “Tai, Tembori, Nungun, Mlajik, and Guruwae.”  
 
    “I don’t see any that look like a Ceros,” Jonas noted.  
 
    “That’s because there is none.” Batari frowned. “The Cero people were not made in the image of the gods or goddesses… We were made in the image of Nargai, the lord of the underworld.”  
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped. “You guys were created in the image of the underworld?”  
 
    “So the story goes,” the white-haired beauty chuckled. “It’s a form of mockery on his part. The only sentient beings on this island, the only ones who can die or be killed, were made to represent the lord of the underworld. And then there’s the irony of the whole situation we talked about before… We technically can have children, though we don’t have any men to mate with. It’s almost like a cruel joke.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to correct her but then had second thoughts. It may have been still too early to bring up the whole “repopulation” thing, and now was definitely an inappropriate time.  
 
    “It’s not a cruel joke,” I noted. “You just haven’t been blessed with anyone yet who can provide you with children.”  
 
    “We were the same way,” Candara spoke up. “Before Ben came along, we had mates, but none of them were fertile.”  
 
    “All of our mates were slain by orcs,” Nadir added. “As were the dragonkins’ and the Niralopes’.”  
 
    “And Ben… Saved you?” Batari asked with a quirk of her head.  
 
    “He did.” Mira nodded. “My sister has now had two children with him, and there are four more new dragonkin babies thanks to him.”  
 
    “Not to mention all the ones that are on the way,” Lezan explained as she patted her belly. “Nadir and I are both with child, and there are two Niralope women back home who are just about ready to give birth.”  
 
    “Wow…” Batari bit her lip and furrowed her brow. “Do-- Do you think you might be able to help us, too?”  
 
    All the blood rushed away from my face and down to my trouser snake at the rhino-woman’s words.  
 
    “I-Uh… If that’s what you really want.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “But I figured you’d want to get to know me a little better before we just… You know…”  
 
    “I understand.” Batari smiled. “I will talk it over with my subjects. It would be the greatest slap in the face to Tembori if we could figure out a way to break his curse, though.”  
 
    “With Ben, you’ll have no problem,” Jonas chuckled. “He seems to get women pregnant just by looking at them.”  
 
    “Jonas!” I laughed as my cheeks flared with heat.  
 
    The elderly soothsayer just shrugged. “It’s true.”  
 
    “If that is indeed true, we may want to keep you here longer than we originally thought,” Batari chuckled.  
 
    “Perhaps I am just dense.” Nima raised her hand. “Why does it seem like Tembori is punishing you? He created you to protect the most sacred beasts in the land, yet he made you in the image of an evil god and forbade you from having children.”  
 
    “I can explain both of your questions,” Batari said. “We were created in the image of Nargai because as much as Tembori despises Nargai, the Lord of the Underworld is the most ferocious being he could think of. He wanted us to be just as powerful, ruthless, and cunning as Nargai, so he made the Cero people to look like his arch enemy. As for the ‘no men’ predicament? Well… We all have different theories about that.”  
 
    “Like what?” Nima bounced on her feet like a ballerina.  
 
    “Rikuri thinks Tembori actually fears his creations,” Batari laughed. “She thinks he doesn’t want us to repopulate because we would eventually try to overthrow him. Our shaman, on the other hand, believes we don’t have men because Tembori thinks it would make us weak and distract from our original mission to defend the dragons.”  
 
    “Tembori sounds like a chauvinistic ass,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I don’t know what that quite means, though I’m sure it’s accurate,” the white-haired Cero mused. “But for now, I’ll let you all get some rest. There are a few things I must attend to, but I will be back in a few hours.”  
 
    With that, the Cero woman bade us farewell and then sauntered out of the doorway and into the evening air.  
 
    Almost instantly, my crew and I tossed down our weapons and satchels, and then we laid down anywhere we could find that would be comfortable. The two pregnant Coonag women ended up in the actual bed, while Jonas and Mira both snagged one of the chairs carved into the wall. The rest of us ended up on the floor, which didn’t end up being as uncomfortable as one would have thought.  
 
    Before long, my eyes grew heavy, and I drifted off to sleep.  
 
    When I woke up, it had grown dark inside of the dwelling, save for a few candles that danced up flickering wicks. I groggily rolled over, got up onto my knees, and looked around for my crewmates.  
 
    About half of them were gone.  
 
    Only Jonas, the Coonag women, and Anora remained inside the dwelling, and each of them were just beginning to stir, as well.  
 
    “Where is everybody?” Jonas grumbled as he slowly stood from his clay chair. “I feel like I’ve been asleep for weeks.”  
 
    “Oh, come on.” I rubbed my eyes. “The shelter really wasn’t that bad, was it?”  
 
    “It wasn’t so much the comfort of the shelter,” the elder soothsayer chuckled. “It was more of the fact that I kept getting woken up every hour or so by the sound of some horrific beast that surely wanted to eat us.”  
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Nadir mumbled. “I got the best sleep I’ve gotten in weeks.”  
 
    “That’s because you’re partly nocturnal,” I reminded the Coonag woman. “You were mostly sleeping during the day, when the sun was out and all the creepy creatures weren’t.”  
 
    “I second that,” Anora added. “I slept about as good as a seashell in a tsunami. Lots of tossing and turning. And terror.”  
 
    “Do you hear that?” Jonas’ head jerked to the right as he listened for whatever he was hearing.  
 
    We all went silent and tried to figure out what the soothsayer was talking about. The sound started off small, like the smooth, rhythmic beating of a heart in the distance and then slowly began to swell into a low, repeating drone.  
 
    “Drums,” I announced. “It must be for that festival they were talking about earlier.”  
 
    “I’d bet that’s where everybody else is,” Anora added.  
 
    “Then that’s where we should be!” Lezan proclaimed as she hopped out of her bed. “It’s not a real celebration until the Coonag get there, anyway.”  
 
    Once we were all up from our prone positions, we wandered out into the darkness outside. A few hundred feet away, out in the middle of the plains between the village and the “suburb” we were currently in, was a roaring fire that stretched up at least three stories high.  
 
    Tirian floated just above the flames, and I got the sneaking suspicion he was the party responsible for its size.  
 
    People were gathered in a circle all around the giant bonfire, many of which were dancing to the upbeat rhythm of the music playing in the background. A few people sat on giant logs that had been placed around the flickering flames, and even more Cero women were pounding on drums as they rocked back and forth on the balls of their feet.  
 
    The beat was fast-paced and chaotic, and it reminded me a lot of listening to the sound of rain as it pitter-pattered against the house during a thunderstorm. I wasn’t ashamed to admit that, as I got closer to the fire, I let the beat take over my body, and I continued to walk in time with the beat, which seemed to draw the curiosity of Jonas.  
 
    “What are you doing, Draco Rex?” Jonas asked. “Is this some sort of hypnotic spell they’ve cast over you?”  
 
    “What?” I scoffed. “No… It’s called dancing, Jonas. The dragonkin have all sorts of songs they perform and dance to.”  
 
    “Right…” the elderly soothsayer trailed off. “Those dances are all purely ceremonial. This is… Something else.”  
 
    “Ah, quit being an old fuddy duddy.” I waved my hand dismissively. “Anora will get in on this, right?”  
 
    The yellow-scaled dragonkin healer’s eyes went wide as she shook her head repeatedly.  
 
    Okay… So, Anora wasn’t a dancer.  
 
    “Look who’s already getting into the festivities!” Mira whistled when she saw me.  
 
    The fire flickered off Mira’s golden scales to create a beautiful disco-ball effect in the surrounding area, and her eyes were equally as radiant. She was sitting on a log next to the two dragonkin twins and Zikiu, and all four of them had a clay cup in their hands.  
 
    Nima and Candara were among the crowd of dancers, and both of them moved their beautiful figures to the beat of the drums alongside the sexy rhino-women.  
 
    “Funny,” I noted as I approached the people on the log. “I would have figured a festival dedicated to the lord of the underworld would be a bit more… Macabre?”  
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” Zikiu admitted. “But I’m going to assume it means ‘not happy.’”  
 
    “Close enough,” I explained. “It means dark or dreary or dealing with somber subjects.”  
 
    “Why would it be dark?” the brunette Cero asked. “Nargai is the only deity that looks like us. Even if he’s evil, we have him to thank for our very existence.”  
 
    I couldn’t argue with that, so I began to survey the area and nearly doubled over with laughter at what I saw.  
 
    George was over on the other side of the fire, and he grooved to the music by tapping his front feet in time with the drum beats. The blue water dragon had the expression of a dog who just got told he was going to the park as he swung his head back and forth in time and let his tongue hang out of his maw.  
 
    “Go, George!” I whistled across the flames.  
 
    This is not even all of my moves, dear one, the water dragon warned. I have to stay somewhat attentive, considering I’m the one who must put out the fire if it gets too out of control.  
 
    “Just keep at it, George,” I chuckled before I turned back to Zikiu. “Was that your idea? To make George our personal fire department?”  
 
    “Oh, no.” The Cero woman shook her head. “We already have people here who are responsible for putting out fires.”  
 
    “You do?” I gasped. “Like… there are Cero women whose main job it is to go around putting out fires?”  
 
    “There are.” Zikiu nodded with a confused expression. “I also have Cero women dedicated to be healers and Ceros who are supposed to keep the peace in the village. To make things more organized, I even put all people with similar responsibilities into the same building. It was all part of my grand design.”  
 
    Holy shit. The Cero village was a fully-functioning metropolis, complete with a fire department, a police department, and a hospital.  
 
    “You really are a genius when it comes to this stuff,” I blurted out without thinking.  
 
    Zikiu’s face turned red, and she looked down and covered her mouth as she let out a giggle. “I wouldn’t go that far.”  
 
    “You really are,” I repeated. “I’ve been to a lot of different islands in my time as Draco Rex, and none of them have been anywhere close to what you’ve got going here.”  
 
    “You are too kind, Draco Rex.” Zikiu’s dark eyes lit up as a smile spread across her face.  
 
    “I’m not the only one who thinks it, you know,” I admitted. “Batari was the one who first told me how awesome you were.”  
 
    “Stop…” Zikiu giggled. “You’re going to make me turn redder than a chapp-cap’s cheeks.”  
 
    “Draco Rex!” I heard an unfamiliar voice announce. “There you are, Draco Rex!”  
 
    I glanced to my right and saw a Cero woman approaching with the gait of a cheetah. Though I could see the skimpy leather clothes underneath, this rhino-woman had a zebra-striped apron tied around her front, and her large breasts bounced with gusto as she rushed toward me with a clay bottle in her hand and a look of pure joy on her face. The rhino-woman’s hay-blonde hair was pulled up into a high ponytail whose base was wrapped up in some sort of white leather, and the markings on her gray skin appeared to be mostly short, vertical waves.  
 
    “Uh… That’s me,” I confirmed as she shuffled toward me. “Do I know you?”  
 
    “You don’t.” The woman smiled. “But you definitely should! I’m the one who’s going to be keeping that gut of yours full of sustenance.”  
 
    Ahhhhh. I should have guessed from the apron and the bottle in her hands that this woman was the tribe’s head chef.  
 
    “Ohhhh, is that the new herbal wine you’ve been concocting, Baratu?” Zikiu asked. “The others were saying it was really good.”  
 
    “Don’t be pulling my horn, now,” Baratu snorted. “Rikuri and Ashanti both told me it tasted like Mierak piss.”  
 
    “Don’t let those two get you down,” the brunette woman mused. “Rikuri and Ashanti wouldn’t know good wine if Tembori himself came down and poured it down their throats.”  
 
    “Here.” The aproned woman shoved a clay cup into my hands and then proceeded to give one to the rest of my friends. “Try some of this. It’s a new recipe I’ve been cooking up using a secret mixture of herbs and the fermented juice of gamtru berries.”  
 
    “Gamtru berries?” Zikiu gasped. “Aren’t those toxic?”  
 
    “The rind is toxic,” Baratu corrected. “The juice is perfectly safe. Don’t worry, I tried it out myself, and I’m still standing here in once piece.”  
 
    Zikiu raised her eyebrows and bit her lip as she watched the chef pour the raspberry-red liquid into her cup. Then she slowly raised it to her mouth, wrapped her plump pink lips around the edge, and tilted it back slowly. Zikiu took a few gulps of the wine before she lowered her glass and wiped away the residue from her mouth, and then she grinned from ear to ear.  
 
    “My goodness, Baratu…” she cooed.  
 
    “That good?” The chef smiled back.  
 
    “I’d like some, too,” Anora requested.  
 
    Baratu went around and filled up each of our cups with the savory red juice, to the point where the little clay vessels practically overflowed with crimson goodness.  
 
    “To the Cero people, and their hospitality!” Anora grinned as she raised her glass up into the air.  
 
    “To the Cero people!” we all repeated in unison.  
 
    We all clinked our glasses together, pulled them back, and then took a deep gulp.  
 
    The wine slid down my throat smoothly as my mouth was filled with the flavors of the sweet berry it was made from. There was a bit of tang to the drink, but the perfect mixture of spicy and succulent herbs counteracted the bitterness to create a sensation like no other. Even though the wine wasn’t hot, it warmed my insides all the way down to my toes.  
 
    “Whoa.” I gulped as I savored the deliciousness of the wine in my mouth. “That is some of the best stuff I’ve ever tasted. And I’ve had Dom Perignon before.”  
 
    “I don’t know what that is, but I’ll take the compliment,” Baratu said with a bow. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go rub this in Ashanti and Rikuri’s faces.”  
 
    With that, the chef sauntered away as the rest of us finished our delicious wine.  
 
    “They’re always so hard on her.” Zikiu frowned. “All the poor girl wants to do is experiment with her craft.”  
 
    “Maybe they’re both just picky eaters?” Jonas suggested. “My children were all terrible about eating their wild boar when they were little.”  
 
    “That’s for sure.” The brunette Cero nodded. “If it were up to those two, we would be eating wild prancers every single night, seasoned with nothing but salt and pepper.”  
 
    As the night went on, I swore I watched the moon in the sky grow brighter. It was a full moon, and its light shone down onto the plains with a soft glow that made the whole landscape look like it was dancing.  
 
    After a few more dances were performed, Batari walked out around the fire so everybody could see her. The white-haired leader raised her hands to silence the crowd, and we all watched with bated breath to see what would happen next.  
 
    “Tonight, we celebrate the vile, wicked Nargai,” Batari announced. “He may have been an evil, spiteful mudwallower, but we still cherish him as the original Cero. And now? Now comes the part you have been waiting for all night, my fellow Ceros… Zamwae is going to lead us in the cutting of ties.”  
 
    The rest of the Cero woman let out a resounding round of applause at their leader’s words, though none of my friends had any clue what she was saying. Still, we watched as another rhino-woman stood from a log and slowly wandered out next to Batari.  
 
    Though this woman appeared just as youthful as the rest of the Cero people, she moved as if she were a tortoise. Her knee-length chocolate-brown hair swayed slowly as she meandered into sight, and she used her long wooden staff to support herself as she walked. I could barely see the gray of this woman’s skin, since her body was completely covered from head to toe in white markings, but she finally came to a stop, turned around, and raised her staff up into the air.  
 
    “My friends.” Her voice was deep and booming. “Tonight I shall lead you in the cutting of ties. For even though we are created in the likeness of Nargai, we wish to be nothing like him. He was the most ruthless, heartless deity of them all, and the Cero people are the polar opposites. We are kind, noble warriors who lay our lives down on the line each and every day so we can bring peace and protection to ourselves and the dragons that have been entrusted to us. Ladies… Please raise your weapons.”  
 
    All of the Cero women around us lifted up their spear-swords and their arrows and placed them against the outer edge of their horns. We all then watched in awe as the rhino-woman dragged the sharp edges of their weapons against their ivory and peeled a layer away like they were peeling an orange. Some of them only took off a layer the thickness of a kiwi skin, while others carved out chunks the equivalent of a piece of laffy taffy.  
 
    At the same time, they all chanted in unison in their native tongue and approached the fire slowly. Finally, once they were close enough to the flames, they each bowed their heads, mumbled something unintelligible under their breath, and then tossed the shards of their horns into the fire. The Cero women stood there in silence as they watched the literal pieces of themselves burn away, and then they slowly backed away from the flickering flames.  
 
    “For our guests, please allow me to explain the significance of this ceremony,” the long-haired woman, Zamwae, announced. “We shave off a piece of ourselves every season cycle and burn it in the fire to symbolize how we have severed our ties with Nargai. Though we celebrate him as the deity responsible for our likeness, we wish to be nothing like him. So, we sacrifice a bit of ourselves to Tembori to let him know we still trust him over the lord of the underworld, no matter how similar we may appear.”  
 
    “Wow,” Jonas whispered. “And here I thought our ceremonies were complex.”  
 
    “The more sins we have committed, the more horn we slice off,” Zamwae continued. “Because the more we sin, the closer we are to becoming like Nargai himself.”  
 
    “So, wait…” I said as I pointed over to Rikuri. “Does that mean she… Cut off her whole horn at one point?”  
 
    “Not all at once!” Rikuri retorted. “It was a process that took several dozen season cycles.”  
 
    “But you did cut it all off as part of this ceremony?” Mira asked.  
 
    “What can I say?” The dark-haired rhino warrior shrugged. “I’m a pretty bad girl most of the time.”  
 
    “It’s a good thing we don’t have this ceremony back home,” Nadir giggled. “I would think my whole body would have to be sacrificed eventually.”  
 
    “Me, too,” Lezan added. “Actually, I think all of us Coonag would have to pay a fairly hefty price for penance.”  
 
    “Now that we have given our offerings to Tembori,” Zamwae interjected. “We may continue on with the festivities! Ladies?”  
 
    The mystic Cero pointed over to the drum line, who instantly began again in a rhythmic chorus. Then we all drank, danced, and celebrated for hours and hours more, until it felt like my feet were about to fall off from all the movement we’d been doing.  
 
    “This is great!” Nima cackled as we danced opposite each other. “See? It was a good idea to take this little break. We needed to unwind after everything we’ve been through.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’ll admit I was wrong,” I chuckled. “This is totally worth it. I--”  
 
    My words caught inside my throat when I saw a pair of reflective eyes appear in the grass behind Nima, and I instantly stopped dancing and drew my sword, which caused everyone around me to let out a gasp of surprise and stop what they were doing.  
 
    “What’s the matter, Ben?” Nima implored.  
 
    “Guys…” I said. “There’s something in the grass. I just saw its eyes reflecting the fire.”  
 
    Batari’s face fell, and she held up her hand to command the drums to stop. Sure enough, the second there was silence, we all heard the sound of something sneaking around in the rustling grass.  
 
    “Spotted hounds,” Batari whispered. “Spotted hounds have entered the village!”  
 
    “Aw, Tembori’s tusks,” Rikuri growled as she pulled her sword-spear out of its sheath and flipped it around. “All of our Mieraks are locked up inside the stable.”  
 
    “We have to get to them right away,” Zikiu declared. “They’ll be sitting ducks if we let the spotted hounds get to them first.”  
 
    “We’ll also be sitting ducks if we can’t get to our mounts,” Batari hissed. “We’re good at hand-to-hand combat, but not against something like that. We need to--”  
 
    Before she could finish her sentence, a four-legged beast leapt out of the grass and let out a primal snarl. In the fire light, I could see its figure was about the size of an elk, with a hunched back and matted gray fur all over its body. The creature was covered with dark spots, and its muzzle was shaped like that of a dog, with one distinct difference.  
 
    The thing had no lips. Instead, you could see the dirty pink gums and razor-sharp teeth of the creature as it opened its mouth wide and prepared to tear Batari limb from limb.  
 
    Luckily, George had other plans.  
 
    The water dragon blasted the monster with a spray of salty ocean water and sent it into the ground before us with a painful yelp. Before it could reorient itself, I sprang onto its back, flipped my seaglass sword around, and stabbed it into the side of the monster’s neck.  
 
    It whimpered as it writhed in pain, and dark, warm blood oozed out from its fresh wound. Then, after a few spasms, its yellow eyes went cold and rolled back into its head.  
 
    “What the fuck is this thing?” I panted as I pulled my sword out from the monster’s neck.  
 
    “One of our island’s most deadly predators,” Ashanti said in an ominous tone. “And I think we are currently surrounded by them.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    So much for the village being “safe.”  
 
    Before me laid the corpse of a large spotted hound, the equivalent of an oversized hyena mixed in with a bit of the lickers from Resident Evil. Though we had killed this one fairly easily, that was only because George had taken it by surprise.  
 
    There was still a whole pack of these things out there, and they sounded angry and out for blood.  
 
    “If we don’t get to the stables, we’re done for,” Batari repeated as she gripped her spear-sword tightly.  
 
    “How in Tembori’s name are we getting to the stables?” Ashanti hissed as she aimed her bow into the darkness. “The second we step away from the fire, the spotted hounds will run us down and tear us apart. They’re way faster than we are, especially unmounted.”  
 
    “Draco Rex,” the white-haired leader demanded. “Didn’t you say your people could see in the dark?”  
 
    “We can.” I nodded. “But I’m having a hard time seeing anything right now.”  
 
    “That’s because they’re stalking from the grass,” Rikuri growled. “Most of the animals on this island can see in the dark, so that’s their way of getting around it.”  
 
    Talk about survival of the fittest.  
 
    “We can’t just sit here by the fire and wait, either!” Zikiu implored. “If we leave the Mieraks alone for too long, those things will devour them.”  
 
    “If we leave the fire, they’ll devour us!” Rikuri huffed.  
 
    “What shall we do, Queen Mother?” Zamwae asked her leader.  
 
    Batari’s eyes were wide with fear as they darted back and forth at different spots in the grassy fields. Her mouth was open as if she wished to speak, but all she was doing was trembling.  
 
    The poor woman was at a loss for words, and I didn’t blame her one bit.  
 
    “You say spotted hounds hate fire, right?” I finally offered.  
 
    “Yes.” Zikiu nodded. “It’s the one thing that will keep them away.”  
 
    “Then we need to light them up,” I announced. “Tirian?”  
 
    The silver dragon looked down on me with puzzlement on his face. Then, once he realized what I was getting at, his expression turned into a deep frown.  
 
    Why do I always have to be the distraction? the adolescent dragon huffed. 
 
    “Because you’re the only one of us that can literally breath fire and fly,” I reminded him. “Use your flames to try and scare these bastards away, but be careful. If you get too close to the grass, you could light this whole freaking savanna on fire.”  
 
    No pressure, though, Tirian grumbled as he rose up higher into the sky. You know, when we finally have this wind dragon, I expect him to take over as the distraction every now and then.  
 
    “Fair enough,” I agreed and then turned to Batari. “Tirian is going to try and scare them off with his flames.”  
 
    “But this is a time of drought…” the white-haired Cero woman argued. “If he’s not careful, he could end up burning down our whole village.”  
 
    “He’ll be careful,” I reassured the woman. “Tirian’s got the best breath control of any dragon I know, and George can sprew water if the flames get out of hand. Once Tirian creates the distraction, you guys need to run for the stables, okay? I’m hoping he can scare the hounds all away, but in the off chance something goes wrong, we may need your people as cavalry. Got it?”  
 
    “I understand.” Batari nodded. “Cero warriors! When the dragon breathes his fire, head for the stables!”  
 
    Tirian flew up into the dark sky, out of sight from any of us. Then I saw a soft orange glow from above as he swooped back down, and once he was about twenty feet off the ground, Tirian unleashed a blast of white-hot flames down onto the savanna.  
 
    The spotted hounds yelped in terror when they saw the fire from the sky, and then we saw them begin to scurry away.  
 
    “It’s working!” I grinned.  
 
    “Go, ladies!” Batari commanded, and then several of the Cero women took off into the night.  
 
    Take that! Tirian cackled as he unloaded his fire breath onto the spotted hounds. And that! And a little bit of this!  
 
    Then I saw a figure pounce up into the sky behind the silver dragon.  
 
    “Tirian!” Anora gasped. “Behind you!”  
 
    Tirian tried to turn around, but all he could do was brace himself as the spotted hound smashed into his right wing. The dragon let out a wail of pain, and my heart sank into my stomach as a few more of the beasts leapt up into the sky.  
 
    “Tirian…” I gasped as the spotted hounds struck my friend.  
 
    Yeow! the silver dragon cried out in pain.  
 
    Then I saw Tirian’s figure plummeting toward the ground.  
 
    “They’re going to tear him to pieces!” Nima cried out.  
 
    Not on my watch, they’re not! George growled as his massive body rocketed past me like a race car. Those acorn hoarders aren’t going to lay a fang on my friend.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the grass rustle. At first, I readied my sword and prepared for an attack, but I then quickly realized what was going on.  
 
    Some of the spotted hounds were going after the Cero women.  
 
    “Fuck,” I snarled. “We need to cut those bastards off before the hounds get to them.”  
 
    “We can’t just leave George and Tirian alone, either,” Mira argued.  
 
    “Then we’ll have to split up,” I explained. “Mira, you take Candara, Nima, and the twins with you and go help our dragons. The Coonag women and Anora, you come with me.”  
 
    “What about me, Draco Rex?” Jonas questioned.  
 
    “You stay here and guard the remaining Cero women,” I commanded. “They might be safe next to the fire, but they still need somebody to look out for them. Anora? Stand by in case one of us is in need of a medic.”  
 
    “I take the task in grace, Benjamin.” The elder soothsayer nodded.  
 
    “Me, too,” Anora agreed.  
 
    “Then let’s go,” I announced to my friends. “We don’t have a second to waste.”  
 
    Lezan, Nadir, Anora, and I took off to the east while the rest of my crew headed west. Though we all had superhuman speed, it was difficult to keep up with the footfalls of the spotted hounds as they tore through the grass.  
 
    I could see the group of Cero warriors approaching fast, and I knew that if we didn’t make a move soon they were going to become spotted hound treats.  
 
    So, I came up with an idea. It was very, very stupid, but it might just buy the rhino-women the time they needed to get to their mounts…  
 
    I took a deep breath, flipped my sword out so the point was in front of me, and then leapt toward the running spotted hounds.  
 
    “Ben!” Anora gasped when she saw me jump, but it was too late.  
 
    My body slammed into the side of the furry beast and sent him rolling with a loud yelp, but the creature was back on its feet in an instant, with its ears tucked back and a perma-snarl that dripped gooey ropes of drool.  
 
    “Alright, fucker,” I panted as I held my sword at the ready. “Come and get some.”  
 
    My soul seemed to leave my body when the other three animals came through the brush. Now, I was surrounded in a circle by the spotted hounds, and there was no way in hell I was going to leave this place alive. Maybe I could kill one of them. Two if I was lucky… But then the others would rip me into bloody little pieces in the most violent way possible.  
 
    Still, the Draco Rex wasn’t going down without a fight.  
 
    “Ayeayeayeayeayeaye!” Nadir’s battle cry rang out as she sprang forth through the grass and landed next to me.  
 
    Lezan repeated her leader’s actions, and then the three of us were back-to-back, surrounded on all sides by spotted hounds.  
 
    “Well,” I chuckled. “At least we’ll get to die together.”  
 
    “It’s three against four, Ben,” Lezan reminded me. “Those are actually pretty good odds.”  
 
    “Besides,” Nadir added. “These things don’t look so tough.”  
 
    She must have been looking at different animals than I was.  
 
    The Coonag women bared their teeth and snarled at the hounds, who responded back with a growl of equal anger.  
 
    Then they attacked.  
 
    All four of the beasts charged forth at once, with their teeth bared and ready to kill. Lezan and Nadir both charged their attackers head-on, but that left me with a predicament.  
 
    There were two spotted hounds, and only one of me. If I was going to make it through this, it would take a bit of finesse and a whole lot of luck, so I held my ground for as long as I could. My legs trembled beneath me as the oversized hyenas approached, but I didn’t budge.  
 
    Instead, I waited until the very last minute, crouched down, and launched myself forward in a ball. Then I rolled past the two creatures as they smashed into each other and went tumbling in opposite directions.  
 
    While they were still disoriented, I sprang to my feet, dashed over to the spotted hound on the left, and stabbed my sword into the spot where his heart should have been.  
 
    Unfortunately, my spotted hound anatomy skills were a tad off.  
 
    The beast let out a howl of agony, but he didn’t die. Instead, his yellow eyes filled with rage, and his head snapped toward me with the ferocity of an incoming train.  
 
    I threw out my sword to block his attack, and the bastard’s jaw wrapped around my weapon. Then he whipped back his head and tossed my seaglass sword somewhere off into the grass.  
 
    Fucking hell.  
 
    I quickly rolled off the monster’s body as his jaws snapped at me once more, and then I pulled my pink-stone dagger out from its sheath. I stabbed the spotted hound with swift, precise strikes as he rose back to his feet, but it only seemed to do as much damage as a hammer did against a Hummer.  
 
    The spotted hound snarled with rage as he tried to grab me with his deadly maw, but I was too quick as I leapt back and then stabbed my dagger into his eye with a swift strike.  
 
    The monster yowled in pain and then lashed out at me with his front paw. The sudden attack caught me off guard, and I felt a sharp pain in my chest as I was tossed backward through the air. I landed in the grass with a sharp thud and then rolled for what felt like an eternity before I caught my balance and jumped to my feet.  
 
    Just as I retained my balance, however, I saw the spotted hound leaping straight for me.  
 
    Thankfully, I had a crewmate who was watching out for me.  
 
    A spear came out of nowhere and stabbed into the side of the creature’s neck. It yelped as the weapon went all the way through, and then it collapsed onto the ground. The spotted hound’s momentum kept it going, and the poor bastard slid to a stop at my feet.  
 
    I stabbed my dagger through its right eye socket and put it out if its misery with a wet squelch. Its eye came out with my blade, so I quickly wiped it off onto the grass before I turned to Anora.  
 
    “Nice shot,” I sighed with relief.  
 
    “I’m more than just a healer, you know,” the yellow-scaled dragonkin woman noted as she walked up and yanked her spear from the dead creature’s neck.  
 
    “I know,” I acknowledged. “All of you dragonkin women are mighty warriors, whether you claim to be or not.”  
 
    Then the two of us ran back in the direction of Lezan and Nadir and saw the Coonag women had their hands completely full. All three of the remaining spotted hounds charged the raccoon-women, who sprang over their attackers’ bodies like acrobats performing a floor routine.  
 
    “Come on!” Lezan taunted. “Is that really the fastest you can go?”  
 
    Even though the multicolor-haired woman seemed to be in good spirits, she had an expression of anxiety on her face. Her eyes were full of fear, and her body trembled every time she landed.  
 
    “We gotta help them,” Anora said as she gripped her spear tightly. “If we don’t, they’re going to be eaten up faster than Hali’s pork belly at a feast.”  
 
    I searched my surroundings for anything I could possibly use as a weapon. My sword was still out here somewhere, but I didn’t have time to search for it until we took care of these ugly bastards.  
 
    Like always, it looked like a bit of improvisation was in order.  
 
    I snatched up a medium-sized rock from the ground, hauled back, and then launched it at one of the beasts. The rock slammed into the spotted hound’s head, which caused him to yelp in pain and then slowly turn toward the two of us.  
 
    “That’s right…” I muttered under my breath. “Come on over.”  
 
    “Uhhh…” Anora gulped. “Please tell me you have a plan, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Okay,” I lied. “I have a plan. Run.”  
 
    “Run?” Anora gasped. “Are you serious right now?”  
 
    “Do I look like I’m kidding?” I said as the creature started toward us. “Run!”  
 
    We both turned around and began to tear through the brush, with the monster hot on our tails. Even though both of us were dragonkin, with superhuman agility and speed, I could hear the footfalls of the spotted hound gaining on us quickly.  
 
    “It’s going to catch us!” Anora cried out.  
 
    Then I got an idea.  
 
    “Toss me your spear,” I commanded my healer.  
 
    Without a second of hesitation, Anora flung her weapon toward me, and I snatched it out of the sky with my right hand. Then I spun around, planted the hilt of the spear firmly into the ground, and pointed the deadly tip straight at the incoming beast.  
 
    The creature realized what I was doing, but it was far too late to stop himself. Dirt and grass flew from the ground where he planted his feet as he skidded toward me, and the beast let out a quick yelp as the spear tip penetrated his skull. The spotted hound’s tongue flopped out of its mouth as its eyes rolled back into its head, and then the monster’s body went limp.  
 
    I yanked the spear out of his head and tossed it back to Anora, and then we both ran back to the scene of the battle.  
 
    Now that there were only two spotted hounds remaining, the tides had turned in Lezan and Nadir’s favor. The Coonag women held their stone axes like baseball bats as the stared down their attackers, and the spotted hounds charged at them with a glimmer of murder in their eyes.  
 
    Lezan slammed the blunt side of her axe into the hound’s head and sent him to the ground.  
 
    Nadir, however, wasn’t so fortunate. The raven-haired raccoon-woman was just able to get her axe up in time to block the bite of the spotted hound. The monster’s weight pinned Nadir to the ground as it whipped its head back and forth to disarm her, but the Coonag woman held tightly to her axe and refused to let go.  
 
    Anger boiled up from the pit of my stomach and filled me with a white-hot rage. One of my lovers was in danger, as was the baby I put inside of her.  
 
    That shit wasn’t gonna fly.  
 
    I let out a cry of fury as I ran forward, vaulted myself into the air, and landed square on the spotted hound’s back. Then I flipped around my dagger and started to plunge it into the back of the monster’s neck repeatedly. Each stab created a new wound in the hound’s flesh, and each time I pulled my weapon out it was accompanied by a spray of red mist.  
 
    The spotted hound suddenly reared back on its hind legs, but I wrapped my hands around its throat and held on for dear life as it bucked like a rodeo bull.  
 
    Then I heard a wet splurt, and the monster let out a pitiful whimper. He stumbled forward a few steps as a giant pool of blood formed below his body, and then the hound collapsed onto the grass, dead.  
 
    When I looked up, I saw Nadir with the tip of her axe and her entire body soaked in the hound’s blood.  
 
    “Throat slice,” Nadir explained as she mimicked her own action. “Not as brutal as I hoped it would be, but delightful nonetheless.”  
 
    And then there was one.  
 
    Lezan and Anora were carefully dodging the spotted hound’s attacks, but the beast remained relentless. He made passes at the two women without even stopping to catch his breath, and each time they were just barely able to avoid his razor-sharp teeth.  
 
    “Four against one!” I called out as Nadir and I approached.  
 
    “Go for the assist, Lezan!” Nadir commanded.  
 
    The multicolor-haired raccoon-woman nodded, and then she flipped her axe so she was holding it sideways. As the creature charged her once more, Lezan crouched down, pulled back her axe, and then swung it forward right as the spotted hound reached her position.  
 
    The wide side of her stone axe struck the hound’s bottom jaw and uppercutted him into the air with a wet snap. The monster’s entire bottom jaw fell slack as it was snapped out of place, and he yelped helplessly as he fell back onto his rear.  
 
    Then Nadir was on him.  
 
    The raven-haired Coonag woman stabbed her axe into the monster’s neck and sent a spray of dark red blood out onto herself and the ground. Her first blow didn’t kill the beast, so he began to writhe around in agony as his severed artery spewed out the last bit of his life onto the grass, but Nadir raised her axe again, brought it down, and severed the hound’s head clean off its body.  
 
    She then picked up the monster’s head and examined it in her hands before she dropped it and punted it like a football.  
 
    “What a rush!” the Coonag woman giggled. “Those things weren’t half as tough as they looked.”  
 
    “You weren’t saying that a minute ago, when Ben had to save your butt,” Lezan teased, which only drew a dirty look from her leader.  
 
    “I believe I was the one who killed the beast,” Nadir reminded her friend. “Ben just distracted it for a second.”  
 
    “Speaking of distractions…” I trailed off. “We need to get back to the others right away. I have no idea how they’re holding up against these bastards.”  
 
    “What about your sword, Ben?” Anora asked. “You’re going to need that.”  
 
    “That’s right,” I grumbled and pointed in the direction I thought I’d lost it. “It’s somewhere over there. Spread out and see if you can find it.”  
 
    The four of us fanned out over the area and scanned the grassy plains for any sign of the seaglass weapon, and right when I was about to say “fuck it” and give up, Anora let out a sharp gasp.  
 
    “Here it is, Draco Rex!” the yellow-scaled woman declared as she held my weapon up high.  
 
    I ran over to her, took the weapon from her hand gently, and then leaned in and gave her a peck on the cheek.  
 
    Anora’s face turned deep red, but her yellow eyes were wide with excitement.  
 
    “Thank you.” I winked at the woman as I sheathed my weapons. “Now, let’s go help our friends.”  
 
    The four of us took off back in the direction of the roaring bonfire, and as we approached, we heard the sound of snarling beasts as well as chuffing dragons, yells of frustration, and blasts of water and fire.  
 
    Yep, they were still definitely locked in battle with these things.  
 
    When we arrived on the battlefield, however, my heart dropped into my knees.  
 
    There were way more spotted hounds here than when we had left. Their numbers had nearly doubled, and I saw that they had my crewmates’ backs against the wall.  
 
    Mira rode atop Tirian, who was up in the sky as he blasted down shots of flame onto the spotted hounds. Meanwhile, the dragonkin twins were sitting on top of George’s back, and the blue-scaled water dragon fired off shot after shot of water blasts at the approaching creatures, which seemed to force them into retreat for only a brief moment.  
 
    Candara was in the sky, and she looked like she was about to collapse. Her golden hair was tufted out and unkempt, and her body was covered with bruises and scratches. She was hunched over and breathing heavily as she floated in the sky, and her wings flapped with the bare minimum effort needed to keep her up in the air.  
 
    My friends were all still in one piece, but right now they were only delaying the inevitable.  
 
    “Well,” I whispered to the other three as I crouched down. “At least we can take out four of them by surprise. And maybe if we do that, the rest will turn their backs on our friends, and they can flank the bastards. Tirian? George?”  
 
    Thank goodness you’re alright, dear one, George responded through labored breaths. But I’m afraid we are losing this fight. I’m not sure how much longer we can hold them off.  
 
    “We’re going to catch their attention,” I explained to the water dragon. “Once we do that, you guys take them while their backs are turned.”  
 
    There are still too many of them, Tirian observed.  
 
    “One step at a time,” I reminded the silver dragon. “We take out as many as we can, and then we go from there. Ready?”  
 
    Ready, both of the dragons responded in unison.  
 
    “Alright,” I whispered to my friends as we stalked up behind the snarling beasts. “On three. One… Two… Three!”  
 
    Anora, Lezan, Nadir, and I all took a running jump at the nearest spotted hounds and landed on their backs. Nadir and Lezan both pounded away at their skulls with their stone axes, and soon the hounds’ brains were spilled out onto the ground.  
 
    Anora’s approach was much more gracious. She flipped her spearhead down toward the beast while she was still airborne, and her weapon’s deadly point stabbed straight through the monster’s spinal cord with a wet schlock.  
 
    Meanwhile, I did something in between. I landed on the spotted hound’s back, flipped my sword around, and then stabbed it multiple times through the monster’s neck in a straight vertical line.  
 
    The monster’s eyes rolled back into his head as he fell forward, and then I hopped off his body and prepared my sword for the next wave.  
 
    The spotted hounds that had been harassing my friends all turned to face the four of us, and then they crouched down into stalker mode as they began to prowl toward us.  
 
    “Now!” I commanded my dragons.  
 
    Tirian lit up two of the hounds like a Christmas tree, and they both yelped in panic as their flesh was turned to crispy bacon and their fur was singed off their bodies.  
 
    At the same time, one of Nima’s arrows stabbed into a creature’s back, and then Candara finished him off with a quick pass-by with her fan-blade.  
 
    However, that was when all chaos broke loose. Now that they were fighting a battle on two fronts, the spotted hounds went into panic mode. They growled and snarled as they ran off in all different directions, but one thing was for sure... 
 
    They were out for blood.  
 
    “What do we do, Ben?” Anora gasped as five of the creatures charged toward us.  
 
    “We take out as many of them as we can,” I answered. “We have to at least try to--”  
 
    Before I could finish speaking, the cavalry arrived.  
 
    Several arrows suddenly stabbed into one of the spotted hounds and turned him into a hairy pincushion. Then one of the oversized ants slammed into another beast and took him to the ground, where a Cero woman finished it off quickly with a slash of her spear-sword.  
 
    Now that there were some new players in the game, the spotted hounds completely disregarded us. They all turned to the charging Cero women, let out a collective howl of a battle cry, and ran toward them at full speed.  
 
    My crew and I watched in awe as the rhino-women completely dominated the fight.  
 
    Arrows stabbed into the spotted hounds’ bodies and took them down as the Cero women made pass after pass at the monsters. At the same time, the warriors without bows got up close and personal with the furry bastards. The oversized ants were quick enough to dodge the creatures’ blows, and their pinchers were so strong that they could easily catch a hound’s leg and hold it in place.  
 
    Rikuri was all smiles as her ant snatched up a spotted hound’s paw, and the Cero woman severed it away from the creature’s body with a spray of blood. Then, as the spotted hound yowled in agony, the ant’s pinchers wrapped tightly around its throat, and Rikuri stabbed her spear-sword straight between the monster’s eyes.  
 
    One by one the foul hounds fell, until there were only a handful left. They must have realized this meal was too much of a risk, too, because they soon began to turn and flee with their tails literally tucked between their legs.  
 
    “That’s right!” Ashanti taunted the monsters as they ran. “Run away. We’ll slaughter you like dogs if you ever come back here.”  
 
    “I don’t think they can understand what you’re saying,” Rikuri noted with a chuckle.  
 
    “Heat of the moment.” Ashanti shrugged nonchalantly.  
 
    Finally, the last of the spotted hounds disappeared over the hill, and we were left alone.  
 
    “Yesss…” I gasped as I fell down onto my ass and let out a deep sigh. “We won.”  
 
    “We did more than win, Draco Rex,” Batari announced as she approached atop her ant. “We completely destroyed them. I doubt we will ever have an issue with the spotted hounds again, and it’s all thanks to you and your crew.”  
 
    “You guys are the ones who rode in and saved our asses,” I reminded the white-haired rhino-woman.  
 
    “True,” she noted. “But we wouldn’t have even been in that position had you not bravely caused a distraction.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Ashanti conceded. “We all would have been dog food if we tried to run to the stables on foot with the entire pack chasing us down.”  
 
    “Or we would have lost many of our Mieraks,” Zikiu added. “Because we would have had to stay close to the fire.”  
 
    “Honestly,” Batari admitted, “it probably would have been a combination of both. We would have lost many of our Mieraks and then tried to do something foolish. We owe you our lives, Draco Rex…”  
 
    “Don’t mention it.” I nodded as I sheathed my sword. “It’s what friends do.” 
 
    “You should all return to my dwelling and get some rest,” the white-haired leader offered. “You’ve certainly earned it.”  
 
    “Not until we’ve helped clean up this mess,” I argued. “We can’t just leave these corpses lying around, or else it’ll attract scavengers and predators to the area. And as bad as those things were, I’m sure there are worse predators out here at night.”  
 
    “There are.” Rikuri shuddered. “Much, much worse.”  
 
    “Then we need to clear out the bodies,” I explained. “It shouldn’t take much. We’ve already got a giant fire to burn them, and if they don’t all fit in the flames then Tirian can do something about it.”  
 
    “Unless their bodies could be repurposed,” Nima suggested.  
 
    “Repurposed?” Rikuri quirked her head. “How in the world can you repurpose something that’s already dead?”  
 
    “Lots of ways,” I explained. “You can harvest their meat… Use their hides to make clothing… Sometimes you can even take their teeth and bones and craft them into weapons. That’s what we did for Nima’s arrows.”  
 
    “Your arrows are made out of dead bodies?” Ashanti asked with wonder in her eyes.  
 
    “Well, kinda,” Nima giggled. “They’re made from the legs of a parasite Ben killed at sea.”  
 
    “You must teach us your ways,” Ashanti demanded as she turned to look at me. “Our arrows are still made from stone.”  
 
    “Okay.” I shrugged. “That won’t be too difficult. I’d say we should go around and harvest their teeth. Those could be used to make arrowheads or even small daggers, considering the size of those chompers.”  
 
    “Is there anything else we could take from them?” Mira questioned. “They seem to have nice hides, and I wonder about their meat…”  
 
    “Ohhhhh, no.” Rikuri shook her head vehemently. “Do not even let Baratu get the idea in her head of feeding us spotted hound meat. She knows I’m already a picky eater, but at least I’ll give her the benefit of the doubt on most stuff. Hound meat, though? No way.”  
 
    “You really shouldn’t eat canine meat, anyway,” I admitted. “I’ve heard it can make you sicker than a, well… Sicker than a dog.”  
 
    “The hide, then,” Mira repeated. “We can at least take the hide.”  
 
    “I don’t know what good that will do,” Batari admitted. “Have you seen how warm it gets around here? Wearing that sort of fur would lead to nothing but overheating and misery.”  
 
    “Not for clothes,” the golden-scaled dragonkin warrior clarified. “It’d be for things like satchels and blankets and rugs. It may be very hot during the day, but I’ve also seen how cold it gets at night. Having the hide of one of those creatures on your bed would go a long way in giving you a good night’s sleep.”  
 
    “Hmmm,” Batari pondered. “I suppose I’ve never thought of it as such. We have always made our clothes and tapestries from natural fibers we grow ourselves.”  
 
    “It’s a good skill to have,” I reaffirmed. “Especially when you’re out on a long expedition like you were yesterday. If you somehow got lost or cut off from your village, you’d need to know how to survive out in the wilderness.”  
 
    “We already know how to survive in the wilderness,” the white-haired rhino-woman scoffed. “We lived like that for several moon cycles when we were first created.”  
 
    “I don’t doubt it.” I threw up my hands as a peace offering. “I’m just saying there’s never a better time to learn than the present.”  
 
    So, after a bit of prodding, we convinced the Cero women to skin the hides off the spotted hounds, pull out their teeth, and then burn the bodies. It was somewhat humorous to watch these big, tough rhino-women struggle with the process, though we offered up our hands in help whenever we could.  
 
    Unsurprisingly, Rikuri was the most boorish of the Cero women. She would walk up to the corpse of a spotted hound, pick up its muzzle in her hands, and then violently tear out each tooth one-by-one. As she plucked them from the beast’s gums, she would then drop them into a small pouch on the side of her person, like a gleeful child who was collecting seashells at the beach.  
 
    Ashanti and Batari were much gentler and more precise with their technique. Both of these women used a small knife to cut out the teeth of the beasts with the utmost care. Honestly, it was like watching a dental surgeon working on the world’s dirtiest mouth.  
 
    Once the teeth of the spotted hounds had been harvested, I showed the Cero women how to skin the beasts, and they watched in awe as I cut open a small portion of its skin, slid my knife between its dermis and its muscle, and then slowly tore it away with the scrape of my blade.  
 
    Being the amateurs they were, the rhino-women struggled on the first few hounds they tried to skin, but once they got around to the second or third beast, they were able to do it like a pro.  
 
    Or, at least, a semi-pro.  
 
    After about an hour or two of de-toothing and skinning the creatures, we moved on to the messy part, and we all worked together as we dragged the corpses of the spotted hounds over to the fire pit and tossed them in with a hearty heave.  
 
    The air around us started to smell like burning flesh and hair, and I suddenly felt a million times better about our decision not to eat these suckers. There was enough room in the fire pit for all of the fallen hounds, and soon their bodies were smoldering away. By morning, there would be nothing left of our assailants but ashes and some charred bones.  
 
    “Whew.” I clapped my hands together to signal the work was done. “We’ve had quite the evening.”  
 
    “Quite,” Batari agreed. “I will admit, this has been one of the most eventful festivals I have ever taken part in. I just wish there was some way we could repay you, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “There is.” I nodded to the white-haired beauty. “You can take us to the hilly plains, the spot where we need to go to hatch our wind dragon egg.”  
 
    Batari’s face fell into a frown, and she cautiously looked over at the rest of her subjects.  
 
    “I-I don’t think that’s the best idea,” the Cero leader said. “Are you sure you want a wind dragon, anyway? They are very hard to control, and I’ve heard they are quite mean to their bondmates.”  
 
    “What Batari here is trying to say is we think it’s probably not in your best interest to go to the hilly plains,” Rikuri interjected.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I scoffed and placed my hands on my hips. “That’s the whole reason we came here. To hatch our dragon egg…”  
 
    “It’s just… not a good idea.” Batari shook her head fervently.  
 
    “Hold on just a second here,” Mira growled as she stepped forward. “You’re telling me we just saved you from all those horrific beasts and then spent hours teaching you how to harvest their resources, and you won’t help us?”  
 
    “It’s not that we don’t want to help you,” Batari reassured us. “But that’s… That’s a difficult task, and one I would never ask of any of my friends.”  
 
    “But why?” I questioned. “Earlier Zikiu here was ready to hop on a Mierak and take us straight there.”  
 
    “I’ll admit I may have been a bit overzealous,” Zikiu spoke up with a sheepish expression. “I get like that sometimes.”  
 
    “So, what, then?” Mira scowled. “You want us to just hop back on our boat and get out of here? Because we’re sure not doing that. We’re staying until we find a way to hatch our dragon egg, whether that’s with your help or not.” 
 
    “We want to help you,” the white-haired leader promised once more. “We really do, it’s just that--”  
 
    “What?” I asked. “What’s so bad about taking us to the hilly plains?”  
 
    Batari looked down at the ground, almost as if she felt ashamed with what she was about to say.  
 
    “To… To get to the hilly plains, you must pass through the wetlands,” the white-haired rhino-woman explained.  
 
    “Okay.” Mira shrugged. “So what?”  
 
    “The wetlands are the home of the Skudawar,” Batari whispered, seemingly to herself. “Anything that goes in there does not come back out alive.”  
 
    There was a harsh silence for a few seconds as we all processed the Cero’s words. I understood where they were coming from. This creature had caused nothing but chaos and destruction for several years, to the point where it was probably the single most powerful entity on this island.  
 
    It must have been, if it was able to kill a bunch of freaking dragons.  
 
    Still, we needed to get to those plains, Skudawar or not.  
 
    There were bigger things at stake right now. If we didn’t hatch this egg, we would be unprepared the next time we were attacked by orcs and whatever surprises they had hidden up their sleeves. We also wouldn’t be able to stop them from finding the other fire breathing dragons, rebonding with them, and then using them to bring about even more chaos and destruction in the world.  
 
    The Skudawar may have been the plague of this island, but the orcs were the plague of the world.  
 
    And the only antidote required us to hatch this egg.  
 
    “Then we’ll have to just kill the Skudawar,” I proclaimed, and shocked murmurs moved through the crowd of Cero women.  
 
    “Draco Rex…” Zamwae stepped forward. “I’m not sure you heard Batari correctly. The Skudawar is the holy terror of this land. One that single-handedly brought down an army of land dragons and has nearly wiped out the entire population of animals on this island. Anyone who goes against him goes against death itself.”  
 
    “Well, he hasn’t faced me and my crew yet,” I boasted. “Nobody had defeated Rikuri in battle yet before we got here, yet I was able to. You didn’t think it was possible to defeat a spotted hound without your Mieraks, yet my friends and I took out several of them before the cavalry showed up.”  
 
    “You are a brave and cunning warrior, Draco Rex,” Batari allowed. “But you will be no match against the Skudawar. Nobody is.”  
 
    “There’s only one way to find out if that’s true,” I admitted with a shrug. “Tell you what… I’ll cut you a deal. My friends and I kill the Skudawar for you, and then you take us through to the hilly plains and teach us how to incubate this egg. How does that sound?”  
 
    The Cero women all stared at me like I had a third eye, but I just shrugged. It was the best deal I had to offer.  
 
    Finally, after the women were allowed to recompose their thoughts, Rikuri stepped forward.  
 
    “I’ll take you to the hilly plains, Draco Rex,” she announced in her gruff voice. “You’ve won over my respect as a fighter as well as a leader, and the least I can do is act as your loyal guide on a mission of your request.”  
 
    “Are you crazy?” Ashanti gasped and slapped Rikuri on the shoulder. “This is practically a suicide mission.”  
 
    “Maybe I am,” the dark-haired rhino-woman mused. “And maybe it is. It’s gonna be purely chaotic, either way.”  
 
    Ashanti raised her eyebrows at the warrior woman’s words, and then she started to stroke her chin deep in thought.  
 
    “Fine,” the Cero archer finally sighed. “I guess I’m in, too.”  
 
    “You’re both crazy,” Batari laughed and shook her head.  
 
    “You already knew that, though.” Rikuri winked at her leader.  
 
    “You should come, too, Batari,” Ashanti offered. “It would be just like the good old days, when the three of us would go off on some crazy adventure and leave all our duties and responsibilities behind…”  
 
    “Those times have passed, I’m afraid.” The white-haired woman shook her head. “I’m the leader of our people. I can’t just go running off on a foolish adventure at the drop of a spearhead. Especially one that I don’t think any of us will be coming back from. My people need me, Ashanti.”  
 
    “We need you, too,” Rikuri reminded the leader. “You’re the heart of our trio.”  
 
    I could tell by Batari’s expression that her friend’s words got to her. The Cero leader hung her head in sorrow, rolled her shoulders, and let out a deep sigh.  
 
    “I can’t,” she repeated once more. “My people need me here.”  
 
    “Suit yourself.” Ashanti shrugged as she began to wander away on her ant. “Rikuri and I have already made up our minds. We’ll leave tomorrow at the first break of day. If you decide to join us, wonderful. If not? Then I guess we’ll see you when we get back. Does this work for you, Draco Rex?”  
 
    “The first break of day?” I chuckled. “Is that like, right when the sun comes up?”  
 
    “When the first tiny bit of light shines across our village,” Ashanti elaborated with a smirk. “When a pinprick cuts through the darkness and lands on your nose like a fly in the latrine… We will head out.”  
 
    “Lovely visual,” I grumbled, though I was amused by her analogy.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re complaining about.” Nadir shrugged. “We’ll be up way before that.”  
 
    “That’s because you’re partially nocturnal,” Candara reminded them.  
 
    “Seriously,” Mira added. “When do you two even sleep?”  
 
    “We get plenty of sleep.” Lezan crossed her arms across her busty chest. “A full three hours every night.”  
 
    Three hours? Tirian gasped, even though he knew she couldn’t hear him. How are you standing up right now? If I get any less than eight wonderful, undisturbed hours, I’m a cranky dragon.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re not sleepwalking right now?” Mira joked, and then she waved her hand in front of the Coonag women.  
 
    “The first break of day,” Rikuri repeated as she shifted atop her Mierak. “We shall see you then, Draco Rex.”  
 
    The dark-haired rhino-woman let out a “yah!” and then her ant began to gallop with the speed of a Clydesdale. Ashanti whistled at her Mierak, who responded with a soft, gurgled snort, and the next thing we knew, the three-horned Cero galloped off into the distance after her friend.  
 
    “You should follow their lead,” Batari announced to the rest of her subjects. “We’ve had a long, hard night, so you should try to get some sleep.”  
 
    “Yes, Queen Mother.” Zamwae bowed, as did the many other nameless Cero women behind her.  
 
    Then they all turned away and cautiously shuffled back toward the cluster of huts.  
 
    That just left Batari, my crew, and myself left around the roaring fire.  
 
    “We should probably slumber, as well.” Batari nodded. “It is late, and I personally am beyond exhausted.”  
 
    Shall I put out the fire? George offered. Ask her if I should put out the fire.  
 
    “George wants to know if we should kill the bonfire?” I asked as I pointed at the flames with my thumb.  
 
    Batari just shook her head. “Not unless you want other predators snooping around our huts.”  
 
    Man… Our island was pretty dangerous with all of its jungle cats and bizarre sea creatures, but this place took danger to new levels. It felt like you couldn’t even sleep here without an armed guard, and as we’d just discovered, sometimes that wasn’t even enough.  
 
    “Okay, then let’s turn in,” I offered. “You’re right. It’s been a long day, and I have a feeling tomorrow is going to be even longer.”  
 
    Batari led us back toward the “suburbs” of the Cero village, and once we got closer to our destination, Tirian and George broke off and headed over the hill to their sleeping quarters.  
 
    We arrived at Batari’s large dwelling, so the rhino-woman popped open the door and motioned for us all to go inside. I allowed all of my crewmates in first before I went to step through the threshold and go to bed.  
 
    However, before I could enter the hut, I was stopped by Batari’s arm.  
 
    The Cero woman looked me over with her deep, dark eyes as she held her arm between myself and the door.  
 
    “Not yet, Draco Rex.” Batari shook her head. “I need to talk to you.”  
 
    Instantly, I felt a strange knot form inside my stomach. I’d heard the phrase “I need to talk to you” way too many times, and I knew it could go either one of two ways.  
 
    This was either a really great thing, or something truly terrible.  
 
    Either way, it was going to make for an interesting evening. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “So, what’s up?” I asked the Queen Mother as she slid her body in front of the door. “Did I do something to offend you at the ceremony?”  
 
    “No.” Batari shook her head. “Nothing like that. I just wanted to talk to you about this insane mission you intend to go on. The one that may just see me lose two of my best warriors.”  
 
    Oh, dear. It was definitely going to be on the worse side of the conversation scale.  
 
    “Rikuri and Ashanti are both mighty warriors,” I explained. “I experienced Rikuri’s gusto firsthand, and I saw what Ashanti did to those spotted hounds.”  
 
    “Those creatures are nothing compared to the Skudawar,” Batari sighed. “Not to offend you, Draco Rex, but you aren’t, either.”  
 
    “I don’t think you really understand what we’ve gone up against before,” I said as I tried to diffuse the situation. “My crew and I have killed giant frogs, deadly cats, powerful orc warriors, and literal ghosts. Plus, we took down a wind dragon. Have you ever met anyone who could take down a wind dragon before?”  
 
    “The Skudawar.” Batari raised an eyebrow. “He can best a wind dragon, and that is in one-on-one combat.”  
 
    “One-on-one combat?” I whistled. “Hand to hand?”  
 
    “Hand-to-hand.” The white-haired woman nodded. “We all watched in horror once as it pummeled a poor wind dragon into a bloody mess and then snapped its neck like a twig.”  
 
    Damn. Maybe I had been a bit too cocky when I boasted we could kill this thing. Still, even if it was difficult to bring down, the Skudawar was still a living creature. And if it was living, that meant it could die.  
 
    I just had to figure out how to do it.  
 
    “Look, Batari…” I frowned at the woman. “I understand your concern. We’re taking off with two of your best friends--”  
 
    “My relationship with Rikuri and Ashanti has nothing to do with my worries,” the Queen Mother huffed. “They are two very valuable assets to the Cero army, and to send them off into what is essentially a suicide mission would be foolish beyond measure.”  
 
    “It’s not a suicide mission.” I shook my head. “We’ve faced way worse odds before and come out the other side in one piece. Between your warriors and my crew, we will find a way to kill the Skudawar, and then your land will return to its former prosperity. You have to trust me on this, Batari.”  
 
    “Trust you?” the rhino-woman scoffed. “Draco Rex… I’ve known you for less than a day.”  
 
    “And what a day it’s been, huh?” I winked, and my lame joke at least got Batari to half-smile.  
 
    “I’ve seen how great of a fighter you are,” Batari admitted. “But that will all become irrelevant if you try to take on the Skudawar. You know he’s nearly ten times our size, right?”  
 
    “No, I was not aware of that,” I admitted. “But it doesn’t change the mission. We need to defeat the orcs once and for all, and the best way to do that is by amassing as much firepower as possible. And right now, we’ve got a huge asset on our hands that can’t be used until it’s incubated.”  
 
    “So, you’re willing to risk certain death to hatch your egg?” Batari questioned. “Are you even aware of how slowly wind dragons age? It will take time for it to grow to the size of an adult.”  
 
    “I can wait.” I shrugged. “Besides, it doesn’t need to be full-grown immediately. All of our adolescent dragons have been able to do plenty of damage in their own right.”  
 
    “You are quite bold, Draco Rex.” The white-haired Cero clicked her tongue. “Though boldness won’t save you against the likes of an enemy like the Skudawar.”  
 
    “Then it’s a damn good thing I happen to be good at formulating battle strategies, too,” I noted. “Trust me on this, Batari… We’ve faced down some terrible odds before. My crew and I are very resourceful, which has helped us get out of countless lopsided situations. Though I will admit luck has seemed to be on our side lately.”  
 
    “Then let’s hope it remains on your side,” the Queen Mother laughed. “You will definitely need it. As will my warriors if they both decide to journey with you.”  
 
    “You know… There is one way you could make sure everything goes well,” I offered. “Plus, we’re going to need somebody who knows the lay of the land and the background on the beast.”  
 
    “Draco Rex,” Batari mused with an amused glint in her eyes. “I know what you’re trying to do. But what kind of a leader would I be if I left my people to go off on a mission with impossible odds? If I’m killed in battle, they will be without their Queen Mother.”  
 
    “Isn’t there a line of succession?” I asked in a coy tone. “Surely, there’s somebody in line to take over after you.”  
 
    “There are,” the white-haired woman grumbled. “And they have both already agreed to go on this mission with you.”  
 
    “Ashanti and Rikuri are next in line for your throne?” I gasped.  
 
    “Throne?” Batari raised an eyebrow. “My role here is as a leader, not a ruler. But yes, those two are the next in line. They were my closest allies during the early days of our people, and they have been even better friends.”  
 
    “All the more reason for you to join us,” I argued. “You might be worried about what kind of a leader you’ll be for leaving your people, but think about the type of friend you’d be if you let Rikuri and Ashanti go without you.”  
 
    “Ohhhhhh.” The Queen Mother clicked her tongue and scowled. “That is low, Draco Rex.” 
 
    “It’s true, though,” I continued. “I’m a friend and lover first, and a ruler second. If one of my friends is in danger or needs my help, then the laws and rules and norms of the dragonkin be damned. Seriously, you can ask the dragonkin queen if you ever meet her. She’s always getting on my case about not being ‘regal’ and following the rules.”  
 
    “Please don’t question my sense of loyalty to my friends,” Batari pleaded. “This is not an easy choice for me. It is a matter of duty against comradery, and I’m afraid I will have to choose duty.”  
 
    “You really shouldn’t, though,” I said. “If something were to happen to you, there would easily be somebody there to pick up the pieces and lead the Cero people. But if your friends get hurt? There’s no ‘next in line’ to replace them.”  
 
    Batari’s eyes narrowed at my words as her face contorted into a deep frown. I could tell she was pondering my thoughts, though I wasn’t sure if that had been enough to get through to her or not.  
 
    Finally, the Cero leader spoke.  
 
    “You may be right,” she sighed. “I want to go with you all. I truly do. But what you’re proposing is suicide.”  
 
    “Maybe,” I fully admitted. “But isn’t that all the more reason to come along?”  
 
    “I-I’m not sure I’m following,” Batari grumbled.  
 
    “Well, if this is such a dangerous, potentially deadly mission,” I tried to reason. “Then shouldn’t you come along to make sure it goes smoothly? Think about it from the other side, Batari… If everything were to go correctly, and we were to actually kill this thing, then wouldn’t you want to be there? Wouldn’t you want to be present for the greatest victory your people have ever had?”  
 
    “I would.” The white-haired rhino-woman nodded. “If I was confident that you’d actually succeed.”  
 
    Man… This woman was stubborn. Honestly, I didn’t care if she came along with us or not. What I did care about was our tactical efficiency, and I knew that would be way better if the main trio of Cero women fought side by side.  
 
    Not to mention, as much as I appreciated Rikuri and Ashanti’s enthusiasm, they were warriors first and foremost, and if they were anything like the warriors I’d encountered on my many voyages, then they would have a tendency to strike first, and strategize later. I would trust Ashanti and Rikuri with my life in the heat of battle, but I wouldn’t go to them to ask about battle formations or strategies or anything of that sort. Those sorts of jobs were reserved for top minds of the tribe, the generals and leaders who had years of experience at their disposal.  
 
    And there was no higher class of leader than the literal Queen Mother of the tribe.  
 
    “Alright,” I sighed. “Let’s look at it from yet another angle. How much longer do you think your people have?”  
 
    “E-Excuse me?” the Cero leader gasped, and then her face fell into an angry scowl. “Are you suggesting my people are in danger? I’ve done the best I can, given the awfulness of the situation we are in.” 
 
    “I’m not the one who suggested your people were in danger,” I explained with a shrug. “You did. You guys told me the Skudawar has decimated your territory, how it’s killed most of the animals you rely on for food… How it drove away your land dragons and killed some of your women… And now you say a great famine has taken hold on your island? Couple that together with the fact your people can’t repopulate, and I think you are in great danger. As much as I hate to say it, we either have to face the Skudawar now, or you’re all doomed.”  
 
    Batari held her defiant scowl for a moment before she completely broke down. The Cero woman took a step away from the door, hung her head, and placed an arm against the side of the hut, and although her body language remained rigid and confident, I could hear a few barely stifled sobs escape out from her mouth.  
 
    “Hey.” I walked around the rhino-woman’s body and placed a hand tenderly on her shoulder. “I’m sorry if that sounded harsh. I was in the military, so sometimes I have a tendency to be brutally honest with people, especially when it comes to issues like this.”  
 
    “No, it’s fine.” Batari stood up and wiped a tear away from her eye, but she played it off like she was just itching. “I’m fine. But you’re right. I’ve been living in a delusion, Draco Rex… I keep telling my people they will be fine, that we are a resilient people, and as long as we follow the will of Tembori, we will survive. But deep down inside, I know it’s not true. Like you said, we as a people are faced with two options… We either kill the Skudawar or go extinct. Although, we might not have a choice in the matter. Even if we try to face the great terror, there is no guarantee we will succeed. We may drive ourselves to extinction involuntarily if we’re not careful.”  
 
    “Not if we all work together,” I reassured the Cero leader. “If we took all of the warriors from your village we could--”  
 
    “No!” the white-haired woman snapped with terror in her voice. “We tried that once before, when we lost all of our land dragons and nearly a quarter of our tribe with them.”  
 
    “Then we try something on a much smaller scale,” I continued. “We take a small strike force and hit this thing with a precision blow.”  
 
    “I’m not sure that will work, either.” She frowned. “I just… I’m exhausted, Draco Rex. This problem has hung over my head like a raincloud for as long as I can remember, and I’ve yet to come up with any solution other than to sit around and see what Tembori has planned.”  
 
    “Look,” I began as I moved over and stared deep into her dark black eyes. “It doesn’t have to be this way. I personally don’t believe in this Tembori guy, but do you really think he would go to all the trouble of creating a race of mighty warriors to protect literal dragons, only to just let them fade away through starvation?”  
 
    “He would if we failed at our task,” Batari sighed. “And we did fail. Spectacularly. All of our dragons are gone, and any other type of dragon that comes to our island is in immediate danger from the great shadow terror. Our home was supposed to be a safe haven for the majestic creatures of Tai, yet we are now nothing but a desolate wasteland. We deserve to die out, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “That’s just crazy talk.” I shook my head. “There are ways to get around these problems, but they’re all going to be risky and potentially dangerous.”  
 
    “I understand what you’re saying about the Skudawar,” Batari admitted. “But trying to kill it would only expedite our extinction. Perhaps you’re right, and we may be able to kill the creature with smaller, concise strikes. But how many times will we have to do that? How many soldiers will we lose in the process? By the time we eventually succeed, we may be down to our last handful of warriors. And since we can’t replenish our population, we’re as good as gone once that happens.”  
 
    “There’s a way around that, too,” I offered as I finally bit the bullet.  
 
    “A way to repopulate?” Batari scoffed. “I’ve already told you there are no such things as Cero men.”  
 
    “No…” I trailed off. “But there are men in the wider world, including ones who are here right now on this island with you.”  
 
    Batari’s brow furrowed as she pursed her lips. Then she stood up straight, crossed her arms across her chest, and tilted her head to the side.  
 
    “What?” she chuckled. “You and Jonas?”  
 
    “I mean, yeah.” I felt my face turning red, but I pressed on. “Though maybe more me than Jonas. He’s so old he’s probably shooting nothing but dust from that thing.”  
 
    “So, that’s what this is?” Batari grumbled as her eyes narrowed at me. “You came to this island just to mate with us?”  
 
    “I want to help you repopulate,” I explained. “That’s what I’ve been doing with all the other women we’ve come across. The dragonkin… The Coonag.. The Niralope… The Morphos… Many of them have either bore me children, or they are currently pregnant. It may be a bit strange to think about at first, but it’s a process that works.”  
 
    “We-- We don’t know if it’ll work, though.” The white-haired Cero shook her head vigorously. “We are not the same species.”  
 
    “That didn’t seem to matter with the others.” I shrugged. “Nadir and Lezan are both pregnant, and those two are about the furthest away from me, biologically.”  
 
    “Tembori wouldn’t allow it,” Batari reaffirmed. “It is not his will.”  
 
    “Look at it this way,” I offered. “If everything that happens is Tembori’s will, then wasn’t it also his will that my crew and I were brought to you? Think about it. It’s pretty suspicious timing, is it not? Just when you think all hope is lost, when you think your species is on the brink of extinction and the land is about to be drained of all its resources… A man with the title ‘Dragon King’ arrives with the solutions to all of your problems.”  
 
    “Dragon King?” Batari’s eyebrows raised, and her eyes filled with glee. “Is that what ‘Draco Rex’ means in your language?”  
 
    “It sure does,” I explained. “It honestly does seem a bit like fate, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “There isn’t such a thing as fate,” the white-haired rhino-woman mused. “Only the will of Tembori. And if this isn’t his will, then…”  
 
    “Then what?” I snorted. “You already know what Tembori thinks of your people. I mean, for fuck’s sake, like you said yourself, he created you in the image of the lord of the underworld and screwed you out of the chance to ever have a family. Then he sends in this Skudawar to terrorize your lands? If this is all his will, then he’s an asshole.”  
 
    “Don’t say that!” Batari hissed.  
 
    “Why not?” I continued with a sly grin. “The Cero people are mighty warriors who never back down from a fight. So what if this is against the will of your elephant god? He doesn’t seem to give a shit about you, so how freaking badass would it be if the Cero women rose up against his will, gave him a solid middle finger, and decided they would blaze their own path?”  
 
    “You-- You think that’s possible?” Batari sputtered, and her eyes widened with a mixture of fear and intrigue. “Or is this just an intricate plan to try and get me to lay with you?”  
 
    “You got me,” I teasingly conceded with raised hands. “But in all seriousness, what have you got to lose? You’ve been following ‘Tembori’s path’ for your entire lives, and where has that seemed to get you? If he continually refuses to listen, then to hell with him!”  
 
    Eat your heart out, Conan the Barbarian.  
 
    “Careful, Draco Rex,” Batari cooed as she bit her lip and looked me up and down. “Your ideas are starting to grow on me.”  
 
    With the way the beautiful rhino-woman was looking at me, something of mine was starting to grow, too, and I suspected she noticed.  
 
    Batari’s dark eyes briefly glanced downward, went wide, and then looked away in a hurry.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I teased. “Maybe this is all Tembori’s plan, and maybe it’s not. Either way, I much prefer to blaze my own path. Wouldn’t you?”  
 
    “This is probably the most elaborate courting speech I’ve ever heard.” Batari smirked.  
 
    “It’s not a pick-up speech,” I explained. “Unless it’s working, of course. In that case, it’s totally a pick-up speech.”  
 
    “I’ll admit,” the Cero woman mused. “It is working well. I never in a million years thought I’d not only meet a man in the flesh, but a man who was interested in me? Maybe you were sent by Tembori…”  
 
    “Who the hell wouldn’t be interested in you, Batari?” I gestured to her body. “You’re simply stunning. I don’t think there’s a guy in this universe who wouldn’t agree, either.”  
 
    Batari blushed, which caused her face to turn a deep shade of maroon. Then the Cero woman pulled her crossed arms even tighter against her body as she moved her right foot around in a circle and looked down at the ground.  
 
    “I think you’re just saying that,” she chuckled. “What sort of odds would it take for somebody like you to arrive on our island, right at the perfect time?”  
 
    “Tembori’s path?” I suggested as I waggled my eyebrows.  
 
    “I thought you didn’t believe in that?” Batari retorted with a smile.  
 
    “Does it matter?” I shrugged. “Maybe I am Tembori’s gift to your kind. Or, maybe I’m just a guy who stumbled into the right place at the right time. Either way, I’m here, and I want to help you and your people.”  
 
    “Help us with the Skudawar?” The rhino-woman smirked. “Or repopulating?”  
 
    “That’s up to you.” I winked.  
 
    Suddenly, Batari looked up at me, furrowed her brow with determination, and then leaned forward. Her thick, dark gray lips pressed against mine, and she moved her body toward me as we began to kiss passionately.  
 
    I ran my hands along the sides of her body as my tongue slowly slid into her mouth, and Batari responded with a pleasureful gasp before her tongue reciprocated. I could feel her hands as they wrapped around my body, and then her fingers dug deeply into the back of my shirt.  
 
    Batari pulled away with a sly grin. “Follow me.”  
 
    The rhino-woman quickly turned away and bounded off into the night, so I ran close behind her. She led me to another clay and straw dwelling about six hundred feet away, one that was on the outskirts of the “suburbs.” It was a bit smaller than the ones I’d seen so far, and it was way smaller than the dwelling she currently lived in, but she quickly shuffled up to the door, threw it open, and then slipped inside.  
 
    I followed right behind her, and what I saw was a home that was obviously created for limited use. In the center of the room was a large bed with an oversized mattress, and bits of straw and grass poked out through the edges of the cream-colored fabric like blades of grass through a sidewalk. Not too far away, there was a large pit in the ground filled with what appeared to be bubbling water.  
 
    A hot tub?  
 
    There were several carvings all about the interior of the dwelling, though none of them were as intricate as the one I’d seen back in Batari’s place. Instead, they all seemed crude and ragged, as if they’d been carved by amateur artists, and they just barely represented the image they were supposed to espouse. I recognized them as human-warthog creatures, similar to the Goddess Batari had displayed back in her house.  
 
    “What is this place?” I inquired as I looked around.  
 
    “The fertility hut,” Batari explained. “This is the building Zikiu created in case there ever came a day we needed to mate.”  
 
    My heart hammered inside my chest as my erection grew solid beneath my pants. So. That was what she’d brought me here for…  
 
    “What’s with the totems?” I asked with a nervous chuckle as I pointed to the wooden trinkets. “I’m not sure what those are supposed to be doing for us, exactly…”  
 
    “Guruwae is the goddess of fertility,” Batari explained, and then she used a crude match to light a line of candles. “It is believed that having images of her around your dwelling increases your chances of producing offspring.”  
 
    “Damn,” I joked. “If that’s true, I think whoever used this room would have had like, eight kids.”  
 
    “The room has never been used before,” the rhino-woman explained with a frown. “At least, not for its intended purpose.”  
 
    “So, this thing has just been sitting here for years and years, gathering dust?” I pondered aloud.  
 
    “No dust.” Batari shook her head. “We do clean it occasionally. And it’s a very peaceful spot to just come and relax during the night, particularly with our artificial hot spring over there. But, no… It’s never been used to conceive a child. We’ve never had such an opportunity.”  
 
    “Is that why we’re here, then?” I grinned at the beautiful Cero woman.  
 
    “If that’s what you desire…” Batari trailed off. “Then this is the perfect spot.”  
 
    My heart beat so fast it felt like it was going to explode out of my chest, and then it slowly slithered up into my throat as I watched Batari reach behind her back.  
 
    The Cero woman untied the strings of the leather bikini top she wore and then quickly slapped her hands onto the front of the garment before it fell away. Instead, the thin spaghetti straps dropped down to her side, and the only thing that stood between me and her beautiful body were her hands.  
 
    “What’d you do that for?” I smirked as my cock grew to attention.  
 
    “Is that a ‘yes,’ then?” Batari purred.  
 
    “Fuck, yes, it is.” I nodded. “I’ll take you right here, in this bed. Or in the hot tub. Or against the wall for all I care…”  
 
    “As you wish.” Batari winked, and then she let her hands fall down to her sides.  
 
    The skimpy pieces of leather that covered her nipples dropped away, and they fluttered to the ground like pieces of paper. Now, Batari was completely topless, and my mind was all over the place as I stared at her massive chest.  
 
    Though I knew she was busty beyond belief, seeing Batari’s double-D boobs in their full glory was something else. Each one was perfectly rounded and plump, so much so that their width spread beyond the sides of the Cero’s thin frame, and both of them were dotted with small, protruded nipples a few shades darker gray than the flesh around them. They were already erect with anticipation, and I couldn’t wait to get them into my mouth.  
 
    So, I didn’t wait.  
 
    I strode toward Batari, ripped off my own shirt, and threw it to the ground as I walked. When I got to the woman, I instantly went for her neck and gave it a few soft kisses followed by a gentle nibble, and then I started to make my way down her body.  
 
    “Bennn,” Batari moaned softly as I grabbed a handful of her curvy ass and circled her nipples with my tongue. Then she let out an even deeper groan when I gave her fleshy nodes a gentle suck.  
 
    The rhino-woman’s hands rubbed through my hair as I pleasured her, and she let out a gasp as I moved my hands down to her waistband. Then my fingers slid across her tender slit beneath the leather of her loincloth, and Batari’s pussy was moist with anticipation and offered zero resistance when I slipped my index and middle fingers inside.  
 
    Batari moaned as I fingered her slick tunnel and continued to give her nipples the attention they needed. Finally, the Cero woman apparently decided she’d had enough foreplay because she pulled away from my mouth, untied the knots on the sides of her bottoms, and let the loincloth slip away.  
 
    Her womanhood was equally as gray as the rest of her skin, with a cloudy tuft of white hair just above its entrance. The tip of her clitoris jutted out just beyond the border of her slit, and I could see it was swollen with arousal.  
 
    That was when she went in for the kill.  
 
    Now that she was naked, Batari got down onto her knees, grabbed my waistband, and yanked my pants down to my ankles. She bit her lip as her dark eyes lit up with excitement, and then she marveled at my erect cock for nearly a full minute.  
 
    Suddenly, I wondered if I was going to have to teach her what to do, as I had with Elzara.  
 
    “Do you want this?” I asked.  
 
    “I do,” she purred. “It’s just… I’ve never actually seen one on a man before. Only animals.”  
 
    “Do you want me to help you?” I prompted. “I can guide you through everything, if you’d like.”  
 
    Batari’s dark eyes narrowed as a smile crept up her face. “I know exactly what to do. I may not have experience, but I’ve read plenty of stories and have practiced…”  
 
    “You’ve practiced?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “With our fingers.” The beautiful rhino-woman shrugged. “Even though we’ve never laid with a man before, us Cero women have all reveled in the idea that someday we would get to.”  
 
    “It’s a little bit different,” I teased. “But I’ll trust you.”  
 
    “You’ll be doing more than ‘trusting’ when I’m through with you,” Batari moaned.  
 
    The next thing I knew, Batari’s hand cupped my balls and grasped the base of my shaft. Then the white-haired Cero woman opened up her lips, pressed it against the head of my cock, and slowly began to slide me inside of her mouth. She didn’t even gag when I hit the back of her throat, she just continued on as if she were a snake swallowing its prey.  
 
    Once she’d gone down as far as she could go, the woman looked up at me with her beautiful eyes, pulled back about halfway up my erection, and proceeded to bob up and down.  
 
    It was sheer fucking ecstasy.  
 
    “Holy fuck.” I threw back my head as her tight, wet mouth constricted around my manhood. “H-How are you so good at this?”  
 
    Obviously, the question was rhetorical. Batari was a bit too busy to answer me at the moment.  
 
    The warm coil inside my stomach tightened slowly as I watched the rhino-woman pleasure my cock. She refused to break eye contact the entire time, but every now and again she would let her tongue slip out and trace the perimeter of my balls.  
 
    The next thing I knew, Batari let me slide out from her mouth. Then she grasped my shaft firmly as she started to run her tongue around the edges, side by incredible side. Each time she reached the tip, the rhino-woman would stop and swirl her tongue around in a circular motion, and I had to use every inch of my willpower to keep myself from bursting.  
 
    “Not bad for an amateur, right?” Batari winked.  
 
    Damn… I guess this was what happened when you had lonely rhino-women with hopes of mating someday. She literally had hundreds of years to perfect her craft, and it paid off in spades.  
 
    “Yesssss,” I moaned as I gripped the back of Batari’s snowy locks. “That’s so fucking good.”  
 
    The Cero woman started to suck me once more, and I couldn’t hold back the floodgates any longer.  
 
    I tightened my grasp on her hair, tensed up my entire body, and then held her in place as I unloaded my warm seed into her mouth.  
 
    Batari’s eyes grew wide when she felt my love land on her tongue, but her surprise quickly turned to erotic excitement. Inside her mouth, I felt Batari’s tongue lap up every drop of my cum as it oozed out, until finally she pulled away and swallowed. The gray-skinned woman then let out a sigh as she wiped away the bits of me that had splattered onto her chin and smiled.  
 
    “There.” She winked. “We’re all done now, right?”  
 
    “Uhhhh, I mean, I could be,” I joked. “But if you want to get pregnant, then--”  
 
    “I’m teasing you, Draco Rex,” Batari interjected. “I know what needs to happen next, and I cannot wait.”  
 
    “Neither can I.” I smiled as my erection grew back to half-mast.  
 
    Batari leaned in and gave my cock one final kiss before she stood to her feet, and my eyes were glued to her jiggly, curvy ass as she strutted over to the spot between the hot tub and the bed. The Queen Mother then turned around and held out her hands in an overexaggerated gesture.  
 
    “Which one do you want?” she asked. “Either one will work for what I plan to do…”  
 
    I quickly hustled over to the beautiful rhino-woman, stopped just a few inches in front of her, and then wrapped my right hand behind her thigh.  
 
    “Neither,” I growled.  
 
    “What are you--” she gasped, but I answered before she could get another word out.  
 
    I lifted Batari’s right leg up into the air and forced her back up against the wall. Then I reached down with my free hand and guided myself into her warm, waiting pussy.  
 
    “Ohhhhhhh!” Batari pressed her head against the clay wall and moaned intensely as she took me all in, and I reciprocated the sound as she spasmed around me. The woman’s pussy was incredibly tight and equally as wet, and it didn’t take long for me to bottom out inside of her.  
 
    “This will do just fine,” I whispered into her ear.  
 
    The Cero woman let a whimper slip out from her mouth as her leg wrapped around my ass, and she pulled me closer against her. The motion forced me about an inch or two deeper inside of her velvet tunnel, and I could feel myself growing harder by the second. Then Batari’s arms reached up underneath my armpits and gripped onto my shoulders tight.  
 
    I kissed the beautiful, white-haired woman tenderly on the cheek as I began to thrust in and out of her pussy in a slow, rhythmic fashion. I then spent the next few minutes exploring Batari’s neck and head with my lips, much to her enjoyment.  
 
    “Oh, my Gods, Draco Rex…” Batari groaned.  
 
    “Ben,” I whispered sensually into her ear. “Call me Ben.”  
 
    For some reason, that seemed to turn her on even more, and it felt like my cock was inside of a freaking firehose as Batari’s wetness gushed out around the sides and dripped down my legs.  
 
    “Y-Yes, Ben,” the Cero woman cooed.  
 
    I continued to fuck her in this position for nearly five minutes, and we explored each other’s bodies as we unleashed sounds of ecstasy.  
 
    Finally, I decided to go all in. Literally.  
 
    I reached down, wrapped my left arm behind Batari’s left thigh, and raised it up into the air. Then I used the force of my body to keep the beautiful woman pinned against the wall as I continued to thrust in and out of her tight tunnel.  
 
    However, with this new position, I was somehow even deeper than I’d been before. My tightening balls pressed up firmly against the woman’s nether regions, and it honestly felt like the head of my cock was going to punch through her cervix.  
 
    Either way, we were both having the time of our fucking lives.  
 
    “You’re so fucking tight,” I moaned as I savored the sensation.  
 
    “I-I didn’t know it was possible to go this deep!” Batari gasped. “I-I love it.”  
 
    “Then you’re going to love this more,” I warned with a wink.  
 
    I pulled myself nearly all the way out of Batari’s velvet tunnel and then pushed my cock back in slowly. She responded with a deep, guttural groan, so I pressed on and repeated the motion.  
 
    Soon, I got myself into a rhythm, and the warm coil inside my abdomen returned once more.  
 
    At the same time, I could sense Batari was on the verge of orgasm. The woman’s gray skin was flushed maroon at both her chest and her cheeks, and her moans were getting closer and closer together. Her body started to tense as her wet tunnel tightened around me, and I knew she was about to explode.  
 
    So, I shoved myself into her as far as I could go and soaked in her arousal.  
 
    “B-Ben!” she groaned. “I think I’m about to-- Ohhhhhhhhhh!”  
 
    The sound of Batari’s pleasure rang in my ears as she came around my cock, and her pussy tightened in short, rapid bursts, almost as if it were trying to milk me dry.  
 
    Well, it did.  
 
    The sensation of her tight tunnel, mixed with the sounds of her ecstasy, sent me over the edge.  
 
    I pushed myself into Batari deeply as my balls tightened and the coil released, and then we both gasped as I painted the beautiful Cero woman’s womb with my seed. Both of us continued to spasm together until she’d accepted every last dribble of my cum, and as soon as I felt my spray begin to lessen, I pushed my mouth against her lips so that we both enjoyed a deep and passionate kiss.  
 
    “I’m… I’m filled with you. Is this… this is wonderful. How?” Her eyes and open mouth told me she was a bit afraid of what happened next, but there was a glimmer of excitement behind the fear.  
 
    This is what she wanted, and she got it in ways she didn’t even know she could.  
 
    “Love making should feel wonderful.” I gave the woman a final kiss on the lips before I pulled back and set her feet back down onto the floor.  
 
    “Woooahh…” Batari wobbled briefly, and I had to grab her shoulder to steady her and keep her upright.  
 
    “Easy there,” I chuckled. “I think we should get you to bed like, now.”  
 
    “What did you do to me?” she teased. “There’s no way I’m going to be able to walk back to the village like this.”  
 
    “Then we don’t go back to the village,” I offered. “We stay here for the night. Hell, isn’t that what it’s made for, anyways?”  
 
    “Won’t the others wonder where we are?” Batari questioned.  
 
    “Oh, they’ll know,” I reassured the Cero woman. “Trust me, this sort of thing happens all the time. They’ll know we’re safe, and they’ll probably even know what we went off to do.”  
 
    “That-- That doesn’t bother them?” the rhino-woman gasped. “That their king is off having sex with other women?” 
 
    “Bother them?” I snorted. “It was practically their idea!”  
 
    I helped Batari as she wobbled over to the bed, and then I helped set her down gently. She laid back on her back, and the sudden movement caused her full breasts to jiggle intensely.  
 
    The feeling returned to my loins, but I knew the poor woman wasn’t in any shape to go for round three, so I climbed into bed next to the Cero woman, wrapped my arm around her shoulder, and pulled her in close.  
 
    “This is the other part we all look forward to,” she admitted with a purr. “The part where we have a big, strong man to hold us tight.”  
 
    “Well, you definitely have it now,” I promised. “I’ll hold you here in my arms as long as you want.”  
 
    “And if I don’t want you to just hold me?” Batari growled into my ear.  
 
    My cock throbbed once more as Batari flipped up onto my body and straddled me once more. Her eyes glimmered with excitement as she stared down at my naked body, and then she leaned and pressed her lips against mine. We rolled around as our tongues explored each other’s mouths, and my manhood rose to attention.  
 
    This was going to be the very best type of long night, and I was all for it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    After a few more long, delicious climaxes with Batari, her pussy was just gushing with my cum, and I knew there was no way she could take another round with me. So, the two of us conked out in the bed of the fertility hut, and the next thing I remembered was the warm, red glow of the sun as its light shone in through the window at the other side of the dwelling.  
 
    It was a beautiful sight to take in, and I felt like the sunrise’s crimson glimmer hung over the entire savanna like a blanket of cozy, rosy light. The entire scene was picturesque, and all I wanted to do was lay there and bask in its beauty.  
 
    However, the Coonag women had other plans.  
 
    “Hey!” Nadir declared as she beat on the door of the hut rapidly. “Wake up, guys. I know you probably had an incredible night, but we don’t want to be any later than we already are.”  
 
    Later than we already were? Damn… When Lezan and Nadir said we were going to leave “at the first light of dawn,” they really meant it.  
 
    I sat up in bed and rubbed at my eyes as I tried to get my mind back from its haze. Then I rolled off the mattress, walked over to my discarded clothing, and pulled it groggily back over my flesh.  
 
    “Are they serious right now?” Batari huffed as she sat straight up in bed.  
 
    “Apparently,” I noted as I tied my belt of weapons back around my waist. “They’re itching to get going.”  
 
    “You’d think your crewmates wouldn’t be so eager to head out on a suicide mission,” Batari yawned as she started to stand up, but I shook my head and held out my hand to stop her.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I promised. “You can just go back to bed if you want, and I’ll get them to stop banging so you can get your beauty sleep.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” Batari argued. “Though it may be an ungodly early hour, I am still the Queen Mother. I need to at least be present to bid farewell to my subjects.”  
 
    “You sure?” I chuckled. “Because if I were in your position, I’d be leaping back into that bed and not waking up for hours. I still feel drained from last night.”  
 
    “Was it the fight with the spotted hounds, or the sex?” the rhino-woman giggled as she hopped out of bed.  
 
    “Honestly, it was probably both,” I admitted, and my heart skipped a beat as I watched the gray-skinned woman strut over to her clothes. Her figure jiggled in all the right places, and I felt my cock hardening as she bent over to pick up her top and loincloth.  
 
    Batari then quickly tied off her garments, adjusted them on her body, and smiled, but before I could compliment her beauty, Nadir beat on the door once more.  
 
    “Come on, Ben. Lezan and I have already been up for two whole hours. Daylight is wasting!”  
 
    “It’s barely even started!” I argued through the door. “The sun just came up a few minutes ago.”  
 
    “That’s a few minutes we won’t have against the Skudawar,” the Coonag woman retorted.  
 
    “She does have a point,” Batari conceded with a laugh.  
 
    Once both of us were fully clothed, we went over to the door, opened it slowly, and gave Nadir and Lezan the dirtiest looks we could muster.  
 
    The Coonag women, however, didn’t seem to be phased whatsoever.  
 
    “I was wondering if I was going to have to break down the door and pull you out of bed,” Nadir snickered. “Everybody else is already waiting.”  
 
    “Everybody else is awake?” I gasped. “I’m sure they were all just as pleasantly surprised as we were by our wake-up call.”  
 
    “Oh, you guys’ response was nothing compared to what the rest of the crew said,” Lezan snorted. “Mira said she was going to cut out my tongue and stick it in a not very pleasant place. Then there were the Cero women, almost all of whom responded with some sort of death threat. Including Zamwae, which I was not expecting at all…”  
 
    “Wait,” Batari gasped. “Why did you wake up Zamwae? She isn’t going on this journey.”  
 
    “I know.” The raven-haired Coonag woman nodded. “But we assumed the whole village would want to see us off.”  
 
    “The whole village?” Batari bemoaned. “Please don’t tell me you woke up every single Cero woman in our village.”  
 
    “We tried to.” Nadir shrugged. “We’re still not sure we got the ones who live up on the higher levels of the buildings, since we just had to cup our hands over our mouths and yell at them from the ground level.” 
 
    “So, they’re all out there, waiting for us?” the white-haired Cero leader questioned.  
 
    “Mhmmm.” Nadir nodded. “Right now you two are the only thing between them and going back to bed. I will warn you, though… They’re somewhat agitated at the moment.”  
 
    “I wonder why,” I asked sarcastically.  
 
    “I really don’t know.” The Coonag woman shrugged, and I couldn’t tell if she was being playful or not. “Maybe they just didn’t sleep well? Tensions must be really high.”  
 
    Batari and I exchanged a puzzled glance, but then we began to follow the Coonag woman back to the main section of the village.  
 
    Nadir walked with a whole lot of pep in her step. Her whole body seemed to bounce happily with each step she took, and her dark tail flicked from side to side as she strode forward. Eventually, she led us to the edge of the village, where the rest of my crewmates were waiting for us.  
 
    As were several dozen Cero women, all of whom looked like they’d just been dragged out of bed. Several of them had their arms crossed over their chests and frowns on their faces as they annoyedly stomped their feet and rubbed at their eyes.  
 
    Yikes… This really was going to be a tough crowd.  
 
    “Great,” Batari grumbled. “They really did wake up the whole village.”  
 
    “There they are!” Nima declared with a smile on her face. 
 
    The tall, red-haired Niralope woman stood proudly beside the rest of my crew, who all looked like they were ready to go back to bed. Still, it was nice to see at least one of them was enthusiastic about the journey ahead.  
 
    “Did you two have a good night?” Mira questioned with a knowing smirk.  
 
    “It’s a good thing the fertility hut is so far away,” Rikuri snickered. “I was worried none of us would be able to sleep with all the sounds that were coming out of there.”  
 
    “Y-You heard us?” Batari demanded.  
 
    “Nah.” Rikuri shook her dark locks. “But I can only imagine the kind of sounds he was getting out of you. I mean, a real man… In the flesh… You’ll have to tell me all about it when we get back from our journey.”  
 
    “There’s no need to wait,” the white-haired leader admitted. “I can tell you on the way.”  
 
    Rikuri and Ashanti both took a minute to process the information, but then their eyes widened, and smiles spread across their faces.  
 
    Meanwhile, the crowd of Cero women broke out into hushed murmurs.  
 
    “So, you are going?” Ashanti questioned. “What made you change your mind?”  
 
    “It’s obvious,” Rikuri snorted as she bumped Ashanti’s shoulder with her elbow. “Draco Rex’s manhood must have been everything she’d hoped for and more.”  
 
    “That’s the understatement of the day,” Lezan purred. “Whatever you think it’s like? It’s nothing like that. It’s ten times better.”  
 
    “And it’s something you think about all the time,” Nima sighed. “Honestly, I haven’t stopped thinking about that night since it happened, and fantasizing about how I can make it happen again.”  
 
    “That’s-- That’s not the reason I changed my mind!” Batari blurted out as her cheeks flushed darkly. “Not that it wasn’t incredible, Ben.”  
 
    “No offense taken.” I raised my hands.  
 
    “Ben?” Lezan teased. “Ohhhhhh, it must have been good if they’re on a first-name basis.”  
 
    “That doesn’t mean anything,” Candara chuckled. “I’m on a first-name basis with Ben, and we haven’t done it yet.”  
 
    “Same here,” Anora added softly. “I mean, I call him ‘Draco Rex’ to be formal since he’s my king, but sometimes I like to call him ‘Ben,’ too. He hasn’t tried to impregnate me yet, either.”  
 
    “Yet?” I raised my eyebrows at the two women who instantly turned red.  
 
    “I changed my mind because I realized I need to be a good leader,” Batari interjected to bring us back on topic. “Yes, I know this mission is dangerous, and there is a very good chance I won’t come back. At first, I was worried that if I went, it might deprive the Cero people of their leader. However, I had a realization last night, when I was talking with the Draco Rex… If I don’t go with him on this journey, then your leader is already as good as lost. The Skudawar has been a looming problem for several season cycles, and if we don’t take action now, things will only get worse. What kind of a leader would I be if I sat back and did nothing while our brave warriors risked their lives to save us?”  
 
    The Cero women chattered with each other in hushed whispers. Some of them looked absolutely petrified, while others appeared excited and hopeful.  
 
    “Well?” Ashanti grumbled as she leaned back atop her ant. “Don’t just sit there, ladies… The Queen Mother has just made a very tough decision, and she needs your support.”  
 
    There was another brief moment of silence, but then the rhino-women raised their hands up into the air and unleashed a resounding “haroo,” and they repeated their cheers as they pumped their left fists up into the air in near unison.  
 
    “Don’t celebrate yet.” Batari just rolled her eyes and then motioned for her people to settle down. “Rikuri and Ashanti were the second and third in the line of succession. Which means that, until any of us come back, the duties of the Queen Mother fall onto Zikiu.”  
 
    Zikiu was near the front of the crowd, and the brunette Cero blinked repeatedly as she looked around and pointed at herself. “You’re giving me full control of the village? Like, I don’t have to run any decisions about the flow or infrastructure by anyone else first?”  
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Batari warned with an amused smirk. “I’m hoping at least one of us three will return unscathed and then promptly take over the duties of the Queen Mother once more.”  
 
    “So, what I’m hearing is I need to push through any changes I want to make very, very quickly?” Zikiu deadpanned.  
 
    “I’m hoping I won’t regret this decision,” the white-haired rhino-woman teased.  
 
    “You won’t!” Zikiu promised, and her smile grew wide for a moment. “It is a great honor to be in the line of succession at all, especially so high up. I won’t let you down.”  
 
    “And I promise not to let you down, either,” Batari reassured the crowd. “Any of you. We’re going to go out there, kill the Skudawar, and bring prosperity to the Cero people once more!”  
 
    Cheers and “haroos” rang out across the crowd of the half-asleep rhino-women, but then Batari raised her hands to quiet them once again.  
 
    “We should get going,” I finally spoke up. “I, for one, don’t want to be stuck out there in the middle of the savanna when nightfall hits.”  
 
    “Now who’s exaggerating about the time of day?” Nadir teased.  
 
    “Then go we shall,” Batari confirmed. “Zikiu, is my Mierak ready to go?”  
 
    “As always, Queen Mother.” Zikiu bowed. “He’s probably somewhere out in the pasture, munching on grass or playing with the others. Shall I go and fetch him for you?”  
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” Batari shook her head. “We have to pass by the stables on our way out, anyway. Now, shall we?”  
 
    My friends and I all shared glances before we nodded in agreement. We watched as Batari hopped onto the back of Ashanti’s Mierak, and then they scuttled away. Rikuri was right behind them, and she was also mounted atop an oversized ant.  
 
    The rest of us bade farewell to the crowd of Cero women before we chased after the running ants. Even with our superhuman speed and agility, it was difficult to catch up with the Mieraks, but they eventually came to a stop when we reached the wooden fence located near the stable house.  
 
    Batari hopped off the Mierak, sauntered over to the fence, and leaned over it. Then she raised her hands up to her mouth to form a makeshift bullhorn.  
 
    “Nalara!” she bellowed. “Come.”  
 
    Off in the distance, one of the giant ants froze in place and turned its head curiously toward the sound. It then hopped back and forth like an excited puppy before it dashed over to the fence. The Mierak slid to a stop right in front of the gate, so Batari casually opened it up and stepped to the side.  
 
    The ant scurried out of the pen, where Batari instantly gave it a scratch underneath its chin. Then the white-haired Cero walked to the beast’s thorax, heaved her right leg over, and pulled herself onto its back.  
 
    “Now, that’s more like it.” Rikuri grinned.  
 
    “Shall we?” Batari retorted with a smirk, and then the three mounted Cero women headed to the north.  
 
    Oh, dear, George whispered to me telepathically. Will Tirian and I need to carry you so we can keep up?  
 
    Yeah, Tirian grumbled. Please let me know now, so I can figure out how much stress I’ll need to put my wings under.  
 
    “Hey, guys!” I called out to the rhino-women.  
 
    All three of them clicked their tongues and skidded to a halt. They then turned around and casually trotted back to us.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Draco Rex?” Batari asked.  
 
    “I know we want to get out there and kill this thing,” I explained. “But is there any way we could maybe slow down our pace for this trip? I know your Mieraks are swift and have good stamina, but none of us necessarily do.”  
 
    “Your stamina seemed fine yesterday,” Batari cleared her throat.  
 
    “Yeah, but trying to keep up with your Mieraks is going to very quickly take its toll on my crew,” I continued. “The last thing we need is to show up on the Skudawar’s doorstep completely exhausted. We’ll be dead before we can even get off our first assault.”  
 
    “Understandable.” The white-haired Cero woman nodded. “We’ll instruct our Mieraks to trot, rather than gallop.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled. “That’s going to go a very long way in helping out here. Did you hear that, guys?”  
 
    We did, Tirian sighed with relief. At least I only have to worry about carrying my own weight, even though that’s still a whole lot.  
 
    Don’t be ridiculous, George responded to the silver dragon’s claim. You are only half my size. If anyone’s going to get tired out from lugging around their own weight, it’ll be me. I think I may have eaten one boar too many at our last feast.  
 
    There is no such thing as “too many” boars, Tirian mused.  
 
    Trust me, my friend. The water dragon shuddered. You say that now, but when your belly starts to look and feel like an oversized boulder, you will think differently.  
 
    “So, we go on foot, then?” Jonas concluded.  
 
    “We do,” I confirmed with a nod. “The Cero women have agreed to take it slow so we can keep pace with them.”  
 
    So, we began on our journey to the place the rhino-women called the hilly plains, and the first major landmark we came across was the hill the Cero people saw as the perimeter to their land. We climbed it with ease but found ourselves at a standstill when we arrived at its peak.  
 
    It wasn’t due to any danger or fear, though. It was because of the pure beauty of what stood before us.  
 
    Cloudbrush trees were scattered across the grassy plains like spots on a dalmatian, with large empty tracts of land between each one. Every now and again there would be a bush with wispy, thin branches and berries so bright they could be seen all the way up here. The plains were covered with the same brownish-green grass as the rest of the island, but much longer, and this grass looked to be tall enough to reach our thighs as it blew in radiant waves in the breeze.  
 
    There was also a small cluster of large, black creatures over on the northwest edge of the plains. There were only four that I could see, which was way smaller than most herds I’d seen before, and the way the creatures lumbered across the grasslands and stopped occasionally to munch on some of the greenery told me they were definitely gentle giants.  
 
    As far as I could see, nothing in our immediate surroundings posed a threat.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Candara gasped. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”  
 
    “It is beautiful.” Rikuri nodded. “But it’s not natural.”  
 
    “The only reason it’s like this is because there aren’t enough animals grazing,” Batari added. “And they’re only not grazing because of the Skudawar.”  
 
    The Skudawar comes all the way out here? Tirian gulped. Our sleeping spot was only a half-mile down that way! 
 
     “The Skudawar dwells in this area?” I halfway voiced Tirian’s concern. “Even though your village is like, right there on the other side of the hill?”  
 
    “He doesn’t come out this far.” Batari shook her head. “But it’s close enough that the local prey animals stay away. It’s not worth the risk for them. Which then means no predators or scavengers come out to this area, either.”  
 
    “Which puts the whole ecosystem out of balance,” Candara finished.  
 
    “Then why don’t you have your Mieraks graze this land?” Mira suggested. “They could at least trim the grass down.”  
 
    “That would be counterproductive,” Ashanti snorted. “Yeah, they could cut down the grass as good as a pack of widehorns, but we would then have to devote even more time and effort to watching them. They’d be beyond our territory, so we’d have to build up our village or expand it out here.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Batari sighed. “If there was an abundance of potential prey animals in this valley again, the predators would return. Which means we’d have to set up a perimeter of guard huts around the valley, which means we’d need them all the way over on the other side, as well. That’s far too close to the Skudawar’s territory for my comfort.”  
 
    We marveled at the beauty of the valley for a few minutes more before we started our descent. It only took us ten minutes to make it down the other side of the small hill, and then we were swallowed up by the tall grass.  
 
    Since they were still atop their giant ants, the Cero women were perfectly fine. The grass came up about halfway on the Mieraks’ bodies, so the oversized insects had to raise their heads a bit to see out over the terrain, but the only part of the grass that touched the rhino-women were a few blades that brushed at the bottom of their feet.  
 
    George was now practically fully grown, so he towered above the grass like a scaly blue elephant. Tirian was much smaller, but his long neck allowed him to look out above the grass as if he were a submarine telescope.  
 
    The rest of us weren’t so lucky.  
 
    Blades of the dry, thin grass brushed past my legs as we began through the plains, accompanied by the sound of the foliage as it crunched and crinkled beneath my boots. Nima and all of us dragonkin didn’t have much of an issue managing the grass, as it only came up to about our thighs.  
 
    The other three women were a bit shorter, though, so they each took their own approach to navigating the tall grass.  
 
    Candara fluttered her emerald wings as she rose up into the air and overed just a few feet above the grass.  
 
    Nadir and Lezan, on the other hand, took the path of least resistance. Both of the Coonag women readied their stone axes, gave each other a playful smirk, and then began to swing their weapons out in front of them. The axes acted like machetes, so clumps of grass flew up into the air as it was severed from its roots.  
 
    The plains before us were vast and amorphous, and I was beyond thankful we had the Cero women along to guide us. As vibrant and beautiful as the land might have been, it was also confusing as fuck. Everything looked the same, down to the shape of the trees and bushes and the way the sun shone down onto the grass. In fact, if it weren’t for the location of the sun in the sky, I didn’t think I would have had any idea where we were going.  
 
    My crew and the Cero women marched on until eventually, we heard a deep, loud growl that seemed to shake the entire landscape around us.  
 
    My heart hammered inside my chest as I drew my seaglass sword out from its sheath. Was this the Skudawar? If it was, we were royally fucked.  
 
    There was no cover anywhere around us, and we were currently standing in the middle of a giant bowl. It could come at us from any angle it wanted, and we’d be completely helpless when it did.  
 
    “What was that?” Anora gasped. “Are we under attack?”  
 
    “Maybe there’s something in the grass?” Mira offered as she held her spear at the ready. “Something that’s stalking us under the cover of the foliage?”  
 
    You may all relax, George’s telepathic voice chuckled. It’s just my stomach.  
 
    Instantly, Mira and I both slumped our shoulders and breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    “It’s just George’s belly,” I announced with a laugh. “Everybody can take it easy.”  
 
    Sorry, dear one, the blue-scaled water dragon continued. Apparently, all of the food I consumed last night was not as fulfilling as I had thought.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks,” Batari grumbled. “We didn’t even think of bringing any rations that could satisfy the hunger of a dragon.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I reassured the Cero woman. “I saw a small herd of creatures not too far from here. If you don’t mind taking a little break, we could just let George go snatch one of those up, and then we could keep going.”  
 
    “There’s no need,” Ashanti suddenly interjected. “Batari? Rikuri? Do you remember why these plains used to be so popular with our land dragons?”  
 
    Rikuri’s dark eyes lit up at whatever association she’d just been given, and at the same time, Batari’s thin lips twisted up into a longing smile.  
 
    “Hariberries,” the Queen Mother sighed. “I haven’t even thought of those for several season cycles.”  
 
    “I have,” Rikuri laughed. “I’ve been thinking about those things in my dreams. There has been more than one time I was even tempted to ride out here and pick some, but I came to my senses before I actually did.”  
 
    “What’s a hariberry?” Darya questioned.  
 
    “It is the pride and joy of the windy plains,” Ashanti noted. “A berry that grows only along these parts here. A berry that is somehow so filling it can keep a full-grown dragon sustained for a full day.”  
 
    “A berry?” Candara scoffed. “Are you trying to tell me a simple berry can fill a dragon’s belly?”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” the woman with three horns retorted. “Though they’re difficult to find without the nose of a land dragon to sniff them out.”  
 
    “Speak for yourself, Ashanti,” Rikuri snorted. “I used to be a pro at finding those things! All you have to do is look for a bush whose branches are drooping a bit more than usual.”  
 
    “That’s an old shaman’s tale,” Ashanti argued.  
 
    “You say that,” Rikuri shot back without missing a beat. “But who’s the one who was always able to find them without her dragon by her side?”  
 
    “I still think you cheated,” the three-horned Cero huffed.  
 
    “For the last time,” Rikuri scoffed. “It’s not cheating to know something that gives you an advantage, no matter how much you tell yourself it might be.”  
 
    Ashanti’s eyes narrowed as she placed a finger against her largest horn and then dragged it upward with a huff.  
 
    Rikuri let out a gasp at the gesture before she attempted to repeat it against her stump of a missing horn.  
 
    “No need for vulgarity, ladies,” Batari warned. “Rikuri, if you truly feel you can help us find those berries, please do so. If not, we need to keep moving.”  
 
    “Oh, I’ll find them alright,” the hornless Cero promised. “Just give me a little time to find the bush.”  
 
    “That could take forever,” Ashanti argued. “The bushes on the windy plains are so spread out it would take hours to search for each and every one.”  
 
    “We don’t have that sort of time.” Batari shook her head. “It’s dangerous enough for us to try and fight the Skudawar during the day. It would be even more impossible come nightfall.”  
 
    “Perhaps George should just eat one of those creatures you saw,” Nadir suggested. “It would be way simpler, and Lezan and I would love to help him hunt them down.”  
 
    “Those berries sound more important, though,” I pondered aloud. “Think about it. If they’re really the size of a regular berry, we could literally carry around a full day’s rations for the entire crew inside of our pockets. And if we could ever get to the point where we could harvest these things? We would be set for life.”  
 
    “That’s a good point,” Mira noted before she turned back to the Cero women. “Why haven’t you tried to take one of these bushes and move it inside your territory?”  
 
    “That would never work.” Batari shook her head. “This is the only place on the entire island with the ideal conditions for a hariberry bush to grow.”  
 
    “What exactly makes this spot ideal for the berries?” I asked. “Because there’s probably some way we could replicate the conditions back on our home island.”  
 
    “I-I’ve never really thought about that,” the Queen Mother admitted. “I’ve always thought it was because of the gusty winds that blow down into the valley, but none of my people really have the knowledge nor the spare time to figure out why this spot is so special.”  
 
    “Either way,” Ashanti interjected. “We don’t have the time to mull about looking for berries. I want to kill this thing and go home.”  
 
    That was when it dawned on me. Even though the bushes that could potentially be hariberry bushes were spread out far, we had an ace in the hole to get around that.  
 
    We had eyes in the sky.  
 
    “How would you like to ride something other than a Mierak, Rikuri?” I offered the hornless woman.  
 
    “Uhhhh, isn’t that a bit formal?” The dark-haired rhino-woman looked at me with a puzzled expression. “We just met, and I’m sure you’re not fully recovered from your night with Batari yesterday.”  
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” I laughed. “I was talking about Tirian. You can ride Tirian up into the air and then search for hariberry bushes from above.”  
 
    “Oh,” Rikuri laughed. “I suppose this might just work.”  
 
    “It’s certainly not as fun as the other sort of riding,” Lezan snickered. “Especially when it comes to Ben.”  
 
    “Can you confirm that, Batari?” Ashanti teased.  
 
    “Careful, now,” the Queen Mother retorted with a smug grin. “You know that what happens in the fertility hut does not leave the fertility hut.”  
 
    “How would I know?” Ashanti shrugged. “We’ve quite literally never used it before.”  
 
    “I will ride the silver dragon,” Rikuri announced. “If it is alright with him, of course.”  
 
    I literally carried four of you guys down hundreds of feet, Tirian snickered. I think I can handle a single Cero woman.  
 
    “He says it’s fine,” I translated.  
 
    “It’s been so long since I’ve ridden on a dragon…” the hornless rhino-woman sighed.  
 
    Rikuri dismounted her Mierak and whispered something to her ant as she scratched behind its antennae. Then she turned toward Tirian and cautiously approached the adolescent dragon with her eyes narrowed and her hand held out in front of her.  
 
    What is she doing? Tirian chuffed.  
 
    “I think she thinks you’re dangerous,” I noted via our dragonbond link. “So she wants to approach you with caution.”  
 
    I’m actually offended, the silver dragon grumbled. What have I done to make her think I’m dangerous? I’m a loveable goofball!  
 
    “Maybe it was the fact your breath can literally burn a whole ship to the ground?” I suggested. “Or that their only real interaction with you has been when you were disintegrating their arrows and fighting one-on-one with a deadly spotted hound?”  
 
    It wasn’t one-on-one, though, Tirian argued. It was George and me.  
 
    “He won’t bite,” I promised Rikuri. “I know Tirian’s a fierce, fire-breathing dragon, but he’s completely harmless when he’s around us.”  
 
    “I’ll believe it when I see it,” Rikuri harumphed. “I’ve been around enough fire-breathing dragons to know just how dangerous they can be. Nice dragon… Good dragon…”  
 
    This lady can’t be serious. Tirian looked at me with a hint of annoyance on his face.  
 
    I just shrugged.  
 
    Finally, Rikuri’s hand touched Tirian’s neck, and then the rhino-woman gently patted the dragon.  
 
    “There we go…” Rikuri whispered. “You wouldn’t wanna hurt the girl trying to get you food, would you?”  
 
    Of course not! Tirian scoffed. Can you believe what you’re seeing, Ben? I’m honestly kind of offended. What if I--  
 
    Tirian’s anger quickly turned to joy when Rikuri found the sweet spot on his chin. The dragon’s mouth spread into a tooth grin as his eyes closed, and his right back leg began to thump against the ground rapidly.  
 
    “See?” I chuckled. “He already likes you.”  
 
    I wouldn’t go that far, the silver dragon muttered. But my opinion is changing by the minute.  
 
    Rikuri scratched Tirian for a minute more before she walked up to his body, hesitated, and threw her leg up around his neck. The Cero woman then positioned herself as if she were riding a horse, held onto the scales on his ears, and let out a whistle.  
 
    Tirian pushed himself off the ground and expanded his wings about ten feet into his ascent. Tirian and Rikuri flew up into the still-morning sky and then broke off horizontally once they were a few hundred feet up into the air. The dragon hovered in place for a few solid minutes before he finally communicated their findings.  
 
    She believes she sees a hariberry bush, Tirian announced. I will fly us down to inspect.  
 
    The silver dragon turned downward and then zipped down to the ground and landed somewhere off in the distance, beyond our line of sight.  
 
    “You can’t find hariberry bushes just by looking at them,” Ashanti grumbled to herself. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”  
 
    Soon, we saw Tirian’s winged figure pop back up into the sky, and it flew to the east for a while before it swooped down again. A few minutes later, the dragon and the Cero returned to the sky, but this time, they moved west before they darted down to the ground in search of the elusive berries.  
 
    “Perhaps they have all died off,” Candara suggested. “If the natural order of the whole area is not in sync, then it wouldn’t surprise me if the berries weren’t exactly thriving.”  
 
    “That’s not it.” Ashanti shook her head. “Rikuri is just full of widehorn poo. She’s not finding any because she doesn’t know how.”  
 
    Suddenly, Tirian and Rikuri shot back up into the air, flew over to our position, and then slowly fluttered back down to the ground before us. The long blades of grass were forced downward from the gusts of air from Tirian’s wings, almost like we were watching a landing helicopter, and once the dragon and his rider were back on the ground, Rikuri leapt off Tirian’s back and landed gracefully in the grass.  
 
    The dark-haired Cero woman had a large smile on her face as she approached, and in her arms were a small pile of bright yellow and red berries.  
 
    “I come bearing gifts,” Rikuri chuckled.  
 
    “No…” Ashanti gasped, and her eyes went wide with disbelief. “How did you--”  
 
    “I told you.” Rikuri winked. “You just have to find the bushes that are slightly more droopy than the rest.”  
 
    Ashanti crossed her arms across her chest, sat back in her mount, and scowled. I could tell she didn’t want to give Rikuri the satisfaction of victory, but the Cero woman had just been given a whole lot of crow to eat.  
 
    Rikuri walked to the center of our crew and then began to distribute the berries out to all of us.  
 
    “Everybody take one,” she explained. “It will keep you sustained for the rest of the journey, if not longer. Your dragons should both take one, as well.”  
 
    I took the red-and-yellow berry from Rikuri, studied it for a second, and then popped it into my mouth. The berry was much tougher than I anticipated, so when I bit down on the flesh of the fruit, my teeth crunched against its leathery skin two or three times before I punctured its exterior. There wasn’t any sort of juice inside of the berry. Instead, its meat remained attached to its skin to form a sort of strange, taffy-like food. It took me a few seconds to fully chomp down the berry into a more digestible size, and then I swallowed it down in a single gulp.  
 
    Its flavor was horrifically bitter, to the point where it made my face scrunch up in response. Still, it had a soft hint of sweetness to it, and my tastebuds felt like they were being pulled back and forth between two ends of the flavor spectrum like a hoppy beer. Most importantly, the thing was already feeling heavy inside my stomach, and I wasn’t even sure if it was down there yet.  
 
    “Whoa,” Zarya declared as she rubbed her belly and elbowed her twin. “It feels like I just finished three plates of Hali’s feast.”  
 
    “You’re telling me,” Nima added. “I’m already starting to feel full, and I only had one!”  
 
    “I wouldn’t recommend eating more than one,” Rikuri warned as she popped a berry into her mouth. “The last thing you want right now is to go into battle completely overgorged.”  
 
    Once we were all finished with the berries, Candara slipped them into the satchel that contained the wind dragon egg. Then we set off once more, with our bellies full and our spirits high.  
 
    Finally, we came to the northernmost part of the plains, where we were greeted with another large hill. When we came to its bottom, all three of the Cero women stopped and stared up at its height.  
 
    “This is it,” Batari muttered. “Once we go beyond this hill, we will be in the territory of the Skudawar. This is our last chance to turn back, should that be what we decide to do.”  
 
    “No way,” Ashanti declared. “I’m tired of our people living in fear of this monster. The only way I’m going back to that village is either dead, or with the monster’s head in my hands.”  
 
    “What about the rest of you?” Batari asked my crew. “Do you still wish to proceed?”  
 
    We all gave her a cautious nod, and the Cero woman sighed.  
 
    “We need to hatch our egg,” I repeated. “And if that means killing the Skudawar, then that’s what we’re gonna do.”  
 
    “Then we shall proceed,” the Queen Mother said with a trembling lip. “Yah!”  
 
    The Mieraks marched forward, with me and my crew in close pursuit. We scaled the side of the hill in no time at all, and what we saw on the other side was the polar opposite of where we’d just come from.  
 
    The wetlands looked like death.  
 
    The sky was somewhat darkened by the clouds that hung over it, and the grass of the plains was all dead. Dozens of giant lakes were spread across the landscape, though they seemed eerily still. There weren’t any cloudbrushes at all over here, nor were there many bushes. Off in the distance, all the way to the north of our position, were several hills rising out of the landscape.  
 
    “Those are the hilly plains, I’m assuming?” I pointed to the edge of the wetlands.  
 
    “That would be it.” Batari nodded. “That will be where your dragon egg can hatch.”  
 
    “It looks so… dead,” Candara muttered as she looked around at the land before us.  
 
    “Thank the Skudawar for that,” Ashanti huffed. “The wetlands used to be filled with all sorts of animals who came here to cool off from the heat or get a drink. But thanks to big, dumb, and spiny, everything has spiraled downward.”  
 
    “Where is the Skudawar, anyway?” I asked. “I thought you said he was huge, yet I’m not seeing anything…”  
 
    “He’s hiding,” Rikuri warned. “Whatever we do, we need to proceed with caution.”  
 
    “Hiding where?” I couldn’t help but be skeptical. “There’s nowhere for him to--”  
 
    Right on cue, the ground began to rumble and shake, and off in the distance, a spot on the ground shifted and started to rise as if something were trying to claw its way out. Dead grass and soft earth fell away from the bulge as it swelled, until eventually the head of a hideous creature broke through.  
 
    The rest of the creature’s body was not far behind, and it was equally as gargantuan. The whole thing stood at least thirty feet tall, and it had the frame of a freaking gorilla. It had the thick muscles, the extra-wide shoulders, and even the strange knuckle-walking posture, but instead of black or silver fur, the Skudawar was covered from head to toe in leathery tan skin full of wrinkles and blemishes. His entire back, on the other hand, was covered with a massive layer of thick, spiny hair that appeared to have several barbs all over their length.  
 
    “That’s him?” I breathed when I finally saw the beast in all its glory.  
 
    “It is,” Rikuri confirmed, though I heard a bit of a tremble in her voice.  
 
    “We’re going to need a plan,” I announced. “And we’re going to need it now.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “What is your plan, Draco Rex?” Mira asked as we watched the Skudawar from afar.  
 
    “I say we just run all in there, axes swinging and teeth gnashing,” Lezan suggested.  
 
    “That would be idiotic,” Rikuri snorted. “We would all be dead before we even made it close enough to attack.”  
 
    “Well, what did you do last time?” the multicolor-haired Coonag woman questioned. “Because whatever you did, we should avoid doing that, too.”  
 
    “Watch your tongue, tailed woman,” the hornless Cero growled. “We used every single battle strategy we had against the Skudawar, yet we still lost many of our sisters and dragons that day.”  
 
    “That’s why we came with you, Draco Rex,” Ashanti added. “Because we believe you would be able to come up with a plan.”  
 
    There was no way in hell we were getting close enough to this thing just by charging it. It had massive, freakishly long arms, and I had no doubt in my mind it used those spines on its back for more than protection.  
 
    “You three have fought this thing before, right?” I asked the Cero women. “What is its fighting style? Does it have any weaknesses?”  
 
    “If it had any known weaknesses, we would have killed it the first time,” Rikuri huffed.  
 
    “The first thing you all need to know is it is much faster than it looks,” Ashanti warned. “The Skudawar could probably run up to our position in no time at all. It’s upper body is pure muscle, and that’s what it uses to propel itself forward.”  
 
    “Okay, so it walks like a gorilla,” I noted. “That actually helps a lot. What else?”  
 
    “It will use its spines as a weapon,” Batari added. “When it’s enraged, the Skudawar lashes out by essentially body-slamming creatures with its back. Otherwise, it mostly just tries to punch and bite.”  
 
    “How sophisticated is this thing?” I continued. “Like, what’s its intelligence level?”  
 
    “Somewhere beneath us,” Ashanti chuckled. “And our dragons. But nowhere near as stupid as a widehorn or a spotted hound.”  
 
    “So, do you think it will know what we’re doing if we try to flank it?” I questioned.  
 
    “That’s hard to say,” Batari sighed. “It most certainly was able to counter our flank before.”  
 
    I stroked my chin as I tried to think of a way to hurt this thing. If it was anything like the creatures of my world, then there was a reason its spines were on its back and not all over its body.  
 
    “It’s underbelly must be weaker than the rest of its body,” I concluded. “That’s why it goes to great lengths to protect itself when its backed into a corner.”  
 
    “What are you suggesting, then, Draco Rex?” Mira asked. “Shall we try to attack its stomach region from afar?”  
 
    I could try to burn him from up in the air, Tirian suggested.  
 
    “Not a bad idea,” I said. “But if we want to do that, we’ll need to get him disoriented first. Otherwise, he’ll see you coming and will just drop down onto his stomach…”  
 
    That was when the lightbulb came on inside my head. We needed to take away the threat of the Skudawar’s spines. We needed to get him onto his back.  
 
    “We could try to distract him with our Mieraks,” Rikuri suggested. “They are in no way fast enough to outrun the Skudawar, but if you hit him quick enough that shouldn’t matter.”  
 
    “Also not a bad idea,” I admitted. “I think I may actually go with something in between. George? Do you think you could make this ground swampy? I know it’s already kind of mushy, but I’m talking full-on, slick mud pit.”  
 
    With enough of my water, I could make the volcanic island swampy, George declared with a raised head. What do you wish me to do, dear one?  
 
    “What I need you to do is to soak the ground like you’ve never soaked it before,” I explained. “I’m talking about getting it all slushy to the point where it’s nothing but mud.”  
 
    George’s spray was briny, but I didn’t think it would be salty enough to kill the ground since there was already enough water in these wetlands to dilute it. Plus, this island seemed pretty hardy, so I wasn’t really worried.  
 
    “What good will that do?” Ashanti asked. “Mud baths are excellent for skin, but I fail to see how it will help us kill a Skudawar.”  
 
    “Mud is slippery!” Nima declared with a raised finger. “And the Skudawar is very fast. Which means if he steps in the mud while he’s running--”  
 
    “He’ll crash straight onto his spiny ass,” I finished. “And when that happens, his belly will be straight up for us to attack. That’s where Tirian comes in. He’ll swoop in and light the bastard up while it’s struggling.”  
 
    “We’re going to be the bait, aren’t we?” Rikuri chuckled.  
 
    “Unfortunately.” I nodded. “We’re all going to have to be the bait.”  
 
    “All of us?” Candara gulped.  
 
    “Well, everyone but Nima and Tirian,” I noted. “They’ll be up above hitting him with long-range attacks. The rest of us are going to ride down there and distract the bastard. George? You up for carrying us down, buddy?’  
 
    I will do whatever I must, dear one, the dragon said with a bow. When do you want me to soak the ground?  
 
    “Right when he sees us approaching,” I explained. “That way it’ll already be damp and muddy by the time he reaches us.”  
 
    Right. George nodded. Then this is what we shall do. Though I can only take three or four of you at a time.  
 
    “The Cero women can take the ones who don’t fit on your back,” I reassured the dragon. “If that’s okay with them.”  
 
    “We’d be honored,” Batari said.  
 
    “It’s settled, then…” I announced. “Everyone, take your positions.”  
 
    “Not to sound like a skeptic, Draco Rex,” Jonas interjected as he walked over to George. “But what happens if this doesn’t work?”  
 
    “Then we’ll have to try a different approach,” I explained, even though I wasn’t quite sure what that would be at the moment.  
 
    Jonas, the dragon twins, and I hopped up onto George’s back while Anora, Mira, Lezan, and Nadir each climbed atop a Mierak. Candara fluttered up into the air, as did Tirian, and Nima climbed atop Tirian, though the silver dragon remained on all fours for the time being.  
 
    Then we headed down the side of the hill, down into the wetlands of the Skudawar. The beast was still off in the distance, with his spiny back turned to us as he munched on some poor creature he’d killed.  
 
    Shall we go airborne? Tirian asked. I can take us up into the clouds, where he won’t be able to see us.  
 
    “Do it.” I nodded to the adolescent dragon.  
 
    Tirian returned my nod before he glanced back at the Niralope on his back.  
 
    Hold on, Nima, he warned. I know you’re not used to riding a dragon, but all it really takes is a good grip and a decent sense of balance.  
 
    “He wants me to tell you to hold on,” I explained to the Niralope woman.  
 
    “I’ll do my best!” Nima grinned.  
 
    Then Tirian sprang up into the sky, spread open his wings, and flew off into the abyss. His figure was quickly swallowed by the dark clouds above, and I wondered how the hell he was going to see to make his dive attack.  
 
    But now was not the time to worry about that.  
 
    We had a Skudawar to distract.  
 
    My crew and the Ceros crept up to the creature as slowly and quietly as we could until we came to a spot about one thousand feet away from his position. The Skudawar was still hunched over, and the sounds of his slurping tongue mixed in with crunching bones and tearing flesh to make a nauseous crescendo.  
 
    “What do we do now?” Mira hissed. “Do we just start making loud noises?”  
 
    “This is actually kind of playing out in our favor,” I admitted. “George, start soaking the ground.” 
 
    Right away, dear one. The water dragon gave me a nod.  
 
    George pulled back his head and inhaled deeply as his cheeks and upper body inflated. Then the water dragon opened his mouth wide and unleashed a soft blast of briny water onto the ground about three-hundred feet ahead of us.  
 
    The water spread across the desolate plains as if it were concrete, and for a brief second I worried it wasn’t going to soak in. However, after a minute or two of George’s water cannon, I could see the ground was turning dark brown.  
 
    It was becoming mush before our very eyes.  
 
    “That’s it…” I encouraged my bondmate. “Keep at it, George… This Skudawar won’t know what hit him.”  
 
    The water dragon continued his assault for a few minutes more before I patted him on the neck and ordered him to stop. When his beam dissipated, the area he had attacked was dark, wet, and very slick.  
 
    Now, all we needed to do was get the creature to attack.  
 
    “Do you want me to shoot it?” Ashanti offered. “That might get its attention.”  
 
    “It’s worth a shot.” I nodded. “Go for it.”  
 
    The rest of us drew our weapons and held them at the ready as we watched Ashanti place an arrow on her bow string. We then watched as the rhino-woman held it up to her eye, slowly pulled back the arrow, and took aim squarely at the Skudawar. Finally, Ashanti took a deep breath, and then she released her hold on the projectile.  
 
    The arrow let out a stealthy swish as it shot forward and rocketed through the air, headed in a perfect trajectory toward its destination.  
 
    I held my breath as the arrow slammed into the back of the Skudawar and… Bounced off.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks!” Ashanti hissed. “I thought that would have worked for sure.”  
 
    “Shit,” I grumbled. “Maybe we will have to go in closer. I don’t think it’s going to be able to hear us over the sound of its own sloppy eating. We should--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, George jumped in. The water dragon sucked in his breath deeply, stomped his front two feet, and unleashed a deep, guttural sound between a bellow and a roar.  
 
    A dragon’s call.  
 
    Instantly, the Skudawar froze in place, dropped whatever it was holding, and stood up on its two legs. The monster let out a curious snarl as it turned to face us upon its awkward, lumbering legs. When it saw us standing there, the Skudawar’s hideous face twisted up into a smile, and its slimy purple tongue did a once-over of its lips.  
 
    This thing hadn’t seen a dragon for many years, probably, and it surely was intrigued by the prospect of gobbling one up.  
 
    The Skudawar unleashed an intimidating roar, stomped its fists into the ground repeatedly, and squatted down like a cat about to pounce. Then it took off after us like a bat out of hell.  
 
    It made half the distance in a single bound, and all I could do was watch with my heart inside my throat as the towering, muscular porcupine-gorilla charged us.  
 
    “Fuck!” I gasped. “Run for it!”  
 
    The ants and the dragon all turned and rushed away as fast as we could, all while the thundering footsteps of the Skudawar pounded against the ground behind us. Suddenly, we heard the squish of the mud, followed by a surprised yelp and an earth-shaking crash, and I glanced back over my shoulder to see the Skudawar was now writing on his back like a turtle that had been flipped onto its shell.  
 
    “We got him!” Batari declared as her Mierak slid to a stop.  
 
    We all turned around and watched as the next part of our plan went down. Tirian’s figure shot down from the sky, and his mouth was aglow with the beginnings of white-hot flames. Nima’s arrow was drawn back, as well, and she unleashed her projectile just as Tirian blasted the Skudawar with his fiery breath.  
 
    The Skudawar howled as the fire engulfed his body and completely torched the entire area around him. The dead grass went ablaze in an instant and then spread across the plains like, well… wildfire.  
 
    Tirian kept his assault going for a solid minute, all while the yowls of agony continued.  
 
    “I think it’s working,” Jonas muttered with a hint of disbelief in his voice. “I can’t believe it was so simple.”  
 
    That was when everything went south.  
 
    A hailstorm of Skudawar spines shot forth out from the ball of fire, and Tirian only had seconds to halt his fire breath and then twirl his body out of the way like a gymnast so he wasn’t turned into a scaly pincushion.  
 
    When the fire on the ground waned, the Skudawar stood back to his feet. His flesh was a bit charred, and the spines were missing from where he had shot them, but otherwise he looked perfectly fine.  
 
    “On second thought,” Jonas chuckled. “Maybe that didn’t work.”  
 
    “Oh, shit…” I growled. “Plan B, I guess.”  
 
    “What’s plan B?” Batari demanded.  
 
    “We go in and take aim at the soft spots,” I explained. “Go for his eyes, his ears… Fuck, even his ass would be a good place to attack. Just go for anything that’s not covered in spines or leathery skin.”  
 
    “That’s as good a plan as any,” Rikuri said as she twirled her spear-sword in her hands. “I always wanted to go out with a warrior’s death, anyways.”  
 
    Thanks for the vote of confidence.  
 
    The Skudawar’s attention was now purely on Tirian, which was both good and bad. Drops of thick drool dripped from the corners of the beast’s mouth as he reached up for the dragon, though Tirian was way too fast for the fucker.  
 
    Tirian responded with a shot of flames, which caused the Skudawar to recoil but not give up the assault.  
 
    “Take us in, George,” I ordered the water dragon. “Darya? Zarya? Aim for something that looks squishy. Jonas? Hold on for dear life.”  
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice, Draco Rex.” Jonas grimaced.  
 
    George let out a determined bellow before he lurched forward and sent us charging straight at the beast. The rest of my friends followed right behind us, and my heart swelled with pride.  
 
    These were impossible odds. This creature was known for killing full-grown dragons and whole armies of mighty warriors. Yet, my friends all charged into battle against it without a second thought. All because I ordered them to.  
 
    Even if we died here on these plains, I would at least die a proud king.  
 
    Candara pulled to the front of the crowd thanks to her nimble figure and emerald wings. The Morpho woman then unfolded her fan-blade, held it behind her body, and changed her trajectory so she flew toward the Skudawar’s face.  
 
    “Be careful, Candara…” I whispered under my breath as I watched her go.  
 
    The golden-haired butterfly-woman darted upward, pulled back her blade, and then held it out in front of her as she zipped past the Skudawar’s left eye. Her attack must have been successful, too, because there was a quick spray of crimson as she passed, and the Skudawar let loose an earth-shaking roar.  
 
    “Go Candara!” Darya whooped at the sight.  
 
    The Skudawar repeatedly scratched at its eye in pain, but its attention quickly turned away from Tirian and to the new threat that was approaching. Then he shifted his body down and bared his fangs at us, ready to attack.  
 
    Too bad this was just what we wanted him to do.  
 
    Darya, Zarya, and Mira all heaved their spears at the bastard, while Ashanti and Anora let their arrows fly. All six of the attacks seemed to hit their marks, and the Skudawar yelped as his face was turned into a fucking pincushion. Two of the spears shot up his nose, while another one lodged itself directly into his tongue. The arrows stabbed into his left eye, as well, and the deadly beast was now trembling in pain.  
 
    But he still wasn’t down.  
 
    Even worse, he was now pissed off.  
 
    The Skudawar lashed out with his right paw and slammed it into Ashanti’s Mierak.  
 
    “No!” Batari cried out as we watched Ashanti, Mira, and Lezan get tossed like ragdolls.  
 
    All three of the women and their ant rolled across the dead grass for several feet before they came to a stop. Then they all laid there limp on the ground.  
 
    “Ashanti…” Rikuri whimpered. “We have to go get them, now!”  
 
    My dragonbond indicates they are still alive, George protested. At least, Mira is.  
 
    “We have to stay the course!” I argued. “We have to keep this hairy bastard away from them, or else they’re all goners.”  
 
    Rikuri opened her mouth to protest but then closed it and frowned. The Cero woman turned her attention back to the Skudawar, and her eyes narrowed as she channeled her anger toward the beast.  
 
    The Skudawar turned its body in a half-circle and then unleashed a blast of spines in our direction.  
 
    George and the two remaining Mieraks hopped back and forth like a bunch of overexcited bunnies as they dodged the needles, but we weren’t out of the woods yet.  
 
    The Skudawar was about to try and body slam us.  
 
    “Tirian?” I called out. “Another distraction would be great right about now.”  
 
    On it! Tirian responded.  
 
    The silver dragon made another pass at the oversized gorilla, and this time he focused his blast on the creature’s face. The Skudawar snarled as he took a swipe at Tirian, but the damage had been done.  
 
    “We have to take out his arms,” I commanded. “If we can immobilize him, then we’ll at least stand a chance at surviving long enough to come up with a new plan.”  
 
    “How do we do that?” Batari demanded.  
 
    “The tendons in his arms,” I explained. “Even if the rest of his flesh is leathery and tough, there will be weak points at any joints. If we go for the wrists, we could cripple the fucker and buy ourselves some more time.”  
 
    Rikuri and Batari both whistled, and their ants got into formation next to each other. Meanwhile, the twins, Jonas, and I rode George off to the left, with our sights set on the Skudawar’s wrists. 
 
    Just as the beast sat his fists back onto the ground, George dashed around the inner side. As he did so, the twins held out their seaglass daggers, and I threw out my sword. Our razor-sharp weapons slid across the Skudawar’s wrists like hot knives through butter, and we were rewarded with a sickly snap and a spray of dark blood.  
 
    The Skudawar instantly fell forward, and my crew just barely got out of the way before we were crushed by the bulk of the beast. It quickly tried to hoist itself back up onto its fists, but each time it attempted to stand up it fell back down in agony.  
 
    Now, we just needed to figure out how to kill this fucker once and for all.  
 
    Suddenly, the Skudawar went prone, but before we even had a chance to think about it, spines shot out from the monster’s back in every single direction.  
 
    Gah! Tirian cried out as he, Candara, and Nima dodged the spikes.  
 
    George and the Mieraks attempted to dodge once again, but this time it was in vain.  
 
    Uhg! George gasped as one of the spines stabbed into his foot.  
 
    The water dragon instantly tripped up and sent all four of us tumbling across the ground, and we flipped and rolled for a few seconds before we were able to stop ourselves and jump to our feet.  
 
    “Ben!” Batari gasped. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I reassured the Queen Mother. “George isn’t, though.”  
 
    I ran over to my water dragon, who was on his side and breathing labored breaths. George repeatedly gnawed at the giant spine that had punctured his front left foot, though his efforts seemed to be in vain.  
 
    Don’t worry about me, dear one, the dragon pleaded. Kill the Skudawar first, and then we can tend to our wounded.  
 
    “He shot a fucking spine all the way through your foot!” I retorted.  
 
    I’m aware, George grumbled. Don’t worry about me right now. Your people still need you.  
 
    I pursed my lips and nodded, even though I didn’t want to leave my bondmate’s side. But I knew that he was right. As dire as his wound may have been, everything was going to get worse if we didn’t finish off the Skudawar.  
 
    The gorilla monster still tried to raise himself back up to his feet and instantly crumpled in pain each time. However, it looked like he wasn’t as helpless as he appeared because as we stood there and watched, the bastard’s spines began to regrow on his back.  
 
    It was only a matter of time before he was trying to turn us into swiss cheese once more.  
 
    We had to act fast.  
 
    We’d hit the bastard in his eyes, nose, and stomach to not much avail. His joints were weak spots, as well, but none of those would deliver the killing blow we needed…  
 
    That was when it hit me. The only way we were going to kill the Skudawar was by getting inside of him. Or at least attacking his insides.  
 
    There were only two ways to get into his body, one of which I already decided was out of the question.  
 
    “Tirian?” I called to the silver dragon above us. “Could you give me a lift?”  
 
    Sure thing, Ben, Tirian announced.  
 
    The shadow of the silver dragon was over me in an instant, and I felt his clawed feet grab my arms gently and hoist me up into the air. Then the ground dropped out from below me as Tirian took to the sky.  
 
    “I want you to drop me straight at this fucker’s mouth,” I explained.  
 
    His mouth? Tirian gasped. Uh… Isn’t that just asking to become a midday snack?  
 
    “Probably,” I admitted. “But the only snack the Skudawar is getting today is some atomic hot fire sauce, minus the sauce.”  
 
    I-I don’t get the joke, Tirian sighed.  
 
    “Breathe down his throat,” I grumbled. “When he opens his mouth, I want you to breathe down his throat.”  
 
    He won’t keep it open long enough, the silver dragon warned.  
 
    “Leave that to me,” I reassured him. “I’ve got an idea.”  
 
    Tirian flew me up over the writhing beast, whose spines were now at nearly three-fourths of their full length. I wasn’t going to get a second shot at this, so I needed to make it count.  
 
    Now? Tirian asked.  
 
    “Get his attention first,” I commanded. “Nima? You want to handle that?”  
 
    “Just tell me when,” the Niralope woman agreed, and I heard her nocking an arrow on her bowstring.  
 
    My heart hammered inside my chest as I held my seaglass blade at the ready. A million things could go wrong with this plan, and each one would end in a different grisly way. But I had no other option. This was how we killed this thing, and I didn’t want to waste another second thinking about it.  
 
    “Now!” I ordered. 
 
    Tirian’s claws released me from his grip at the very same time Nima’s arrow shot down toward the Skudawar.  
 
    My entire body felt heavy as I plummeted down toward the ground, and I watched as the arrow flew straight into the Skudawar’s right eye socket.  
 
    The monster bellowed with anger as he turned his head up to Tirian and Nima, and in that moment his fate was sealed.  
 
    I twirled my sword around, pulled it back above my head, and then stabbed it into the creature’s mouth as I fell. The blade went straight through the flesh of his mandible as gravity continued to pull me downward. There was a ghastly pop as my weight pulled the Skudawar’s jaw free of its attachment, and the monster roared helplessly as I hung in place.  
 
    Most importantly, though, was the fact that his jaw could not close anymore.  
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw a flash of red as Tirian unleashed his fire down onto the Skudawar, and I could feel the white-hot heat of the flames as they rushed past me and straight into the gullet of our enemy.  
 
    The Skudawar tried to scream, but his entire respiratory system was incinerated before he had a chance. He flailed around wildly like a fish out of water, so I tightened my grip on my sword and hung on for dear life.  
 
    Even then, it was no use.  
 
    The Skudawar’s struggles began to slow as steam started to pour out from every orifice in his body. Then the monster went limp, and I held on as he fell forward into the ground.  
 
    I put my feet up against his jaw, yanked my sword free from his flesh, and leapt away just before his chin slammed into the ground. I tumbled across the ground and hopped up to my feet, and then I turned back to face the Skudawar.  
 
    His eyes were rolled back into his head, and his tongue hung out of his mouth like a dead purple snake. The Skudawar’s dislocated jaw was shoved up into the roof of his mouth, and the spines on his back had begun to fall out of their sockets.  
 
    “Is… Is it--” Rikuri whispered as she and Batari approached on their ants.  
 
    “That’s right.” I smiled at the women as I wiped the sweat from my brow. “The Skudawar is dead.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Even though we’d slain the Skudawar, the holy terror of the Cero island and public enemy number one, we didn’t have time to celebrate. The second the threat was out of the way, we all went to attend to our wounded.  
 
    Mira, Ashanti, and Lezan were all just beginning to stir when we came up to them, as was their ant.  
 
    “W-What happened?” Mira grumbled as she tried to stand.  
 
    “The last thing I remember was getting punched,” Lezan answered. “Then the world just kind of went black.”  
 
    “Are we even alive?” Ashanti rubbed her eyes. “Or did we all die and go to the underworld?”  
 
    “You’re still very much alive, my friend.” Rikuri smiled at her Cero sister. “I’m just happy you’re in one piece. Not many people can take a direct hit from the Skudawar and live to tell the tale.”  
 
    “The Skudawar!” Ashanti gasped as she pulled out her bow and an arrow. “Where is the sorry excuse for Tembori’s creation, anyways?”  
 
    “It’s dead,” Batari announced. “Praise Tembori… Draco Rex has killed the Skudawar.”  
 
    “I mean, Tirian made the final blow,” I conceded. “But it was my idea in the first place.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Rikuri laughed as she threw her arms up into the air. “We’re free, Queen Mother! After season cycle after season cycle of living in fear… The terror has been scourged from this land, and we may prosper once again!”  
 
    “A great celebration is in order when we return to the village,” Batari chuckled. “After we help Draco Rex and his crew with their task, of course.”  
 
    “And after we’ve tended to the wounded,” I reminded her as I turned to my other women. “Are you three okay?”  
 
    “I’m fine, Ben,” Mira reassured me as she thumped her golden scales. “It takes a lot more than a slight tumble to injure a dragonkin.”  
 
    “I think I’m okay, too,” Lezan noted as she patted her belly. “I’ve got a bunch of bruises all over my body, and I feel like I just got run over by a water dragon… But otherwise, I’m wonderful. I’ll have to thank Isla for this armor. It did a great job protecting me and my precious cargo.”  
 
    “Sounds like a typical day in the life of Lezan,” Nadir teased.  
 
    “Same here,” Ashanti agreed with a nod. “I feel beat up and bruised, but I should be fine. As for my Mierak? He’s been through much worse.”  
 
    That just left George, then.  
 
    I walked away from the rest of my crew and headed back over to where George had fallen. Anora and Candara were both standing around him as they bent down and tended to his wound.  
 
    “Oh, thank goodness you’re here now,” Anora sighed when she saw me. “We can’t really understand what he’s saying or feeling right now.”  
 
    These crazy women went to rip the spine out of my foot! George protested. That’s going to hurt like nothing else.  
 
    “He’s worried about how much it’ll hurt when you pull that out,” I chuckled. “He thinks it will hurt ‘like nothing else.’”  
 
    “Oh, it will,” Anora confirmed. “But we can’t leave it in. The longer it dwells within his flesh, the higher the risk of infection. If it were to get too infected, we’d have to amputate the entire foot…”  
 
    On second thought, perhaps it won’t be so bad, the blue water dragon gulped. Take it out. But could you have them do me one favor, please?  
 
    “Sure thing, George,” I promised.  
 
    Can you have them sing me their song about the ocean waves while they do it? George suggested. It always makes me feel so calm…  
 
    “He’s ready for you to pull it out,” I announced. “But only if you sing him the song about the ocean waves while you do it.”  
 
    Anora seemed puzzled by my request at first, but then she just looked at Candara and shrugged.  
 
    “Sure thing,” the yellow-eyed dragonkin agreed. “Candara? Will you hold the foot for me?”  
 
    Candara brushed her golden hair out of her eyes before she reached down and grasped George’s foot on both sides.  
 
    Then Anora began to sing softly in her native tongue. Her voice was that of an angel’s, and I was hypnotized by the beautiful lullaby.  
 
    George must have been enthralled with the song as well, because he closed his eyes, raised his snout upward, and smiled as he took it all in, but that didn’t last long.  
 
    Anora placed her hands around the end of the Skudawar spine, gave it a hard yank, and pulled it free with a small spray of blood.  
 
    George’s eyes opened wide, and the water dragon let out a deep, frustrated growl, almost as if he was trying to hold back a real scream.  
 
    “Sorry, George.” Anora tried to calm him down with a few pats on the neck. “It was for your own good.”  
 
    T-Tell her thank you for the song, George said through gritted teeth. This would have gone much worse had it not been for the song.  
 
    “He says thank you for the song,” I chuckled.  
 
    Anora patted the dragon a few more times before she returned to dressing the wound. I watched as the dragonkin healer rubbed a mixture of herbs on the bloody injury, and then she and Candara got to work wrapping it up with a fabric bandage. When all was said and done, George had a huge strip of tan fabric wrapped around his foot and halfway up his leg.  
 
    “There you go,” Anora declared. “It’s still going to take a few days to fully heal, but you should at least be able to walk.”  
 
    George gave the two women a gracious bow, and then the four of us returned to the rest of the crew.  
 
    “We were just telling the group that, if we leave now, we can reach the hilly plains in only a few Mierstrides,” Batari announced. “Even with your dragon’s injury, it shouldn’t take us long to get there.”  
 
    “I still don’t know what a ‘Mierstride’ is in regards to a unit of measurement,” I noted. “But that sounds like a plan to me. Let’s get over there and incubate this damn egg.”  
 
    With that, we set off. We all followed the Cero women as they climbed atop their ants, and soon we came to the spot they called the hilly plains.  
 
    “Well, I can see why you guys gave it that name,” Mira joked as she looked all around. “There’s literally nothing here but hills.”  
 
    “And valleys,” Rikuri laughed. “There are lots of valleys, as well.”  
 
    “We will need to take the egg to the top of one of these hills,” Batari announced. “That is where the conditions will be ideal for incubation.”  
 
    “You heard the lady.” Jonas grinned. “Let’s get up there and hatch our prized possession!”  
 
    I knew Jonas was excited to study a new type of dragon, but I’d never seen him so giddy. He was like a little boy on Christmas morning, just waiting for his parents to let him open his presents.  
 
    We slowly ascended the small hill and reached the top in a matter of no time, but when we got up there, our job became ten times easier.  
 
    “Ben, look!” Nima jumped up and down and pointed.  
 
    There, at the very center of the hill top, was a large space covered with branches and leaves. The wood had been arranged into a circle and built up a few feet above the ground, and on the inside, the structure was packed to the brim with leaves to create a makeshift mattress, like a layer of comfort and insulation for the creatures that would dwell within.  
 
    It was a nest.  
 
    “A wind dragon nest!” Jonas declared. “I never thought I’d see one of these in the flesh!”  
 
    “You know what to do, Ben.” Batari placed her hand on my shoulder and nodded to the structure.  
 
    Candara fumbled inside her satchel, produced the crystal egg from inside, and then handed it to me. I could see the shadow of something moving around inside the egg, almost as if the creature inside knew he was close to his home, so I walked over to the nest, stepped over the side, and approached the middle. I then laid it down into the dead center, covered it with one of the leaves, and climbed back out of the nest.  
 
    “There,” I said as I clapped my hands together. “Now I guess we just wait.”  
 
    “How long does it normally take for a wind dragon egg to hatch?” Candara asked the Cero women. “I thought you said we shouldn’t be out here during the night?”  
 
    “That egg is far along,” Rikuri explained. “Given the circumstances, I can almost assure you we won’t be out here come nightfall.”  
 
    I hoped she was right. This island was full of dangerous creatures who tended to come out at night, and I, for one, was tired of battling deadly creatures for the day.  
 
    As my crew and I sat around and waited, we noticed the ecosystem of the wetlands come back seemingly in real time. We saw the vulture-like birds circle over the Skudawar’s body, and then they fluttered down and began to peck at its corpse. Not long after, a herd of the striped animals we’d hunted earlier came across the hill. They made a beeline straight to the watering hole, and more animals came soon after.  
 
    It wasn’t long before we were witnessing a scene straight out of The Jungle Book.  
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Batari sniffled and wiped away a tear. “I never thought these lands would ever go back to the way they were. I thought the Skudawar was a punishment from Tembori, and that we were doomed to suffer for the rest of our lives.”  
 
    “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, Batari,” I explained, “it’s that we’re never ‘doomed’ to do anything. We make our own paths in life, whether we intend to or not.”  
 
    I wrapped my arms around Batari and pulled her into a deep embrace, and we held each other tightly as we stared out at the life returning to the wetlands. 
 
    It was only an hour or two later when we heard the sound we wanted to hear.  
 
    As we sat there admiring the scenery, there was a sound like shattering glass. I looked at Batari, who just smiled widely and nodded, and then we all quickly sprang to our feet and rushed over to the nest at the center of the hill top.  
 
    There, in the middle of the nest, sat a thin, red creature. It was about the size of a large snake, perhaps a boa constrictor or a king cobra, but it was much smaller than I’d anticipated. The creature waddled around on its stubby yellow feet, and its noodle-like whiskers twitched with curiosity as it smelled the air.  
 
    A baby wind dragon.  
 
    We were now the proud parents of a baby wind dragon.  
 
    When the dragon saw us staring, it froze in place. It must have realized we were not a threat, though, because it quickly scuttled over, climbed across the threshold of the nest, and hopped up onto Batari’s shoulder.  
 
    The Cero woman opened her mouth to protest, but I quickly shook my head to calm her down.  
 
    “Don’t scare it,” I whispered.  
 
    We watched as the wind dragon sniffed at Batari’s horn a couple of times before it licked her with its forked tongue. Then the little guy curled up around Batari’s neck like a scarf, placed its head against her shoulder, and let out a long sigh as it closed its eyes.  
 
    “I think it likes you,” Ashanti giggled.  
 
    “Yes… Yes, it does,” Batari mused.  
 
    I walked over to the beautiful Cero woman and placed my hand against the small of her back.  
 
    We looked out over the savannah, and I thought of all the new possibilities that laid ahead. Now, I had a small army of rhino-women at my side, including one who would soon bear me a child. Not to mention, we now had a freaking wind dragon on our side.  
 
    Based on my previous experiences, I could only assume Batari was pregnant with my half-Cero, half-dragonkin child. If I played my cards correctly, perhaps all the other women in the village would be pregnant within the week.  
 
    But for now, I just wanted to focus on the beauty before me.  
 
    It was only a matter of time before we wiped the orcs of the face of this world.  
 
    Soon, we would end the reign of the orcs, and the reign of the Draco Rex would begin.  
 
      
 
    End Book 9.  
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thanks for reading Monster Girl Islands 9! I’ll start working on a book 10 when this book gets 100 reviews, so please leave me a nice review here. 
 
    So here is the deal: Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book… UNLESS you follow that author on the store. Click here to go to my author page, and then click on the “FOLLOW” button on the left side. 
 
    You should also join my Facebook Fan page or follow my Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. So do it now! 
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