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    Chapter 1 
 
    I still couldn’t decide what was more beautiful: the picturesque, grassy savanna that sprawled out before us like the cover of a National Geographic magazine, or the sexy rhino-women who lounged atop their large ants.  
 
    Well… Only one of those two options was fuckable, so this gave the Cero women a notable advantage.  
 
    The Queen Mother of the Cero people, Batari, stared off at the grassy plains below with her arms folded across her chest. Her brow was furrowed with determination, though I could see a twinge of fear in her dark eyes.  
 
    She’d told us the windy plains were a dangerous place to be when night fell, particularly now that the apex predator of this land was dead. Still, the white-haired rhino-woman stood guard as if we were in danger of being attacked at any second.  
 
    Rikuri and Ashanti, on the other hand, couldn’t have been more relaxed. The two Cero warriors had their Mierak ants right up next to each other, and they both laughed wildly as they chatted each other up. I overheard them talking about the recent battle with the Skudawar, as well as a few other hunting trips that had apparently gone awry.  
 
    Meanwhile, the rest of my crew seemed to be enamored with the newest member of our team. Jonas, Darya, Zarya, Lezan, Nadir, Nima, Anora, Candara, and Mira gathered around the baby wind dragon who’d just hatched, and all of them wore smiles on their faces a mile wide.  
 
    “I can’t believe this little guy is going to grow into the monstrosity we saw back when we fought Carnog,” Mira noted as her golden eyes refused to leave the red, furry creature in front of her.  
 
    “It should happen fairly quickly, too,” Candara explained. “I don’t know much about wind dragons, but if they’re anything like the other creatures in this world, then they will get big fast. You can’t stay in a small state for too long, or else you run the risk of getting eaten by predators before you can become one yourself.”  
 
    “He will be fully grown in about one and a half season cycles,” Batari spoke up without even looking back. “Until then, he will remain deadly, but vulnerable.”  
 
    A year and a half. We could keep this little fella protected for that long. Then, once he was good and grown, he’d be the one helping to protect us.  
 
    I am still confused about his skin, our blue water dragon George observed. It isn’t rough and dry like Tirian’s and mine.  
 
    Yeah, Tirian scoffed. It actually feels kind of… soft? Are we sure our wind dragon isn’t broken?  
 
    “He’s not broken,” I chuckled. “I’m pretty sure that’s how he’s supposed to look.”  
 
    “Indeed.” Jonas nodded. “Wind dragons are unique in that they are one of the few species of dragons that don’t have scales at all. Instead, they’re covered head to toe in thick fur, which acts as a protective layer and also allows them to fly through the sky silently. In fact, it is often said wind dragons are around us all the time, they just don’t want to make their presence known.”  
 
    “So, you’re telling me there could be a wind dragon flying above us right now?” Zarya’s eyes narrowed as she looked to the sky. “Watching us and waiting for the opportunity to swoop down and devour us?”  
 
    “Maybe.” Jonas shrugged. “Though the elders always told me those creatures were more docile than fire and water dragons. They mainly just want to be left alone.”  
 
    “Sounds like Zerandrie,” Candara chuckled to herself. “Fierce, swift, and able to take off your head with one swipe… But all she wants to do is be alone.”  
 
    “Zerandrie?” I raised an eyebrow as I pictured the shy, redheaded Morpho woman. “You consider her ‘fierce?’”  
 
    “She’s so silent I often forget she’s around.” Mira shrugged.  
 
    “That’s part of the illusion,” Candara mused. “She projects herself as cute and frail and innocent, but you’ve seen her in the midst of battle. I honestly think she could take Ahwara one-on-one if it came down to it.”  
 
    “Damn.” I whistled. “That’s some pretty high praise.”  
 
    “Just don’t tell her I said that,” the golden-haired butterfly-woman added. “She gets upset when people talk about her behind her back, even if it’s only good things.”  
 
    “Huh,” Ashanti’s voice interrupted. “I don’t know this girl, but it doesn’t sound like she’d fare too well in the Cero village. We all talk about each other behind each others’ backs! It’s kind of expected around here.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Rikuri added as she brushed a lock of black hair behind her pointed ear. “You should hear the kind of things I say about Ashanti all the time.”  
 
    “It’s probably nothing compared to what I say about you.” Ashanti winked at the hornless Cero warrior.  
 
    “I have no doubt about that.” Rikuri smirked. “You know what’s crazy, though? Baratu is one of the best foul-talkers I’ve ever heard. The sort of things she says make even my jaw drop.”  
 
    “That’s not that surprising,” Ashanti mused. “She’s held up in a kitchen with only a few other women for most of the day, so she has plenty of time to work on her clever comebacks and gossiping skills in there.”  
 
    “You want to know who reaaaaallllly doesn’t know how to foul-talk?” Rikuri snickered. “Zikiu.”  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks, she doesn’t,” the Cero with the shaved head laughed. “All of her foul-talk sounds like it was created by a treeswinger and then translated through the brain of a widehorn. Still love her, though.”  
 
    “Of course,” Rikuri laughed. “How could you not? I’m sure Batari over there is just glad she’s in charge of all the logistics of our village, or else our Queen Mother would have a lot more to do. Right, Batari?”  
 
    Batari did not respond, she just continued to stare off at the wetlands below.  
 
    “Queen Mother?” Ashanti asked with a hint of worry in her voice. “Is something the matter?”  
 
    “I am just nervous for nightfall,” Batari answered without averting her eyes from the plains. “We knew what sorts of creatures came to these lands before the Skudawar, but I have no idea what will happen now that he’s gone. Already so many prey animals have returned… That’s going to bring back predators, the deadliest of which will show up at night.”  
 
    “We don’t have to stay here much longer, do we?” I asked. “The egg is hatched, so if we leave soon we should be back to the village way before nightfall.”  
 
    “We cannot leave just yet.” Batari’s ant turned so she was facing my crew. “It is unwise to move a hatchling wind dragon so soon after it has come out of its shell. His vision isn’t quite fully developed yet, and he’s going to want to stay in the comforting smells of his egg for the time being. If we tear him away from his nesting spot too soon, he will be impossible to tame.”  
 
    “I would almost guarantee that’s what happened with the wind dragon the orcs were using,” Mira pondered aloud. “Even though they were riding it like it we would our own dragons, none of them seemed to have any sort of bond with the beast.”  
 
    “It was a servant, rather than a bondmate,” the yellow-scaled healer Anora grumbled. “Those are the worst kinds of relationships.”  
 
    “Indeed.” Batari nodded her snowy head. “Anyone who would try to make these majestic creatures subservient to them belongs in the deepest pits of the underworld.”  
 
    “Trust us,” Darya said as she placed her hands on her hips. “We’re sending plenty of orcs to the underworld. Hopefully, someday, they will all end up there.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” I sighed. “How long does it normally take for a wind dragon to be comfortable enough to leave? I know we only have a limited amount of daylight left, and that’s not even taking into account the travel back to the village.”  
 
    “It’s hard to say,” the Queen Mother admitted. “Which is why I am a bit nervous at the moment. We’ll know he’s ready when he finally eats the shell, though I hope he does it sooner rather than later. Until then, we’ll just have to wait it out.”  
 
    “If it’s so dangerous to be out here at night, then why do wind dragons make their nests around these parts?” the redheaded Niralope, Nima, questioned.  
 
    “They don’t have much of a choice,” Rikuri interjected. “This is the only spot on the island that has the right climate to hatch a wind dragon’s egg. Also, they don’t have to be as worried about predators as we do.”  
 
    “Why’s that?” Nima quirked her head to the side like a curious child.  
 
    “Because we’re way, waaaaaay smaller than an adult wind dragon,” the hornless rhino-woman laughed. “Even the most daring and deadly predator on the island wouldn’t be foolish enough to try and attack one. Other than the Skudawar, of course…”  
 
    “Honestly, we should stop even mentioning his name,” Batari said as her ant turned back to the savanna. “The monster who has terrorized our way of life for countless season cycles is now dead and gone. His memory is best left where it belongs, as a fleeting vision in our nightmares or a story we tell future generations of our children to teach them our past.”  
 
    “Future generations?” Ashanti gasped. “Does that mean the fertility hut worked?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Batari admitted. “None of us have ever had the chance to get pregnant before, so I don’t even know what signs to look for.”  
 
    “You wouldn’t have any yet,” Anora explained. “Unless your species’ timeline is much shorter than ours, you won’t see the first signs of pregnancy for a few weeks at least.”  
 
    “Swollen breasts… Sickness when you wake up… A slight bulge in your belly…” Lezan noted as she patted her own stomach. “It kind of hits you all at once.”  
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” the Queen Mother sighed. “We’re not even sure if my womb accepted Draco Rex’s seed or not.”  
 
    “Trust me, it did,” Mira chuckled. “Our king’s seed is the strongest we’ve ever seen before. He often gets women pregnant the very first time he mates with them, so I would almost guarantee you are currently carrying his child.”  
 
    “That would be marvelous.” Batari smiled for the first time in nearly an hour. “The first natural-born Cero child in the history of our people…”  
 
    “And hopefully the start of many,” I chuckled. 
 
    Ashanti and Rikuri gave each other an amused look, though I could tell by the way their lips curled upward that they were seriously thinking about making a baby with me, too.  
 
    “We won’t be able to have any more if we’re all dead.” Batari suddenly snapped out of her brief navel gazing. “Which is why I hope the wind dragon eats his shell at a reasonable time.”  
 
    “Well, since we’ll have to wait anyway,” Nima interjected. “The little guy is going to need a name.”  
 
    The infant wind dragon let out a grunt as his ears perked up, and he looked at Nima curiously. He then cautiously strode over to the Niralope woman and sniffed her leg like a dog.  
 
    “It’s alright…” Candara whispered as she took a step toward the wind dragon.  
 
    The Morpho woman bent down, outstretched her hand, and then inched it over to the wind dragon’s head. Eventually, she placed her hand against the top of his noggin and then began to pat him like you would a kitten.  
 
    The little red guy’s body went tense, and he let out a frustrated chirp. However, it only took a few seconds for him to realize Candara wasn’t a threat, and the wind dragon seemed to turn to jelly at her touch. He let out another soft chirp as he pushed his head up harder into Candara’s hand and then happily plopped down onto the ground.  
 
    Candara responded by giving him scratches all the way down his head and neck, and the little guy began to unleash the sound we’d all grown so familiar with.  
 
    A dragon hum.  
 
    Yeah… This thing was tame for sure.  
 
    Now, all we needed to do was give him time to decide it was safe to leave his nest.  
 
    “What about ‘Crimson Killer?’” the raven-haired Coonag leader Nadir offered. “He’s a dark red color, and he’s going to be the terror of the skies once he’s fully grown.”  
 
    The wind dragon suddenly stopped rolling around and hopped back to his stubby feet. He then stared straight at Nadir, narrowed his eyes, and pulled his noodle-like whiskers back against the side of his head. Then, after a long moment, he stuck his tongue out at the woman.  
 
    “I think that means he doesn’t like it.” I nearly doubled over with laughter.  
 
    “I guess so,” Nadir grumbled and crossed her arms under her ample breasts.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Nadir,” Lezan cackled. “I thought it was a good name, even if he didn’t.”  
 
    “What about ‘Arhrun?’” Zarya suggested. “He was one of the great warriors of our people before the orcs came around.”  
 
    The wind dragon looked over at Zarya, locked eyes with her, but didn’t make another sound or move. Instead, he just stared at her intensely.  
 
    “I can’t tell if he likes it or not, sister,” Darya whispered into her twin’s ear.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s the right name, either.” Candara shook her head. “It is a name that’s kind of historic to your own people, and the wind dragon has no connection to your people.”  
 
    “What would you name him, then?” Zarya questioned. “It’s not like he has a connection to your people, either…”  
 
    “Swaer.” Batari’s voice cut through us like a knife. “I have always been fond of the name ‘Swaer.’ It means ‘wind’ in our native tongue.”  
 
    The wind dragon’s attention turned completely to Batari, and the little guy cocked his head to the side as he let out a curious chirp. In an instant, he scuttled over toward the Cero woman with his strange, waddling gait, and then he hopped up onto the Mierak’s head, scuttled across its body, and climbed up onto Batari’s neck. He curled himself around the back of the Queen Mother’s nape like a scarf and nuzzled his head against her chin, and then he let out a long sigh.  
 
    “I think we’ve found a winner,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Do you like that name?” Batari asked the dragon around her neck. “Do you like being called ‘Swaer?’”  
 
    The wind dragon chirped in response, and the question was settled.  
 
    Welcome to the crew, Swaer.  
 
    We all sat there patiently as the wind dragon cuddled around Batari’s neck, but the crew soon grew restless.  
 
    “Do you think we need to put him back onto the egg?” Mira suggested. “That might get him to eat it quicker.”  
 
    “I don’t think that would do much good.” Batari shook her head. “What we need to do is to get him stimulated so he can further his bond with us. We basically have to show him we are his people, and that we will take care of him like his mother would.”  
 
    “And that will work?” Candara questioned.  
 
    “Maybe.” Batari shrugged. “Though it might not. Either way, we need to do anything possible to speed up the process.”  
 
    “What do you suggest, then?” I asked. “Should we just like, keep petting him and telling him he’s a good boy?”  
 
    Batari’s eyebrow raised slightly, but she just shook her head and chuckled. She then patted Swaer on his dog-like head and laughed as his whiskers began to flicker back and forth like two windshield wipers.  
 
    Slowly, the infant’s eyes fluttered open, and he looked around groggily as he smacked his lips and repeatedly blinked his eyes. Then he grunted like a pig for a second before Batari plucked him from her neck.  
 
    “Alright, Swaer,” Batari explained. “We’re going to do a little exercise with you, okay?”  
 
    Swaer looked at the rhino-woman like she was crazy, though he nodded his head in agreement. The dragon then scuttled down off Batari and her giant ant, ran over to where we were all standing, and began to hop back and forth on his stubby feet.  
 
    “What did you have in mind?” Jonas questioned as we all watched Batari dismount.  
 
    “The dragon seems to have taken a liking to me,” the Queen Mother said as she drew her sword-spear. “I want one of your dragons to attack me. Hold nothing back.”  
 
    “What?” I gasped. “A-Are you sure about that? Tirian’s breath alone would turn you into a pile of ashes.”  
 
    “I don’t think it will,” Batari reiterated. “But if you’re worried, then have the other one attack me.”  
 
    I have a name, you know, George huffed telepathically.  
 
    “Look, Batari…” I sighed. “I know you’re a really powerful warrior. But there’s no way in hell you can survive a one-on-one fight with George.”  
 
    “Just have him attack me,” the Cero woman huffed. “Trust me on this. I will be fine.”  
 
    George and I exchanged a concerned glance. I shrugged my shoulders to indicate he should proceed, though he had a frown and suspicious eyes as he stepped forward toward Batari. The blue-scaled water dragon got into position so he was standing about twenty feet away from the rhino-woman, with nothing but empty space in between.  
 
    What does she want me to do? George questioned. Should I blast her with water or charge her or…  
 
    “He wants to know what you want him to do,” I translated to Batari.  
 
    “Whatever he wants,” the Cero woman noted. “Just attack me with everything you’ve got.”  
 
    George let out a frustrated chuff, and then he got to work. The blue water dragon sucked in his breath, held it in for what felt like a full minute, and then unleashed a giant blast of salt water straight toward Batari.  
 
    However, it never got there.  
 
    Swaer’s eyes went wide when he saw the attack coming, and he sprang into action. The little wind dragon jumped up into the sky, slithered through it like a snake in the grass, and positioned himself right in front of the geyser of water. He then inhaled deeply and unleashed a powerful gust of wind from deep inside his body.  
 
    The wind slammed into George’s water beam head-on and instantly stopped it in its tracks, and we all watched in awe as the front end of the water geyser fanned off in all directions without rhyme or reason. Then there was an audible gasp from our crowd as the water began to get pushed backward.  
 
    What? George gasped via our dragonbond.  
 
    The blue water dragon narrowed his eyes, slammed his front two feet into the ground, and increased the force of his blast. This time, the water blast pushed forward a few inches, but was then forced back just as quickly. Try as he might, George was fighting against the inevitable.  
 
    We all stood there with stunned expressions as George’s water beam grew smaller and smaller, until the gusts of wind made it disappear completely. Once that happened, it was just a matter of how long George could hold his ground.  
 
    The water dragon’s eyes went wide as he dug his feet into the ground and tensed up. His ears were forced back against his head by the windy gust, and his lips began to part from its force. I tried not to laugh as George’s lips and cheeks flapped in the wind like a dog with his head out the car window, but soon the wind became too much for him.  
 
    George let out a frustrated chuff as his body was blown backward and tumbled across the landscape like it was a ragdoll. He rolled to a stop about fifty feet back from where he started, slowly pulled himself to his feet, and shook his head as he tried to reorient himself.  
 
    Swaer halted his attack, landed on the ground in front of Batari, and let out an adorable little snarl. His whiskers pulled back against his head as he bared his tiny, sharp teeth, and scowled at George. He may have been just a little creature, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to let anyone hurt his new friend.  
 
    “Tirian?” Batari looked over at Tirian. “Do you want to try?”  
 
    Uh… Sure? Tirian gulped. I, uh… I just don’t want to hurt you…  
 
    “He’s afraid he’ll hurt you,” I explained to the Cero woman.  
 
    “Please,” Batari scoffed. “Did you see what just happened? You won’t. Come at me from the sky, and rain your fiery breath down on our position.”  
 
    That seems like a very bad idea. Tirian shook his head.  
 
    “Trust her, Tirian,” I reassured the fire dragon. “If she thinks she’ll be okay, she’ll probably be okay.”  
 
    If you say so… the silver dragon mused. But I take no responsibility if things go wrong, okay?  
 
    “Of course.” I smiled.  
 
    Tirian beat his wings and lifted himself up into the sky. Once he was up there, he circled Batari and Swaer, and all the while the little wind dragon stared up at him like a pissed off chihuahua. Then Tirian halted in place and sucked in air, and a soft orange and red glow appeared inside of his mouth. After a tense, silent moment, the silver dragon unleashed a blast of white-hot flames, straight down on Batari’s position.  
 
    Swaer wasn’t having any of that.  
 
    The tiny wind dragon ran in a circle as if he were winding himself up before he crouched down, pulled his whiskers back against his face, and inhaled deeply. Then the furry red dragon let out a soft, squeaky roar as he summoned up his air powers and unleashed a massive gust of wind.  
 
    This time, however, he wasn’t trying to push back against Tirian’s attack. Instead, Swaer sent out his gusts of air in short, quick pulses that went out in all directions. The grass of the hills was flattened as the tempests pushed over them, and eventually I realized what Swaer was doing.  
 
    He was creating a shield of wind, right around Batari and himself.  
 
    Tirian’s fire smashed into the windy shield and instantly wrapped around it like a fiery blanket. The grass around Batari and the wind dragon were set ablaze, though there was an obvious air pocket around their position that kept them safe. Tirian held his attack for another few seconds before he released and took a deep breath.  
 
    When all was said and done, Batari and Swaer stood there, completely unscathed in an equally unburnt patch of grass.  
 
    Wow, Tirian muttered. How did something so small hold back my attack?  
 
    “It’s okay to be surprised, Tirian,” I called up to the dragon. “I don’t think anybody expected that.”  
 
    “I did.” Jonas shrugged. “Wind dragons are the mightiest dragon I am aware of. You saw how easily that full-grown beast fought off eight fire-breathers.”  
 
    As if to add insult to injury, Swaer scuttled back up onto Batari’s neck, looked up at Tirian, and stuck out his tongue.  
 
    Now he’s just bragging, Tirian grumbled as he fluttered back down to the ground.  
 
    “You know,” Batari noted as she scratched Swaer under his chin. “I’m starting to fall in love with this little guy.”  
 
    “He seems to like you, too,” I chuckled. “Hopefully, he’ll adopt you as his mother, and then he’ll eat his egg, and we can get out of here.”  
 
    We spent the next hour or so testing out the wind dragon’s abilities, but we started off small, with a few simple tasks. We had Swaer push a small boulder with his breath and, when he showed he could do that with ease, we had him try and push over one of the Mieraks.  
 
    That was also nothing for the little guy.  
 
    We kept at it until finally, Swaer wandered back over to his next.  
 
    “That’s right…” Candara prompted. “That’s where your egg is…”  
 
    Swaer climbed up into the nest, slithered over to the remnants of his egg shell, and sniffed it curiously. Then he opened his mouth wide, bit into the first piece, and devoured it into crumbs.  
 
    “Uh, guys?” Ashanti gulped. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but… It’s getting dark.”  
 
    “What?” Batari gasped and turned back to the horizon. “Impossible. We’ve only been out here for a few hours.”  
 
    I looked back and, sure enough, there was a blanket of dark clouds approaching from the west.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks…” Rikuri growled. “It’s a stormfront.”  
 
    “Why is that so bad?” Nima questioned. “I thought we were safe until nightfall?”  
 
    “We’re safe until it gets dark,” Batari corrected the Niralope. “But we need to leave the second he’s finished with his egg.”  
 
    “Are you sure about that?” Ashanti questioned. “Do we really want to be down in the valley when it gets dark?”  
 
    “We don’t have another option,” the white-haired Cero leader retorted. “If we stay up here, we will become an obvious target.”  
 
    “An obvious target for what, exactly?” Mira asked.  
 
    As if in response, a grunting noise suddenly echoed across the wetlands below, and the Cero women froze in their places for a brief moment before they exchanged glances of fear.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked as my hand drifted to my sword.  
 
    Batari looked back at me with widened eyes. “Rhagrahis. One of the most vicious animals on the island.”  
 
    “Two of them, from the sounds of it,” Rikuri added as she drew her spear-sword. “How’s Swaer doing with that egg?”  
 
    “He’s only about halfway done,” Candara noted with a twinge of panic.  
 
    “Then it looks like we’re gonna have to stand our ground until he finishes,” I announced.  
 
    I pulled my seaglass sword from its sheath, held it tightly in my hands, and prepared for the onslaught.  
 
    I didn’t know what these creatures were, exactly. But if they were anything like the other monsters on this island, I knew they wouldn’t go down easily. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “What exactly are we dealing with here, Batari?” I asked the Queen Mother as I wandered up beside her and looked out at the incoming darkness.  
 
    “Rhagrahis,” Rikuri answered for her leader. “They can see in the dark, though they’re much more aggressive than most of the predators around here. They won’t stalk up on you or try to hide whatsoever… When a rhagarhi sees you, it’ll charge straight at you.”  
 
    “And with its muscular jaws,” Ashanti warned, “you better kill it before it can get to you. I’ve watched those things break through a dragon’s hide with nothing but its tusks.”  
 
    “If they’re so powerful, how do we kill them?” Mira asked.  
 
    “Their own hide is thick, but not impenetrable,” Batari explained. “But they’re fast, and they hit hard. One wrong move, and your head will be smashed like a ripe hariberry before you even have a chance to react.”  
 
    “Just what we need,” I grumbled to myself. “Swift, fast predators that can hit hard enough to take us out with one blow.”  
 
    “We’ll just have to hit them harder, then,” Nadir snickered as she twirled her stone axe in her hand.  
 
    “Most of us have long-range weapons, right?” Nima asked. “Can’t we just shoot them with an arrow or have the dragons blast them?”  
 
    “Good luck actually hitting them,” Ashanti grumbled. “I’ve never once been able to get an arrow into one.”  
 
    “Then how the hell do you kill these things?” I frowned.  
 
    “You pray to Tembori for good luck,” Batari said in a solemn tone. “And then you try to get in a killing blow on them before they land one on you.”  
 
    “That sounds like a terrible strategy,” Anora groaned as she strung her bow.  
 
    The yellow-eyed dragonkin woman looked beyond nervous. She may have been trained in the art of archery along with so many others of her kin, but the poor thing was just a healer. She wasn’t a warrior or deadly creature like any of the other members of our crew, so she wasn’t quite as accustomed to killing like we were. Still, her brow furrowed with determination as she readied her weapon.  
 
    “It is the only one we have, unfortunately,” Batari repeated. “We must protect Swaer at all costs, either way.”  
 
    “Everyone make a circle around the nest,” I commanded. “Tirian? I want you to be our eyes and ears in the sky. Try to fry those fuckers before they can reach us.”  
 
    I’ll turn them into dragon food! Tirian proclaimed before he took to the sky.  
 
    “I enjoy your enthusiastic attitude, Draco Rex,” Batari sighed. “But the rhagarhis will almost certainly make it past your dragon. We need to be ready to fight them head-on.”  
 
    “We’ll do like they did in medieval times,” I explained. “Anora, Ashanti, and Nima can unload wave after wave of arrows at them, and then we’ll charge them when they’re disoriented.”  
 
    “Charging a rhagarhi?” Rikuri gasped. “You’re crazier than I thought, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “What about Swaer?” Mira questioned. “If we all go for the charge, he’ll be left defenseless.”  
 
    “That’s where George and the Mieraks come in,” I explained. “They’ll stand back and stay on guard while Swaer finishes his egg. Meanwhile, we’ll try to take out these strong-jawed bastards.”  
 
    “Ben…” the Queen Mother trailed off. “Our Mieraks are certainly fierce, but they are nowhere near capable of fending off a rhagarhi on their own.”  
 
    “They won’t be on their own,” I reiterated. “They’ll have George on their side. Candara can hang back, too, since she’s our zoology expert. Though, if it comes to the point where they are our last line of defense, we’re already royally fucked.”  
 
    The darkness continued to spread across the wetlands in a slow-crawling shroud, and the sky began to light up with the occasional bolt of lightning. I could see the rain from afar as it poured down on the savanna, though I wasn’t sure if that was going to give us an advantage or a disadvantage.  
 
    As the shroud came closer, so did the sounds of the rhagarhis. Their grunts and snorts were as loud as a train horn as they passed through the crowd of animals at the water holes. We still couldn’t see their figures in the darkness, but it was very easy to tell where they were.  
 
    Animals squealed with a sickly squelch as they were pulled down beneath the surface of their herd, and then they were silenced almost instantly. As their herdmates were taken down, the rest of the animals in the immediate vicinity began to panic and scramble to get away from the deadly jaws of their attackers.  
 
    Come on… All the herds had to do was part enough for Tirian to take the shot, and then it’d all be over.  
 
    However, the rhagarhis were quick. Just as soon as the herd around them had dissipated, they were both gone and on to their next unsuspecting victim.  
 
    “Maybe they won’t be hungry by the time they reach us?” Nima suggested.  
 
    “Not possible.” Ashanti shook her head feverously. “They’re always hungry.”  
 
    My crew and I quickly ran back and circled around Swaer and his nest, and the Cero women dismounted their ants and then ordered them to protect the wind dragon. Meanwhile, George and Candara joined the Mieraks to form a protective circle right around the little guy.  
 
    The rest of us formed a circle about ten twenty feet out from the nest, each of us with our weapons drawn and ready to attack. We then watched with our hearts in our throats as the rhagarhis tore through a bunch of the prey animals down in the valley and drew closer and closer to us. 
 
    Soon, the pair of beasts were at the foot of the hill, and I was able to see them in all their glory. They both had a strange, dark purple hide that was smooth and glistened like it was in a permanent state of slickness, and the rhagarhis’ heads were nearly twice as wide as their bodies, with thick square jaws that hung out nearly six inches beyond their upper lips. Two massive, tusk-like teeth jutted up from their underbites and came all the way up so they were equal with the creatures’ eyes. The rhagarhis didn’t seem to have ears whatsoever, only two oval nostrils and big, round eyes that could only be seen as reflections in the dying sunlight. The creatures’ bodies were somehow lanky and muscular at the same time, with disproportionately long legs compared to their tubular-shaped body.  
 
    These things reminded me a bit of hippos, if said hippos had become addicted to P90X.  
 
    Instantly, both of the creatures raised their snouts into the air and began to sniff around. The rain had now begun, and the rhagarhis’ darkened figures seemed to blend in with the grass and the mist effortlessly.  
 
    That was probably why they were such efficient predators. They didn’t have to stalk or sneak up on their prey, because they could just hide perfectly well in plain sight.  
 
    “Tirian?” I asked the silver dragon via the dragonbond. “You got a clear shot on them?”  
 
    It’s hard to see them in the rain, Tirian admitted. But I’m going to make a move.  
 
    A warm orange glow radiated down from the sky above as Tirian called forth his fire breath. Then the silver dragon unleashed a sizzling blast of fire down onto the beasts below, and the beam of flames struck right onto the rhagarhis’ position.  
 
    Or at least, the position where they had once stood.  
 
    Because an instant before the flames touched down, the two smooth-skinned beasts shot off in opposite directions and then bounded up the hill at full speed.  
 
    The bastards were trying to flank us.  
 
    “Tirian?” I asked our aerial combatant.  
 
    They’re fast! Tirian growled. Let me try again.  
 
    The dragon was right… As I watched the rhagarhis come at us with the speed of a cheetah, I realized just how fast their muscular little legs could carry them. Both of the bastards gained on us in no time flat, and I knew it wasn’t going to be long before they had my crew in their sights.  
 
    Tirian unloaded another blast of flames down onto the rhagarhis, but the hippo-like animals simply zigzagged out of the path of the attack and continued their charge nonchalantly.  
 
    “Damn it,” I growled. “Whatever happens, try to hold this line!”  
 
    “Easier said than done,” Rikuri grumbled as she took a fighting stance. “Especially since we’re not mounted.”  
 
    “I’ve seen you fight without a mount,” I reminded her. “You’re still pretty damn good without the Mierak.”  
 
    “You beat me, though,” the hornless Cero woman reminded me. “I’m not as good of a fighter without my mount.”  
 
    “We’re about to find out either way,” Zarya noted as we all watched the rhagarhis approach.  
 
    The creature on our side came over the hill first. He let out a guttural grunt as he charged us and opened his mouth wide, and we saw the insides in all their glory.  
 
    The rhagarhi’s jaws opened so wide that the lower half was nearly dragging on the ground, and the creature’s upper lip was raised above its entire body. Inside its mouth was bright purple flesh and white-spotted gums lined with smaller versions of its protruding tusks.  
 
    The thing’s mouth was so wide open I could even see its freaking uvula dangling at the back of its throat.  
 
    “This should be easy,” Zarya proclaimed as she hauled back her spear. “He’s giving me a wide-open shot!”  
 
    The golden-scaled twin let out a yell of determination as she took two steps forward and heaved her spear as hard as she could straight at the rhagarhi’s mouth, and the weapon shot forward like a javelin as the monster’s muscular frame continued to power forward.  
 
    Suddenly, the rhagarhi’s mouth snapped shut, and there was the sound of splintering wood as Zarya’s spear was broken at the hilt. The monster spat out the spearhead into the grass as if it were a sunflower seed, but it didn’t slow its stride whatsoever.  
 
    Zarya was now unarmed, but there was a silver lining to the whole situation… The beast’s mouth was closed, so we had at least temporary relief from his deadly jaws.  
 
    The rhagarhi began to open his mouth once more, but we were already on it. Rikuri and I both leapt in opposite directions as the beast zipped past us like a bolt of lightning, and as we moved, both of us held out our weapons horizontally and thrust them right into the path of the rhagarhi.  
 
    There was a dull thud as my blade landed and then instantly bounced back like it’d been struck by a race car, so I tightened my grip and spun into the momentum as I tried to reorient myself.  
 
    Though the beast hadn’t made any sort of noise, I did notice there were a few drops of blood at my feet. The attack must have done some damage, even if it wasn’t a lot.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as I watched the rhagarhi run toward the second line of defense. George stood between the rhagarhi and Swaer, and the look on the water dragon’s face told me he would die before he let anything through.  
 
    George stomped his feet into the ground and unleashed a loud snarl to deter the rhagarhi, but the monster continued on its path. So, George did what he did best… The water dragon hissed as he unleashed a blast of briny water at the incoming attacker.  
 
    George’s assault must have taken him by surprise, because the rhagarhi didn’t have enough time to move out of the way before he was struck by the blast. The rhagarhi let out a grunt of anger as he was knocked off to the side and rolled across the grassy ground, but before he could even come to a stop, Nadir and Lezan made their move.  
 
    “Ayeayeayeayeaye!” both of the Coonag women cried out as they ran toward the beast with their axes at the ready.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Batari hissed. “Hold the line!”  
 
    “We can end this right here and now, so why don’t we?” Lezan cackled.  
 
    Both of the raccoon-women sprang up into the air, raised their axes above their heads, and prepared to strike the fallen rhagarhi. Lezan’s axe came down with a sharp crack, and the creature beneath her writhed in agony as it squirmed and cried out from its new injury.  
 
    Nadir’s axe came down just a half second afterward, but the rhagarhi was already prepared. It whipped its head around, bit into the head of the axe, and held on tightly. It then threw its head to the side as hard as it could, with Nadir and her weapon still attached.  
 
    The Coonag woman slammed into the ground hard and grunted angrily upon impact, but she didn’t let go of her axe, so the creature slammed her down once more.  
 
    Lezan tried to strike once again, but the creature suddenly rolled over onto its feet and sent her tumbling to the ground. Then the rhagarhi took off at full speed, with Nadir dragging underneath its body.  
 
    “Son of a bitch…” I growled. 
 
    “What’s she doing?” Rikuri demanded. “Why isn’t she letting go?” 
 
    “Have you met Nadir?” Mira scoffed. “She’d rather be trampled by a water dragon than give up her beloved axe.”  
 
    “We should go after her,” Zarya said. “Those of us with a weapon, of course.”  
 
    “But we have to hold the line!” Rikuri repeated.  
 
    “We don’t have to if we kill the rhagarhis before they even get to the line,” Mira retorted. “I’m going to save Nadir. Anyone with me?”  
 
    Just then, there was a commotion behind us, and I turned around just as the second beast launched his assault. It was difficult to see what was going on at the other side of the nest, but I could hear the frustrated cries of my crewmates as well as the angry snorts of the rhagarhi. Then I heard one of the Mieraks screech like a banshee, and the lanky figure of the rhagarhi went flying into the air.  
 
    “Tirian!” I commanded the silver dragon flying above. “Light him up!”  
 
    Without a second’s hesitation, Tirian whipped back his head and unloaded a blast of white-hot flames onto the rhagarhi’s flailing body. The monster squealed and screamed as its body was overtaken by the incendiary attack, but the sounds lasted way longer than they should have.  
 
    What the hell? The monster should have gone up in flames after two seconds of being exposed to the thousand-degree fire, yet it was still there.  
 
    It’s not dying, Tirian gasped. Why isn’t it dying?  
 
    We watched as the second rhagarhi slammed into the ground, bounced like a deflated kickball, and then sprang back to its feet. Now that it was out of the path of Tirian’s attack, we could see just how much damage the flames had done to him.  
 
    Even though the rhagarhi was still alive and well, he looked much worse for wear. There were patches of singed flesh all over his body, to the point where he looked like he was covered in overcooked bacon. His tusk-like teeth were now charred black, too, though the rest of his external organs appeared to be in place.  
 
    The rhagarhi grunted before it charged straight at us with its teeth bared.  
 
    Meanwhile, Nadir was still being dragged by the other creature with Lezan hot on their trail.  
 
    “I’ll help the Coonag,” Mira announced. “Zarya, come with me.”  
 
    “Everybody else focus your attention on this char-broiled bastard,” I ordered the rest of my crew.  
 
    Mira and Zarya took off in the direction of the second beast, but the burnt bastard didn’t even seem to notice.  
 
    The burnt rhagarhi was gaining on us quickly, so we only had a split second to decide what we needed to do, and as per usual, the idea I came up with was borderline insane.  
 
    I twirled my sword around in my hand and ran toward the back of the group. Then I crouched down and stared the creature down as it approached.  
 
    “Uh, Ben?” Batari questioned with a twinge of fear in her voice. “What are you doing, exactly?”  
 
    “Everybody funnel that thing straight toward me,” I commanded. “When it gets close, make sure you keep it on track.”  
 
    “Are you crazy?” Rikuri growled.  
 
    “That’s what some people would tell you.” I shrugged. “Just do it.”  
 
    “Hold your ground till the last second…” Batari commanded the troops.  
 
    Once the monster was only a few feet away from our position, my crewmates leapt off to both sides and lashed out with their weapons. The beast let out a grunt of pain as their blades slashed into his burnt skin, and he increased his pace. Then he opened his jaws wide as he pushed through the assault, and I could smell the rancidness of his breath from even this far away.  
 
    My heart screamed at me to run away, but my head told me to hold my ground.  
 
    I was only going to get one shot at this, particularly if it ended up not working.  
 
    At the very last second, I ran forward, fell to the ground, and let my momentum carry me underneath the rhagarhi. I held up the shiny crystal blade of my sword as I moved and stabbed it up into the underside of the rhagarhi. My momentum carried me a few feet underneath, but the momentum of the charging monster did the rest of the work for me.  
 
    There was a sickening wet sound as my blade sliced through the creature’s flesh like scissors through leather, and the rhagarhi roared as my weapon tore through his skin. Warm, sticky blood splashed out of the monster and covered my body like a canvas. I heard the sound of the rhagarhi’s organs plop onto the ground behind me, and then I turned around just in time to watch the creature’s final breaths.  
 
    The rhagarhi’s legs carried it a few more steps before it even realized what had happened. There was a trail of viscera and gore behind him, and the poor thing’s intestines flapped behind him as he ran like a seatbelt that’d been caught in a car door. Finally, the monster stopped, turned around slowly, and noticed his insides were now on his outside. He unleashed a pathetic groan as he began to wobble on his feet, but the adrenaline in his body must have given him one final wind. The monster’s brow furrowed as he took off toward me once again, but the thing didn’t even make it five steps before he crumpled over onto the ground. Then the rhagarhi’s eyes rolled back in his head, and his oversized tongue flopped out of his mouth as his body twitched.  
 
    He was dead.  
 
    “I-I’ve never seen anyone kill a rhagarhi like that before,” Ashanti declared as she and the rest of my crewmates approached.  
 
    “There’s a first time for everything,” I huffed out a laugh. “We’ve still got one more to kill, though. And it’s currently got Nadir in its grasp.”  
 
    The angry rhagarhi was still on the warpath, but he was now more worried about the insane raccoon-woman who refused to let go of the battle axe in his mouth. We watched as Nadir kicked, scratched, and even headbutted the rhagarhi’s underside, but the beast refused to release her weapon. At this point, it was a battle that would be decided by who was the least stubborn and decided to let go of the weapon first.  
 
    And if this creature thought it could out-stubborn Nadir, it was in for a rude awakening.  
 
    Lezan was about ten paces behind the creature as it ran, but she was still ready to make her move. The multi-color-haired Coonag woman hauled her mighty axe back behind her head, stopped abruptly, and then heaved it forward in a two-handed throw.  
 
    The stone weapon spun end-over-end through the air for a few feet before it slammed into the back of the rhagarhi with a dull thud, and Lezan must have gotten enough strength behind her throw because the axe lodged itself firmly in the rounded rear of the rhagarhi.  
 
    The monster grunted furiously but still refused to release Nadir from its grip.  
 
    Mira and Zarya were both charging down the hill toward the scene, and Mira had her spear above her head like a javelin. The golden-scaled warrior heaved the weapon at the rhagarhi, and it stabbed into its hind end with ease.  
 
    “What the hell?” I growled. “These things can take a full-on blast from a fire breathing dragon, but our weapons can pierce their skin?”  
 
    “The rhagarhi have adapted for the warm climate of our island,” Batari explained. “Their hide is resistant to heat, so maybe that’s why the fire didn’t hurt them as much as we’d hoped?”  
 
    “Either way, we need to get him to let go of Nadir,” I grumbled. “I know she really wants her axe back, but there’s only so much abuse her body can handle.”  
 
    I have a clear shot at the beast, Tirian observed. But I would risk hitting Nadir in the process.  
 
    “Then just hold off,” I ordered the silver dragon. “Hang back with Candara and George and the ants, and let us handle the lanky hippo.”  
 
    “What if we just hit it with everything we had?” Nima suggested. “Maybe if we all shot it with arrows and threw our spears and daggers into its body, it would get overwhelmed and die?”  
 
    “Maybe,” I explained. “But we’d still run the risk of hitting Nadir.” 
 
    “Damn it, Nadir…” Rikuri growled. “Don’t make me do something stupid on account of your stubborn ass.”  
 
    “What are you thinking, Rikuri?” Batari asked the hornless rhino-woman.  
 
    “Remember that maneuver Ashanti and I used to do?” Rikuri reminisced. “The one where we practiced dropping down from a cloudbrush branch onto the Mieraks?”  
 
    “Go on…” Ashanti’s eyes lit up as a grin spread across her face.  
 
    “We use the dragon to do that to the rhagarhi,” Rikuri announced. “We drop down onto its back, mount it, and then plunge our spears into its spine.”  
 
    “I like that idea,” Ashanti practically cooed.  
 
    It was a crazy idea, but it was just the right amount of crazy for me.  
 
    “Tirian!” I called up to the dragon above us. “Take these Cero women for a ride!”  
 
    Instantly, Tirian swooped down to the ground and landed in the grass, and then he bowed his head. Rikuri and Ashanti both hopped up onto the dragon, positioned their feet so they were steady on their mount, leaned forward, and grabbed onto his scales.  
 
    “Will he be able to follow my commands?” Rikuri asked.  
 
    What kinda gargamor doo-doo is this? Tirian scoffed. Of course, I can understand her commands.  
 
    “He’ll listen to whatever you ask him to do,” I explained. “Right, Tirian?”  
 
    The silver dragon chuffed and nodded his head, and Rikuri patted him a few times on the neck. Then Tirian pushed off the ground, beat his wings, and took to the sky with the two Cero women still on his back. 
 
    “Do you really think that’s going to work?” Darya asked.  
 
    “It’s the closest thing to a plan we have right now,” I grumbled. “I think it should--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, my heart dropped into my knees because the remaining rhagarhi took a sharp right turn and began to flee away from the hill.  
 
    Straight toward the large herds of animals at the watering holes.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks,” Batari huffed. “We’re going to lose them in the herd!”  
 
    “The hell we are,” I growled. “We need to get down there and shoo the animals away.”  
 
    “How are we going to do that?” Darya scoffed. “The literal fire-breathing dragon doesn’t seem to be phasing them, and neither is the killer beast that can snap their spines in half with its raw strength.”  
 
    “The Skudawar scared them away before,” I explained. “Maybe we can use George to scare them away again?”  
 
    “George looks nothing like the Skudawar,” Jonas argued. “He doesn’t have the right body shape, nor the correct features… I don’t even think he can make the right sounds.”  
 
    “It’s dark out,” I explained. “I don’t think that’ll matter. These creatures will see something big and scary charging at them, and they’ll high-tail it the other way.”  
 
    “I hope you’re right…” Jonas trailed off. “Because if not, Nadir could be battered to death. Or trampled. Or have every bone in her body broken. Or--”  
 
    “I get it, Jonas,” I sighed, and then I whistled to my bondmate. “George! I need you over here, buddy.”  
 
    What about Swaer? George asked.  
 
    “The danger is on the run,” I explained telepathically. “It should be safe for you to leave Swaer for now, especially since the Mieraks and Candara are still there with him. Now, get over here, and we can finish this and hopefully go home.”  
 
    George didn’t respond, and for a moment I wondered if the water dragon had decided to be defiant. However, I soon heard his thunderous footfalls behind me, and I turned just in time to see a slow blur of blue headed my direction.  
 
    Without missing a beat, I held out my hand, grabbed onto George’s neck as he passed, and then hoisted myself up onto his back. Once I was mounted safely, I sheathed my sword and grabbed onto George’s scales.  
 
    Did you think I wasn’t coming, dear one? the water dragon teased.  
 
    “For a second there?” I chuckled. “Yeah.”  
 
    I rode the blue dragon down the side of the hill, and we soon came up to Lezan, Mira, and Zarya. All three of the women were in hot pursuit of the rhagarhi and Nadir, though they were quickly losing ground. Tirian and his riders were in the sky right behind us, but all I could see was the outline of the adolescent dragon as he flew through the stormy sky.  
 
    I just hoped the Cero women would be able to hit their mark in the middle of this darkness. It was hard enough to see the rhagarhi as he fled, and now that he was visually shielded by the herds of animals, it was just about impossible.  
 
    Still, we had to try.  
 
    “Ben!” Mira called out as we passed her by. “Nadir and the beast are gone! We can’t find them.”  
 
    “We’re on it, don’t worry!” I reassured them fleetingly. “Just get back to the rest of the group, and we’ll save Nadir.”  
 
    “Don’t forget my axe!” Lezan’s voice called out.  
 
    Of course not.  
 
    George and I thundered across the wetlands, and each step of his thick legs squelched against the soggy ground. Eventually, we came up to the edge of the herd, and the first few creatures noticed our approach.  
 
    Thankfully, they acted just as we hoped they would.  
 
    It was hard to be sure in the darkness, but these things were the same striped animals we’d hunted when we first arrived on this island. They had the same build, the same head shape, and certainly the same stripes all over their bodies.  
 
    Instantly, one of the animals sounded the alarm with a shrill, drawn-out grunt, and the rest of the herd raised their heads at the sound, turned to look at us, and bellowed in terror. Then the animals began to scatter in the opposite direction of George, and soon this area of the wetlands was clear of all creatures.  
 
    Well, other than one… The rhagarhi.  
 
    “Nadir!” I called out to the woman as we approached. “You have to let go of the axe!”  
 
    “Never!” the raven-haired Coonag woman retorted through a slew of “oofs.” “This is-- Ah! The best weapon to ever grace my hands, and I’d rather-- Oof! I’d rather die than let it slip away in the mouth of some-- Ahg! Some smooth-skinned behemoth.”  
 
    “Tirian?” I called up to the dragon above. “How are we looking?”  
 
    Closing in fast, Ben, Tirian confirmed. Just give me a few more seconds… 
 
    We watched as the shadow of the silver dragon increased its speed and floated over just above the rhagarhi, but the fleeing beast must not have been aware of the creature above him, because he kept his pace as he beelined for… The water.  
 
    Shit. If he got to the water, we’d lose him for sure. Even worse, if Nadir was serious about not letting go of the weapon, she’d drown before she even got to the bottom of the lake.  
 
    We had to finish this, and we had to finish this now.  
 
    “George?” I asked the water dragon. “Use your water blast to throw him off course.”  
 
    Won’t that take him out of Tirian’s path? George protested.  
 
    “It’ll get him focused on us,” I explained. “And then he won’t be focused on the literal death from above that’s approaching him. Tirian? Did you catch all that?”  
 
    I think so, Tirian said. 
 
    “He’ll be coming to the left, so get ready to swoop down so the Cero woman can be above him,” I ordered. “George?”  
 
    George responded with a slight chuff before he sucked in a breath and filled up his cheeks with salty water. Then the water dragon unleashed his blast like a firehose directly to the right of the rhagarhi’s path.  
 
    The rhagarhi responded with a quick hop to the left and then gradually continued to change his trajectory as George held his blast. As the creature ran, the shadow of Tirian slowly descended from the sky until the little silver dragon was about twenty feet above the rhagarhi.  
 
    I really, really hoped Rikuri and Ashanti had practiced this exercise thoroughly enough, or else we’d be scraping their crippled bodies off the savanna.  
 
    I couldn’t do anything but hold my breath as I watched the two rhino-women stand up on Tirian’s back. Rikuri held her spear-sword in her hand, while Ashanti had two arrows pointed head-down like they were daggers. Both of the Cero warriors peered out over the side of the dragon’s body, tracked their target, and prepared to jump.  
 
    Then my heart felt like it stopped beating when Rikuri and Ashanti leapt from Tirian’s back.  
 
    I watched their gray, horned figures plummet downward with their weapons raised, and I couldn’t help but fear that I was about to watch Wile E. Coyote smash into the bottom of the cliff.  
 
    Thankfully, Rikuri and Ashanti landed their mount atop the back of the running rhagarhi with ease, and I could finally breathe. The second they landed, they plunged their deadly weapons straight into the creature’s back and sent him tumbling to the ground.  
 
    Rikuri, Ashanti, and Nadir were all tossed away from the rhagarhi’s body as he wailed in pain and tumbled across the grass like a ragdoll. He came to a stop only a few feet away from the lake, stood up groggily, and began to meander toward the water.  
 
    Oh, no, you don’t… 
 
    “Run him down, George,” I commanded my noble steed.  
 
    George responded with a determined huff as he lowered his head and increased his pace. Now that the creature was crippled by the multitude of arrows, spears, and axes in his body, his gait had slowed to a crawl, and we were able to catch up to him in no time at all.  
 
    The second we were upon him, I stood atop George’s back, drew my sword, and took aim at the beast. Then I crouched down, sprang up into the air, and landed firmly on the rhagarhi’s back.  
 
    I stabbed my blade into the monster’s back repeatedly as he waddled weakly toward the water. He tried to buck me off like a bronco as I attacked, but I was too determined to end this.  
 
    This creature had tried to kill my friends and me, and for that it needed to die.  
 
    Finally, I lifted up my seaglass sword, took aim at the spot at the base of the rhagarhi’s neck, and plunged my weapon into its flesh.  
 
    The predator let out one last grunt as its body collapsed into the shallow waters of the wetland lake and went limp.  
 
    At last, it was dead.  
 
    I got up off the rhagarhi’s corpse, sloshed a few inches away from it, and then placed my boot up against its stomach. Then I yanked my crewmates’ weapons out of the beast’s body before I gave it a hearty shove and sent the rhagarhi floating out toward the center of the lake, where I was sure the scavengers would be quick to clean its bones.  
 
    However, the process occurred much quicker than I’d anticipated.  
 
    As the creature’s body floated in the murky water, I saw the shadows of several other animals pop up above the surface. They only emerged up to their necks, though I could tell by the way they were swimming that they were some sort of aquatic reptile, and the mystery animals swarmed the rhagarhi corpse like a horde of hungry piranhas while I watched in stunned silence.  
 
    Thank fuck none of us actually went into this lake, or we would have been torn to shreds.  
 
    As I watched the shadowy predators tear apart the rhagarhi, I heard the sound of approaching footsteps through the marsh.  
 
    “There go our weapons,” Mira sighed. “I really liked that spear.”  
 
    “You can build a new spear,” Lezan scoffed. “My axe…”  
 
    “No need to mope,” I chuckled and held the “lost” weapons forward. “I snagged all of your weapons out of the creature’s body before I sent it to a watery grave.”  
 
    “My axe!” Lezan grinned. “My beautiful, deadly axe!”  
 
    “I should have known you’d pull through, Ben,” Mira chuckled. “You always do.”  
 
    “No need to thank me,” I reassured the women. “I’d hope you’d do the same for me if the shoe was on the other foot.”  
 
    I passed my crewmates’ weapons back to them one-by-one, but they were all damaged to some degree from the battle with the rhagarhi. Some of them were missing chunks of their blade, while others had their hilts splintered and cracked.  
 
    Still, they were still mostly in one piece, so I’d take it as a win.  
 
    We had just slain two of the deadliest creatures on this island, only hours after we’d killed its most powerful beast. On top of that, the Cero women were now working flawlessly as a team with my crew.  
 
    Things might have literally been dark at the moment, but the sun was about to rise on a new day for the Draco Rex.  
 
    But first, we needed to check on our newest member and return to the Cero village to recharge. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    With both of the rhagarhis dead, and Nadir reunited with her beloved axe, we all headed back up to the top of the hill to regroup.  
 
    “So, I’ve been wondering… What is your island like, then?” Ashanti asked as we walked. “It’s obviously not anything like ours, since this land and its creatures all seem so foreign to you.”  
 
    “It’s much more tropical,” I explained. “The temperature is always very warm and very humid, and it storms all the time.”  
 
    “There’s also a lot more beaches,” Mira added. “There is at least half a mile of sand along the edge of the entire island. The flora and fauna are much different, as well.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I tried to elaborate. “The creatures on your island are much more adapted to life on the plains, whereas most of our creatures are more equipped to live in a jungle.”  
 
    “A jungle?” Rikuri quirked her head to the side. “What type of a landscape is that?”  
 
    “You know how you only have about one tree every mile or two?” I asked. “Well, it’s the exact opposite of that. In the jungle, there are nothing but trees as far as the eye can see.”  
 
    “Not just trees, either,” Mira continued. “There are plants of every shape and size all over the ground. The only way you can forge a path through the land is by cutting down everything that stands in your way.”  
 
    “So, you don’t have wide open valleys?” Ashanti muttered with a frown. “How in the world do you hunt, then?”  
 
    “It’s a much different process,” I chuckled. “We mostly hunt fish in the water and wild boars that wander around in the foliage of the jungle.”  
 
    “But if there is so much foliage, how can you see to flank it?” Rikuri wondered. “And how could you possibly chase it down on Mierak back?”  
 
    “You don’t hunt from a mount,” I explained. “At least, not in the jungle. You have to go on foot, and you have to try and lure your prey into a trap. That’s the only real way you can catch anything, unless you completely take it by surprise.”  
 
    “That is one of the advantages you don’t have here,” Mira noted. “Back on our home island, we can use the dense flora to hide from our targets and sneak up on them in plain sight.”  
 
    “That sounds like a good skill to have.” Rikuri shrugged. “Perhaps you can teach us your ways if we ever venture off this island.”  
 
    “Venture off the island?” I smiled at the hornless woman. “Are you thinking of coming back with us when this is all over, Rikuri?”  
 
    The dark-haired rhino-woman’s face flushed, but she let out a slight scoff as she flicked a lock of hair from her face and shook her head.  
 
    “I haven’t thought of it much,” Rikuri admitted. “Though I have thought about what happens next. If your romp in the fertility hut last night was successful, then our Queen Mother is surely pregnant with your child. And if that is the case, she will almost certainly have to make a decision about whether or not she wishes to remain on this island, or go off and live with her mate.”  
 
    “Would she really do that?” I gasped. “There are so many Cero women here on this island… She wouldn’t just give up her leadership, would she?”  
 
    “I think she would,” Ashanti interjected. “I don’t think you understand what a big deal it will be if Batari is pregnant, Draco Rex. It would be the first natural birth in our people’s history, and the Queen Mother would surely want her child to be raised by both parents.”  
 
    “We have both been close friends with Batari since the beginning,” Rikuri added. “If there’s one thing she always makes clear, it’s that her duty to Tembori comes before all else, even her leadership as Queen Mother. Repopulating her species and raising the future King Father or Queen Mother of her people would almost certainly take priority over everything else.”  
 
    Damn… By now I’d already assumed Batari was pregnant with my child, but I didn’t even stop to think about what that might mean for her as a leader. This was certainly something we needed to talk about as soon as possible.  
 
    “Speaking of children,” I changed the subject as another popped into my mind. “Are you alright, Nadir? It looked like you were getting tossed around pretty harshly there.”  
 
    “I’m great, Ben,” Nadir reassured me as she patted her belly. “The armor Isla made us out of the mole-bat creature has held up very well. I don’t think even the sharpest seaglass spear could pierce this hide.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure,” I reminded her. “We were able to kill that beast with nothing but our swords, spears, and axes.” 
 
    “But only because we knew how to get them to penetrate,” Lezan noted. “I don’t think any of these creatures are clever enough to figure out that secret.”  
 
    “Probably not,” I agreed. “But why take the risk if you don’t have to? Especially when you’re pregnant…”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it, father-to-be.” Nadir patted me on the shoulder. “Your child is safe and sound behind our thick Coonag skin and these incredible breastplates of armor. If anything, our little one had a fun ride in my tummy.”  
 
    Our small group continued until we came to the peak of the hill, where the rest of my crew remained in waiting. Their eyes perked up with excitement when they saw us approaching, and several of my friends ran over to meet us.  
 
    “We watched the whole thing,” Darya explained as she dashed to me. “I’ll admit, I thought you were in trouble when the beast headed for the water.”  
 
    “So did I,” I chuckled. “That’s why I made sure I killed the bastard before he got there.”  
 
    “There was no need to worry,” Nadir snickered. “The situation was under control. I had the rhagarhi right where I wanted him.”  
 
    “Mhmmm.” Anora sounded skeptical. “And a Gargamor always lands on its feet, right?”  
 
    “Exactly!” the raven-haired raccoon-woman proclaimed.  
 
    “Tirian and George are the true MVPs of this battle,” I announced. “If not for them, we never would have caught up to the rhagarhi in the first place. It was going way too fast for any of us to catch on foot.”  
 
    You’re too kind, dear one, George said with a bow. But we do not deserve to be called the ‘MVPs’ of this scenario. We are just humble servants to our bondmate and king.  
 
    What are you talking about? Tirian mused. I’ll take the praise any day! That was way harder than I thought it was going to be.  
 
    “Well, you both did a great job,” I reassured the two dragons. “Nadir and I both owe you our lives.”  
 
    All part of my duty as a bondmate, dear one, George reaffirmed.  
 
    “I wish I knew what they were saying,” Batari sighed as she looked between the dragons and me. “Our land dragons were very intelligent creatures with their own personalities, thoughts, and opinions, and I know your dragons are no different.”  
 
    “They’re not.” I smiled at the Queen Mother. “George and Tirian are both very good friends of mine, and I’m sure Swaer will be one, as well.”  
 
    “If the bonding of a wind dragon is anything like that of a water dragon, then whoever bonds with Swaer will be able to talk to all of them,” Mira explained. “That is what happened when I bonded with my dragon, Nixie.”  
 
    “You can understand the dragons like Ben does?” Batari stared at Mira with wide eyes.  
 
    “I can,” the golden-scaled warrior confirmed. “As can Tirian’s bondmate, Jemma, and two of Ben’s children.”  
 
    “Wow…” the Queen Mother trailed off. “As selfish as it sounds, I really hope Swaer ends up choosing me as his bondmate.”  
 
    “Are you kidding?” Ashanti chuckled. “Did you see how he was all cuddled around your neck? There’s no way he’s picking anybody else.”  
 
    “You don’t know that for sure.” Batari hung her head. “I may be the leader of the Cero people, but I’m not a strong warrior like you two or a masterful cook like Baratu.” 
 
    “We will see, Batari.” Ashanti walked over and placed her hand on her leader’s shoulder. “That’s all we can do.” 
 
    “How is Swaer doing, anyways?” I asked as I turned to Candara. “It’s still pretty dark out here, and I don’t want to just sit around on this hill until another predator shows up.”  
 
    “Ben is right.” Batari lifted her head, and her demeanor changed into something much more formal. “We might have been victorious against the rhagarhis, but there are still many more creatures out there in the darkness, and I don’t know when the storm will let up.”  
 
    “Let’s check on the little fella…” Candara said with a happy flap of her emerald wings.  
 
    The Morpho woman motioned for us to follow her, and then she led us back to the large wind dragon nest. We peeked over the side of the structure and, much to our surprise, we saw Swaer curled up in a ball at its center. Most importantly, however, was the fact that there was nothing else around him.  
 
    “He ate his egg!” Nima cheered as she bounced up and down on her feet.  
 
    “Thank goodness,” Jonas sighed. “That means we can return to the village now. I was starting to worry we’d have to camp out here tonight, and I didn’t think my elderly back could take another night of sleeping on the ground.”  
 
    “What’s the matter, Jonas?” I teased the soothsayer. “Can’t hang with the adventurers like you used to?”  
 
    “I surely can ‘hang’ with all of you,” Jonas scoffed. “My back, on the other hand, might be having some issues with that.”  
 
    “You can rest easy, soothsayer,” Ashanti giggled. “You and your back will be sleeping atop a nice bed of hay and cloth tonight.”  
 
    “If we get through the darkness alive,” Batari noted. “For all we know, there could be dozens of predators out there, just waiting for us to pass by them.”  
 
    “If only there was a way to cut through the darkness…” Anora pondered. “Like a lantern or something similar.”  
 
    “Wait!” Mira gasped, and I saw the lightbulb turn on in her head. “We do have a way to cut through the darkness. Tirian!”  
 
    Excuse me? The silver dragon cocked his head curiously.  
 
    “Your flames, Tirian,” Mira explained as she approached him. “I’m not sure how long you’re good to hold your fire breath, but it could light the way for us to go home.”  
 
    “Not to mention, it’d probably scare off any predators we might meet along the way,” I explained. “I know I’d be crapping myself if I was just sitting around and then saw a giant fire-breathing dragon headed toward me.”  
 
    It will have to come in small spurts, Tirian warned. I think the longest I’ve ever been able to hold my fire attack is a few minutes at a time.  
 
    “A few minutes at a time will work,” I reassured the dragon. “We’ll just have to stick together and hope nothing comes after us during that minute or two in between.”  
 
    “Then it is settled.” Batari nodded. “We shall venture back to the village, guided by the light of the dragon.”  
 
    “Are you ready to go, Swaer?” Candara bent over and put her hands on her knees like she was talking to a puppy.  
 
    Swaer tilted his head at Candara’s words, but then he smiled as soon as he realized what they meant. The tiny red wind dragon then scuttled out of the nest, wrapped himself around Candara’s arm like a boa constrictor, and rested his snout on her chin with a long sigh.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a ‘yes,’” I chuckled. “Now, let’s get out of here before more danger decides to come our way.”  
 
    The Cero women hopped on top of their Mieraks and then invited Lezan and Nadir to join them, all while Nima and the twins got onto Tirian. Meanwhile, Mira, Jonas, Anora, and I all climbed aboard the water dragon express that was George, and Candara, of course, flew up into the sky under the power of her wings.  
 
    Then, once we were all safely on our modes of transportation, we began the long journey back to the Cero village.  
 
    Tirian lit the way with several-minute bursts of fire breath that not only lit the stormy sky, but also cleared away any animal herds in our path. The animals all scattered with terror when they saw the silver dragon approaching with white-hot fire spitting from his mouth, and I grinned at the sight.  
 
    If there were any predators out here, there was no way in hell they were going to be coming after us.  
 
    After about an hour or so of travel, the darkness and heat lightning began to dissipate, and soon we were walking under the light of day once more. Of course, it was a waning daylight, as we’d been out adventuring since the wee hours of the morning.  
 
    We continued on for a few more hours until finally, we were greeted with the sight of the Cero village. The multi-story clay buildings rose out of the landscape and towered over everything like the grandiose structures they were. The entire village was nestled in the valley of a large mountain, which allowed the Cero women to see any threats that might be on their way from above or below.  
 
    Eventually, we passed through the western gates of the city, where we were instantly greeted by a welcome party made up of the town’s most prominent citizens.  
 
    The Cero shaman Zamwae was at the front of the pack. Her long, brunette hair waved back and forth behind her knees as she walked toward us in a shuffle, and her face seemed to be fixed in a permanent smile.  
 
    “Welcome back, Queen Mother and Draco Rex!” the shaman proclaimed. “We never once doubted we would see you again.”  
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t,” Batari chuckled as her Mierak sauntered in front of us. “Because there were several times when we thought we wouldn’t.”  
 
    “Are we to assume the Skudawar is defeated, then?” Baratu, the village’s cook, asked. “Have you brought us back any remnants of its body? Maybe something I could use in a victory stew?”  
 
    “I’m afraid not, Baratu,” the Queen Mother sighed. “The body of the Skudawar remains in the wetlands where it belongs, where the scavengers of our island can pick its bones clean as they return to the land where they once thrived.”  
 
    “If the animals do return,” Zamwae sighed and looked at the ground. “For all we know, this land will never return to its former glory.”  
 
    “Don’t be so negative, Zamwai,” Ashanti laughed. “The animals are already coming back in droves. We saw it ourselves!”  
 
    “Yes!” Baratu jumped up with ferocity, and her high blonde ponytail bounced happily along with the rest of her body. “It looks like there are going to be many new menu options to try out.”  
 
    The groans and worried mumbles passed through the crowd, but Baratu paid them no attention. Even though I’d only met this woman a day ago, I could already tell she was the kind of person who didn’t give a damn what anybody thought of her or her work. She was dedicated to her craft, and she was going to do whatever the hell she wanted to do without any worries whatsoever.  
 
    She and the dragonkin chef Hali would probably get along swimmingly.  
 
    “There is more exciting news, too,” Rikuri spoke up. “Behold the mighty Swaer, the terror of the skies and adorable furry snake.”  
 
    Candara flew up so everyone could see her, and then she brandished the red wind dragon that clung to her arm.  
 
    Murmurs whispered throughout the Cero people as they watched Candara and Swaer with wide eyes, but their voices went quiet when Batari raised her hand.  
 
    “The first wind dragon born since that scourge of a monster was sent to our island!” the Queen Mother declared in a bombastic voice. “Today is a day of great celebration. Today is the day the Cero people take back their destiny and return to the path Tembori has chosen for us.”  
 
    The rhino-women responded by raising their arms to the air and unleashing a triumphant “haroo!” They repeated the chant five more times before Ashanti strode up beside Batari on her Mierak.  
 
    “That is not the only reason for celebration, either,” the three-horned rhino-woman announced. “The Queen Mother is with child.”  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks!” Batari hissed as she shot Ashanti a nasty look. “What are you doing? I wanted to keep that a secret for now.”  
 
    “The Cero people need to know,” Ashanti argued. “This is a momentous occasion for our people, Queen Mother. If all goes well, you will deliver us the first natural-born Cero child in our history. That is not something that should be kept a secret from your people.”  
 
    “No… I suppose not.” Batari bowed her head.  
 
    This time, there were no whispers in the crowd. Nobody gossiped. Nobody admired the situation or celebrated. All we heard was stunned silence.  
 
    “Is it true, Queen Mother?” Zamwae asked in a trembling voice. “Are you truly with child?”  
 
    “I am,” the white-haired Cero woman confirmed. “Guruwae has smiled upon us this day.”  
 
    “How?” a cautious voice asked.  
 
    “Draco Rex,” Batari answered without hesitation. “We used the fertility hut, and it apparently worked.”  
 
    This time, there was lots of gossip and whispers.  
 
    “Would the Draco Rex be willing to impregnate us, too?” one of the voices asked.  
 
    “Please!” another one interjected. “I would like nothing more than for the Draco Rex to plant his seed inside of me.”  
 
    “He is a very handsome man,” a random Cero woman observed. “We would make very fine children together.”  
 
    I could feel my face turning beet red, though my cock was also slowly rising in my pants. Now that the cat was out of the bag, all of these beautiful, scantily-clad rhino-women wanted a piece of Benjamin Whitfield.  
 
    And honestly? I was willing to give it to each and every one of them. 
 
    “One step at a time, ladies,” Batari chuckled. “As much as I’m sure the Draco Rex would love to fulfill your requests, he has had a very long day. We all have.”  
 
    “It’s not quite over yet, Queen Mother,” Zamwae reminded Batari. “If all of this is true, then you know what this means, right? If we are to have our first-ever child born to the Cero people, then we must also celebrate with our very first Festival of Fertility!” 
 
    “The Festival of Fertility…” Batari trailed off. “Never in my life did I think we’d have a chance to celebrate that one.”  
 
    “Which is all the more reason to celebrate it, Queen Mother,” Zamwae implored. “Though my hopes are high, we may never get another chance to celebrate this monumental occasion in our history.”  
 
    Batari looked over her people and spent a long few minutes studying their hopeful expressions. Then she shrugged and turned to my crew and me.  
 
    “You are not in a rush to get back to your island, are you?” the Queen Mother asked me bluntly. “Can you stay for at least one more night?”  
 
    “Of course, we can.” I smiled at the rhino-woman. “My friends and I have achieved what we set out to do, so it only makes sense to take some time off to celebrate. Plus, we all had a blast at your last festival, so I wouldn’t miss this one for the world.”  
 
    “It’s true.” Nima grinned. “You Cero people truly know how to throw a party!”  
 
    “Then it is decided,” Batari announced. “We shall hold the Festival of Fertility come nightfall. Zamwae? Would you get the preparations underway?”  
 
    “Right away, Queen Mother.” Zamwae bowed to her queen. “It may take the efforts of the entire village, but we will be ready come nightfall.”  
 
    “I’ll get a stew going!” Baratu declared. “Maybe some widehorn mixed with slitherscale…”  
 
    “Narawa?” Batari asked a woman in the crowd. “Rikuri and some of our new friends have weapons that were damaged in the battle. Do you think you could fix them?”  
 
    “I can fix anything,” the random Cero woman chuckled. “Follow me.” 
 
    Lezan, Mira, Zarya, and Rikuri all followed the new Cero woman down the street, while the rest of us sat there wondering what came next.  
 
    “I don’t know about the rest of you,” Jonas yawned. “But my old behind wishes to take a nap, especially if we’re going to be up late again tonight.”  
 
    “That’s not a bad idea, Jonas,” Anora admitted. “I feel more tired than a fish swimming in a water spout.”  
 
    One-by-one, each of my friends parroted Jonas’ words and announced they wanted to go and take a rest. Batari reminded them her dwelling was still available for them to use, and that they could rest there for as long as they wished. So, it didn’t take long for Jonas, Anora, Nima, Nadir, Darya, and the dragons to wander away toward their designated sleeping quarters.  
 
    “What about you, Candara?” I asked the Morpho woman who floated above me. “Are you going to go rest, too?”  
 
    “I don’t think so.” Candara shook her short red locks. “I think I’m going to take Swaer out just beyond the village border and play around with him some more. I’ve never met a wind dragon up close before, so I want to make sure I know everything there is to know about him while he’s still young.”  
 
    “Spoken like a true zoologist.” I winked at the butterfly-woman.  
 
    Swaer must have thought the wink was meant for him, because he weakly tried to copy my action with his left eye. However, the little red dragon just looked uncomfortable as he squinted his peeper shut and grimaced.  
 
    Close enough, little buddy. Close enough.  
 
    Candara patted Swaer on the head, and then she fluttered away with him still in her hands.  
 
    That just left me with the Cero women.  
 
    “What about you, Draco Rex?” Rikuri chuckled. “I think you’ve done the most work of all of us. Aren’t you going to go and try to take a short rest?”  
 
    “I might.” I shrugged. “I don’t want to just let you guys all go off and do all the work for tonight, though.”  
 
    “Please, Draco Rex,” Zamwae pleaded. “You’ve already done your part quite well. Go and relax, and we shall bring you the greatest festival you’ve ever seen.”  
 
    “Can I at least do something small?” I suggested. “Like, help hang up a banner or carry a heavy barrel or help start the fire?”  
 
    “Here’s an idea,” Ashanti suggested as she dismounted her ant. “You can take our Mieraks back to their stables.”  
 
    “That is a great idea!” Batari nodded, and then she slid off her beast as well. “While you’re out there, you can send Zikiu our way. She is notably absent from the welcome party, and we will most certainly need her logistical skills to help plan the festivities.”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” I smiled at the rhino-women. “Now I at least feel like I’m doing something productive. Will these guys listen to me, though? I’m not their master…”  
 
    “That won’t matter,” Rikuri explained. “They know you are an ally, so they will follow your commands as long as it doesn’t put them in direct danger.”  
 
    “Alright.” I shrugged. “Mieraks? Follow me, I guess.”  
 
    The three oversized ants looked my way, quirked their heads to the side, but then skittered over to my position. I gave them each an awkward pat on their heads as they dripped saliva from their mouths and made strange gurgling noises, but I wasn’t fazed. These things may have been ugly, but they were friends of the Cero, and that made them friends of mine.  
 
    I waved goodbye to the crowd of rhino-women before I turned around and headed out toward the edge of the village, and the three Mieraks and I wandered out of the city limits, into the sprawling, grassy savanna that laid between the giant mountain and the wetlands. Eventually, I saw the small clay hut that sat next to the enclosed pasture and knew our destination was near.  
 
    I led the oversized ants over to the wooden gate, popped it open, and stepped to the side as they all scurried inside.  
 
    “There you go,” I chuckled. “You guys get some rest, too. You’ve traveled really, really far, and it couldn’t have been easy with a passenger on your backs the entire time.”  
 
    “They don’t really care about that,” a soft voice corrected me from behind. “They’re raised to be battle Mieraks from birth, so the extra weight doesn’t bother them at all. In fact, it actually feels stranger for them to not have a rider.”  
 
    I gently closed the gate and then turned around to see Zikiu standing before me. The beautiful Cero woman stood with her arms crossed across her chest and her wide hips popped out to the left. Her bobbed brown hair fluttered in the winds of the savannah, as did the loincloth that covered her nether regions.  
 
    Zikiu’s bright red markings glistened with sweat in the closing light of the day, and the sun glistened off the golden jewelry that dangled from her ears and around her neck. The Cero woman was somewhat shorter than I, so I had to slightly stoop down to look her in the eyes. Zikiu’s dark gaze was full of intrigue as she looked back at me, and her button nose twitched along with her mouth.  
 
    “Hello, Zikiu.” I smiled at the woman. “Your Queen Mother is actually looking for you right now.”  
 
    “I bet she is,” Zikiu snickered. “And she’s not gonna find me unless she comes out here herself. Right?”  
 
    “Uh, right…” I chuckled. “I’m guessing that means you won’t be attending the festival, then?”  
 
    “Festival?” The short Cero woman raised an eyebrow. “We are throwing a festival for the defeat of the Skudawar?”  
 
    “Not for the defeat of the Skudawar.” I shook my head. “It’s the Festival of Fertility.”  
 
    Zikiu’s smile instantly faded, and her eyes went wide. Then the brunette began to fidget back and forth nervously on her feet, and she seemed to look past me as she spoke.  
 
    “The Festival of Fertility?” she gulped. “Does that mean one of the triumvirate is pregnant?”  
 
    “The triumvirate?” I questioned.  
 
    “Batari, Rikuri, and Ashanti,” Zikiu explained. “They are the three most influential Cero women in our village, so we’ve dubbed them as ‘The Triumvirate.’ I’m assuming one of them is pregnant, and by your doing?”  
 
    “Well, it certainly wasn’t Jonas,” I chuckled. “And it definitely wasn’t done with a hand… But yes, Batari is pregnant.”  
 
    “Oh,” the brunette woman murmured, though I sensed she wasn’t as excited as the rest of the village. “I’m happy for her. This is big news for our people.”  
 
    “You don’t sound very happy,” I pointed out. “Is something wrong?”  
 
    “No, no!” Zikiu shook her head vigorously. “I really am happy for her, and for what this means to our people. It’s just… No. Actually, it’s a really stupid thought, so I won’t even waste your time explaining.”  
 
    “There’s no such thing as a stupid thought,” I lied. “You can tell me anything, you know. I’m not going to run and blab to the rest of the Cero women.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” Zikiu’s voice trembled a little. “Because it’s kind of a big thing.”  
 
    “I promise.” I nodded.  
 
    “Well… This is stupid, but I’d always kind of hoped I would be the first one of us to get pregnant,” the brunette woman sighed. “I know it was a long shot, and I don’t blame you one bit. Who wouldn’t want to impregnate the Queen Mother and continue her royal bloodline?”  
 
    “That’s not stupid at all,” I reassured the Cero woman. “I had no idea you wanted a child.”  
 
    “Of course, I do,” Zikiu explained. “Why do you think I’m always out here taking care of the Mieraks? They are the closest thing we had to children, until you showed up on our island and made it possible to have an actual child.”  
 
    Aww. That was actually kind of sweet.  
 
    Zikiu must have had a natural motherly instinct, and the only way she could show it was by substituting giant horse-like ants for a real child.  
 
    “You know it doesn’t end with Batari, right?” I explained.  
 
    “It doesn’t?” the short rhino-woman asked as she put her hands on her hips.  
 
    “Of course not,” I reassured her. “I’m not the kind of guy to just knock up a queen and then stop. I want to help all of you repopulate. Including you, Zikiu.”  
 
    The brunette woman’s cheeks turned a dark shade of red, and she clasped her hands together and twiddled her thumbs around in a circle as she looked down at my feet, though her dark eyes soon rose up to meet mine.  
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked. “Because I would like nothing more in the world than to have my own child.”  
 
    “I’m one-hundred percent sure,” I promised as I reached out and took Zikiu’s hand in my cheek. “If that’s what you want, of course. I mean, it’s still not too late to go get Jonas, if you don’t really care who the father is.”  
 
    “No!” Zikiu giggled. “Of course, I want it to be you. Look at you… I’ve fantasized about the man who would impregnate me for a very long time, but I never could have imagined they would be as handsome as you are.”  
 
    Just wait until she saw my cock. I already knew it would drive her wild.  
 
    “And I couldn’t imagine myself getting with a woman as beautiful as you,” I said as I stroked the soft gray skin of Zikiu’s cheek.  
 
    “Stoppppp,” the short Cero woman grumbled. “Look at all the beautiful women you’ve been with. There’s no way you actually mean that about me.”  
 
    “Of course, I do.” I smiled and looked deep into the brunette’s eyes. “You’re a very beautiful woman, Zikiu.”  
 
    Zikiu bit her lip as both her hands wrapped around the small of my back. She then leaned into my body, brought her mouth up to my ear, and whispered the sweet nothing I wanted to hear.  
 
    “Then fill me with your seed, Draco Rex,” Zikiu purred. “Do it now.” 
 
    Instantly, all of the blood in my body rushed to my loins, and I felt my pants tightening around my growing erection. Within seconds, I was hard as a rock, so hard that my dick was pressed directly against Zikiu’s thigh.  
 
    The Cero woman gasped when my still-covered cock touched her, and then she pulled back, bit her lip, and looked down at my manhood.  
 
    “Do you want to see it?” I teased. “We can go inside the hut, and I’ll--”  
 
    “I want to see it here,” Zikiu demanded. “I want to see your manhood in all its glory, and then I want you to take me right out here on the savanna where I belong.”  
 
    A woman who knew what she wanted. That was always a plus. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this spot was a bit too public… 
 
    “Can we at least go around the house?” I asked. “I don’t want to accidentally give the rest of the village a show.”  
 
    “Fine.” Zikiu shrugged. “Even though you’re going to be doing that to all of them eventually, anyways.”  
 
    I snatched up the short woman’s hand and then led her back behind the clay dwelling. Now that we were back here, we were covered on one side by the hut itself and then on the other by the large, grassy hill. Sure, we’d be screwed if somebody came around the side of the building, but at least we had a little bit of privacy back here.  
 
    The second we were alone, Zikiu started to feel me up.  
 
    “Wow,” the woman gasped. “I-I never in my wildest dreams thought the first man I pleasured would be so… Big.”  
 
    “That’s nothing,” I teased. “Wait until you see it without the fabric over it.”  
 
    I took off my weapons belt, tossed it to the side, and then slid my thumbs behind my waistband. Next, I slowly slid my pants down my legs and released my erection from its hiding spot.  
 
    As my full member sprang to attention in the open air, Zikiu let out a soft moan, and I barely had time to get my pants off my ankles before the short, chocolate-haired Cero woman was on her knees.  
 
    Zikiu then reached back, undid the straps on her leather top, and let it fall away from her chest. The rhino-woman had cute breasts, ones that were deceptively small behind clothing but full and perky when they were seen in all their glory. Her dark grey nipples were thick and puffy, and they were both erect with anticipation as she took my manhood in her hands.  
 
    “You like what you see?” I growled.  
 
    “I love it,” Zikiu moaned. “You know how long I’ve waited for this moment? A long, long time. And then when I saw you arrive yesterday? This has been on my mind ever since.”  
 
    “You’ve been thinking about my d--” I started, but then I was overtaken by a massive wave of pleasure when the woman began to stroke me.  
 
    Zikiu’s dark, wet tongue flopped out of her mouth and then pressed up against the side of my dick. She ran it up the entire length, then back down, and swirled it around my balls as she went, and the entire time, the Cero woman used her right hand to gently tug on my erection and keep me at full mast. Her tongue was soft and wet, and I already felt my knees tensing up with anticipation as she pleasured me.  
 
    My hands ran through Zikiu’s brown locks as she licked me like a lollipop, and I had to lean back against the side of the house to keep myself from collapsing.  
 
    “You like that, don’t you?” Zikiu teased.  
 
    “Fuck, yes, I do,” I moaned. “Your tongue is so damn wet, and you really know how to use it.”  
 
    “Wait till you see what I can do with the other parts of my body.” The woman winked, and then she returned her focus to my cock.  
 
    Soon, Zikiu’s mouth took another action. She gave my shaft and balls one last pass with her tongue before she put her lips against the tip of my dick. Before she actually slid it into her mouth, Zikiu made several circular motions with the tip of her tongue, and my knees just about gave out from under me right then and there.  
 
    Damn… These Cero women might have never been with a man before, but they sure as fuck knew what they were doing. They were horny as hell, and I guessed they’d had hundreds of years to fantasize and practice.  
 
    Finally, Zikiu opened wide and shoved herself down onto my cock. The woman stopped about a quarter of the way down, made a gagging noise, and then froze.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I promised. “Take it as slow as you need to. I know it’s a lot to handle.”  
 
    Zikiu’s eyes shot up at me and narrowed in response. She must have thought I was challenging her abilities because her brow furrowed, and then she forced herself further down onto me.  
 
    “Fuckkkkkk.” I leaned my head back as her warm, wet mouth swallowed me up, inch by inch.  
 
    Zikiu eventually got all the way down my shaft, and I nearly blew my load when her tight throat constricted around the top of my penis. Once she was all the way down and knew her throat could handle all of me, Zikiu began to pull back and then bob forward once more. The chocolate-haired woman got into a rhythm, and I was on cloud fucking nine.  
 
    It didn’t take long for the warm coil in my abdomen to tighten, as did my balls. I knew if Zikiu kept going like this, I was going to fucking explode, so I took control of the situation.  
 
    I gripped the Cero woman’s hair, gave it a light tug, and pulled her mouth off my dick.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Zikiu gasped. “Don’t you like what I’m doing?”  
 
    “I fucking love it,” I moaned. “But it’s my turn to pleasure you. Switch places with me.”  
 
    “S-Switch?” the beautiful woman asked. “But how--”  
 
    “Just do it,” I commanded.  
 
    Zikiu hopped up to her feet and then walked over to the wall beside me.  
 
    At the same time, I yanked off my shirt, threw it on the ground, and got down onto my knees in front of the sexy rhino-woman. I then reached up and untied the strings on Zikiu’s bottoms, and I finally pulled the leathery fabric away from her womanhood.  
 
    Zikiu’s tender slit was completely clean-shaven, and her clitoris was swollen with excitement. Her pussy was practically dripping when I pulled away the fabric, and I couldn’t wait to get a taste of her sweet love juices.  
 
    So, I placed one hand on the bottom of Zikiu’s left leg, lifted it up into the air, and then moved in for the kill. I kissed up her inner thigh softly as I inched toward her womanhood, and I felt the Cero tremble with excitement.  
 
    “W-What are you doing?” she demanded.  
 
    “I’m about to rock your fucking world,” I explained. “That’s what I’m doing.”  
 
    When I finally got to Zikiu’s pussy, I teased it some more. I kissed her pelvis, just above where her clit begged me to lick it, and once I had her right where I wanted her, I moved my mouth down and pressed it against her clitoris.  
 
    Zikiu let out a long, deep moan when I ran my tongue over her swollen button, and then she tensed up when I started to go in a crisscross pattern.  
 
    “Oh, gods, Draco Rex,” she gasped. “I-I don’t know how you’re doing that, but don’t stop!”  
 
    Oh, I didn’t intend to.  
 
    I slowly reached up and slid two of my fingers into Zikiu without so much as an iota of resistance. Her pussy was practically a monsoon, and she dripped down my hand as I started to finger her gently. Zikiu’s velvet tunnel tightened around my fingers as I began to make a circular motion against her clit, and her whole body started to freeze.  
 
    I continued my motions until Zikiu’s moans grew closer and closer together, and her legs became so high-strung that I worried they were going to snap. When I finally switched up my tongue’s pattern again, Zikiu lost it.  
 
    “I’m going to-to-- Ohhhhhhh, my gods!” the brunette woman screamed as she orgasmed, and then her juices pulsed across my tongue in waves.  
 
    Her ecstasy lasted for several seconds before she finally relaxed and slumped back against the clay dwelling, and I gave her pussy one last kiss before I pulled away, wiped her sweet juices from my mouth, and smiled.  
 
    “Well?” I grinned. “How did you like that?”  
 
    Zikiu’s hair was completely frazzled and unkempt, and her eyes told me she’d just been transported to another fucking planet.  
 
    “What do you think?” she growled and furrowed her eyebrows. “That was incredible, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “I do what I can.” I shrugged. “Now, are you ready for the next part? The part where I fill you with my seed?”  
 
    Zikiu ran a hand through her unkempt hair, bit her bottom lip, and nodded firmly, but, when I went to stand and make my move, her delicate hand pressed against my chest.  
 
    “On the ground,” Zikiu ordered. “I want to ride you.”  
 
    Welp, I wasn’t going to argue with that one. Zikiu was this island’s equivalent of a “horse girl,” and if there was one thing I remembered from the various “horse girls” I’d dated all throughout my life, it was that they were mind-blowing in the cowgirl position.  
 
    So, I laid back onto the soft ground without a moment’s hesitation. The grass of the savanna tickled my back and sent goosebumps all up my arms, but I didn’t really give a fuck.  
 
    This beautiful Cero woman was about to take me on the ride of my life.  
 
    Fuck… For all I cared, I could have been laying on a bed of needles.  
 
    I wasn’t going to let anything stop what was coming next.  
 
    Zikiu got down on her hands and knees and crawled over to my cock. She gave it a playful kiss as she passed by, and then she made sure to drag her thick, puffy nipples across it. Precum oozed out of my tip like a volcano threatening to explode, and the sight only made her ten times more excited.  
 
    Finally, the rhino-woman positioned her pussy over my erection, reached down, and then guided me inside of her. Zikiu’s velvet tunnel was beyond tight. It was honestly to the point where I worried I was going to literally split her in half.  
 
    Zikiu got about halfway down before she stopped and sighed. Then she took a deep breath, recomposed herself, and continued down onto my shaft.  
 
    Eventually, I bottomed out inside of her pussy, and both of us let out a primal moan to show our gratitude.  
 
    Her pussy had me in a vise, and I knew I must have been stretching her out by the second. Still, Zikiu was more than ready for what came next.  
 
    The chocolate-haired woman looked down at me and placed both her hands onto my bare chest, and at the same time, I reached out and clasped my hands around her firm, tight ass.  
 
    “Hold on tight.” Zikiu gave me one last wink, and then she went to town. The rhino-woman bounced up and down on my cock like she was on top of an exercise ball. Her tight ass slapped against my balls as her perky tits jiggled in unison with her body, and the woman threw her head back so I could see her figure in all its glory.  
 
    “Oh, fuck…” I groaned. “Your pussy is so tight.”  
 
    “And you’re so big…” Zikiu whimpered. “You’re splitting me in half, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Be careful,” I warned. “I don’t want to accidentally hurt you.”  
 
    “Please,” the rhino-woman growled. “If anything, I’m the one doing the hurting.”  
 
    Suddenly, Zikiu increased her pace tenfold, and she started to ride me with the vigor of a fucking jockey.  
 
    My balls were now practically inside of my body as they awaited their sweet release, but I was going to hold on for as long as I could. Zikiu was totally rocking my world, and I didn’t want this to end a second before it had to.  
 
    As Zikiu continued to fuck me hard, I let my hands wander around her amazing body. I gave her tight little ass a smack before I gripped onto her hips, and then I reached up and tweaked her erect nipples with my fingers.  
 
    Zikiu responded with a deep moan, so I continued to explore every inch of her sensually. Eventually, however, the beautiful rhino-woman reached her limit.  
 
    “I feel it again!” she gasped as she rode me raw. “I think I’m going to-- I think I’m gonna-- Oh-ohhhhhhhh!”  
 
    The sound of Zikiu’s carnal pleasure sent me over the edge, so when she came down again, I grabbed her hips, pushed as deep into her as I could go, and then unloaded into her like a firehose in a cereal bowl.  
 
    Electricity raced up my spine, and my muscles locked together as I came inside the Cero woman. Her virgin womb drank all of my special gift, and soon our sounds of ecstasy grew softer and softer until they faded away completely. Zikiu and I both stared deeply into each other’s eyes as we finished our climaxes, and then the short, brown-haired woman climbed off me. A bit of my cum ran down her leg as she moved, but she quickly dabbed it up with her fingers, held it up to her tongue, and lapped it away.  
 
    Zikiu licked her lips and made a “yum” sound before she walked over to her clothes and picked them up, and I just laid there and watched as the beautiful woman tied her leather bottoms back around her waist and then fastened her top on her chest.  
 
    Soon after, I stood to my feet, wandered over to my pants, and yanked them back up my legs. I found my shirt and belt immediately after, so I pulled those on, too.  
 
    “Well?” I asked the Cero woman with a wide grin. “How was it?”  
 
    “Everything I’d ever hoped for and more…” Zikiu said with a longing sigh. “Thank you, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Ben,” I corrected the woman. “I think we’re close enough now that you can call me ‘Ben.’”  
 
    “Thank you, Ben,” Zikiu giggled, and then she patted her exposed stomach. “I just hope it all takes.”  
 
    “Trust me,” I reassured the woman. “It’ll take. It almost always does on the first try.”  
 
    “I hope you’re right.” The chocolate-haired woman nodded. “Because if you are, we’re going to have a child together…”  
 
    “I can’t fucking wait,” I promised, and then I gave the woman a peck on the cheek.  
 
    “Who knows?” Zikiu mused. “Perhaps if I become official, they’ll throw another one of these festivals for me?”  
 
    “Oh, shit!” I slapped my head and chuckled. “That was the whole reason I came out here.”  
 
    “What?” the Cero woman teased. “To make love to me?”  
 
    “Well, I was kinda hoping it would go that way,” I admitted. “But originally Batari had me coming out here so I could grab you. The Queen Mother claims she needs your logistical skills to help set up the Festival of Fertility.”  
 
    “They don’t need me,” Zikiu scoffed. “They are all more than capable of putting together the festival on their own. However, if they insist… I guess we should get back there.”  
 
    “Let’s go, then.” I held out my arm for the woman to take.  
 
    Zikiu wrapped her arm around mine, and then we began our journey back to the village, but when we rounded the first corner, we both let out a gasp of surprise, followed by a hearty laugh. 
 
    Several of the Mieraks had gathered at the fence line closest to the dwelling, and they all stood there with their antennas twitching in the air.  
 
    “They must have heard us and come to inspect,” Zikiu giggled. “The Mieraks are very curious creatures.”  
 
    “I’m just glad they stopped here,” I teased. “I’m not sure how well I’d have performed if there was an audience watching. Even if they weren’t human.”  
 
    Zikiu and I continued, arm-in-arm, as we made our way back to the Cero village. The sun was just beginning to set on our long, tiring day, and that was a good thing.  
 
    Now that the sun was down, it was time for the festivities to begin. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “Well, look who finally showed up!” Rikuri mused as Zikiu and I approached. “I was starting to think you got lost, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Or that the Mieraks had disobeyed you and run off,” Ashanti added. “That would have been my first guess.”  
 
    “Nah,” I scoffed. “I was just helping Zikiu tend the stables, that’s all.”  
 
    “Oh, somebody’s stables were definitely being tended,” Ashanti snickered. “Look at how you two are glowing. You might as well be walking around with a sign that says ‘we mated’ and get it over with.”  
 
    “Is it really so obvious?” I groaned.  
 
    “It definitely is.” Rikuri nodded with a shit-eating grin. “I knew what you guys were doing out there the second I saw you walking up. Nobody shows that much affection around here unless they’re in a post-coital state.”  
 
    “How would you know?” Zikiu grumbled. “Neither of you have ever been with a man before.”  
 
    “No, but the signs are fairly obvious.” Ashanti shrugged. “The flushed face and chest… The sweat… The tousled hair… Plus the fact you are both overly cheerful.”  
 
    “Maybe we did, and maybe we didn’t,” Zikiu huffed as she tried to remain mysterious. “That’s between the two of us and Guruwae.”  
 
    “You did,” Rikuri laughed. “You definitely did. Maybe that means we’ll be doing this festival again very soon?”  
 
    “We’ll see,” Zikiu sighed. “We shall see. Anyways, what do you need my oh-so-great logistical skills for?”  
 
    “Uhhhh… Everything,” Ashanti snorted.  
 
    “Everything?” the chocolate-haired rhino-woman repeated.  
 
    “Yeah, everything,” Rikuri reiterated. “You know how Batari gets when you’re not here to keep her in check. She wants to include a dance to Tembori in this festival, when we’re all sitting around the fire. Tembori!”  
 
    “Ohhhhh.” Zikiu cringed. “I guess she does need my help, then. Where is she?”  
 
    “She’s down in the main palace building,” Rikuri explained. “Probably freaking out and wondering where you are.”  
 
    “I should probably get going, then,” Zikiu sighed before she turned to me. “I’ll see you later tonight, Ben.”  
 
    “So, what?” I teased. “Just wham, bam, thank you, man, and then you run off?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the chocolate-haired Cero woman questioned with a puzzled expression.  
 
    “I-I’m just kidding.” I waved my hand at the woman. “Just go and help Batari.”  
 
    Zikiu leaned in, gave me a peck on the cheek, and then ran off to help her Queen Mother. That left me alone with Rikuri and Ashanti, both of whom were hard at work carving small figurines out of wood.  
 
    I recognized the crude shapes of the figures almost instantly. They were the same warthog-human figures I’d seen all over the fertility hut when Batari and I had made love.  
 
    It was Guruwae, the Cero people’s goddess of fertility.  
 
    “You know, Draco Rex,” Rikuri chuckled as she glanced up at me. “This is all your fault. You had to go and get our leader pregnant, and now we’re stuck here making dozens of Guruwae figures before the ceremony. We still have about ten more to go, and the festival is in just a few hours!”  
 
    “I’m sorry?” I half-apologized, half-asked. “I didn’t realize that--”  
 
    “She’s messing with you, Draco Rex,” Ashanti interrupted. “You’ve saved us three different times now, you know. You and your crew could walk through the village screaming insults, and we wouldn’t say a word.”  
 
    “You have cemented yourself as a Cero legend, ” Rikuri added. “Right up there with the likes of Barkiu and Zarkiti and Pantaru as the greatest warriors to have ever graced our land.”  
 
    “I think you’re forgetting one, Rikuri…” Ashanti noted. “You need to have yourself on that list.”  
 
    “Please,” Rikuri scoffed. “I’m nowhere near the warrior any of those women were. Besides, if I was, then they’d probably still be around…”  
 
    Ashanti stopped her carving, placed it on the ground beside her, and shot Rikuri a death glare. All the while, Rikuri just continued on with her whittling.  
 
    “Come on, now,” Ashanti growled. “You know you can’t blame yourself for that. They chose to ride their land dragons out to fight the Skudawar, and they paid the ultimate price.”  
 
    “Perhaps if I had been there, though--” the hornless Cero began, but her friend cut her off instantly.  
 
    “If you’d gone out there, you would have been killed, too,” Ashanti reminded her. “And where would we be right now without you, Rikuri? As much grief as we give you, you’re the glue that holds our friendship trio together. I love Batari, but the two of us would feel empty and pointless if you weren’t around.”  
 
    “I appreciate the kind words,” Rikuri grumbled. “But that doesn’t change the fact I should have been out there in that battle, and the fact that my name doesn’t belong in the same sentence as those other warriors.”  
 
    “For what it’s worth, you are one of the greatest warriors I’ve ever met,” I interjected. “You came very close to actually defeating me in hand-to-hand combat, and that’s something not even most of my crewmates can say.”  
 
    “The key word there is ‘almost,’” Rikuri mused with a wry smirk. “I may have been the one holding the sword to your neck at the end of the battle, but that was only because you yielded to me. After you had me beat.”  
 
    “Still,” I continued to try and pump her up. “You came closer than most of my enemies. I mean, shit… Carnog’s fought me twice now, and he seems to have gotten worse with each encounter.”  
 
    “Who is Carnog?” Ashanti inquired. “Is that one of your other crewmates?”  
 
    “Nah,” I scoffed. “Carnog’s my Gary Oak. The Doctor Lumis to my Michael Myers. My Draco Malfoy. And I totally realize you don’t get those references, which is a shame because they’re perfect.”  
 
    “So, he’s an adversary?” Rikuri concluded. “I would have figured you didn’t have many of those. I always thought you finished the job when all was said and done.”  
 
    “Normally, I do,” I admitted. “But Carnog is like a damn cockroach. I swear he’ll be alive long after the heat death of the universe, snarling at me with those brown, rotting teeth and staring me down with his seaglass eye… Still, you could easily kick his ass.”  
 
    “That still doesn’t make me a legendary warrior,” Rikuri argued.  
 
    “Maybe not.” I shrugged. “But you’re number one in--”  
 
    “Don’t!” the hornless Cero woman groaned and rolled her eyes. “I swear to Tembori if you say ‘you’re number one in my eyes,’ I’m gonna pummel you.”  
 
    “Then you’ll have a shot at reclaiming your title,” I offered with a coy grin.  
 
    “Why don’t you go take a rest, Draco Rex?” Ashanti suggested. “I’m sure you’re exhausted after a nonstop day of traveling, killing, and screwing.”  
 
    “Yeah, I kinda am,” I chuckled. “But I also don’t want to feel like a lazy piece of crap, so I want to know what I can do to help.”  
 
    “This guy here.” Rikuri pointed with her thumb and laughed. “I can see why people love him. He’s got so much spunk.”  
 
    “Go out to the fire pit,” Ashanti explained. “Zamwae should be getting everything ready out there. If anybody has tasks that need to be done, it’s her.”  
 
    “The fire pit.” I nodded. “Got it. Good luck on your totems!”  
 
    I quickly dashed down the street and to the edge of the village. Then I scanned the horizon for the place where we would host our festival, and I recognized a large pile of sticks all the way off to the west.  
 
    As I got closer, I realized just how giant this fire was going to be. The cloudbrush trees were piled up nearly two stories high, and the bottom of the stack was covered with dry grass and all sorts of tiny sticks for kindling. Zamwae was the only Cero currently at the pit, so she was alone in dragging branches over and then tossing them onto the wood pile.  
 
    “Damn.” I whistled as I walked up. “Did you put all of this together yourself?”  
 
    “I did.” Zamwae nodded. “Impressive, is it not?”  
 
    “It really is,” I agreed. “My only question is, do you think it might be… Too much? That’s going to be a giant-ass fire.”  
 
    “It’s only appropriate,” the shaman mused. “Particularly since this is a momentous occasion. The first natural-born Cero child… Though I will be happy with whatever the gender is, I do hope it’s a boy. Could you imagine what a Cero man would look like?”  
 
    “In all honesty, it’d probably look like your god of the underworld,” I admitted. “He’s a guy, and aren’t you all designed in his image?”  
 
    “Shhhhh!” Zamwae placed her fingers against her lips and hissed out a warning. “Today is a day of celebration, Draco Rex. We don’t dare even utter the name of the dark one today. However, I have a feeling that is accurate. Unfortunate, but accurate.”  
 
    “I’ll just be happy when it’s finally here,” I sighed. “I’ve already got a bunch of children, but I’m nervous as hell for this next batch.”  
 
    “Oh?” The shaman raised an eyebrow. “What troubles you about this batch, Draco Rex?”  
 
    “It’s not ‘troubling’ per say…” I trailed off as I tried to think of the correct worlds. “I’m just nervous. All of my children so far have been dragonkin, which is the species I am right now. But the next wave of my offspring are going to come from women of a different species. I’ve got two Niralope women back home who are ready to pop, and then I have at least one Morpho woman who’s pregnant. Then there are both Lezan and Nadir, who will be having their children probably around the same time as the Morpho woman… Now there’s a Cero in the mix.”  
 
    “It sounds like you’ve been a busy man,” Zamwae chuckled.  
 
    “I’m just nervous the kids will come out weird or won’t really have their mothers’ traits or… I dunno,” I sighed. “I just want everything to go smoothly, that’s all.”  
 
    Zamwae threw out her arms in a wild gesture. “That’s why we are putting this together for you, Draco Rex. The Festival of Fertility will go a long way in appeasing the goddess Guruwae and ensuring that Batari has a healthy, happy pregnancy.”  
 
    “So, I actually have a question about that,” I interjected. “How much do you guys know about your own pregnancies? Like, this is something that’s literally never happened before, so are you just playing it by ear?”  
 
    “In a way, yes.” Zamwae nodded. “Since we’ve never had the ability to get pregnant, all we know is what is written in our legends. Guruwae herself has had multiple pregnancies, and she has offered our people advice many times on the subject.”  
 
    “But Guruwae is a warthog,” I noted. “Isn’t she technically a different species?”  
 
    “What ever do you mean?” The shaman looked confused. “The advice of our gods is universal. Sure, Guruwae looks nothing like us Cero people, but none of them do. Other than the lord of the underworld, of course.”  
 
    “Okay…” I continued. “Do you know how long the pregnancy lasts? Do you have any idea of what I need to do to help? Are there any special rules that go along with a Cero pregnancy? I know with the Coonag women, their pregnancies require them to be within close proximity of the father at all times.”  
 
    “It’s hard to say what all comes with a Cero pregnancy,” Zamwae admitted. “Most of the stories about Guruwae don’t speak about her pregnancy specifically, they just make passing references to her pregnancy within the context of the tale.”  
 
    “Like what?” I questioned.  
 
    “Well…” The shaman pondered as she ran a hand through her long brown hair. “There was the tale of Guruwae’s battle with the great beast of the ocean. She was said to have been pregnant for one moon cycle at that point.”  
 
    “Okay, that’s a start,” I admitted. “We know Cero pregnancies last at least one month. Was there ever a story that talked about when she gave birth?”  
 
    “Not exactly.” Zamwae shook her head. “Guruwae just appears with a child in one of the later stories. The one where she tricks Tembori into giving her freedom from the great cloudbrush.”  
 
    “Wait.” I tried to make sense of everything being said. “You said she shows up in a later story, right? Do you have any idea how much later?”  
 
    “There is much debate amongst our people as to when that occurred.” Zamwae shrugged. “Some say it happened in the three-thousandth season cycle of the land, while others believe the story takes place six-thousand season cycles into our existence.”  
 
    Great. So that meant a Cero woman could be pregnant anywhere between four weeks and six-thousand years.  
 
    “I guess we will just have to play it by ear, then,” I finally conceded. “Hopefully, it doesn’t take Batari thousands of season cycles to have her child.”  
 
    “It almost certainly won’t,” Zamwae chuckled as she reached into the pouch on her hip, produced some powder from inside, and then tossed it onto the fire pit. “Though could you imagine? I’m not even sure we Cero people are meant to live that long.”  
 
    “What is that, anyways?” I pointed to the bag on Zamwae’s hip as I watched her sprinkle the powdery substance onto the pit. “Some sort of fertility powder?”  
 
    “You could say that.” The shaman smiled coyly. “It is a powder made from the ground-up testicles of a spotted hound. The goddess Guruwae blessed their species with bountiful fertility, so we spread this powder onto the fire in hopes of copying their successes.”  
 
    “So…. Do you guys just have like, a building full of dog balls around here?” I laughed in disbelief. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Draco Rex,” Zamwae continued without looking away from the fire pit. “Those particular body parts are made up of raw flesh, just like our muscles. They’d rot if we left them in a sitting out for season cycle after season cycle. Instead, we simply burn them down into ash and then store the ash in bags like you see here.”  
 
    “How much of this stuff do you have?” I mused. “You couldn’t have stored up that much, considering you thought your species would never need it.”  
 
    “Oh, we have plenty.” Zamwae flipped her bag over and dumped out its remaining contents. “We’ve been creating the fertility powder for as long as I can remember, just in case Tembori blessed us with a man. It’s a good thing we did, because it looks like our prayers have been answered, and there will be much fertility spread from your loins.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but blush at Zamwae’s comment, but I kept my cool. I definitely intended to “spread my fertility” around to these rhino-women as much as I could, but I also didn’t want to make it seem like I had a one-track mind. I really did want to help these women solve their problems with the Skudawar and the other beasts of their island.  
 
    If they wanted to reward me with a hardcore shag-fest, then I guess that was just my burden to bear.  
 
    “We’ll see about that,” I chuckled. “Let’s get through one Cero pregnancy before we start going around repopulating the whole island.”  
 
    “No need to be modest, Draco Rex.” Zamwae smiled and placed her hands on her hips. “I am almost certain Zikiu will find out she’s pregnant within the next few moon cycles.”  
 
    “What?” I played dumb. “Why would she be--”  
 
    “It’s obvious what you were doing out at the stables.” The shaman raised her hand to cut me off, and she smiled widely. “You disappeared for nearly an hour after you went to return the Mieraks, and Zikiu has not stopped talking about you since you arrived… It doesn’t take much to figure out what happened.”  
 
    “She hasn’t stopped talking about me?” I grinned at the thought. “What’s she been saying?”  
 
    “She didn’t tell you during your romp?” Zamwae chuckled. “It’s been nothing but good things, of course. Mainly about how handsome she thinks you are, and how she wanted to do ‘unspeakable things’ to you if she ever got you alone.”  
 
    Son of a bitch… Zikiu totally set me up. Then again, I definitely wasn’t going to complain about that. If all setups ended up with me fucking a beautiful woman, maybe I’d go around acting like Mr. Gullible all the time.  
 
    “Interesting,” I said as I played it coy. “Will she get a ceremony like this if she does end up pregnant?”  
 
    “Of course, she will.” Zamwae nodded. “None of us thought we would see the day when any Cero woman would be pregnant, so we’re going to celebrate each and every one. We certainly have enough fertility powder.”  
 
    I didn’t know whether to laugh or be disturbed that they had so much spotted hound testicle powder.  
 
    Either way, I wanted to help out Zamwae in her preparations.  
 
    “What can I help out with?” I finally asked the shaman. “The other Cero women said you might need a second pair of hands to help get everything set up.”  
 
    “I don’t know how much help you can be here…” Zamwae trailed off. “Unless you know the chants to the different fertility blessings, that is.”  
 
    “Can’t say that I do.” I shook my head. “Is there anything else I could do? Like do you need me to keep building up the fire or to bring you certain supplies or…?”  
 
    “There is one area I could use assistance in,” the shaman finally admitted. “We will need an effigy of Guruwae for the ceremony, built out of sticks taken from the sacred cloudtree.”  
 
    “An effigy?” I whistled. “What’s that gonna be used for? Don’t tell me you’re going to toss me in there and then set it on fire, right after you torture me with a cage full of bees?”  
 
    Zamwae raised a bushy eyebrow at me as a frown drew down her face, and the shaman quirked her head to the side as she tried to make sense of my words.  
 
    “Why would we do that?” she finally asked. “Wouldn’t lighting you on fire defeat the purpose of having you help us repopulate?”  
 
    “It’s from The Wicker M-- You know what?” I chuckled. “Forget I even said anything. I’ll build this effigy for you, no matter what you intend to do with it. How big does it need to be?”  
 
    “Not very big,” Zamwae explained. “It will need to be life-sized, and our gods and goddesses are about a foot or two taller than we are.”  
 
    Okay, so about eight feet tall. I could totally do that.  
 
    “What about materials?” I asked. “Anything in particular I need to use other than the cloudbrush branches?”  
 
    “Just the branches, held together by mud,” the shaman continued. “Everything you need should be over by the mud pits to the east of here.”  
 
    “Mud pits to the east.” I nodded and gave Zamwae a salute. “Got it. I’ll be back in a few with one eight-foot tall, warthog-woman effigy.”  
 
    I headed off to the east, and it didn’t take me long before I came up to the mud pits Zamwae was talking about.  
 
    Six pits had been dug into the ground, filled with wet mud, and surrounded by a half-foot tall clay barrier around the entire perimeter. A few Cero women lounged around inside of the pits, with their bodies in various states of submersion. Some of them were in the mud all the way up to their necks, while others had their entire bodies jutting out, and others were only immersed up to their shins.  
 
    It was like a varying-depth swimming pool, only a lot dirtier.  
 
    Next to the pits was a giant pile of timber, composed mostly of sticks no thicker than my arm and whose length was somewhere in between four and six feet.  
 
    I could definitely work with this. The only issue was going to be how I cut them down and bind them together. Then there was the fact it needed to look like a half-human, half warthog being…  
 
    That part might be a little bit trickier.  
 
    The Cero women needed my help, though, so I got to work as quickly as I could. I spent the next two hours using my sword and dagger to cut the sticks down to size and trim off their access branches, and once I had them cleaned up, I began to arrange them in the shape of Guruwae as best as I could.  
 
    I’d only seen crude statues of the fertility goddess, so it was a bit difficult to work from memory alone.  
 
    Still, I eventually was able to prop up some bundle of sticks into the shape of two legs, slather them with mud, and then laid them out to bake in the sun. Once that was over, I got to work on the torso, which was much more difficult on account of its shape. I had to use my dagger to whittle down the sides of certain branches and give them a curved appearance, and then I eventually bundled the modified sticks all together to form a rough circular formation, caked mud all over the shape, and set it beside the legs.  
 
    The arms were simple enough to do, as they were the exact same thing as the legs, only with fingers at each of their ends. The head wasn’t as bad as I thought, either. It was a tad tricky to get the snout to form, but I eventually figured out the easiest way to make that was to cut some of the branches in half and then attach them horizontally to the structure of the head. Once I had a general snout and head shape, I added two bulky sticks for tusks and two clusters of smaller ones for ears. I finished up with another layer of mud and then stood back as I awaited my creation to dry.  
 
    Soon, the mud hardened into a crude adhesive. A crumbly adhesive that was going to go away the second anyone tried to assert any pressure, but an adhesive nonetheless.  
 
    I got all of the component pieces in place, fastened them together with mud, and let them dry out one last time. The whole process took about another hour, and the sun was just setting on the horizon when I finally picked up the effigy and headed back to the fire pit.  
 
    As I approached, I noticed the entire village and my crew were around the fire pit. The flames were still infantile and small, and they were nowhere near the roaring, white-hot inferno they would eventually become.  
 
    “Wow,” Zamwae gasped when she saw the effigy. “That is beyond anything I was hoping for.”  
 
    “Is that a slight at my artistic abilities I’m hearing?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Of course not, Draco Rex,” Zamwae apologized. “It’s just your effigy looks much better than the ones I normally put together.”  
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself, Zamwae,” Batari argued.  
 
    “Yeah,” Rikuri added. “I’ve always been a fan of your particular style.”  
 
    “That is just a fancy way of saying you think it’s not good,” Zamwae noted with a huff.  
 
    “No, it’s not!” Rikuri argued. “I’m just saying I enjoy the whole ‘primitive and crude’ aesthetic.”  
 
    Zamwae rolled her eyes as she turned back to me. “Now that everyone is here, I suppose we should begin the festivities?”  
 
    “Hell, yeah, we should!” I grinned. “This is a huge occasion.”  
 
    “Indeed it is.” Zamwae nodded before she turned to address the crowd. “My sisters, I stand before you here today to proclaim Guruwae has blessed our great people. She has blessed us with the greatest blessing anyone could ask for… A blessing that, until just a few days ago, we thought was impossible. A child.”  
 
    The Cero women all let out a hearty “haroo” in response.  
 
    “Not just any child!” Ashanti declared as she stood from her seated position. “The child of our Queen Mother. The future leader of our people!”  
 
    “Yes.” Zamwae stared daggers at Ashanti. “It is only natural the first natural born child of our people comes from none other than our leader herself. These circumstances are surely a sign from Guruwae… A sign that the Cero people are entering a new chapter of prosperity!”  
 
    I wandered over to my crew, sat down between Mira and Nadir, and then proceeded to watch the rest of the opening ceremony.  
 
    Zamwae went on and on about what a blessing Batari’s pregnancy was, and how it was a turning point for their species as a whole. After she was done, Batari got up and gave a rousing speech about how, though she would prioritize her child first and foremost, she would still be a leader for the Cero people. Afterwards, Baratu brought out a bunch of wine, which led to an emotional toast from Ashanti and Rikuri.  
 
    Well… As “emotional” as the two stoic rhino-women could actually be.  
 
    Afterward, the festival delved into singing and dancing around the fire as people sang songs praising Batari and me, as well as wishing our child a prosperous future.  
 
    “One thing is for sure,” Nima noted from behind me. “These Cero women certainly know how to do a celebration!”  
 
    “That’s for sure,” Mira chuckled. “This puts all of Nerissa’s banquets to shame.”  
 
    “And we’ve only been here a few days,” Jonas added. “If they’re throwing festivals like this every other night, they truly do know how to celebrate as a people.”  
 
    “Ugh,” Nadir grumbled to Lezan. “Could you imagine if Coonag women did this every time they got pregnant?”  
 
    “What would we even do?” Lezan argued. “We don’t have any dances or rituals or songs… We’d probably just put the pregnant woman at the center of a circle and throw acorns at her.”  
 
    “What exactly would that accomplish?” I questioned.  
 
    “It’s a symbolic ceremony, Ben,” Nadir mused. “There doesn’t have to be a reason behind it.”  
 
    “I’m pretty sure that’s the definition of ‘symbolic,’” I argued. “Like, literally the definition of the word is ‘an image or action that means something deeper.’ You can’t really go deeper if there’s nothing to dive into in the first place.”  
 
    “I’d say that’s just your opinion.” Nadir shrugged. “The Coonag do plenty of things just because they are enjoyable to do, not because they have any special meaning behind them.”  
 
    “Then they’re not symbolic,” I repeated myself with a laugh. “That would be--”  
 
    Suddenly, my words were cut off by the sound of a screeching Mierak. Two of the oversized ants galloped onto the scene, and they both were acting like spooked horses. Zikiu and Ashanti both ran over to the Mieraks, placed their hands against the ants’ heads, and tried to calm them down.  
 
    “Easy there, girl…” Zikiu purred to the ant. “It’s okay, we’re here for you… Where are your riders?”  
 
    “We need to get to the perimeter right away,” Rikuri announced as she strode forward. “I have a bad feeling something terrible has happened to our guards.”  
 
    “I second that notion,” Batari agreed before she turned to address the crowd. “All capable warriors, arm yourselves and get to your Mieraks. Everyone else, get inside and hole up until whatever danger this is passes.”  
 
    “Fucker of mothers…” Mira growled as she pointed up the side of the mountain. “Look, Ben.”  
 
    I followed Mira’s finger to the spot where she was pointing, and I saw a series of torches slowly ascending the terrain. Two of the figures carried a bag over their shoulder, a bag that frantically shook as if there was somebody inside of it, and between my natural night sight abilities and the flicker of the torch, I quickly realized what I was looking at.  
 
    It was unmistakable. There were about thirty figures scattered across the side of the mountain, and each one was very wide and muscular. The dead giveaway, however, was their skin.  
 
    It was green.  
 
    Orcs.  
 
    There were fucking orcs on this island, and they had two of the Cero women in their grasp.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    I still couldn’t quite believe what I was seeing. Orcs. There were fucking orcs on the Cero island, and they’d somehow found us. Even worse, the ugly green bastards had captured two of the Cero women and were taking them back to their ship, surely with the intent of doing all sorts of horrific things to them.  
 
    We weren’t gonna let that happen.  
 
    “Warriors, to your Mieraks!” Batari commanded. “We can run these intruders down just like we did the last time.”  
 
    “I don’t think you’ll get there in time,” Mira growled. “Your Mieraks are fast, but the orcs will be on the other side of the mountain by the time you get mounted and ready to go.”  
 
    “Tirian?” I ordered the silver dragon telepathically. “We need to get up there and try to at least slow them down.”  
 
    Yes, sir! Tirian replied as he lumbered over and laid his head down on the ground.  
 
    I hopped up onto the silver-scaled dragon, dug my feet between his shoulder blades, and grabbed onto his neck. Tirian then took a few massive steps before he took off in a full sprint toward the mountain and hopped into the air.  
 
    “We’ll keep them from getting too far,” I called out to my friends as Tirian beat his wings and lifted us into the sky. “Just try to get up there as quickly as you can!”  
 
    I could see the orcs as they bumbled up the side of the mountain, with their torches in one hand and weapons in the other. Then I zeroed in on the two orcs who carried the Cero women over their shoulders, since they were the ones we couldn’t allow to escape under any circumstances.  
 
    Do you want me to light them up? Tirian suggested. I think I could turn them all to ashes with just one or two quick breaths.  
 
    “Not until we get the Cero women back,” I warned. “We don’t want to risk burning them up in the crossfire. We just need to cut off their escape.”  
 
    I can do that, Tirian agreed. I’ve been practicing my intimidating face on the rats of our island. Watch this… I bet it’ll scare the green off these guys!  
 
    Tirian increased the speed of his flight, and we soared straight past the orcs ascending the mountain. The silver dragon then did a full one-eighty in midair, continued his trajectory backwards, and slammed into the ground about one-hundred feet away from the green bastards. The second he was on the ground Tirian stomped his foot and unleashed an earth-shaking roar.  
 
    I was shocked such a horrific sound came from the mouth of the adolescent dragon, but at the same time I couldn’t have been prouder of the guy.  
 
    All of the orcs halted in their tracks when they saw Tirian’s display of dominance. Their eyes went wide as they readied their weapons and panickily whispered to each other, but I could instantly tell something was up.  
 
    The jolly green bastards should have been shitting themselves with terror right now, yet they were just gawking at Tirian and I as if we were sideshow freaks at a circus.  
 
    Finally, one of them spoke.  
 
    “The Draco Rex is here!” he gasped. “This is even better than the bossman said it’d be!”  
 
    “Let the women go now,” I commanded the orcs as I pointed my sword in their direction. “And then maybe I’ll consider letting you leave this island with your lives.”  
 
    That’s when I heard the sound you never wanted to hear after making a dire threat.  
 
    The orcs started to fucking laugh.  
 
    Maybe my angry roar wasn’t as intimidating as I thought, Tirian grumbled. 
 
    “And what the fuck do you think is so funny?” I demanded as I stared down the orcs. “Because those smiles are gonna come off your face really, really fast once my dragon here starts turning you into piles of ash.”  
 
    Then I heard the second sound you never wanted to hear.  
 
    The sound of large, wooden wheels squeaking just above us, on the peak of the mountain.  
 
    I glanced back just in time to see four giant siege engines roll up to the edge of the mountain’s peak. Two of them were massive ballistae, already locked and loaded with bolts the size of a small bus, whose ends were on fire. Another one of the engines looked to be similar to a trebuchet, and the final siege machine had a miniature cannon attached to the top, though I wasn’t sure what exactly it was loaded with.  
 
    Oh, shit… These were dragon-hunting weapons.  
 
    “Fire!” one of the orcs above commanded.  
 
    “Tirian!” I commanded. “Let’s get the fuck out of here!”  
 
    The silver dragon let out a scared chuff as he took to the air once again, and not one second later, a ballista bolt slammed into the ground where we’d just stood and shattered the rocky ground into tiny bits. Another oversized arrow swished past us as we flew, but Tirian was swift enough to bank to the right and dodge its deadly trajectory.  
 
    It’s going to hit those nice women’s homes! the dragon proclaimed with a twinge of panic in his voice. 
 
    “Not if you take it out before it gets there,” I commanded. “Light it up, and I’ll watch your back for more arrows.”  
 
    I’ll do my best, Tirian offered.  
 
    Tirian inhaled as a warm orange glow began to encircle his mouth, and at the same time, I turned my head back to see what the green bastards were up to.  
 
    As I looked back, another fiery bolt was released from the ballista, and it was headed straight for our position.  
 
    “Bank right!” I ordered the dragon, and he instantly obeyed.  
 
    I held tight onto Tirian’s scaly neck as his body did a barrel roll to the right, and the ballista bolt shot past us harmlessly.  
 
    Tirian quickly positioned himself in the sky, aimed down at the two plummeting bolts, and unleashed his dragon’s breath. The white-hot flames disintegrated the first ballista bolt into ash upon impact and then fanned out so it engulfed the second one, too. The second bolt took an instant longer to destroy, but it was still gone in a flash.  
 
    As soon as the danger for the Cero village was squashed, Tirian made a wide bank in the air and came back around for the orcs. They were loading up the two ballistae once more, and we were determined not to let them get off another shot.  
 
    Tirian hauled back, sucked in air, and prepared to light up the line of bastards, but right as he was about to do so, the mystery siege engine launched its contents.  
 
    An oversized net, one that was the perfect size for catching a dragon.  
 
    Yikes! Tirian declared as he turned his attention to the net.  
 
    It was too wide for Tirian to dodge, so we only had one shot at getting away.  
 
    We had to go through it.  
 
    “Shoot through the net and fly straight ahead,” I ordered.  
 
    Tirian blasted his fiery breath straight at the incoming projectile and then, before we even knew if the attack had been successful or not, he shot straight forward like a rocket. We passed through the dragon’s flames, and I had to go prone and press myself as tightly as I could against his body to avoid being incinerated. A scorching breeze passed over us both as we shot through the fire and then popped out on the other side.  
 
    It worked.  
 
    “Okay,” I growled. “Now, you can light them up.”  
 
    With pleasure, the silver dragon giggled.  
 
    Suddenly, there was another springy “thunk,” and another ballista bolt shot our way. Tirian ducked down to avoid the attack and took aim at the line of siege engines, but then I noticed the on-foot orcs were getting a bit too close to the mountaintop for my comfort.  
 
    “Shit, wait…” I growled. “We need to keep the orcs from advancing up the mountain. Fire down in front of them instead.”  
 
    But the machines… Tirian muttered.  
 
    “We’ll get another shot at taking those down,” I explained. “We’ll have less of a chance of stopping the guys on foot if they get over the mountain before the Cero can ride them down.”  
 
    Hold tight! Tirian warned before he swished to the right again to avoid another ballista bolt.  
 
    Tirian and I rolled through the sky and then came to a stop just above the fleeing orcs. Then the silver dragon blasted his fire breath down onto the ground and forced it to fan out right in front of the small troupe of green bastards.  
 
    They let out a yelp of fear as they all halted in their tracks, but the attack left us at a disadvantage. Every time Tirian used his flames, it highlighted our position for all to see.  
 
    There was the sound of two different siege engines at the same time, and I knew we were in trouble.  
 
    “Fly straight up as fast as you can,” I ordered the adolescent dragon. “Now!”  
 
    Tirian turned his head to the sky, beat his wings, and then rocketed up as quickly as his muscles would take him.  
 
    Another net and another flaming ballista bolt flew beneath us and missed Tirian by inches.  
 
    Without halting his trajectory, Tirian spun around in the sky, sucked in his breath, and then blasted the net and the bolt with his fire. Both of the projectiles went up in flames in an instant, and their remains fluttered downward like ashen snow.  
 
    I was actually kind of impressed with the orcs’ strategy. The fuckers probably knew that they couldn’t take on all of my dragons by themselves, so this time they brought along a few little toys to help them out.  
 
    And so far, their plan was working.  
 
    Even though Tirian was fast enough to dodge the orcs’ attacks, our enemies seemed to be firing with a sporadic pattern that allowed them to reload before we could mount a counterattack. At the same time, every second we spent focused on the siege engines was a second we weren’t pushing back the orcs on the ground.  
 
    These orcs may have been crude, knuckle-dragging morons, but they definitely knew how to do battle. 
 
    Where is the rest of the crew? Tirian asked. We can end all this once they get here.  
 
    “We have to just keep them at bay for a bit,” I explained. “And it’d help a hell of a lot if we could take down a couple of these siege engines while we’re at it.”  
 
    As you can see, Tirian huffed. That’s a lot easier said than done.  
 
    “All we need is one good shot,” I reminded the dragon.  
 
    Again, the silver-scaled adolescent snorted. Easier said than done. 
 
    As the two of us dodged another ballista bolt, I looked down to see if my friends had made any progress toward the battle, and sure enough, I could see several specks of torch light as they scurried through the Cero village. The Cero warriors had finally gotten to their Mieraks and were headed our way. I could see George was leading the charge, with Mira attached to his back, and I saw the distinctive figures of the rest of my crewmates as they rode atop the giant ants.  
 
    “They’re on their way,” I told Tirian. “But they’ve got a lot of ground to cover, so we’ll have to hold these bastards for a bit longer.”  
 
    I really wish we’d paid attention to how fast a Mierak moves, Tirian gulped. Then we’d at least know how long we have to last.  
 
    “Word of advice, Tirian,” I joked as the dragon dodged another ballista bolt. “You’d better figure out the answer to that question before you start courting a girl dragon.”  
 
    Very funny, Tirian snorted sarcastically. 
 
    Tirian made another pass at the orcs on the ground, and this time he unleashed a blast of fiery breath so hot it made the rocky mountain ground glow red like hot coals. The orcs halted in place once more and snarled, though this time they seemed more annoyed than before.  
 
    That was probably because their little plan wasn’t working as well as they’d hoped. Tirian and I were still very much alive, and we fully intended to fuck their shit up.  
 
    “Pull!” an orc voice commanded from above.  
 
    The next thing I knew, I heard the sound of a mechanical release, followed up immediately by creaking wood. Then I watched in horror as the arm of the trebuchet machine lurched upward and launched a massive rock nearly the size of Tirian into the air.  
 
    Should I blast that one, too? Tirian gasped.  
 
    “Shit,” I growled. “Shitshitshit. Your flames won’t melt it in time. All that will do is--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, Tirian was forced to duck down underneath another incoming bolt. The sudden movement caused my body to pull away from the dragon and, for a brief second, I was helplessly suspended in the air. Then gravity took over quickly and slammed me back down onto Tirian with a rough thud.  
 
    I instantly turned back toward the Cero village and felt my heart sink into my stomach, and we watched helplessly as the boulder slammed into one of the clay buildings and sent a massive chunk splintering into oblivion.  
 
    “No…” I muttered to myself. “Tirian! We need to take out that trebuchet before it does any more damage.”  
 
    What about the other ones? the dragon asked.  
 
    “We’ll worry about those later,” I explained. “If we don’t move fast, they’re going to destroy the whole Cero village.”  
 
    Now, we were really fucked. I had no idea how Tirian and I could keep dodging the ballistae and the nets while also protecting the Cero village and keeping the orcs from advancing.  
 
    Something was about to give, and I had a sinking feeling it was going to be Tirian and me.  
 
    Another flaming bolt shot past our position, so Tirian flipped around and incinerated it in a flash. We then turned back to the trebuchet, which was just being reloaded, and headed straight for it.  
 
    Tirian inhaled deeply as he began to summon flames into his mouth, and that’s when the net came at us.  
 
    Tirian and I were so focused on the trebuchet we didn’t notice the net until it was too late. The body of the net hit us from the side, and then the weighted balls on its ends whipped around us and hugged us in a constrictive embrace. I wasn’t quite sure what this shit was made out of, but it was heavy.  
 
    So heavy, in fact, that they held Tirian’s wings down against his body.  
 
    Ben! Tirian cried out. I-I can’t flap my wings! 
 
    Tirian let out a few labored, panicked breaths as he struggled to move his wing muscles, but it was no use. The two of us plummeted straight down into the ground, hit it hard with a sharp thud, and then rolled down the mountain a few dozen feet before we came to a stop.  
 
    “Hold on, Tirian,” I muttered as I shook my head and tried to stop seeing stars. “I-I’ll get us out of here in a second.”  
 
    My sword was pinned down to my side by the constrictive net, and I could barely do much other than move it forward a few inches. My left hand, however, was similarly pinned down near my waist, and it was only an inch or two away from the hilt of my pink-stone dagger.  
 
    If I could just get to it…  
 
    “Draco Rex is down!” the orcs cheered happily and threw their arms up in celebration. “The Draco Rex is down!”  
 
    “Not so tough without yer dragon, are ya?” another orc taunted from afar.  
 
    “Once we kill you and yer little runt here, we’re gonna go down there and take the rest of those horned women!” another voice cackled.  
 
    “Can you burn the area in front of you?” I asked Tirian as my hand wrapped around my dagger. “Maybe you can wiggle your head out if you do that.”  
 
    But if I do that, the orcs will be able to see us, the dragon warned.  
 
    Shit, that’s right… Tirian and I may have both had the ability to see in the dark, but the orcs didn’t. They had already lighted their ballistae once more and were now scanning the dark landscape in the hopes of finding us.  
 
    If that happened, we were sitting ducks.  
 
    “On second thought?” I grumbled. “Maybe don’t use your breath. I’ll see what I can do.”  
 
    Suddenly, a ballista bolt thundered forward and stabbed into the ground about one-hundred feet away from our current position. The first shot the orcs took was in vain, but it was way too close for my comfort.  
 
    I had to get us out of here, and fast.  
 
    “Draco Rexxxxxx…” One of the orc bastards whistled into the darkness. “Where are ya?”  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as I slowly pulled my dagger free of its sheath and held on for dear life. I was so constricted by the net that I didn’t dare make any sudden movements or loosen my grip. If I dropped the dagger, it was all over. The weapon would fall out of my reach, and the orcs would eventually find us and bludgeon us to death with their clubs or shank us with their swords.  
 
    Even though he wasn’t saying anything, I could tell Tirian was in a state of panic, as well. I could feel his heart pounding through his thick scales, so much so that it felt like I was sitting in a car with a subwoofer, but even without his rapid heartbeat and squirminess, I could sense through our dragonbond that Tirian was in distress.  
 
    I pressed the sharp edge of the knife up against one of the threads of the net and began to saw it back and forth.  
 
    “Come on…” I muttered. “Just a little bit longer.”  
 
    Another ballista bolt stabbed into the ground a few dozen feet from the first. Thankfully, it was in the opposite direction of where we actually were located, but it was still enough of a surprise to make me jump and nearly lose my grip.  
 
    Ben? Tirian gulped.  
 
    “Hang on, buddy,” I whispered to the dragon. “I’m almost through the first one.”  
 
    I gave one final pass over the thread with my blade, and the thread separated in two. My hand instantly slid out through the new hole in the net, so I breathed a sigh of relief. Still… We weren’t free just yet.  
 
    I got to work on another one of the net’s threads and dragged my blade across it feverishly.  
 
    “Where in the bloody fuck did they go?” one of the orcs growled. “And how much of a stupid fuck do ya gotta be to miss a fucking dragon?”  
 
    “I’d like to see you try, ya fat-headed cocksucker!” one of the orcs behind the ballista replied.  
 
    “Watch your goddamn mouth!” the first orc snarled. “Or I’ll come up there and gut ya like a fucking boar.”  
 
    That’s right… Keep fighting with each other. Pay no attention to the man and the dragon about to escape…  
 
    That was when the trebuchet went off again, and I watched in horror as it flung another giant boulder up into the air and down toward the Cero village. There was nothing I could do but stare on helplessly as the rock plummeted in the direction of the clay structures.  
 
    “Swaer, nooooo!” I heard Batari’s voice scream from somewhere down the mountain.  
 
    A small red figure flew up into the sky with the speed and grace of a rocket-propelled noodle. His tiny, fur-covered body snaked through the air as he headed straight toward the boulder, stopped directly in its trajectory, and hovered in place.  
 
    Then the little guy inhaled deeply, pulled his head backward, and unleashed a tempest breath from the deepest depths of his body. Swaer’s wind attack hit the boulder head on.  
 
    Then, much to my surprise, the boulder stopped in midair, and it suddenly began to jarringly hover in place, like it was being lifted up by the grasp of an invisible twister.  
 
    “Is that… Is that a bloody wind dragon?” one of the orcs gasped.  
 
    Swaer inhaled once more, blew on the rock, and then sent the boulder in the opposite direction.  
 
    The orcs at the top of the hill screamed like bitches as the giant rock careened toward their position, but there was nothing they could do.  
 
    “Hold your ground, men!” one of the orcs declared.  
 
    “Fuck your ground!” another one cried. “I’m getting the fuck outta here!”  
 
    “Ya bloody cowards!” the first orc growled. “Get back here before I rip off your balls and--”  
 
    Before he could finish his threat, the boulder slammed into the trebuchet and sent it splintering into a million pieces. I saw a splurt of blood launch out from underneath the rock as it smashed the “brave” orc where he stood, and then I saw a few more of the green bastards come up over the side of the hill.  
 
    “They’ve got a wind dragon!” an orc declared. “Focus all your fire on him until the ugly silver fucker comes back!”  
 
    They’re gonna attack Swaer! Tirian gasped. We gotta get out of here, Ben! 
 
    “I’m trying,” I reminded the dragon. “If I can just get one more of these things, then I… There!”  
 
    My dagger blade snapped the tension of another thread of the net, and I finally had a wide enough space for me to slip through. It was going to be a tight fit, but I was gonna try anyway.  
 
    I ducked down slightly, leaned over so my head was poking out through the hole, and then began to climb out. It was a ridiculously tight squeeze, but I was slowly able to shimmy my way through and then out to freedom.  
 
    I fell out onto the ground, hopped back up to my feet, and then got to work cutting through the rest of the net.  
 
    “Swaer!” Batari’s voice screamed once more. “Get back down here!”  
 
    I wanted to scream at her it was a bad idea, but I also didn’t want to give away our position.  
 
    If Swaer returned to the rest of my crew, he’d give them away, and once that happened, it would be like open season for the orcs.  
 
    That only left me with one option… I had to get Tirian out, and I needed to get him out fast.  
 
    Now that I wasn’t constricted by the net myself, it was easy to move around to the different threads and tear them apart with my dagger.  
 
    A ballista bolt shot over our heads, and I gulped as I watched it head right at Swaer.  
 
    The little wind-breather didn’t even act fazed.  
 
    Swaer unleashed another gust of wind, put out the fire at the bolt’s end, and sent it harmlessly off into the plains of the savanna.  
 
    I was finally able to cut through a few more pieces of the net, enough to let Tirian through. The silver dragon scampered out of his restraints, shook his body like a dog drying off, and then stood tall as he spread his wings.  
 
    Now can I light them on fire? His eyes narrowed as he stared down the ballista.  
 
    “Now you can light them on fire.” I grinned. “Get to it, buddy.”  
 
    You’re not coming with me? Tirian asked.  
 
    “I’m going after the captured Ceros,” I explained. “Hopefully, the others will be here soon to help, but I can’t sit back and let those bastards try and escape. Now, go off and give ‘em hell, Tirian.”  
 
    With pleasure. A smile spread up Tirian’s thin, scaly lips, and then he took to the sky.  
 
    “Ah, shit!” one of the panicked orcs cried out. “There’s the dragon! Take aim boys, and--”  
 
    Before the orc could get out the last part of his command, Tirian unleashed a blast of white-hot flames down onto the closest ballista. The wood and iron construct was incinerated in a flash, as were the orcs I assumed were stationed there.  
 
    However, there was still a second ballista and a net-launcher to be dealt with, and I watched as Tirian swooped up and out of the way of an incoming bolt and then quickly had to roll out of the way of a flying net.  
 
    As much as I wanted to go up there and help the silver dragon out, I figured he’d be able to handle himself against two measly siege engines.  
 
    Besides, I had bigger things to worry about. Like getting these Cero women back and driving the orcs away from the island.  
 
    I scanned the scorched battlefield to see if I could find the orcs who carried the captured rhino-women. These orcs in particular would be distinct in the fact that they wouldn’t carry torches, as they had a captive in one hand and most likely a weapon in the other.  
 
    Eventually, I spotted the two bastards, and sure enough, each one had a poor limp Cero woman slung over their shoulders. Both orcs carried a club in their free hands, and they looked around frantically as if they were just waiting on somebody to come and try to take their prize.  
 
    Challenge accepted.  
 
    The only problem was that there was a small army of orcs between the two kidnappers and myself. Sure, I could probably try to sneak all the way around, out of sight from the ugly green bastards, but that would take way too much time. On the other hand, trying to charge straight into a battle where I was horrifically outnumbered wasn’t a good call, either.  
 
    I may have had the advantage of night vision over these guys, but the second I was close enough to strike they’d be able to see me in the light of their torches.  
 
    Still… I had to try.  
 
    Tirian was preoccupied with the two remaining siege engines, and I didn’t know how much longer it would take for my crewmates to arrive on the scene.  
 
    I needed to act, and I needed to act now.  
 
    Stealth was probably the best approach, so I unsheathed my dagger, focused in on the closest orc to me, and then began to sneak up on him like a ninja in the night.  
 
    The orc was probably about two hundred feet away from me, and the light of his torch illuminated a few feet out from his position. I closed the gap in no time and waited just outside his line of sight.  
 
    Then I went in for the kill.  
 
    I leapt into the light, slashed my pink-stone dagger across the bastard’s throat, and then threw my hand against his mouth before he could scream. Warm red blood gushed out from his fresh wound and splattered at my feet. The orc tried to sound the alarm, but my hand muffled his sounds until all he could do was gurgle helplessly. His eyes turned lifeless as his body went limp, and then I tossed him to the side like a ragdoll.  
 
    The next few orcs were all gathered together in a large cluster, and I wasn’t quite sure how the hell I was going to get past them in one piece. Maybe if I got the jump on them I could kill one or two before they gave away my position, but then I’d be outnumbered and ousted.  
 
    Maybe trying to sneak around was the way to go.  
 
    That was when I saw the kidnapper orcs make their move. With the deadly dragon now distracted, both of the filthy orcs began up the mountain again. There was now no way I could get to them before they got over the peak, not with the way things were going.  
 
    If I wanted to save the two Cero women, I needed to do something much more… drastic.  
 
    Fucking hell. I needed to make myself a distraction.  
 
    By now I was sure every single orc had heard stories about me, and I was even more sure they all would love nothing more than to have the title of “Draco Rex killer,” and I was about to give them all a chance.  
 
    It was a really bad idea, but I was all out of good ones.  
 
    I just hoped the rest of the Cero women weren’t too far away.  
 
    I sheathed my dagger, drew my sword, and then charged straight for the small cluster of orcs. When I got up close, I stabbed my seaglass blade right through one of the bastard’s backs and out through his chest from behind.  
 
    He let out a surprised gasp before his body went limp, but I didn’t even have time to savor his defeat. I yanked the blade out of his chest and then quickly parried a blow from another orc’s iron sword, but before I could reorient myself, a club slammed into my stomach.  
 
    All the air in my lungs felt like it was sucked out with a vacuum hose as I flew back and landed firmly on my ass. I rolled off to the right as the orc’s club came down where I was sitting, and then I hopped up to my knees and lashed out at the fucker.  
 
    There was a wet schlock followed by a horrific scream as my blade cut through the orc’s arm, right underneath the shoulder, like a hot knife through butter. I watched with smug satisfaction as the orc’s arm fell away onto the ground, and he helplessly clutched at the geyser of blood that came from his artery.  
 
    As my opponent bled out, the other two orcs from the group rushed me at the same time, and these two guys both had iron swords and a look of pure bloodlust in their eyes.  
 
    Then I heard the words I really dreaded hearing.  
 
    “It’s the Draco Rex!” an orc from afar gasped. “He’s all alone!”  
 
    Welp… It looked like my plan had worked. Hurray, I guess.  
 
    I ducked out of the way of the first orc’s sword, blocked the attack of the second one, and then came back around and slashed my sword across one of the green bastards’ abdomen.  
 
    The orc’s face fell as my blade cut through his flesh and muscle and eviscerated him like a gutted fish, and he sputtered as his lower body opened up like an over ripe grapefruit until his guts fell out at his feet.  
 
    I kicked the dying orc away from me, turned back to the other attacker, and blocked his blade seconds before it would have severed my head from my shoulders. This time, the orc lashed out at me with his burning torch, but I swiftly knocked it away with my own weapon.  
 
    Now that both of his arms were out to his side, the fucker was completely unprotected.  
 
    I let out a grunt of frustration as I skewered the orc’s heart with my seaglass blade, watched him go limp, and then yanked my blade from his body as it fell. When I turned around to see the incoming onslaught of orcs, my heart seemed to freeze in place.  
 
    Every single orc on the battlefield was headed my direction, including the ones who held the Cero women captive. To make matters worse, I could see there were now even more orcs coming over the mountain to join the fray.  
 
    My hypothesis was correct. Every single one of these jolly green bastards wanted to be the one to kill me.  
 
    Well, even if this was the end, I was gonna make them work for it.  
 
    “Alright, motherfuckers…” I growled as I held my sword at the ready. “Which one of you wants the title the most?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as I watched the orcs approach. Even though there were only a few dozen of the fuckers, their footsteps were thunderous as they made their way across the mountainside. Their footfalls were quick and sporadic, almost as if they were scuttling….  
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped.  
 
    That wasn’t the orcs’ footsteps I was hearing… It was the Mieraks.  
 
    Now, I just needed to stay alive long enough for them to swoop in and kick some green ass.  
 
    The first three orcs were on me in a flash. Two of them took a swing at me with their wooden clubs, but I was able to dispel one and hop out of the way of the second blow. I jumped back as the third orc’s blade swished past my throat by centimeters, and then I threw up my boot and kicked him in the stomach.  
 
    The orc bastard doubled over in agony, so I wasted no time in taking him out while he was distracted. I drew my pink dagger, plunged it into the back of his neck, and watched him go limp as the blade cut through his spinal cord.  
 
    Suddenly, one of the orcs’ clubs slammed into the back of my leg, and I went down on one knee as a wave of pain shot through every tendon in my lower body. Then I threw up my sword and blocked the attack of another club before I stabbed my dagger into the attacking orc’s foot repeatedly.  
 
    He shrieked as blood splurted from what was left of his foot, and he fell backward in shock.  
 
    I spun around just in time to dodge the attack of the remaining orc.  
 
    Who the hell was I kidding? He wasn’t “the remaining orc.” There were a whole fucking lot of remaining orcs.  
 
    Still, I had to deal with him first.  
 
    I parried his next attack, spun around so I was behind him, and then stabbed my dagger into the back of his body. The orc roared with pain before he threw back his foot and kicked me in the stomach.  
 
    The air left my lungs as I stumbled backward, but I refused to let up.  
 
    I threw myself onto the orc’s back and grappled his head back to expose his throat. Once he was exposed, I ran my dagger across his green flesh and sent a spray of crimson out into the night sky.  
 
    As I jumped off the orc and let his body fall to the ground, my fears were calmed instantly because I could see the figures of mounted riders and their ants not far down the side of the mountain.  
 
    And a water dragon.  
 
    “Ayeayeayeayeaye!” Nadir and Lezan’s voices called out in unison, and my heart swelled with pride.  
 
    I did it. I’d survived long enough for the cavalry to arrive.  
 
    Now, we needed to make sure we finished these bastards off.  
 
    I turned back to the incoming orcs, sheathed my dagger, and tightened my grip on my seaglass sword with both hands. Then I waited.  
 
    The mounted riders and George swished past me in an instant and got to work. George snatched up an orc in his massive jaws and then shook the poor bastard around like a dog with a chew toy as he continued to run. The orc’s body went limp in seconds, so George tossed it to the side and moved on to his next target.  
 
    Meanwhile, I watched as Lezan and Nadir dismounted while still on the move. Both of the Coonag women sprang from the Mieraks they were on and delivered swift death blows to their selected orcs, but the way they went about the death blows couldn’t have been more different.  
 
    Nadir turned her axe in her hand and then slammed the blunt end against the orc’s face. His neck jerked in an awkward way atop his spine, and then his body went limp as he fell to the ground.  
 
    Lezan, on the other hand, didn’t use her axe at all. The Coonag woman with the black-and-white hair landed atop one of the orcs and brought him to the ground, and before he could even make a move, Lezan opened up her mouth and sank her teeth right into the bastard’s face. She yanked her head upwards, and the entire right side of the orc’s face came off with it. Blood sprayed Lezan as she went back in for seconds, but I couldn’t even watch what happened next.  
 
    As much as I loved my Coonag women, they were crazy as fuck sometimes.  
 
    Another orc arrived at my position, so I locked swords with the bastard momentarily. While our blades were locked in a standoff, the orc gritted his teeth and growled as he tried to overpower me with his brute strength. His disgusting breath wafted into my nostrils, and it took every ounce of willpower in my body to keep down my dinner.  
 
    With my free hand, I quickly drew my dagger and then stabbed it through the green bastard’s eye.  
 
    He screamed as he stumbled backward, and I finished him off with a quick slash across the throat.  
 
    “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” Candara’s voice announced as the Morpho woman fluttered down beside me.  
 
    “What?” I mused. “The way I just killed this guy?”  
 
    “No, no,” Candara chuckled. “The way that these Cero women fight. I never would have thought you could be so effective without using your own legs.”  
 
    I glanced over to observe what she was talking about.  
 
    Rikuri was atop her Mierak, and she twirled her sword-spear as the pair quickly gained on a few fleeing orcs. The hornless rhino-woman cackled as she lashed out with her weapon and stabbed it right through the back of an orc’s head. Then, without missing a beat, she flipped the sword-spear in her hand and delivered a killing slash across another orc’s throat.  
 
    Then there was Ashanti, who was going full Legolas at the moment. The Cero woman had her legs firmly tightened around her mount, and her whole upper body was on a swivel. She shot an arrow straight through the eye of an orc before she turned one-hundred-and-eighty degrees, strung another projectile, and launched it into a second orc’s chest.  
 
    “Damn…” I whispered to myself.  
 
    The rest of the Cero women seemed to emulate the two warriors, though in much more subdued ways. They ran down their enemies without much effort, skewered them with their swords, or shot them with an arrow, and then moved on to the next one.  
 
    “I told you,” Candara laughed. “It’s like watching a pack of animals hunting their prey. If I didn’t know any better-- Actually, hold that thought.”  
 
    Candara jumped into the air, caught herself on her wings, and flipped open her fan-blade. The butterfly-woman then shot over to two incoming orcs and landed on the ground behind them, and I watched with glee as Candara stabbed the spine of her fan-blade into one of the orc’s throats and kicked him away. The blonde ducked down just as the second orc took a swing at her, twirled around in her crouched position, and dragged her spines across his leg, and there was a spray of crimson as Candara sliced through the orc’s leg muscles and brought him down to his knees.  
 
    Actually, he didn’t even get to his knees.  
 
    As the bastard fell, Candara stood up, turned her fan-blade upward, and stabbed her top spine through the bottom of the orc’s jaw. Gravity finished off the bastard, and his tongue flopped out of his mouth as he went limp. Once the deed was done, Candara flew back over to me.  
 
    “That was pretty impressive, too, you know,” I noted.  
 
    “That wasn’t impressive.” Candara shook her head and then motioned across the battlefield. “What Anora and Nima are doing is impressive. They aren’t even on mounts!”  
 
    I looked in the direction the Morpho woman was pointing and saw exactly what she was talking about.  
 
    The Niralope woman Nima and the healer Anora were both right in the middle of the fight, not on a mount and with nothing to protect them but the bows and arrows in their hands.  
 
    Thankfully, that was more than enough for the two women.  
 
    They moved across the battlefield like a pair of anxious meerkats. Their heads were constantly turning left and right as they looked for their next opponent, and neither of the women strayed more than a few feet apart from their partner.  
 
    Not too far away from the archers were Darya, Zarya, and Mira, and the three dragonkin warriors looked to be having a field day with the orcs as they fought three-on-two against the musclebound green fuckers. Their spears twirled like an acrobat’s ribbon as they danced around their opponents and landed blow after soft blow, and finally, once the orcs were exhausted and injured, the warrior women finished them off with a quick stab.  
 
    “Alright,” I conceded. “That is really impressive. But we can’t lose sight of our mission. As much as I love watching these nasty fuckers bite the dust, we need to find the captured Cero women and save them before-- There they are!”  
 
    The orcs with the rhino-women were quickly booking it up the slope of the mountain, and they were nearly at the peak.  
 
    “I’ll try to cut them off!” Candara announced as she took to the sky.  
 
    “I’ll be right behind you,” I promised. “George? I need you, bud.”  
 
    On my way, dear one! George replied telepathically.  
 
    I watched Candara shoot up the mountain and land right in front of the two orcs, and the second they saw the butterfly-woman, they tossed their unconscious prisoners to the ground and drew their weapons.  
 
    The next thing I knew I heard the sound of thundering footsteps behind me, and without even looking, I took off in a full sprint, inhaled sharply, and then jumped to the left.  
 
    The timing was perfect as George arrived at my side right then and there, so I grabbed onto the water dragon’s blue scales before I hoisted myself up onto his back and turned my attention back to the orcs.  
 
    “Thanks for the lift, George,” I mumbled as I set my sights on the kidnappers. “Now let’s take a page out of the Ceros’ playbook and run these sorry assholes down.”  
 
    George and I took out three more orcs as we charged, and soon we came up on Candara and the two kidnappers.  
 
    They appeared to be giving the Morpho woman all she could handle, since her graceful slashes didn’t seem to be landing at all. Candara could no sooner reorient herself to the orcs’ attacks before they came at her with another one, and the golden-haired butterfly-woman seemed beyond flustered.  
 
    George let out an angry chuff as he opened his mouth wide, and one of the orcs turned around to face his new attacker and then shit himself when he saw what he was facing. The orc turned to flee, but George snapped his jaws around the bastard’s head before he could make a move.  
 
    There was a wet crunch as George pulled the orc’s head from his shoulders and trampled over his lifeless body. Then the dragon banked around, turned to the second orc, and spat the severed head straight at him. The head slammed into the orc’s chest, bounced off, and rolled across the ground with a trail of viscera behind it.  
 
    The second orc just stared at his friend’s head with a shocked expression, though his expression turned to horror when Candara slashed her fan-blade across his throat. The orc fell to his knees as his blood spilled onto the rocky ground, and seconds later his body went limp and fell to the ground, dead.  
 
    George slowed his momentum to a halt as we came up on the captured Cero women, until he had completely stopped in place.  
 
    “Nice job, Candara,” I announced as I jumped off the back of the water dragon and walked over to the butterfly-women.  
 
    “I couldn’t have done it without you.” Candara smiled as she wiped a speck of blood from her pale cheek. “Particularly you, George.”  
 
    All in a day’s work, my friend, George said with a bow of his big head.  
 
    “The work’s not done yet, I’m afraid,” I sighed and pointed to the bound Cero women. “I need you to take these two back down the mountain. Get them to one of the Cero healers as quickly as you can.”  
 
    Are you sure? the water dragon questioned. Don’t you need me up here? 
 
    “We do.” I nodded. “But saving their lives is way more important right now. We’ll be fine, George. Just get these women back to safety.”  
 
    George frowned, but he nodded to let me know he understood. Then the blue-scaled water dragon got down on his knees and bent his head down so we could load the unconscious women up.  
 
    Candara grabbed one Cero woman, and I grabbed the other. We carried them over to George, laid them across his back like they were a deer that had just been hunted, and then watched as he stood back up and turned away. George let out a final, sad chuff before he took off down the side of the mountain.  
 
    As we watched him go, I realized the battle was starting to turn in our favor. The mountainside was littered with orc bodies, and the seemingly endless flow or reinforcements had now subsided. Really, the only thing keeping the orcs in this fight were their siege engines.  
 
    That was gonna have to change.  
 
    Somehow, the orcs continued to keep Tirian on his toes, and the silver dragon had yet to land a finishing blow with his fire breath on either of the remaining pieces of weaponry.  
 
    “Wanna help me take out those machines?” I asked Candara with a grin.  
 
    “Is that really a question?” she chuckled.  
 
    Both of us held our weapons at the ready and then dashed up the side of the mountain. We weren’t far from the peak, so we arrived at the top in no time flat. From this vantage point, I could gauge the situation much clearer, and down at the very bottom of the other side of the mountain sat what appeared to be a small orc camp.  
 
    That must have been where all the reinforcements were coming from.  
 
    There were three orcs who manned the remaining siege engines, one to pull the trigger, and two to load the projectiles. They all looked like they were sweating bullets, and their attention was so focused on the fire-breathing dragon before them that they didn’t even notice Candara and me.  
 
    Good. That was going to make this next part be a lot easier.  
 
    We charged at the ballista operators at full speed, and they finally turned to acknowledge us.  
 
    Too little, too late.  
 
    I lashed out with my seaglass sword and sent the first orc’s head straight up into the air. As his decapitated body fell to the ground, I drew my dagger, turned to the second approaching orc, and threw it right in the center of his brow.  
 
    The orc’s eyes rolled back as he stopped dead in his tracks and collapsed to the ground.  
 
    When I looked back at Candara, I saw the Morpho woman drive one of her fan-blade’s spines into the orc’s eye. He screamed as blood squirted from his now-empty eye socket, but Candara silenced him with a quick slash across his neck.  
 
    “Hey!” one of the orcs over on the net-throwing machine barked. “What the hell’s going on over there, Baklar? Why did you--”  
 
    The orc’s words caught in his throat when he looked over at the ballista, and his whole body went rigid with terror, almost as if it took him a second to register what was about to happen.  
 
    “Run!” one of the net-loading orcs cried out as he began to run away.  
 
    It was far too late.  
 
    Tirian’s fire breath came down on the net-launching machine and completely burnt it to ashes. The orcs tried to scream, but their lungs were incinerated before they could make a sound.  
 
    Whew, Tirian grumbled as he came down and landed atop the mountain’s peak. Thanks for that. My wings are exhausted from all that dodging I was doing.  
 
    “Don’t mention it.” I smiled at the silver dragon, and then I looked down at the battle happening below.  
 
    The few orcs who remained must have known they were toast, because they attempted to flee away from the fight and up toward the mountain top.  
 
    Little did they know what awaited them up here… 
 
    Tirian began to blast each orc who tried to flee with a quick, short burst of his flames. Soon, the remaining orcs stopped trying to escape, though they were quickly struck down in battle by my crewmates and the Cero women.  
 
    Within a few minutes, the battle was over.  
 
    “We did it!” I let out a huge sigh of relief. “We fucking did it. The orcs are done.”  
 
    “Not quite,” Candara reminded me. “There’s still that camp down at the bottom of the mountain.”  
 
    “Tirian?” I looked over at the silver dragon. “Do you think you can handle that?”  
 
    As long as they don’t have another one of those giant bow and arrows, sure! the silver dragon declared.  
 
    Tirian floated up into the night sky, turned his attention down the side of the mountain, and then swooped down like a hawk that had zeroed in on his prey. There were a few flashes of white-hot fire that shone through the darkness, and then the dragon returned to us with the smoldering campsite in his wake.  
 
    “Wow.” Candara whistled. “Maybe we should just let you take the lead from now on, Tirian.”  
 
    I don’t think so, Tirian harumphed. Did you see the weapons these guys had? It’s like they came prepared especially for me.  
 
    “That’s because they did come prepared especially for you,” I explained to the fire-breathing dragon. “At least, they came prepared for your kind. I don’t think they knew we would be here in particular.”  
 
    “Oh… Yes, we did… ” a gruff voice weakly called out from behind me.  
 
    I turned around and saw one of the orcs was still alive. 
 
    He was slumped up against a boulder and quickly bleeding out, but he was still alive.  
 
    I climbed down off the peak, walked over to the dying orc, and raised my sword to his throat.  
 
    “How?” I demanded. “How did you know we’d be here?”  
 
    “We didn’t,” the orc coughed. “We just thought we were comin’ to an island full of dragons and shit. But then we saw that nice ship on the shoreline, and once we saw yer ugly mug? I knew we were in for some fun.”  
 
    “Not really,” Mira growled as she approached. “Your friends are all dead, and you’ll be joining them soon.”  
 
    “It sure is.” The orc smiled weakly. “There’s still a bunch more of us out there, Draco Rex. This was just a taste of what you and yer sorry bitches are up against. But even if you do somehow defeat us, even if you somehow drive my kind off this island… We win.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I sneered. “I don’t speak ‘dumbass.’ You lost.”  
 
    “No, we didn’t,” the orc said before he coughed up more blood. “We have your ship, Draco Rex.”  
 
    My blood ran cold at the orc’s words.  
 
    “Then we’ll just have to take it back.” Mira shrugged. “We’ve done it before.”  
 
    “That’s right…” the orc completely ignored Mira and continued to taunt me. “So, even if you win this battle, you’ve lost your ship. That thing is gonna make a great addition to our fleet… Maybe the Captain will have it be the one that’s sent to your island first? It’s got your flag, after all. Maybe we’ll just sail up to your shores without incident, and then once your women come out to greet us--”  
 
    I stabbed my seaglass blade through the bastard’s brain before he could dare finish that threat.  
 
    The orc’s eyes rolled back in his head as a bit of blood oozed from his mouth and dribbled down on his clothes.  
 
    “So, there are more of them?” Batari questioned as she and her people rode up to our position. “Somewhere out there, waiting to attack?”  
 
    “Of course, there are,” I sighed and wiped the blood off my sword. “It’s never that simple with these fucking guys. I bet they’ve got another camp out there, somewhere on the savanna or probably on the beach.”  
 
    “So, what do we do, then?” Zarya asked. “Shall we go orc hunting?”  
 
    “Ooooohhhhh,” Nadir giggled. “That sounds like my kind of activity!”  
 
    “That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” I explained. “But we’re going to have to do it differently this time. If there are as many orcs out there as that bastard claimed there were, we can’t just run head-on straight into battle.”  
 
    “I agree with the Draco Rex,” Rikuri announced. “The grass of our plains is not yet tall enough to conceal us. If we were to charge an entire encampment of these beasts, they would see us coming.”  
 
    “So, what do you suggest, then?” Batari asked once more.  
 
    “We’re gonna have to lure them out into the open,” I explained. “Then we’ll pick them off at our leisure.”  
 
    “Oh, boy… I know that look,” Nima chuckled. “That’s the look Ben gets when he’s coming up with a plan.”  
 
    That was exactly what I was doing. These bastards might have been strong in numbers, but they were weak in the brain.  
 
    And one thing was for sure.  
 
    It would be a cold day in hell before I let them steal my beloved Dragon Queen.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “What is your idea, Ben?” Mira asked as she stepped forward and leaned against her spear. “Are we going to lure them out into a trap?”  
 
    “More or less,” I admitted. “We just need to figure out what kind of a trap we’ll need to lure them into. Almost everything between here and the shore is flat, hilly plains, so it’s not like we can just set up a bunch of hidden booby traps for them to wander into.”  
 
    “And charging right to them would be like running straight into a pack of wild boars,” Anora interjected. “Sure, you might come out of it alive, but you’re not getting out of the situation without a few major injuries and maybe even some casualties.”  
 
    “See, that is exactly what we’d normally do.” Ashanti shrugged. “We’d take all of our mounted Cero riders, charge right up to their camp, and then kill them all before they could even realize what was happening. It’s actually a fairly effective strategy.”  
 
    “That’s still not a good idea.” I shook my head. “If they have The Dragon Queen and whatever other boats carried them in, then they’ll just be waiting to pick us off from the sea with their cannons.”  
 
    “Cannons?” Batari questioned with an excited smile. “I don’t know what those are, but they sound deadly.”  
 
    “They are,” I explained. “They’re these giant iron tubes that can shoot heavy balls of metal at very high speeds. I’ve seen those things tear off people’s limbs or turn them into a gory mess of mangled bones and flesh.”  
 
    “Tell me more.” Rikuri grinned as her pupils dilated with happiness.  
 
    “There’s not really much more to it,” I admitted. “It’s a giant ball of iron that can tear holes through enemy lines and blast people apart.”  
 
    “I volunteer to charge the camp,” Rikuri demanded as she turned to Batari. “We could do so much damage if we had some of those cannon things…”  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks, it sounds like it,” Batari muttered. “But I trust the Draco Rex. If he has a better idea than our traditional methods, then we should listen to him.”  
 
    “Well, we aren’t taking any of the cannons if they’re used against us,” I explained. “Plus, if these orcs went through all the trouble of bringing dragon-capturing siege engines across the island, I can almost guarantee they’ll have more on their ship. If we want to stand a chance, we’ll have to take out any of their ships and recapture The Dragon Queen first.”  
 
    “But how?” Batari questioned. “You just said they will see us approaching from afar.”  
 
    “They will.” I nodded. “That’s where you and your riders come in.”  
 
    Batari’s brow furrowed with confusion as she tried to understand my plan. The Queen Mother leaned back on her Mierak, crossed her arms, and scratched her chin vigorously for a moment. Then it dawned on her.  
 
    “You want us to be the bait,” Batari declared with a smile.  
 
    “Kind of.” I nodded. “I want you guys to march down the mountain and head in their direction. There’s no doubt in my mind that they saw what Tirian just did to their friends, so I wouldn’t be surprised if they were already waiting on another assault.”  
 
    “So, while they’re distracted by the incoming Ceros, we strike from behind,” Nadir cackled. “I love it.”  
 
    “Even then, we can’t take them all alone,” I continued. “I’ll take a small crew with me to board The Dragon Queen and reclaim it in the name of Queen Nerissa. Then, once we’ve secured the ship, we’ll use its cannons to sneak attack the rest of the orc vessels. We sink those, and the orcs in the camp will be scared shitless.”  
 
    “What if there is a whole fleet of boats?” Darya suggested. “Didn’t that orc you just killed claim there were a lot of them.”  
 
    “That’s what Tirian is for.” I pointed to the fire-breathing dragon. “If the orcs are doubly distracted by both the incoming Cero warriors and the fact that one of their ships just got hijacked, they’ll be completely in the dark about the dragon that’s lurking over them. Tirian swoops in and takes out the ships, and then the fuckers on the shore run away like cockroaches in the light.”  
 
    “Run to where, though?” Batari questioned. “They’ll flee their camp in all directions across the plain, which will make it hard to run them down.”  
 
    “Not if we do it right,” I explained. “We hit them with a pincer movement.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Lezan cooed. “Is that one of the fancy war terms from your world?”  
 
    “It is.” I nodded. “Basically, all of your riders will create two clusters. Once the orcs are on the run, then you attack them from both sides. Hopefully, that will keep them all headed in the same direction.”  
 
    “Not to be a mud-wallower.” Ashanti crossed her arms. “But why do they need to all go in the same direction? Can’t we just kill them right then and there?”  
 
    “You could,” I explained. “But it would be a lot safer and a lot easier if we led them into some sort of trap that would take them out for us. Even though this terrain is very flat and open, it wouldn’t be hard to dig a giant pit and then fill it with sharpened branches or something like that.”  
 
    “Wait…” A smile spread across Ashanti’s face. “I have a better idea. Rikuri, wasn’t there a large spotted hounds den around here somewhere?”  
 
    “There sure was,” Rikuri snorted. “Those things nearly ripped us to shreds just for wandering into their den. It was a giant hole in the ground that looked like a tunnel! How were we supposed to know it was filled with deadly monsters?”  
 
    “That’s where we’ll lead them.” Ashanti nodded. “We can funnel the orcs right into the den of the spotted hounds, and then we can let our own enemies kill each other for us.” 
 
    “So brutal…” Lezan giggled. “I love it.”  
 
    “I do, too.” I grinned. “That’ll save us the time of building traps, which means we can get started almost immediately. Do you remember where this den was?”  
 
    “Of course, I do.” Rikuri nodded. “How could one forget the time they were almost turned into spotted hound dung? It is located near the cloudbrush about two-hundred Mierstrides to the west of the cloudbrush we found you in.”  
 
    “Well, that should be an easy one to find, then,” Mira chuckled. “I doubt there are many cloudbrushes that have fallen down naturally, so you should just find the downed tree and lead them two-hundred ‘Mierstrides’ from there.”  
 
    “Then that is what we shall do,” Batari declared. “Cero warriors? Are you with me?”  
 
    All of the mounted riders let out a loud “haroo!” in response.  
 
    The loud noise must have spooked Swaer, because the little red dragon leapt off Batari’s neck and slithered up nearly five feet in the air. He looked around frantically as his body began to tremble, and he started to make a strange chittering noise with his teeth. Swaer’s whiskers danced upon his face like two wet noodles on a marionette string, and his eyes were wide as his lips pulled in and out.  
 
    Uhhhh, is he alright? Tirian questioned.  
 
    “Swaer?” Batari’s voice sounded much more fearful than I’d ever heard it. “What’s wrong, my friend? I didn’t mean to scare you with the loud noise…”  
 
    Suddenly, the tiny wind dragon stopped moving. His eyes were wide as he hovered in the air, and he stared off into space as if he were stuck in a trance.  
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Candara gasped. “I-I’ve never seen this sort of action in an animal before…”  
 
    “Did-- Did we scare him to death?” the Queen Mother sputtered in a trembling voice. “I-I didn’t mean to--”  
 
    Before she could finish her sentence, Swaer’s entire body began to convulse like he was dry heaving, and my fear and worry instantly transformed into excitement and anticipation as I realized I’d seen this sort of action before.  
 
    I saw it with all four of the water dragons as well as Tirian.  
 
    Swaer was about to ask somebody to bond with him.  
 
    The little red wind dragon hiccupped a few times, reared back his head, and then made a sound that was a mix between a cough and a sneeze. As he did so, an object flew from his mouth and landed on the ground at Batari’s feet.  
 
    “What is that, Queen Mother?” one of the random Cero women asked her leader.  
 
    Batari’s face was still full of concern as she dismounted her Mierak, hopped onto the rocky ground, and then picked up the object on the ground.  
 
    It was a crystal scale.  
 
    “I’m not sure what this is,” Batari admitted. “Swaer? Did you get into something you weren’t supposed to while we weren’t looking?”  
 
    The wind dragon’s whiskers pulled back against his face, and he narrowed his eyes as he grunted in response.  
 
    “He wants to bond with you, Batari.” Mira stepped forward. “Swaer has chosen you as his bondmate.”  
 
    “Bondmate?” Batari gasped. “As in… A dragon bond?”  
 
    “Indeed.” Mira nodded.  
 
    “I’m flattered, Swaer,” Batari chuckled. “What in Tembori’s name do I do with this, though?”  
 
    “Didn’t you have to do this with your land dragons?” Candara questioned. “When you bonded with them?”  
 
    “Our bonds with our land dragons were created when Tembori created us,” Rikuri clarified. “We already had all of our bonds when we came into this world.”  
 
    “As weird as this sounds, you have to put it on your tongue,” I noted. “Just pop it in your mouth, allow it to dissolve, and then you’ll be bonded with the little guy.”  
 
    “Just let it sit there?” Batari gasped. “I… don’t even chew?”  
 
    “You see what that thing is made of?” Ashanti teased. “I think you’d break all your teeth if you tried to chew that.”  
 
    Swaer made a chirping noise from above and then slithered down so he was staring Batari right in the eyes.  
 
    “Uh… I think he might be growing impatient,” Darya observed.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” Batari grumbled. “I suppose I accept your offer, Swaer.”  
 
    The wind dragon tilted his head to the side and gave the Queen Mother a look that said “seriously?” Then his hind end wagged like an excited puppy as he watched Batari put the scale into her mouth.  
 
    The Queen Mother held it there for a moment before her eyes went wide, and she furrowed her brow.  
 
    I remember my bonding experience as if it were only yesterday. The strange warming-yet-calm sensation of the seaglass as it melted in my mouth and spread throughout my body like a cup of spiced cider. The whole process only took a few seconds, and then I’d felt at ease with the world around me.  
 
    Batari seemed to arrive at that point in the proceedings, because her entire body relaxed as she looked over at the wind dragon longingly.  
 
    How are you feeling, Batari? a juvenile voice questioned in my head.  
 
    “Swaer?” Batari gasped. “Is that you?”  
 
    It’s me, alright! Swaer grinned as his whiskers flicked back and forth happily. I’m glad you can finally understand me. It was getting hard to talk to you without words.  
 
    I’m glad I can understand you, as well, Tirian noted. Though I felt like we’ve had a strange bond from the beginning, since we’re both dragons and all.  
 
    “Tirian?” Batari’s eyes widened as she looked at the silver fire-breather. “I-I can understand you.”  
 
    Isn’t that normal? Tirian raised a scaly eyebrow at the Cero woman. All of us dragons can talk to our bondmates, and anybody they themselves have been bonded to.  
 
    “Ummm, Queen Mother?” Rikuri cleared her throat. “Is everything alright?”  
 
    All of the Cero women were looking at their leader as if she’d gone completely bonkers.  
 
    “She’s just speaking to the dragons,” I explained and held up my hands to indicate all was well. “Isn’t that what you did with your land dragons?”  
 
    “No.” Ashanti shook her head. “We bonded with the land dragons, but we could never speak to them like they were another Cero person. They could understand and obey us, but they never were able to talk back.”  
 
    “Were you able to feel their emotions?” Mira asked. “For example, if your land dragon was in pain or scared, did you feel the same thing as they did?”  
 
    “Not at all…” Ashanti continued with a frown. “I suppose we could tell they were feeling those emotions by the way they acted, but we never felt it ourselves.”  
 
    “Then none of you truly had a dragon bond with your creatures,” Candara interjected.  
 
    “Excuse me?” Rikuri growled as she hopped off her Mierak, walked over to the Morpho woman, and stuck her finger in Candara’s face. “I loved Darbha like he was my own flesh and blood. I loved that green scaly lunk until the day he was killed by the Skudawar, so I don’t want to hear the two of us weren’t bonded.”  
 
    “I’m sorry.” Candara lowered her head. “I-I didn’t mean to offend you. But if you never went through a proper bonding process with your dragons, then you did not have a ‘dragonbond’ with them like Ben and George or Mira and Nixie or Jemma and Tirian. It’s a simple fact.”  
 
    “How is that possible?” Batari muttered. “How could we have been with our beloved land dragons for hundreds of season cycles, yet never truly bonded with them?”  
 
    How would I know? Swaer noted. I was literally born yesterday.  
 
    “I am not very familiar with anything but fire-breathers,” Candara admitted as she looked over Rikuri’s shoulder. “But perhaps the dragon bond is not something a land dragon does?”  
 
    “They’re dragons, though,” Mira pondered aloud. “Shouldn’t they be able to bond just like any other of their kind?”  
 
    “In theory, yes,” Candara mused as she pursed her lips. “It’s all very strange.”  
 
    “Look.” I shook my head and tried to get us back on track. “We can debate the details and celebrate this dragonbond later. For now, we need to worry about the task at hand. And that’s killing all those orcs who want to capture our dragons and do terrible things to the Cero women.”  
 
    “I agree.” Zarya stepped forward. “We must remove the orc plague on this island before we do anything further.”  
 
    “I think the plan will work,” I reiterated. “Does everyone remember what they need to do?”  
 
    You sneak onto the ship, Tirian and I cause chaos, and then the Cero women lead the nasty green men into a den of some scary creature, Swaer’s juvenile voice repeated. It’s pretty simple for me!  
 
    “What do you mean ‘you and Tirian?’” Batari placed her hands on her hips. “It’s way too dangerous for you to go out into battle by yourself. Did you see what almost happened when you tried that before?”  
 
    I saved our village! Swaer declared as he wiggled in the air. Thanks for the encouragement, Batari. Now, I’m going to be ten times more aggressive with this attack!  
 
    “That’s not what I meant…” the Queen Mother tried to argue. “I just don’t want you to get hurt by going off on your own.”  
 
    I won’t be on my own, Swaer argued. I’ll be with Tirian. And he can protect me from anything!  
 
    I wouldn’t go that far, Tirian chuckled. But I will do my best to protect Swaer, Batari. Though in all honesty, I think he might be the one who ends up protecting me.  
 
    “I don’t know.” The Queen Mother shook her head. “This is a dangerous mission for a wind dragon that isn’t even a full day old yet.”  
 
    “This is a dangerous mission for all of us,” I reminded Batari. “I think I agree with Tirian on this one, Swaer can do more damage with that breath of his than I think this entire team can. He’ll be fine, especially if Tirian is there by his side.”  
 
    “What’s going on right now?” Rikuri chuckled in disbelief. “Is it always this confusing to watch people talk to their dragons like this?”  
 
    “You get used to it.” Zarya shrugged. “Ben and Mira are both pretty good about translating for us.”  
 
    “Swaer and Tirian are going to lead the sneak attack,” I explained. “Once we have recaptured The Dragon Queen, they’ll be the ones who swoop in and fuck up the rest of the orc fleet.”  
 
    “How will you get around behind them?” Ashanti asked. “It would be quite a long, dangerous swim if that’s the way you wanted to go.”  
 
    “Tirian will fly us out,” I continued. “Which means there can only be a maximum of four people storming The Dragon Queen.”  
 
    “Only four people?” Rikuri chuckled. “Storming an entire ship? You are crazier than you look, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “We’ve done more with less.” I shrugged. “I’m confident we’ll be able to take back the ship with the right group of people.”  
 
    “Five,” Candara corrected. “I can fly, remember? I’ll go out there with you.”  
 
    “A group of five it is, then,” I noted. “I still need three more people to come along.”  
 
    “I’ll go,” Nima volunteered. “You’ll need an archer if you want to try and take out any orcs from far away.”  
 
    “You know you’re not going on a stealth mission without me, Draco Rex.” Mira flashed me a deadly grin. “Not even if you tried.”  
 
    “I’m going to be fully honest here,” Nadir spoke up. “I don’t think Lezan or I would be great for a stealth mission. You know how we get when we’re in the heat of the moment.”  
 
    “Lots of blood,” Lezan added with a serious nod. “Lots of gore. Lots of noise. Definitely not good for being stealthy.”  
 
    “It would be unwise for one of us to go without the other,” Darya noted as she pointed to her twin. “We fight most efficiently as a singular unit.”  
 
    “What about one of the Cero?” Anora suggested. “It would be counterintuitive for me to go along since you already have an archer… Why not take Rikuri or Batari along with you?”  
 
    “I must lead the charge.” Batari shook her head. “I am the Queen Mother, and it would be an insult to Tembori if I left my people to fight on their own.”  
 
    All eyes fell on Rikuri. The hornless Cero woman looked around at all of her peers, nodded with pursed lips, and then shrugged.  
 
    “What have I got to lose?” Rikuri mused.  
 
    “We would be honored to have the best warrior of the Cero people join us.” I grinned. “If you don’t mind riding on a crowded dragon, that is. Or getting wet.”  
 
    “If what Batari has told me is any indication,” Rikuri whispered. “Then that second part shouldn’t be an issue whatsoever.”  
 
    My face turned red as my heart hammered in my chest, but I didn’t respond to the flirtatious comment. Instead, I simply walked over to the edge of the mountain top and peeked down at the burning orc camp below. 
 
    “We will need to wait a little bit longer,” I explained. “You said these plains are extremely dangerous at night, so I don’t want to make any of you go down there until it’s almost dawn. Then that’s when we’ll strike. We’re going to give these orc bastards a very rude awakening.”  
 
    “The spotted hounds, too,” Mira snickered.  
 
    Our team sat atop the hill for a few hours more as we complimented each other about our battle efforts and shared stories about previous orc encounters.  
 
    However, I couldn’t soak it in for too long. We had some orcs to kill.  
 
    “Alright,” I finally announced as I stood from my seated position. “I hope you all enjoyed that bit of rest, because it’s time.”  
 
    “Finally,” Ashanti chuckled. “I was getting kind of restless!”  
 
    The Cero women mounted their oversized ants and readied their weapons, while several of my friends joined them. At the same time, Mira, Rikuri, Nima, and I all squeezed together on top of Tirian’s back.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re up for this?” I asked the silver-scaled dragon. “Because we can totally lighten the load if you need us to.”  
 
    No, Tirian grunted, though he kept his demeanor friendly. I’ve carried way more weight than this before. It’s only temporary, anyways.  
 
    I’d help if I could, Swaer interjected. But obviously I’m not much use as a carrier right now. I don’t even know if I could handle a heavy rock at this point.  
 
    “Unless you used your wind,” I chuckled. “You can handle just about anything with that.”  
 
    I don’t think you want to travel with my wind breath, the little guy snickered. Your insides would get so shaken up they would never return to normal.  
 
    Rikuri was right behind me on the silver dragon’s back, and soon she leaned in so her chin rested on my right shoulder.  
 
    “If you feel something poking in you in the backside, I promise it’s just my sword,” the hornless Cero woman teased.  
 
    “Really?” I retorted without missing a beat. “I would have assumed it was your missing horn.”  
 
    “I keep that in my dwelling,” Rikuri continued. “It’s a reminder of the one and only time I almost lost a battle. Well, the one and only time before I met you, of course.”  
 
    “Of course,” I flirted. “I’d love to hear that story sometime when we’re not about to go on a life-threatening mission.”  
 
    “It’s a short story,” Rikuri said. “And it’ll take us a little bit of time to get out to the sea…” 
 
    “Then we better get going,” I said. “Everyone else remembers the plan, right? Because you’ll need to get into position the second we head out of here. I don’t know how long it’ll take us to liberate The Dragon Queen, so it’d be best if you guys are ready to go at a moment’s notice.”  
 
    “We will be.” Batari nodded. “Right, Cero warriors?”  
 
    “Harooo!” the rest of the mounted rhino-women cried out.  
 
    “Ayeayeayeayeaye!” Lezan and Nadir declared as they held their battle axes high.  
 
    “We don’t have a battle cry,” Darya sighed and looked back and forth between Zarya and Anora. “We should really talk to Nerissa about that.”  
 
    “Don’t feel bad,” Candara chuckled as she floated up into the air. “The Morpho don’t have one, either.”  
 
    “Nor do we.” Nira shrugged. “We as a people didn’t even ‘do battle’ until Ben came around, remember?”  
 
    Swaer’s small, furry figure zipped over, curled itself around Tirian’s tail, and held on for dear life.  
 
    Uhhhhh, what are you doing? Tirian asked. You can fly on your own.  
 
    Well, yeah, Swaer snorted. But I figured you were going out there anyway, and my muscles are really tired from all the flying I just did in the battle… 
 
    Tirian twisted his body into a “C” shape so he could better look at the wind dragon on his tail. His brow furrowed, and his nostrils flared softly as he stared at Swaer in disbelief.  
 
    However, Swaer just responded with two big puppy dog eyes that could melt even the coldest of hearts. His whiskers and ears folded back against his head like a scolded puppy dog, and he let out a few soft whimpers.  
 
    And, like that, Tirian cracked.  
 
    Okay, fine, Tirian grumbled and turned back to the horizon. But when we get there, you gotta fly on your own, okay?  
 
    Okay! Swaer grinned before he flattened himself against Tirian’s tail and held on tightly.  
 
    We all bade our friends farewell, and then Tirian lifted off toward the clouds. Candara followed closely behind, and soon we found ourselves up above the misty morning formations. The sunrise was even more beautiful up here, where the air was thin and there was nothing around us but the open, red sky of the Cero island.  
 
    Once Tirian thought we were high enough to be out of sight, we advanced forward as quickly as possible. The cool morning wind swished past our faces as we flew forward, and down below I could see the inkling of a shadow being cast onto the clouds.  
 
    Try as she might, Candara’s small wings and frail figure couldn’t quite keep up with Tirian as he flew. Her emerald appendages beat rapidly as she zipped through the sky about fifty feet behind us, but I knew she would catch up eventually.  
 
    “So, we’re in the air,” I called back to the hornless Cero woman. “Do you have any good stories to pass the time?”  
 
    “Hmmm,” Rikuri hummed into my ear. “There was the time I fought against a widehorn.”  
 
    “A widehorn?” I gasped. “Like, those big lumbering things with the horns we saw out on the hilly plains?”  
 
    “Those would be the ones,” the raven-haired rhino-woman continued. “When the time of great famine first began, Ashanti and I got the bright idea to try and go hunting for a widehorn. We figured they had a lot more meat than the regular animals we ate, and we could use their horns for weapons and their hides for clothing. Instead, we quickly found out why we’ve never tried to hunt widehorns before.”  
 
    “Those things are just overgrown cows,” I chuckled. “How dangerous could they be?”  
 
    “When it is mating season?” Rikuri whistled. “A widehorn is one of the deadliest animals in existence. I’m not even sure the Skudawar would stand a chance in that case.”  
 
    “Seriously?” I asked.  
 
    “You’d be surprised what they can do,” Rikuri noted. “For the longest time, I thought the widehorn’s body was comprised mainly of fat. But nope… It’s mostly muscle under that matted black fur. The creatures got really angry when Ashanti and I attacked them, and they literally knocked us off our Mieraks and tried to trample us dead. Ashanti was able to get back onto her mount, but I wasn’t so lucky… One of those bumbling creatures bit down on my horn and dragged me nearly a hundred Mierstrides across the grasslands before I was able to pry myself free of its grasp.”  
 
    “Holy shit…” I gasped. “How did you survive that?”  
 
    “Tembori smiled upon me favorably that day,” Rikuri admitted. “My body was beaten and bruised until eventually I slammed into a thick rock on the savanna. When that happened, my momentum was completely stopped, but the widehorn kept going.”  
 
    “Was that the end?” I asked.  
 
    “No, even though I felt like I’d been trampled by the stampede, I refused to give up,” the hornless Cero woman explained. “I got right back up, pulled out my sword, and then threw it into the widehorn as hard as I could. I hit him right in the heart, and he dropped instantly.”  
 
    “Nobody defeats the great Rikuri,” I chuckled to myself.  
 
    “Do you want to know the most ironic part of it all?” the rhino-woman mused. “The widehorn meat was so terrible we never tried to eat it ever again!”  
 
    My friends and I all had a hearty laugh at Rikuri’s story, but then we went stone-cold silent when we realized we were nearing our destination. Soon, we could hear the powerful roar of ocean waves beneath us, and I knew this was where we needed to be.  
 
    Are you ready to drop down? Tirian asked. We’re losing darkness quickly here, and I don’t want us to be easy targets.  
 
    “Let’s go, then.” I nodded. “Everyone get ready to swim, because we’re gonna be a ways away from The Dragon Queen. Tirian and Swaer? Remember that the second we’re in the water, you need to head back up into the clouds. We don’t want the orcs to have even the slightest idea you’re here until you’re ready to attack.”  
 
    You don’t have to tell us twice, Tirian reminded us.  
 
    The dragon’s wings began to beat softer as he started to lower himself downward, with us still on his back. For a brief second, we were completely engulfed by the white mist of the clouds, and then the sky went clear.  
 
    And what I saw made my heart leap into my throat.  
 
    The Dragon Queen was right where we’d left it, though it now flew a flag I didn’t recognize whatsoever. Meanwhile, there were two more orc ships on each side of our vessel.  
 
    Then there was the orcs’ encampment, which was much larger than I’d been led to believe.  
 
    There were six roaring fires along the narrow shore of the Cero island, and each one was surrounded by a handful of makeshift tent dwellings. These bastards weren’t kidding around… They came to this island looking for dragons, and they sure as fuck were determined to find them.  
 
    “That’s a lot of orcs,” Mira hissed as she turned to look at me over her shoulder. “Do you think our plan will still work?”  
 
    “Of course, it will,” Rikuri noted. “If we can make the orcs flee in terror, then they will run straight into our trap. Even if they outnumber the Cero riders, Batari and Ashanti know what they are doing. They’ll get them all to the spotted hound den… We just have to do our part first.”  
 
    “So, if we fire the cannons at the two ships around us…” I pondered aloud. “That means each dragon will have to attack one more ship. Do you guys think you’re up to it?”  
 
    I can definitely handle a ship on my own, Tirian reassured me. I’m not sure about Swaer, though. 
 
    I can handle it! Swaer protested. I think a good blast of wind would be enough to at least flip the whole thing over. Then, if there are a bunch of the mean green men in the water, I can create a whirlpool and suck them all up! 
 
    “That’s kind of macabre for a cute little wind dragon,” I admitted. “But I like it. You guys stay safe, alright?”  
 
    You, too, Ben. Tirian nodded.  
 
    The dragon lowered himself down so he was only a few feet above the water, which meant it was now our time to jump. I was the first one off Tirian’s back, and I splashed into the icy water with a soft plop.  
 
    “It’s freezing,” I whispered up to my friends as the briny ocean water forced goosebumps across my skin. 
 
    Mira was the next one off. The golden-scaled dragonkin warrior stood up on Tirian’s back, put her hands in front of her like a diver, and then sprang off into the water. She broke through the surface with no effort whatsoever and then reappeared a few feet away from me. Mira’s eyes were wide, probably from the sudden shock of the cold water, but she remained silent.  
 
    Nima came next. The redheaded Niralope tried to be graceful with her dive, but she simply cannonballed down into the water like a lead balloon. Thankfully, she had a fairly slim figure, so the sound of Nima hitting the water was little more than a soft sploosh.  
 
    Rikuri was the least graceful of all. The hornless Cero woman sprang off the back of Tirian, curled her knees up into her chest, and slammed into the water with the force of a boulder. There was a loud splash of water as she immersed herself into the icy depths, and then the raven-haired woman emerged from the surface of the water, sucked in air, and shook her head like a wet dog.  
 
    “You don’t swim much, do you?” I questioned with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “I swim in the mud pits all the time,” Rikuri retorted. “I’m just not used to water this cold.”  
 
    “Well, you’re going to have to get used to it,” Mira grumbled. “We all are. At least for a while.”  
 
    “Why can’t we all have wings like her?” Nima shivered as she pointed up to Candara. “She doesn’t have to get into the water at all.”  
 
    “Cacoo made us this way.” Candara shrugged. “Your gods decided you were more equipped with scales or long legs or horns.”  
 
    “I don’t think wings are really my style, anyway,” Rikuri snorted. “Could you imagine? A Cero woman with wings?”  
 
    The two dragons quickly darted back up into the clouds, out of sight of both us and the orcs, and once they were gone, the five of us turned and headed in the direction of our beloved ship.  
 
    Candara stayed as close to the surface of the water as possible, though she never once even dipped her feet inside. The rest of us had to endure the icy grasp of the sea as we plodded forward, until we finally came to the back end of The Dragon Queen.  
 
    “There should be a rope up on the deck right above us,” I explained to Candara. “Do you think you could fly up there and toss it down?”  
 
    “And be careful,” Mira warned. “If the orcs see you, our whole plan falls apart. Or worse.”  
 
    Candara gave us a cautious nod as she pulled her fan-blade from its holster, unfolded it, and then began to flutter up the side of the ship. We watched as the Morpho woman rose up the back of The Dragon Queen slowly. Then Candara went over the side of the deck, and we all held our breaths.  
 
    My heart raced in my chest as I treaded water and hoped she wouldn’t be seen. It felt like we all floated there for hours as we stared up at the waning darkness. Then, finally, we saw a thick rope flip over the side of the vessel and plummet down toward us.  
 
    “Do you think it’s Candara?” Mira warned. “Or a trap?”  
 
    Seconds later, Mira’s concerns were addressed as Candara’s colorful figure appeared above us, and I felt the collective sigh of relief.  
 
    “You guys go first.” I nodded to the rope. “I’ll bring up the rear.”  
 
    Rikuri sprang straight out of the water, grabbed onto the rope, and then began to scale the side of The Dragon Queen like she was a professional rock climber. Mira went next, followed by Nima, and when I finally hoisted myself up and out of the water, it felt like a huge, icy blanket had just been lifted off my body. The briny liquid drained off my clothes and down into the sea below, but the falling water from the women above me kept splashing onto my face and reminding me of just how frigid the ocean was this morning.  
 
    On the plus side… I was at the bottom of the climbing party. That meant every time I looked up, I was met with the sight of my teammates’ beautiful, curvy asses.  
 
    My cock wanted to rise up in response to the fabulous sight, but all of the blood in my body was currently concentrated in my arm muscles. 
 
    And it was pretty fucking cold.  
 
    We slowly ascended the side up the back of the ship and then one-by-one crawled over onto the deck. The second we were all on solid ground, we found a small cluster of barrels, scurried behind them, and then peeked out to survey the scene before us.  
 
    There were ten orcs out and about on the top deck, and surely more were down below. All of them were equipped with standard iron swords and wooden clubs, and they chatted each other up all carefree-like, as if they’d just won a giant victory.  
 
    Their topic of discussion, however, told us otherwise.  
 
    “Whatta think happened to our attack party?” one of the orcs growled. “I saw a buncha flashes of fire up in the direction they were heading… I wonder if they finally caught a fire dragon?”  
 
    “Don’t be a fucking idiot!” another orc snarled. “You remember whose boat you’re standing on, right?”  
 
    “Ours.” the first orc spat. “This ship was ours before that sorry excuse for a king stole it from us.”  
 
    “That ‘sorry excuse for a king’ has killed more orcs than any of those other pansy-ass men we’ve fought on the islands,” the second orc growled. “If not for him, we’d be the kings of the fucking ocean by now. Plus, we’d be fucking all of those delicious women, whether they liked it or not.”  
 
    Fucking disgusting pigs. I wanted to jump out and kill them all, right then and there, but I had to control my temper. I didn’t want to give ourselves away just yet.  
 
    “Can you believe he taught them how to fight?” Another orc gagged. “Women fighting? What kind of bullshit is that?”  
 
    “The kind that apparently makes our men lose,” the other orc growled. “We haven’t captured a single goddamn island since that fucker showed up around here.”  
 
    “And that’s why I’m not celebrating our victory just yet,” the second orc grumbled. “If the Draco Rex is here, I’d imagine that fire you saw was him burning up our friends. And if that’s the case, he’s coming for us next.”  
 
    Dude… He had no idea how right he was.  
 
    “I ain’t afraid of the Draco Rex!” the first orc declared as he drew his sword. “Let him come at me. I’ll gut him like the sniveling little cocksucker he is!”  
 
    “Careful what you wish for,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “Can we please kill them now?” Mira whispered. “This is getting ridiculous.”  
 
    “Not until we can ensure their attention is away from us,” I explained. “Which means I hope somebody sounds the alarm about the Cero riders soon…”  
 
    The five of us sat behind those barrels for another solid fifteen minutes before the word finally arrived. As the orcs were yukking it up with each other, boasting about how they were going to kill me and take all my women, another orc popped his head over the side of a nearby ship.  
 
    “Looks like we’re about to have some fun, boys!” he cackled through disgusting yellow teeth. “The horned women are coming right our way.”  
 
    Showtime. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “Mmmm-mmmm!” one of the other orcs moaned mockingly as he pretended to fuck an invisible figure. “I’ve always wondered what my dick would feel like inside of one of those.”  
 
    “The insects?” another orc bellowed. “I always knew you were a bit fucked in the head.”  
 
    “The gray horned women, you fuckwit,” the first orc grumbled. “Now, let’s get into position so we can blast ‘em off the beaches. We’re going portside, boys!”  
 
    One of the ugly green fuckers ran over to the wheel of the ship, pulled away the wooden piece that held it in place, and then spun it hard to the left. 
 
    All without raising the anchor first.  
 
    The ship groaned as it turned, and I swore I heard something snap down below.  
 
    I was already gonna fuck these guys up, but if they ended up damaging my ship, I was gonna make them suffer.  
 
    “Alright,” I whispered. “I think it’s time to move. Nima? Do you have a clear shot on any of those guys? Preferably one of them away from the rest of the group?”  
 
    “I think that one on the right will make a good target,” the redheaded Niralope said as she placed an arrow in her bow, raised it to her eye, and then took aim. “He’s alone, and he’s got his back to us.”  
 
    “Take him out,” I ordered.  
 
    Nima’s tongue slid out of the corner of her mouth as she steadied her aim. Then the deer-woman pulled back the string, took a deep breath, and released her projectile.  
 
    The arrow swished across the deck like silent death and then promptly stabbed the orc through the back of the neck. The tip of the arrow exited through the front of his throat with a spray of crimson mist, and the orc fumbled at his severed artery as he stumbled forward. Then he took a tumble over the edge of the deck and hit the water below with a loud splash.  
 
    “What in the bloody fuck?” one of the orcs demanded as he looked back at the commotion. “Man overboard!”  
 
    “Did Tarkai’s dumb ass fall over again?” another orc grumbled as he looked around. “Where’s the rope?”  
 
    “Just let him drown,” one of the ugly green fuckers chuckled. “He’s better off that way, anyways.”  
 
    “Seriously, though,” the concerned orc spat. “Where’s the fucking rope?”  
 
    Oh, shit… They were looking for the rope we’d just used.  
 
    Things were about to get real here, and we weren’t prepared at all.  
 
    “Last place I saw it was over by those barrels,” an orc explained. “I was using it to try and catch some fish earlier, so I coiled it up and left it there.”  
 
    “Trying to catch a fish with a regular rope?” I heard the concerned orc grumble as he plodded across the deck. “You’re dumber than I fucking thought.”  
 
    “We have to kill him,” I whispered. “As quietly as we can.”  
 
    “I’ll do it,” Rikuri offered. “Nobody will hear a thing.”  
 
    The orc’s footsteps grew louder and louder as he approached our position.  
 
    As he came around the side of the barrels, Rikuri slashed her spear-sword across the orc’s right calf, severed his tendons, and brought him down on one knee. Rikuri quickly threw her hand over his mouth to prevent him from screaming and, at the same time, sliced his throat wide open.  
 
    Dark blood spilled out onto the ground and pooled at her feet before she gave the orc one final shove. His body flew over the side of the ship, splashed into the icy depths below, and then all was silent.  
 
    “Nhark?” one of the other orcs called out. “Where’s that fucking rope?”  
 
    Rikuri grabbed the end of the rope and began to pull it end-over-end back up onto the deck. The whole process only took six seconds or so, and when she was done, the Cero woman held the rope proudly in her hands. Then she gave us all a playful look before she tossed the coiled-up rope over the barrels and onto the deck.  
 
    “Come on, you lazy fucker,” one of the orcs growled. “Was it too much work for your pussy legs to walk back over here and hand it to me?”  
 
    The orc continued to grumble as he picked up the rope and proceeded to walk over to where the first orc had gone overboard.  
 
    “There’s eight of them and five of us,” I observed in a hushed whisper. “Do you think there’s any way for us to thin out their numbers more before we try to go toe-to-toe?”  
 
    “We could all try to kill two of them at once?” Nima suggested.  
 
    “Not a bad idea,” I admitted. “But that would require them to all be in the same place at the same time.”  
 
    “We could keep trying to lure them over here?” Mira offered. “Keep taking them out one at a time?”  
 
    “That’d take too long,” I sighed. “Also, I know these guys are dumber than a box of rocks, but even they’d start to get suspicious if they kept disappearing by coming over here. I wonder if--”  
 
    “Holy shit!” one of the orcs gasped. “The bloody fucker’s dead!”  
 
    “What?” another one growled. “How the fuck did that happen?”  
 
    Ohhhhhhh, shit.  
 
    All eight of the orcs started to rush toward the side of The Dragon Queen, but they were stopped by one of their own.  
 
    “Hold on,” a short, stocky orc commanded. “A couple of you to stay at your posts. We’ll handle whatever the fuck this is, but you need to make sure those horned bitches and their little dragon king asshole don’t try to storm our ship. This has his fuckery written all over it…”  
 
    Two of the orcs turned around and marched back to the other side of the deck. The remaining six, however, walked over to observe the corpse of their fallen comrade.  
 
    Now was our chance.  
 
    “Six on five,” I observed. “Who wants to get greedy and take out two?”  
 
    “I will,” Nima declared as she pulled two arrows from her quiver. “A quick stab through the temple will make short work of these sorry fools.”  
 
    “Alright.” I took a deep breath. “This is it. Once we kill these guys, we’re only gonna have a few seconds to take out the other two before they sound the alarm.”  
 
    “Then it’s a good thing these arrows can be multi-use.” Nima winked.  
 
    Damn. I’d never seen the bloodthirsty side of Nima before.  
 
    It was kinda hot.  
 
    We all drew our weapons, stood into a crouched position, and then waited for our opportunity to strike. We watched as the six orcs ran over to the side of the ship and then peered out over the railing on the deck.  
 
    It was now or never.  
 
    All five of us ran across the deck as silently as we could, and I already knew which of the bastards I wanted to take down.  
 
    The one who claimed he would gut me and fuck my women.  
 
    I wanted him to know exactly who killed him before the life left his eyes, and he was sent down to whatever hell awaited him.  
 
    We were on the orcs in no time at all, and we struck with deadly precision.  
 
    I threw my hand around my target’s mouth as I rammed my sword through his back, right where his black heart was located.  
 
    “Guess who, motherfucker?” I whispered into his ear as he gurgled for breath. “Still feeling cocky?”  
 
    At the same time, the other members of my crew made their moves.  
 
    Nima stabbed her two arrows right into the side of two orcs’ heads.  
 
    Candara drove the middle spine of her fan-blade through an orc’s throat from behind, while Mira did the same with her spear point.  
 
    Rikuri pulled off a similar maneuver as myself, and she grabbed onto the orc’s forehead, tilted it back, and then slit his throat like a butchered pig.  
 
    We all gave their bodies a quick shove before we turned around to face the final two orcs.  
 
    Their backs remained toward us for a split second, but both of them quickly turned when they heard their friends’ gurgled pleas.  
 
    Thankfully, I had two badasses already on the case.  
 
    Nima raised her bow up to her face, pulled back on the string, and sent an arrow straight through the eye socket of the orc on the right.  
 
    At the same time, Mira picked up her spear and flung it like a javelin. It stabbed right into the second orc’s throat, and we all watched with macabre glee as he stumbled toward us and fell forward, and gravity forced the weapon out the back side of his neck.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I sighed. “That worked.”  
 
    “Now, we just need to clear out the lower decks,” Mira reminded me. “And hope nobody notices this ship is currently not populated.”  
 
    “About that…” I continued. “Mira and Nima? I want you two to stay up here and watch out for anything suspicious. Candara, Rikuri, and I will head down below and see what’s waiting for us, so sound the alarm if we’ve been had. Otherwise, wait for me to give you the signal.”  
 
    “The signal?” Mira questioned.  
 
    “I’ll give you an order via dragonbond once we are in position,” I elaborated. “I know you know how to steer a ship, so you’ll be the one to turn us around when the time comes.”  
 
    “Got it.” The golden-scaled warrior nodded. “Good luck, Ben.”  
 
    Candara, Rikuri, and I shuffled over to the ladder that led down to the lower deck. In one swift motion, I placed my sword against the palm of my hand, hopped in front of the ladder, and then held on for dear life as I let gravity glide me down. The second my feet hit the wooden floor of the lower deck, I spun around with my sword at the ready.  
 
    There were two orcs, both of which already had their swords drawn.  
 
    “I knew there was fuckery afoot,” the orc on the left growled. “The fucking Draco Rex. I shoulda known.”  
 
    “Glad to hear my reputation precedes me.” I smirked.  
 
    Both of the bastards came at me at the same time, and I had to jump to the right to avoid their iron blades. My shoulder smashed against the wall, but my scaly skin protected me from any major damage. Then I parried the attack of one of the orcs just before he would have severed my arm from its elbow.  
 
    I pushed his sword away, slashed my own across his face, and listened to his wail of pain as I cut through his green flesh.  
 
    The second orc came at me while the first stumbled back and clutched his face, but it was no contest whatsoever. Our swords locked together for a brief second before I parried to twist his weapon out of his hand. He threw up his arms to protect himself as I slashed across his body, but all that did was increase his suffering even more.  
 
    My seaglass blade sliced off both his hands like they were made of clay, and blood gushed from his stumps as he opened his mouth to scream.  
 
    Too bad I wasn’t going to let him.  
 
    I stepped forward and drove my sword through his throat with a wet, gory shluck.  
 
    “My face!” the remaining orc growled. “Look what you’ve done to my face, asshole!”  
 
    “I’m doing you a favor,” I snarked as I tried to pull my sword out of the other orc’s throat. “If I had to look at that ugly thing day and night, I’d want to be put out of my misery.”  
 
    For some reason, my sword wasn’t budging. Also, I had a pissed off orc with a deadly weapon, who I’d just insulted further.  
 
    This wasn’t good.  
 
    I let go of my weapon as the orc took a swing at me, and the iron blade swished past my body as I hopped to the left, drew my pink-stone dagger, and lashed out at his face again. This time, my smaller blade cut open his cheek like an over ripe watermelon, and the orc screamed as blood gushed from his wound.  
 
    Okay… He was making too much noise. I needed to shut him up for good.  
 
    I plunged my dagger straight into his chest and then watched as his body went limp. The orc let out a soft gurgle as his tongue flopped out of his mouth, and his eyes rolled back in his head. Then he collapsed to the ground, dead.  
 
    “Ben?” Candara’s angelic voice whispered. “Is everything okay down there?”  
 
    “It is now,” I announced.  
 
    Candara fluttered down onto the ground, and Rikuri was right behind her on the ladder. The two women marveled at the bloodshed that had just occurred, though they didn’t seem too worried.  
 
    “Was that all of them?” Rikuri asked. “Because I--” 
 
    “Not a chance, bitch!” Another orc threw open the door of the storage room and lunged at the two women.  
 
    He had a massive club in his hand, but Candara and Rikuri weren’t even phased by its sight.  
 
    Both of the women leapt in opposite directions as the club came down on the wooden floor where they’d just been standing, and before the orc could make another move, Rikuri twirled her spear-sword around in her hand and drove it into the orc’s shoulder.  
 
    He yelped as his muscles were severed from their tendons, and he dropped his club onto the ground.  
 
    Candara took a swing at the bastard with her fan-blade, sliced open his throat, and then stabbed the main spine of her weapon into his forehead.  
 
    The orc went limp instantly as his brain was skewered, and he collapsed into a heap.  
 
    “Note to self,” I grumbled as I retrieved my sword. “Check all the doors.”  
 
    That was exactly what we did. The three of us went around the lower deck of The Dragon Queen, opened up every door, and checked every possible hiding spot for any orcs who might have been trying to ruin our day. After an intensive sweep of the lower deck, I decided the coast was clear.  
 
    “No orcs anywhere,” Rikuri declared. “Is it bad I kind of wanted to find some more?”  
 
    “Kind of,” I chuckled. “Now, let’s get into position to fire these cannons.”  
 
    I guided the two women over to the large iron cannons of our vessel, patted them firmly, and then made a “ta-dah” noise.  
 
    “These little things are what cause so much destruction?” Rikuri asked with eyes that glistened with excitement.  
 
    “That’d be them,” I confirmed. “Now, we need to make sure they’re loaded and ready to go… I had them loaded when we arrived, but who knows what these orc bastards have done.”  
 
    I quickly went around and checked each of the barrels of all six of our cannons, and each one had a cannonball and a wad inside and were ready to fire.  
 
    Now, we just had to get into position.  
 
    “What do we need to do?” Candara questioned. “Do we have to aim them ourselves or…”  
 
    “You see those ropes hanging off the backs?” I pointed to the lines that released the hammer of the cannons. “When I yell ‘fire,’ you pull those as hard as you can. Then plug your ears and hope you don’t have a misfire.”  
 
    “That sounds simple enough.” Rikuri nodded. “I can’t wait to see them in action!”  
 
    “Then hold onto your hats,” I announced. “Because things are about to get downright insane. Mira? Make the turn.”  
 
    Sure thing, Draco Rex, Mira answered telepathically.  
 
    Suddenly, the ship lurched to the starboard side, and The Dragon Queen was slowly on her way to becoming a weapon of mass orc destruction. I ran over to the other side of the ship, snatched up one of the cannon strings, and tensely waited for us to get into position.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I heard an orc voice declare from the other ship. “Why are you dumbasses turning back the other way? Don’t tell me you’re becoming a buncha pussies!”  
 
    We’re in position, Ben, Mira noted.  
 
    “You may fire when ready,” I mocked in a British accent, even though I knew the reference would be lost on these people.  
 
    Fire away, Draco Rex.  
 
    “Fire!” I commanded, and then I pulled the string of the first cannon.  
 
    The sound of the exploding gunpowder nearly blew out my ear drums, but I knew it had to be done. Then I watched with glee out of the small porthole as our cannonball slammed into the ship on our port side and completely splintered its back half.  
 
    “We’re under attack!” an orc declared from somewhere in the distance.  
 
    Oh, they hadn’t seen anything yet.  
 
    “Tirian? Swaer?” I called out to the dragons telepathically. “Do your thing!”  
 
    I ran over to the second cannon, yanked the string, and fired it into our enemy’s ship at point-blank range. I repeated the action with the final cannon on my side and then turned to see Rikuri cackling as she pulled her string.  
 
    That’s when I heard the beat of the dragon wings.  
 
    Oh… I wanted to watch this.  
 
    I scurried up the ladder into the early daylight and then marveled at all I saw.  
 
    Orcs were jumping from the ships on either side of The Dragon Queen as their damaged vessels slowly sunk down into the icy water.  
 
    At the same time, Tirian and Swaer split apart and headed to the two ships out on the far side of the fleet. Tirian quickly dodged a ballista bolt before he sucked in his breath, pulled back his head, and whipped it forward with a blast of white-hot fire.  
 
    The silver dragon may have been small, but his fire breath set the entire deck of the orcs’ ship ablaze. Several of the ugly green bastards, still on fire, sprang off the sides of the ship as it burned them alive. Tirian let out another blast of flames as he passed by the port side of the vessel and set it completely on fire.  
 
    Then there was Swaer. I was worried about the little guy taking on a ship all by himself, but my worries were quickly squashed when I saw the scene before me.  
 
    The orcs tried to hit Swaer with the same attacks they fired at Tirian, but the wind dragon was far too small. The ballista bolts rocketed past him by a mile, since it was basically the equivalent of trying to hit a penny with a soccer ball.  
 
    Possible, but very hard.  
 
    Finally, Swaer inhaled, puffed out his cheeks, and unleashed a blast of wind straight at the ship below.  
 
    I was nowhere near ready for the kind of destruction the tiny wind dragon could cause.  
 
    Swaer’s wind breath instantly splintered the hull off the orcs’ ship and forced the entire thing to rock over on its starboard side. The little red dragon then took another deep breath, blasted the ship again, and caused it to completely capsize.  
 
    The orc’s ship, now flipped upside down, was the perfect target. Swaer used one last attack to blast a hole in the bottom of the ship’s exposed hull, and it began to sink toward the ocean floor.  
 
    “Yes!” I fist-pumped into the air. “The fleet is destroyed.”  
 
    “Now comes the fun part,” Mira noted with a sly grin. “We get to chase them into the trap.”  
 
    The orcs who had been camped out on the shoreline were already in full panic mode. They stomped out their fires in the hopes we wouldn’t be able to see them, even though it was practically daytime already. A few arrows flew up into the sky, but they were tiny and feeble compared to what our dragons were used to.  
 
    “Alright, dragons…” I grinned. “Ready to play ‘apex predator?’”  
 
    More than ready, Tirian chuckled as a twinge of orange glowed in his mouth.  
 
    Tirian and Swaer took off toward the orc encampment, and then the dragons split off from each other and took one side of the beach.  
 
    Tirian unleashed his fire breath as he flew and incinerated every single piece of orc equipment in his path. Meanwhile, Swaer kicked up a miniature dust storm as he passed by, and several of the orcs were thrown out into the sea like ragdolls.  
 
    Most importantly, however, the orcs began to flee up the shore and out into the plains.  
 
    Right into our trap.  
 
    “Fuck…” I sighed. “I really wanted to see this.”  
 
    “I did, too,” Rikuri said as she and Candara emerged from the lower deck.  
 
    Ask and you shall receive, my friends, Tirian chuckled as he turned back around.  
 
    The silver dragon flew back over to the deck of our ship, floated down, and then lowered his neck so we could hop onto his back. We all obliged the fire-breathing dragon, and then he took us up into the air and back toward the fleeing orcs.  
 
    We caught up to them in no time at all and watched as Swaer continued to fuck with them. The little wind dragon intentionally missed all of his attacks, but each gust of wind he created kicked up sand, dirt, and rocks, and the debris flew across the savanna and rained down on top of the retreating orcs.  
 
    It felt like we were watching a scene ripped straight out of Saving Private Ryan: Fantasy Edition.  
 
    Then the Cero riders came in.  
 
    The rhino-women let out a resounding “Haroo” as they flanked the orcs on both sides and kept the green bastards from splitting apart, and we watched with glee as they funneled the orcs all around the plains, all the way over to the broken cloudbrush tree we’d stayed in, and then beyond…  
 
    From my vantage point above, I could already see the hole in the ground that was the spotted hounds’ den. Once they were close enough to the den, the Cero riders fanned out so they formed a massive “U” all around the hole.  
 
    There was nowhere for the orcs to go now other than down, and that’s exactly what they did.  
 
    We all watched with bated breaths as the orcs disappeared down into the cave, and they ran into the damn thing like lemmings over a cliff. They must have been really scared shitless, because they didn’t even hesitate before leaping into the darkness and the unknown danger that awaited.  
 
    Finally, once the last orc was down in the spotted hounds’ den, the Cero women pulled back.  
 
    We all waited there with our weapons drawn, just in case one of the green fuckers decided he was going to try and make a break for it.  
 
    That’s when we heard the sound we needed to hear.  
 
    Snarls and growls echoed up from the darkness. It was the sounds of the spotted hounds waking up, and almost immediately after, another sound arose.  
 
    The sound of orcs screaming bloody murder, accompanied by crunching bones and ripping flesh.  
 
    A few of the orcs appeared in the entryway of the den, with their bodies covered in blood and their eyes wide with fear. However, they were quickly downed by the Cero archers before they could get back onto the savanna.  
 
    It only took a few minutes for the orcs’ screams to completely die down, though the sounds of crunching bones and tearing flesh continued long afterward.  
 
    We did it. It was a long, drawn-out fight, but we did it.  
 
    The orcs were dead, and the threat to the Cero island was eliminated.  
 
    For now.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “Oh, my goodness!” Jonas gasped when he saw our band of warriors ride back into town. “I was starting to fear you were never coming back!”  
 
    Tirian landed on the ground, so my friends and I dismounted before we went on to greet the village.  
 
    “Come on, mister soothsayer.” I winked at the elderly dragonkin. “You know better than that. Besides, you could have just meditated on it and looked into the future to see.”  
 
    “You and I both know that’s not how it works,” Jonas grumbled and put his hands on his hips. “I’m just glad to see you’re all back in one piece. And so is--”  
 
    Dear one! George’s voice called out telepathically as the sound of his footsteps thundered across the landscape.  
 
    I looked up to see the water dragon charging at me in a blur of blue. His tongue was hanging out of his mouth like a dog with his head out the car window, and his eyes were full of pure bliss. He skidded to a stop a few feet away from me, pressed his head up against my own, and let out a happy chuff.  
 
    “I’m glad to see you again, too, buddy.” I patted the water dragon on his neck. 
 
    “You always undersell yourself, Ben,” Mira purred as she walked up. “You’re too humble for your own good.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Nima agreed. “I never would have thought up a plan like that in a million years. And on the spot, too? It takes somebody special to make that happen.”  
 
    “Come on, ladies…” I shook my head. “You’re gonna make me blush.”  
 
    I’m just glad I could be a part of it! Swaer noted as he slithered down through the sky and landed on my shoulder. I like to be a little helper.  
 
    “The wind dragon has bonded with someone?” Jonas recoiled instantly as a look of shock spread across his face.  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I chuckled. “It kind of happened in between the first battle and the second. You know… When you and George were down here in the village.”  
 
    “Why didn’t anyone come and get me?” the raven-haired soothsayer sighed. “That was a historic moment for our people.”  
 
    “Well, we didn’t want to backtrack and lose our chance,” Mira chuckled.  
 
    “And then somebody would have had to bring you back to the village, unless you really wanted to take part in the battle,” I continued. “It was a lot easier to just explain everything when we got back.”  
 
    “Very well,” Jonas sighed. “Who did the little fella end up bonding with?”  
 
    “Me,” Batari announced as she dismounted her Mierak. “It was quite a strange ordeal.”  
 
    Jonas and George exchanged knowing looks, and then George hung his head sadly.  
 
    I’ll let you study me, George grumbled. But you can’t really blame me for going with Nadir, can you?  
 
    “I most certainly can!” Jonas clapped his hands together. “Why would it have been anyone other than Batari? She’s the one Swaer has been literally sleeping on for the last day.”  
 
    Nadir is pregnant with Ben’s child, though! George argued. It was about as good of a guess as any.  
 
    “Uhhhh… Do you mind telling me what’s going on here?” I pointed back and forth between the soothsayer and the water dragon.  
 
    “Oh,” Jonas scoffed. “George and I just had a friendly wager going about who Swaer would bond with. I figured it would be Batari, but our blue-scaled friend here thought it was going to be Nadir.”  
 
    If I won, he was going to give me his portions of boar for the next month, George explained. If he won, then I agreed to let him use me as a study specimen.  
 
    “Study specimen?” I mused. “Like… A lab rat he can poke, prod, and experiment on?”  
 
    “Not quite that dramatic,” Jonas chuckled. “I just want to know everything I can about these wonderful dragons that inhabit our world, especially if there are still more species out there to be discovered. I took our water dragons for granted before and never took the time to study them properly. All I’m going to do is run some simple tests on George. Nothing dangerous, mind you… Just some tests that will help me understand how his mind and body work.”  
 
    “That sounds like a fair trade off to me,” I admitted. “For what it’s worth, my money was on Batari, too.”  
 
    What? George gasped. But-- but we don’t even know if she’s pregnant yet.  
 
    “Yeaaaaahhhh….” Nadir clicked her tongue as she joined the conversation. “I wouldn’t have bet on me, either. I’m saving myself for one of those fire dragons we saw in the volcano, remember?’  
 
    How would I remember? George chuckled. I wasn’t there. I suppose letting Jonas study me will be for the greater good of all of our species, especially if he can make any discoveries about what makes the dragonbond work. Though I get very nervous when people put instruments up against my body.  
 
    “There will be no instruments,” Jonas promised. “Nothing but my eyes, ears, and hands. And maybe some special herbs and oils. And perhaps a few specially-made tools that might help me calculate or study things better.”  
 
    So… Instruments? George raised a scaly eyebrow.  
 
    “No, no.” Jonas shook his head. “Tools.”  
 
    Either way, I am happy to see Swaer has joined our family, the blue water dragon continued. Glad to finally talk to you, Swaer.  
 
    We have to be careful, you know, Tirian joked. After what I just saw, this guy could put us out of a job. He took out an entire orc ship with one small blast of air! 
 
    No way. Swaer shook his head furiously. You set a whole wooden ship on fire. I can’t do anything close to that yet.  
 
    Not yet… George noted. But when you get a little older and have some proper training? You’ll be the strongest of us all.  
 
    “So, it is true?” Zamwae’s voice spoke up from the crowd. “Our Queen Mother has bonded with a wind dragon?”  
 
    “It is true,” Batari explained to her shaman. “The dragon and I have a special bond where we can now hear each other’s thoughts and feel each other’s emotions.”  
 
    “Incredible…” Zamwae gasped as her eyes widened. “There is nothing like that in any of our stories.”  
 
    “That’s because we’re not living in one of our old stories,” Ashanti declared. “This is a new dawn for the Cero people. From now on, we get to write our own story, and it all starts with our Queen Mother and her wind dragon!”  
 
    Quick, Tirian chuckled telepathically. Let’s get out of here before they decide to do another festival.  
 
    Batari burst out laughing at Tirian’s comment, and then the white-haired rhino-woman doubled over and held her sides as she cackled like a madwoman. I felt her twinge of embarrassment when she realized nobody other than Mira, Jonas, the dragons, and I had heard the joke, but Batari just stood straight up, ran her hands along her arms, and chuckled awkwardly.  
 
    “No, Tirian,” the Queen Mother mused. “There will not be a festival for this particular event. However… That was a particularly tough battle, and I think we have all earned a bit of rest and relaxation, have we not?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I admitted through a yawn. “I think I’m gonna go hit the sack. We were up all damn night.”  
 
    “Oh…” Batari’s eyes looked downward, and her voice was full of disappointment. “I was going to suggest we all go and relax in the mud pits.”  
 
    “Yes!” Ashanti declared. “That would be the greatest thing in the world right now. My body is aching all over, and a quick dip in the warm mud would really hit the spot.”  
 
    A bunch of sexy, scantily-clad rhino-women wallowing around in mud? Suddenly, my desire to go to bed completely disappeared.  
 
    “Did I say ‘bed?’” I chuckled. “What I was trying to say was I wanted to go off and relax, too. I didn’t know the mud pits were an option.”  
 
    “What else would they be for?” Ashanti mused.  
 
    “Zikiu?” Batari called out as she looked for the stable hand. “Would you be willing to take our Mieraks back to the pasture for us?”  
 
    “Don’t mind if I do!” Zikiu’s bubbly voice said as she stepped through the crowd. “I’ll get these little fellas back to their home and then sing ‘em a lullaby. They’ve had a really long day, too, so I’d imagine they want to just pass out as well.”  
 
    “Speaking of passing out,” Mira yawned. “As much fun as the mud pits sound, I think I’m going to go to bed.”  
 
    “Me, too,” Darya announced. “After that long night, I’m not even sure how I’m keeping my eyes open right now.”  
 
    “Me, either, sister,” Zarya muttered. “Me, either.”  
 
    “It’s alright, guys,” I chuckled. “You all go off and go to sleep. You’ve definitely earned it.”  
 
    Can I sleep on Batari’s shoulders? Swaer asked through an innocent yawn.  
 
    No, my friend, George explained. We dragons have a special place where we rest. Come, and Tirian and I will show it to you.  
 
    You will? Swaer gasped. Let’s go! 
 
    George, Tirian, and Swaer all headed off in the direction of the dragon pavilion.  
 
    Meanwhile, Zikiu went around and gathered up all of the Mieraks that the Cero women had dismounted. Each one of the oversized ants followed behind the brunette woman like a trained puppy, and soon she had a whole army of insects marching behind her. Zikiu let out a shrill whistle, motioned for the Mieraks to follow her, and then began to walk in the direction of the stables.  
 
    The ants followed her without so much as a second of hesitation.  
 
    “If you don’t mind, Ben,” Jonas added. “I think I’m going to retire, as well.”  
 
    “It’s fine,” I reiterated. “Actually, let me put it this way… Is there anybody here who doesn’t want to go to bed?”  
 
    “We won’t,” Lezan announced. “Nadir and I are both fully charged and ready to tackle whatever this day may hold for us.” 
 
    Nocturnal creatures. You had to love ‘em.  
 
    “Okay, then,” I laughed and turned back to the Cero women. “Nadir, Lezan, and I will accompany you all to the mud pits.”  
 
    The rest of our crewmates bade us good night and then headed to the huts out on the outskirts of the village, and after they were on their way, Ashanti motioned for us to follow her.  
 
    The herd of rhino-women headed out to the bubbling mud pits, which was the same place where I’d gathered up the sticks for the effigy earlier. There were dozens of holes dug into the ground, with clearly-defined edges and filled to the brim with wet, liquid mud. The whole area was clearly divided into two sections, with the pits on the left still and slimy while the pits on the right steamed and bubbled.  
 
    I assumed half of them must have been warm, while the others were cold.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks.” Batari whistled. “There is nothing better than a warm mud bath after a long day of celebration and fighting.”  
 
    “Though we usually do those in the opposite order,” Rikuri chuckled. “I think this is the first time in my life where a celebration led directly into a long, drawn-out battle.”  
 
    “Warm mud?” Baratu’s voice grumbled. “I’ve never understood why anyone would want to go into warm mud after a fight. Whenever I do that, it just makes my body feel like it’s aching even more. Give me mud that’s as icy as the sea in the cold days…”  
 
    “Actually, either one works for a sore body,” I explained with a raised finger. “Back on my world, we actually have this thing called ‘icyhot’ that you rub onto the spot on your body where it hurts. It starts off super cold and numbing but then dulls into something warm and soothing.”  
 
    “I wonder if you’d get the same sensation running between the two types of pools?” Batari pondered aloud.  
 
    “Nope.” Ashanti shook her shaved head. “Tried it before. The sensation completely goes away by the time you get out, run across the field, and then jump into another pit. I tried it both ways, too… First with hot to cold, then with cold to hot.”  
 
    “How did your people capture such a mystical power?” Zamwae questioned with bulging eyes. “Are there particular herbs that need to be mixed together to make it work?”  
 
    “Uhh… All I know is it’s promoted by Shaquille O’Neal,” I admitted.  
 
    “He sounds like a great and powerful shaman,” Zamwae continued. “You must arrange a meeting between the two of us as soon as you return to your homeland.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s gonna be possible,” I chuckled. “I’ve never met the guy personally. Plus, I’m not going back to my ‘home’ home. I live on the dragonkin island now.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Rikuri muttered. “You’re the Draco Rex. I thought that island was your home?”  
 
    “Yes and no…” I trailed off. “I may be the leader of the dragonkin right now and look like one of them, but that wasn’t always the case. I came from a very, very far away land called ‘the United States,’ which was in a whole other world. I think. Jonas never really made it clear if we’re still on Earth or another planet or a different dimension…”  
 
    “Another dimension?” The hornless Cero woman crossed her arms across her chest. “What does that even mean? Is that a type of island?”  
 
    “It’s like… A place that exists in a completely different time and space, one you can’t see with your eyes, but exists at the same time. Or something like that. I skipped physics the day they taught us about string theory.”  
 
    “Fascinating,” Zamwae gasped. “That sounds almost like the land of the gods and the underworld.”  
 
    “Exactly!” I snapped my fingers and grinned at the shaman. “It’s a lot like those, where you know they exist, but they aren’t really a physical place you can go while you’re alive.”  
 
    “That’s not true at all.” The shaman quirked her head to the side, which caused her knee-length locks to sway. “You most certainly go to our underworld and the land of the gods. You just have to drink a certain mixture of herbs, ground up together, and then mixed with palm-wine. Then you simply wander out into the plains, sit down, and wait to be transported to a world beyond our own.”  
 
    Spirit tripping. Zamwae was talking about getting high and going on a spiritual journey in the wilderness.  
 
    Still, I didn’t want to rain on her parade, so I kept my lips sealed.  
 
    “Close enough.” I nodded. “All you need to know is Jonas used his magical abilities to bring me to this world, and it was the best thing to ever happen to me. Ever since then I’ve been traveling around, saving innocent people from those awful green bastards, and liberating island after island.”  
 
    “And helping to repopulate,” Lezan noted as she patted her slightly pregnant belly. “That is the most important part.”  
 
    “That, too.” I grinned. “Though I kinda just figured that was implied by the fact that everywhere I go, I leave a trail of pregnant women in my wake.”  
 
    “We wouldn’t have it any other way,” Batari chuckled. “If not for you, the Cero women might never have had a natural-born child, and we would die out as a race.”  
 
    “Well, we can’t have that.” I winked at the white-haired Queen Mother. “You guys are way too badass to die out. And now that the orcs have gotten a taste of what you’re capable of? Your legend will spread like wildfire around their network of civilizations.”  
 
    “As it should!” Rikuri laughed. “We ground their dingy asses into the dirt.”  
 
    “Hopefully, they will fear us as we once feared the Skudawar,” Batari mused. “But for now, let’s soak in this victory.”  
 
    Almost instantly after the words had left her mouth, Batari sauntered over to the edge of a bubbling mud pit, gently stepped over the side, and then lowered herself down into the pit’s depths. The slick, light-brown mud rose up to her midriff and then slowly over her large breasts, until nothing but Batari’s head was sticking out.  
 
    Without so much as a warning, Ashanti sprinted over to the same pit, jumped over the edge, and plopped into the warm mud with a hearty splash. Batari’s face scrunched up into a scowl as she shot daggers at the other Cero warrior, but Ashanti didn’t seem phased whatsoever.  
 
    Instead, the Cero archer just leaned back against the edge of the pool, placed her hands behind her head, and let out a deep sigh as she closed her eyes.  
 
    “Horns up!” Rikuri cackled, and then she took a running start toward the same pit.  
 
    “Rikuri, wait--” Batari’s eyes went wide as the hornless warrior approached, but it was far too late.  
 
    Rikuri jumped up into the air, curled her knees up into her chest, and cannonballed straight into the mud pit. The warm liquid inside splashed up like a geyser as her body disappeared beneath the surface, and bits of slimy warm mud splattered all over Ashanti and Batari’s faces and hair as they gasped and grumbled in response. When Rikuri finally popped up, both of her friends glared at her angrily.  
 
    “What?” Rikuri giggled and wiped the mud off her eyes. “It’s always better to just plunge right in.”  
 
    “You didn’t need to literally ‘plunge,’” Batari grumbled.  
 
    “You all are crazy,” the cook Baratu mused. “I’m going for the cold pits.”  
 
    I watched as the blonde woman strutted toward the other side of the pits, all while several more Ceros followed her. The cold pits must not have been as deep, because the women who climbed into them were only covered up to their waist.  
 
    Baratu let out a long, deep sigh as she leaned forward and laid out in the mud. She then began to roll around slowly, like a dog who was having the time of their life during a rainy day. The blonde woman’s body was covered with the cold, clay-like mud, and she seemed to be loving every second of it.  
 
    How did I know it was cold? Well… Baratu’s bikini top was now plastered to her chest like a second skin, and her nipples were so hard I wondered if they were going to rip through the fabric.  
 
    The same phenomenon seemed to happen to the rest of the Cero women who entered the cold pits, including Zamwae. As I watched them rub the cold, wet material all over their bodies, I felt a familiar throbbing sensation building up between my legs.  
 
    Yeah… I was going to go for the hot pits, and I needed to get there quickly before my hard-on was out there for the world to see.  
 
    “Mind if I join you?” I asked as I walked up to the pit with the three Cero friends in it.  
 
    “Of course not.” Batari shook her head. “It’s always a pleasure to have the Draco Rex in our presence.”  
 
    “Ben,” I reminded the white-haired woman. “Please just call me ‘Ben.’ It would be kinda awkward if I went around calling you ‘Queen Mother’ all the time.”  
 
    “I guess that’s true.” Batari shrugged. “I’ve just always thought it was more proper to address people by their titles.”  
 
    “Well, you’re in luck,” Nadir giggled as her and Lezan approached. “Because we don’t have any special titles to go by!”  
 
    Nadir didn’t hesitate as she sat down on the edge of the pit, dipped her feet in briefly, and then pushed herself into the warm mud. Since she was a little shorter than the rhino-women, her body was covered up to her chin, and the tip of her tail peeked out an inch or so from the surface. Then Nadir smiled widely as she leaned back against the wall and sat down.  
 
    “That does look relaxing,” Lezan admitted as she ran her hand through the white side of her hair. “But this just looks like a huge mess to get out of our fur…”  
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” Rikuri noted. “It’s common practice for us to go over to the lake when we’re done and wash ourselves off. As relaxing as a mud bath is, it just becomes uncomfortable when you get out and it starts to harden.”  
 
    “Well, when you put it that way,” Lezan giggled, and then she slid down into the bubbling liquid.  
 
    I didn’t want to get mud all over my good clothes, so I quickly pulled off my boots and laid them to the side. Then I did the same with my weapons belt, as well as my shirt.  
 
    “Ohhhhhh,” Nadir purred. “Ben’s giving us a show!”  
 
    “I figured you had some muscles underneath that baggy shirt,” Rikuri joked. “I will admit I didn’t expect so many scales, though.’  
 
    “That’s the best part,” Batari mused. “They give him protection against his enemies and accentuate his abs. What more could you ask for.”  
 
    Batari’s comment sent all five women into a fit of giggles.  
 
    “Easy there, ladies,” I warned with a smile as I sat down on the edge of the pit. “There’s not enough of me to go around for all of you.”  
 
    “How do you know that?” Lezan teased. “Sela told me about your little romp with her and Mira back on the Morpho island, you know.”  
 
    “That was only two women.” I shrugged, though I felt my pants tightening at the memory. “I’m not sure I could handle five at the same time.”  
 
    “You wouldn’t have to handle them,” Ashanti purred. “They’d handle you.”  
 
    Yep, it was time to get into the pit before my raging erection tore through my pants.  
 
    I placed my feet into the mud and instantly felt its warm embrace, mixed with a slight tickle from the bubbles as they rose against it. Next, I took a deep breath, slid myself over the edge, and let the thick, gooey mud surround me.  
 
    Actually, it was a much more pleasant experience than I would have imagined. The temperature of the liquid was on the higher side, but it wasn’t overwhelming. Upon first glance, I figured it would be something like a hot tub, but in reality it was more like a warm shower.  
 
    Almost instantly, I felt all the tension in my body dissipate as the warmth increased my circulation and relaxed all of my muscles. Then I moved over between Lezan and Nadir, felt around until I found the stone lip that acted as a seat, and placed myself firmly on top of it.  
 
    “Holy shit…” I practically moaned. “This feels incredible.”  
 
    “Told you,” Ashanti giggled. “After a long day of hunting or building or training, nothing beats coming out here and sitting in one of these things for a few hours.”  
 
    “It is really therapeutic,” I admitted. “Did you know that, back on my world, people would pay to do this sort of thing? It was seen as ‘fancy.’”  
 
    “Ha!” Rikuri snorted. “The only thing ‘fancy’ about these pits is the fact that they were built on top of an underground hot springs.”  
 
    “Is that why the mud is bubbling?” Nadir questioned. “Because the water underneath it is so warm?”  
 
    “The water isn’t underneath it.” Batari shook her head. “The warm pits are dug deep enough so the mud mixes in with the water from the hot springs. As you might have noticed, the cold pits are much shallower. That is so the mud doesn’t get anywhere near the warm water, and stays cool.”  
 
    “Damn,” I chuckled. “You guys really thought this through, huh?”  
 
    “We can’t take the credit,” Ashanti noted. “This was all Zikiu. Even though her peppiness can get annoying sometimes, the woman is a genius.”  
 
    “She really is,” Batari agreed. “Every single major breakthrough in our society either came from her, Baratu, or Zamwae.”  
 
    “We’re just the grunts of Cero society,” Ashanti mused. “We’re good for nothing but fighting and hunting.”  
 
    “Don’t be so down on yourself.” I shook my head. “All three of you ladies are royalty, and the rest of your village looks up to you as leaders.”  
 
    “That’s because Tembori chose me to lead them,” Batari muttered. “If not for his divine intervention, I would just be another random Cero warrior, and you’d be courting one of these two right now.”  
 
    “Come on, Batari,” Rikuri sighed. “What did we tell you about that sorta talk?” 
 
    “You’re the best leader we could possibly ask for,” Ashanti added. “Trust me, if Rikuri or I were in charge of our people, we’d have been Skudawar dung a long time ago.” 
 
    “You also have Swaer,” I reminded the Queen Mother. “Dragons don’t just bond with anybody. That little guy knew you were special.”  
 
    “If you say so.” Batari rolled her dark eyes and then closed them as she leaned her head back. “All I know is the burden of leading is upon me, and I’ve been doing my best for the last few hundred season cycles.”  
 
    “Keep up the good work,” I reassured her. “Trust me, you’re doing a damn good job. From what I can tell, all of your people respect you and care about what you have to say. Back where I come from, that’s not always the case with leaders.”  
 
    “It’s not?” Nadir gasped. “If that’s the case, why don’t your leaders have their nonbelievers executed?” 
 
    “Because it’s against our code of laws,” I laughed. “Although, I’m sure there are plenty who want to.”  
 
    The six of us relaxed in the bubbling mud pit for nearly an hour. It was a serene experience as I sat there with the comforting embrace of the warm liquid around me, with my eyes closed and my mind completely turned off for the moment. All I could hear was the gurgle of the bubbles as they rose to the surface of the mud and popped, as well as the gentle breeze that now rolled along the savanna.  
 
    Then Baratu’s voice came over the pits like a loudspeaker.  
 
    “What in Temobri’s name are you doing, Zamwae?” the chef growled.  
 
    I opened my eyes to see Baratu standing in the cold mud pit, still covered with the clay-like substance. Her hands were on her hips, and her mouth was contorted into a forceful scowl.  
 
    Meanwhile, Zamwae stood opposite Baratu. The shaman’s long hair was plastered with mud, and strands of it were clumped together like a straw hut as they clung to her body.  
 
    “I don’t see what the problem is,” Zamwae argued. “This pit always has the coldest mud, and I couldn’t wait any longer for my turn.”  
 
    “You know the rules,” Baratu grumbled. “This is my special pit. As long as I’m sitting here, nobody else can use it.”  
 
    “You don’t own any of these pits,” the shaman scoffed. “They were a gift to us from Tembori, and modified to perfection by Zikiu. If anything, she’s the only one who may lay claim to a certain pit.”  
 
    “I’ve been using this specific pit for ten season cycles,” the chef wouldn’t back down. “You’ll get a turn once I’m done.”  
 
    “Don’t make me do this, Baratu…” Zamwae sighed and rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Please do.” Baratu grinned. “You’ve tried before, but it never quite works in your favor.”  
 
    “Fine.” The shaman stomped her foot and raised her right hand to the sky. “Then, by the ancient rites of Tembori, I declare a wallowtriku!”  
 
    “Wallowtriku!” Ashanti gasped. “It’s a wallowtriku!”  
 
    “What’s a wallow--” I began, but Rikuri was quick to explain.  
 
    “It’s a competition that goes back to the early days of our people,” Rikuri said. “When two Cero women are in direct competition for anything, they can declare a wallowtriku. Basically, it’s a non-lethal battle where both fighters try to pin the other one, and it almost always takes place in these pits.”  
 
    Mud wrestling. These two women were about to mud wrestle. 
 
    “Come on!” Ashanti motioned as she stood up and climbed out of the mut pit. “I don’t want to miss this.”  
 
    “We all know how it’s going to go.” Batari rolled her eyes. “Zamwae will put up a decent fight, but Baratu will eventually overpower her due to her superior size and strength. It happens every time.”  
 
    “Maybe this time will be different?” Rikuri shrugged before she climbed out of the mud. “Come along, Queen Mother. You’re the one who’s supposed to judge.”  
 
    “I know, I know…” Batari sighed.  
 
    The Queen Mother followed Rikuri out of the pit, and then they both dashed over to the spot where the competition was about to take place.  
 
    “I want to see this,” Lezan admitted. “Don’t you two?”  
 
    I gave the Coonag woman a cautious nod, though Nadir had a much different reaction.  
 
    “That sounds like the greatest thing ever!” Nadir proclaimed. “Let’s take a look.”  
 
    The two raccoon-women pulled themselves out of the pit, shook their tails like a wet dog, and flung bits of mud all over the ground. Then Lezan and Nadir giggled to each other as they joined the forming crowd of Cero women around the mud pit.  
 
    I pulled myself out right after them, but quickly realized I was in for some trouble. The fabric of my pants was very light, though the mud was not, so now my pants were flattened against my body so tightly that you could see everything below my waist.  
 
    Maybe if I just stayed near the back of the crowd, nobody would notice how hard I was?  
 
    I tried to pull the fabric away from my member, but it was no use. I was gonna have to deal with it for better or for worse, so I made my way over to the crowd, positioned myself behind Nadir and Lezan, and then peeked up over their shoulders.  
 
    “You both have done this enough times to know how it goes,” an unenthusiastic Batari mumbled. “Whoever gets their opponent down for five straight seconds will be declared the victor. No weapons, no fighting dirty. Understand?”  
 
    “I do.” Zamwae nodded.  
 
    “As do I,” Baratu confirmed.  
 
    “Alright, great,” the Queen Mother grumbled. “Then begin on my signal…”  
 
    Batari took a step back, raised her hand in the air, and let out a sharp whistle.  
 
    The second she did so, the two combatants got to work.  
 
    Zamwae charged straight for Baratu, grabbed her legs, and then attempted to knock her opponent off her feet, but it seemed like Baratu was more than ready.  
 
    The Cero chef threw her arms around Zamwae’s waist and then lifted her body up so it was parallel to Baratu’s. I half expected the rhino-woman to do a freaking pile driver, but instead she simply fell forward with the shaman still in her grasp.  
 
    The two rhino-women slammed into the mud with a wet splat and sent spittles of the liquid all over. The rest of the crowd cheered as Baratu rolled off Zamwae, and the shaman wearily stood back to her feet.  
 
    Zamwae’s entire front was covered with the cold mud, though it kind of blended in with her gray skin. The shaman’s hair was slicked into thick clumps of goo, and her bikini top was now slightly ajar. She wiped the mud out of her eyes, shook her head, and then went in for another attack.  
 
    This time, the shaman ran toward Baratu, jumped into the air, and grabbed her opponent’s arm. Zamwae used her momentum to flip around behind Baratu, where she then promptly kicked out her back leg and sent her face-first into the ground.  
 
    “Ahh!” Baratu gasped before her face splatted into the mud.  
 
    Zamwae held the chef down in the wet clay while the rest of the crowd began to count.  
 
    One… Two… Three… 
 
    Baratu shoved her hands into the ground and then let out a mighty heave as she propelled herself backward. She pushed with enough force to knock Zamwae off her back, so Baratu promptly spun around and took out the shaman’s legs.  
 
    Zamwae’s back splatted in the mud, and then Baratu was on her.  
 
    However, it looked like the shaman was too fast.  
 
    Zamwae rolled out of the way just as Baratu’s body landed, and all Baratu ended up getting was a face full of mud. Then the shaman pressed her foot into Baratu’s back, held her down, and began the count again.  
 
    One… Two… Three… Four… 
 
    At the very last moment, Baratu flipped around, grabbed Zamwae’s leg at the ankle, and twisted her down onto the ground. In a singular motion, Baratu then rolled over so she was on top of Zamwae, lifted the shaman’s leg up into her chest, and held her there.  
 
    One… Two… Three… 
 
    Zamwae struggled and kicked to escape, but it was no use. Baratu was much larger than she was, and it looked like she was a much more experienced fighter.  
 
    Four… Five.  
 
    Baratu released her hold on Zamwae before she sprang to her feet and held her fist high. The Cero chef was breathing heavily as she soaked in the cheers from her friends and tried to recompose herself. Baratu’s high ponytail had come undone, so her blonde hair was now unkempt and slicked down against her body in all directions. Her bikini top was pasted to her skin, and the bottoms of her outfit had shifted so that her thick, curvy ass was on full display.  
 
    I was hard as a rock.  
 
    “And for the fiftieth time…” Batari announced. “The winner is Baratu! Better luck next time, Zamwae.”  
 
    “Fine,” the shaman grumbled as she scraped the mud off her skin and walked out of the pit. “I will just wait my turn, as usual.”  
 
    The Cero women continued to cheer for their champion, but I was completely distracted by Baratu’s figure. I knew the Cero chef was curvy, but damn… I never expected her to look that good underneath.  
 
    And that was only a glimpse. I started to wonder what she would look like in all her glory, without the mud or the fabric covering her… 
 
    “Oh, my!” Nadir suddenly gasped.  
 
    “Wow….” Lezan bit her lip as she looked down at my cock in my pants. “Somebody is a bit excited.”  
 
    “I mean, yeah.” I shrugged unapologetically. “Can you really blame me? Look at what just happened.”  
 
    “Who cares what just happened,” Nadir purred. “All that matters is what’s about to happen.”  
 
    My heartbeat increased tenfold as Nadir and Lezan exchanged a sensual glance and then looked down at my manhood once more.  
 
    “Let’s go get ourselves cleaned up,” Lezan cooed. “We’ll all need to be nice and fresh…”  
 
    Both of the Coonag women could hardly contain their excitement as they grabbed my hands and started to lead me away from the group.  
 
    Even though neither of them had come out and said it, I knew what was about to be coming: 
 
    Both of them on my cock.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    I didn’t know exactly what these two beautiful raccoon-women had in store for me, but I knew whatever it was would be a wild ride. They’d both noticed just how excited I’d gotten watching the Cero women wrestle around in the cold mud, and they seemingly wanted to get away so we could have a little relaxation time of our own.  
 
    However, the first thing we needed to do was to get the mud off our bodies.  
 
    It might have been a relaxing experience to wallow around in the warm, gooey liquid, but now that we were out in the open air it was starting to harden against our bodies. To make matters worse, Lezan and Nadir both had furry tails and leather bodysuits made out of animal hides.  
 
    It was going to take a long bit of scouring to even begin to get them clean, but that was a task I was more than willing to volunteer for.  
 
    The three of us wandered away from the mud pits and then over to the body of a small lake no more than a mile away.  
 
    As we got closer to the edge of the lake, it became apparent this was indeed the body of water the Cero women used for bathing. Though the water was clear, it had a slight tint of green as well as some algae that floated around inside its depths.  
 
    “Nice,” I said. “I don’t know about you two, but a dip in the cool water after being in the hot mud for so long sounds like the perfect end to this day.”  
 
    “The day’s not over yet,” Nadir warned me with a coy smile. “Not by a long shot.”  
 
    “All the more reason to get ourselves clean,” I responded with a wink.  
 
    “Even though we’re just going to get ourselves dirty again,” Lezan cooed.  
 
    “Yeah, but that’s a different type of dirty,” Nadir reminded her friend. “Right now, we’re the bad kind of dirty, and I want to get this mud off me as soon as possible.”  
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?” Lezan giggled before she took a running start at the lake. “Last one in is an acorn hoarder!”  
 
    Lezan’s spotted tail went rigid against her body as she tried to make herself seem aerodynamic, and then she sprang up into the air and placed her hands out in front of her body like a diver. We watched as she disappeared underneath the surface of the lake with a weak splash, and seconds later, her multi-colored locks appeared again, though this time they were slicked back with wetness and plastered to the sides of her head like they were glued.  
 
    “After you.” I motioned to Nadir. “I remember how much you like to swim.”  
 
    “Very funny,” the Coonag leader mused. “I only don’t like swimming in waters infested with deadly animals.”  
 
    “How do you know this one isn’t?” I teased. “There was some sorta freaky crocodile things in that other lake that ate the rhagarhi. How do you know there’s not one in here, too?”  
 
    “Well, I’m in here,” Lezan called out. “And I’ve yet to be eaten.”  
 
    “See?” Nadir chuckled. “It’s all safe. I’d love to see a creature try, anyway. Lezan would tear the poor thing apart like it was made of straw.” 
 
    With that, Nadir strutted over to the shore of the lake and slowly began to wade into it. My eyes were affixed firmly on her tight ass as it waggled back and forth and flicked the black tail on top of it, but much to my dismay, it was incrementally submersed in the water until Nadir was covered all the way up to her neck.  
 
    Almost instantly, Lezan swam over to her leader and began to clean her like an overanxious cat. The multi-color-haired woman cupped handfuls of water up onto Nadir’s head before she gently ran her fingers through Nadir’s raven locks and then down onto her neck.  
 
    Nadir returned the gesture by placing her hand against Lezan’s cheek and softly running her thumb across her delicate face. Then the Coonag leader splashed a bit of water straight onto Lezan’s face, 
 
    “Hey!” Lezan cackled with glee. “I’m trying to clean you, here!”  
 
    “That’s what I’m doing, too,” Nadir protested. “You just need to hold still for a minute so I can get you all wet.”  
 
    Okay… I needed to get in there ASAP.  
 
    I jogged over to the edge of the lake with bits of hardened mud cracking and flaking off my body the entire way, and I didn’t even halt my momentum as I propelled myself off the ground, pulled my legs up into my chest, and then tucked my head between them.  
 
    “Cannonball!” I proclaimed as I slammed into the water and was instantly dragged beneath its depths.  
 
    I sank for a second or two before I came out of my acrobatic pose and kicked my way back to the surface. When I finally broke through the top of the water, Lezan and Nadir were both soaked, and their eyes were narrowed as they stared me down.  
 
    “Well, I guess that’s one way to get clean,” Nadir joked. “Just douse everybody in a tidal wave.”  
 
    “It wasn’t that big of a splash,” I retorted. “Unless you’re subtly trying to tell me I’m fat.”  
 
    “Please,” Lezan snorted. “If you’re fat, then what does that make us? You’re skinny as a twig.”  
 
    “You’re not built like one, though…” Nadir purred. “You’re way more muscular than any of the men I’ve ever seen in my life. Coonag males were about as agile and scrawny as you could get.”  
 
    “I think the orcs might be a bit more muscular than Ben,” Lezan noted as she waded over and placed her hands on my abs. “Though their hideousness completely outweighs anything they would have gained by having those muscles.”  
 
    “Glad to hear I’m prettier than an orc,” I laughed.  
 
    “The rhagarhis were prettier than the orcs,” Lezan retorted without missing a beat.  
 
    “Good to know that’s the standard I’m held to,” I guffawed.  
 
    “Please…” Nadir chuckled as her hands landed against my shoulders. “You’re the most handsome, attractive man I’ve ever seen in my life, and I’m sure the other women in our crew would say the exact same thing.”  
 
    Nadir began to rub my shoulders sensually as she wiped away all the dirt and mud that had accumulated from our bath. At the same time, Lezan cleaned my front, though she spent an unusually long time focused on my abs and pectorals…  
 
    I tried to repeat the process on the Coonag women, and I ran my hands across their soft shoulders, their arms, their necks, and even the garments they wore on their bodies. The thick hide of the mole-bat creature was apparently water-resistant, because the fur didn’t seem to flatten, nor did the leathery material bend whatsoever, even though it was completely submerged in liquid.  
 
    Soon, the three of us were surrounded by water that had been literally muddied by the messes on our bodies, but the advice of the Cero women seemed to have worked.  
 
    Though it took some time and effort, we eventually found ourselves completely clean.  
 
    Lezan, Nadir, and I exited the water as the bright sun of the Cero island beat down on us. It didn’t take long at all for the rays of light to evaporate the remaining wetness from our bodies, and then we looked to the village.  
 
    “Sooooo,” I asked suggestively. “What do we do now?”  
 
    “That depends…” Nadir purred as she leaned her head against my shoulder. “Is there some place we could go that’s a bit more… Private? All my ideas can’t really happen if we’re out here in the middle of an open field.”  
 
    “There are plenty of dwellings…” I said as I pointed back in the direction of the Cero village.  
 
    “Most of them are filled with people, though,” Lezan reminded me. “I don’t think we want to disturb the rest of our crew with our activities.”  
 
    “Says you.” I winked. “Maybe I do.”  
 
    “Jonas as well?” Nadir cackled, and my smile instantly faded.  
 
    “Okay, okay…” I grumbled. “I didn’t think that one through very well. I was trying to be flirty, alright?”  
 
    “You don’t have to try,” Nadir purred into my ear. “You’ve already got us in the palm of your hand, Draco Rex. Now… Where would be a good place to get you in the palms of ours?”  
 
    “The fertility hut,” I blurted out. “That’s only used for one particular purpose, so I don’t think we’ll run into anyone in there…”  
 
    I grabbed onto Lezan and Nadir’s hands, and the three of us quickly shuffled off in the direction of the fertility hut. When we finally arrived at the secluded building, I popped open the door, slid inside, and then looked around to make sure we were alone.  
 
    The entire place was dark, save for the few rays of sunlight that shone in through the window holes in the wall. All of the crude Guruwae effigies were still lined across the floor, and I could hear the bubbling of the watery hot tub off on the other side of the room.  
 
    “Wow…” Lezan whistled. “They really went all out, didn’t they?”  
 
    “Fertility is important to the Cero people, since it has been denied to them for so long,” I reminded the Coonag women. “Now, do you want me to light these candles?”  
 
    “Nah.” Nadir shook her head and smiled widely. “We can all see in the dark. Actually… I kind of prefer it that way.”  
 
    “I never would have guessed,” I chuckled. “The nocturnal women enjoy their nocturnal activities.”  
 
    “We’re crepuscular, thank you very much.” Nadir stuck out her tongue.  
 
    “Crepuscu-- what?” I chuckled.  
 
    “It means we are most active during sunrise and sunset,” Lezan interjected. “We sleep at random points during the other times of the day.”  
 
    “So, you must be exhausted right now, then?” I nodded over to the bed in the corner. “Do you need to go lie down?”  
 
    “Maybe.” Lezan bit her lip. “Or maybe I’ll be standing the whole time…”  
 
    Before I could say another word, Lezan leaned into me, ran her slender fingers along my bare chest, pushed her lips into mine, and then slid her tongue into my mouth. We kissed passionately as my hands wandered around the Coonag woman’s small waist, and then I gave her tight ass a squeeze.  
 
    As Lezan and I kissed, I felt Nadir’s hands graze across my back before her soft, supple lips started to peck at the nape of my neck. Nadir’s hands then wandered down to my waistline, slid into my pants, and gave my ass a firm squeeze.  
 
    I responded with a soft moan to let both women know I was into it, though I was sure they already damn well knew. If the hot and heavy kissing and petting didn’t already give it away, I was sure my ever-increasing erection did.  
 
    As Lezan and I continued to make out, Nadir’s hand slid around my body and grabbed firmly onto my cock. It hardened at her touch, and then the Coonag woman started to rub me firmly.  
 
    My dick turned rock hard as she increased her intensity and continued to suck on my bare flesh. 
 
    Lezan pulled away from my kiss, looked down at the action in my pants, and pouted. Then the multi-color-haired woman let out a small huff as she reached down and grabbed onto my waistband with her thumbs, and she playfully slid my pants off.  
 
    “You can’t keep that thing hidden, Nadir,” Lezan purred. “It deserves to be marveled at in all its glory.”  
 
    My manhood shot to attention as the cold air surrounded it, but Nadir didn’t change her technique. She continued to stroke me feverishly, and I could already feel every inch of my body tensing with pleasure as my balls tightened.  
 
    “I have an idea, then,” Nadir noted as she cooed in my ear. “Ben seems to be enjoying this very much, so I’ll keep doing it. You can pleasure him from the front.”  
 
    My cock seemed to grow ten times harder at the thought of being fucked by both of these incredible, rough, sexy women at the same time.  
 
    Lezan licked her lips and sucked them in for a second before she gave me hardcore sex eyes. Then the woman with the marbled hair got down onto her knees and yanked my pants the rest of the way off my body.  
 
    The next thing I knew, Lezan let her tongue flop out of her mouth. Then she inched toward my cock, which was still being stroked hard by Nadir, and placed the tip of her tongue against my manhood. Lezan started to make rhythmic circles around the head of my penis as her leader jerked me off, and my legs began to tremble beneath me.  
 
    “Holy fuck…” I groaned. “That feels fucking fantastic.”  
 
    “Then just wait for what comes next.” Lezan winked at me from her position below.  
 
    The Coonag woman with the two shades of hair gave my cock a teasing kiss before she pulled away. Then she stared it down with hunger in her eyes as she moved over to the side and went in for the kill.  
 
    Lezan slapped her warm tongue against the lower shaft of my dick and then started to move it back and forth in short, rapid spurts. When she got down to the bottom, the Coonag woman lapped her tongue around my balls in a circular motion, and the pleasure was so intense my knees nearly buckled right then and there. Lezan kept licking me as Nadir stroked me off, and I felt myself building toward a powerful climax.  
 
    My cock was harder than a diamond as the warm coil in my abdomen tensed, tightened, and prepared for the finish.  
 
    “I think he likes that, Lezan,” Nadir purred into my ear. “It feels like he’s getting harder and harder by the second.”  
 
    “Mhmmmmmmm,” Lezan answered, though she refused to move her mouth away from my dick.  
 
    “Oh, shit…” I warned. “I think I’m going to--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, Lezan pulled away and looked up at me with dark, lust-filled eyes.  
 
    “I don’t want it to go to waste,” she cooed as she opened her mouth and stared down at my throbbing erection. 
 
    That was it. I hit the mountaintop.  
 
    Nadir continued to stroke me swiftly as the coil in my body snapped, and I sent a massive blast of my seed straight into Lezan’s waiting mouth. She let out a gasp as my seed splashed across her tongue, and her eyes seemed to widen when she took in the sheer volume of my love.  
 
    “Don’t swallow it,” Nadir warned as she continued to jerk every last drop out of me. “Not before I get a taste.”  
 
    Once it became clear that I didn’t have any more to give, Nadir let go of my manhood. The raven-haired raccoon-woman then came around my body, fell down to her knees, and placed her hand against Lezan’s cheek.  
 
    I watched with pure glee as Nadir’s tongue came out of her mouth while she leaned into Lezan. The two Coonag women began to kiss passionately as they shared my sperm, and I immediately felt my erection returning in a slow, throbbing sensation.  
 
    “Yum,” Lezan purred as she pulled away from Nadir and licked the last dribble of my seed from her lips.  
 
    “It tastes soooooo good,” Nadir growled and rolled her eyes back in her head. “Even though that’s not where it’s supposed to go…”  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry,” I teased. “There’s plenty more where that came from. And I’m going to make sure it goes exactly where it needs to go.”  
 
    Lezan and Nadir both giggled at the thought before they stood up off their knees, glanced down at my returning erection, and licked their lips in anticipation.  
 
    “It looks like Ben really liked the show we just gave him,” Lezan observed. “Shall we give him some more?” 
 
    Nadir kissed Lezan again, and I watched in aroused silence as the women’s tongues slid into each other’s mouths while they made out like two horny high-schoolers. As they kissed, Nadir reached behind Lezan’s neck, found the strap of her friend’s top, and then unfastened it with her eyes still closed. The furry leather fabric fell away from Lezan’s body and exposed her shoulders, but it got caught on Lezan’s breasts.  
 
    “That’s never happened before,” Nadir observed with a gasp.  
 
    “My breasts have never been this swollen before,” Lezan purred. “Why don’t you help me get it off? Just like we just helped Ben get off…”  
 
    Nadir snickered as she took a step back and slid her fingers into the cleavage of Lezan’s top. The raven-haired beauty then peeled the fabric away, and Lezan’s large, swollen breasts popped loose.  
 
    Lezan’s pregnancy was in full force, as her already-large breasts were even larger than usual. Her thick nipples were erect with excitement, and they were just practically begging to be sucked.  
 
    Nadir took care of that for me, however.  
 
    The Coonag leader continued to shimmy Lezan’s clothes off her body as she placed her mouth against Lezan’s breasts and gave her right nipple a soft suck. Lezan responded with a moan as the rest of her clothes fell free and exposed her tender mound, which was already dripping wet.  
 
    My cock shot straight to attention when I saw Lezan’s naked body, and I knew I wasn’t going to be able to hold myself back for much longer.  
 
    Nadir kissed Lezan once more, and this time it was Lezan’s turn to undress her leader, but the woman with the multi-colored hair was much, much less sensual about it.  
 
    Lezan grabbed the straps of Nadir’s furry top, unfastened the straps, and then nearly yanked it off with one single pull.  
 
    Nadir’s small, dusky pink nipples hardened when they were exposed to the warm air, but the Coonag leader simply smirked and ran her hands through Lezan’s hair as she watched herself being undressed. For whatever reason, Nadir appeared to be a little further along in her pregnancy. Her tummy already had a bit of a mound to it, and her breasts had nearly doubled in size since I’d last seen them.  
 
    “There we go,” Lezan cooed as her eyes wandered to Nadir’s tender slit. “Now… What are we going to do about this?”  
 
    Fuck it. I was back to full capacity, and I was gonna take charge of this situation.  
 
    “You’re going to pleasure her with your tongue,” I ordered as I stepped forward. “While I handle everything up here.”  
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Lezan said as she licked her lips.  
 
    Nadir opened her mouth to say something, but her words gargled into a gasp when Lezan grabbed her ass firmly and then buried her face into Nadir’s pussy. The raven-haired Coonag woman moaned intensely as Lezan’s tongue lapped up her wetness and then swirled around her clitoris, and Nadir gripped her friend’s hair tightly.  
 
    At the same time, I walked over to Nadir, leaned in, and started to nibble on her neck. I kissed the Coonag leader’s soft skin sensually as I reached down and started to rub her swollen breasts and pinch her nipples between my fingers.  
 
    Between Lezan’s tongue, my mouth, and my fingers, I could tell Nadir was on cloud nine.  
 
    Her tail flicked back and forth like an excited animal as she reached down and took my cock in her hands. Then she stroked me gently as Lezan and I continued to pleasure her until eventually, she couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    “I-I want you inside of me, Ben,” Nadir suddenly gasped.  
 
    The woman pulled away from my kiss, placed her forehead against mine, and whimpered as Lezan went around her clit again. Nadir increased the intensity of her strokes, and I knew she was getting aroused beyond anything I’d seen before.  
 
    Now, I just needed to fulfill her wish.  
 
    “Bend over,” I commanded. “Bend over, and I’ll take you from behind. That way Lezan stays in on the action, too.”  
 
    “Ohhhhhhh, yes,” Nadir moaned.  
 
    Lezan pulled away from her leader’s pussy, but she wasn’t anywhere near done yet. The multi-color-haired Coonag woman simply laid down on her back, opened up her legs, and positioned herself so she was directly underneath Nadir’s womanhood.  
 
    Nadir got down onto her hands and knees, crawled over so she was above Lezan, and then slowly lowered her pussy down onto her friend’s face. At the same time, she leaned down and began to lick at Lezan’s tender slit, and both the women moaned with excitement as they began to 69.  
 
    They hadn’t seen anything yet.  
 
    I positioned myself behind Nadir’s curvy ass, wrapped my hands around her tiny waist, and then placed my cock against the entrance to her velvet tunnel. Nadir gasped when the head of my penis slid into her wet pussy, and then she tensed up when I started to push myself inside of her further.  
 
    “Oh, Gods, Ben…” Nadir whimpered.  
 
    Her tight tunnel was like a vise as it spasmed around my manhood, and my cock grew harder at its grip. I continued to push myself inside of her until I felt my tip bottom out against her cervix, and that’s when I got to work.  
 
    I pulled out about halfway, stopped, and then forced myself back inside of Nadir.  
 
    “Ohhhhhhh.” She let out a soft moan in response, though it was muffled against the skin of Lezan’s pelvis.  
 
    I started to get into a soft rhythm with the Coonag woman as the three of us formed a triple connection. I fucked Nadir from behind while she ate out Lezan, and at the same time Lezan used her mouth to pleasure her leader.  
 
    And me, apparently.  
 
    As I pumped in and out of Nadir’s pussy, I felt Lezan’s warm, wet tongue circle around my balls once more.  
 
    “Oh, shit….” I groaned. “You really know how to use that tongue, don’t you?”  
 
    I received nothing but a muffled “mhmmm” in response. Lezan was much too focused for pillow talk right now, apparently.  
 
    I couldn’t really blame her. Nadir’s moans were getting closer and closer together, and her body was tensing up from the dual pleasure she was receiving. I could tell she was already on the cusp of orgasm, and I wanted to get her there as quickly as I possibly could, so I increased the intensity and speed of my thrusts. Nadir’s curvy ass jiggled with each pounding of my flesh against hers, and the force of the rhythm began to mess up her hair.  
 
    Nadir looked back at me over her shoulder, with her raven locks frizzled around both sides of her face. She bit her lip as her eyes begged me to keep going, and I knew this was going to be over soon.  
 
    “You’re so damn big!” Nadir gasped as I continued to fuck her harder. “And-- and Lezan’s tongue is just-- just…. Ohhhhhh! Ohhhhhhhh, Gods!”  
 
    The walls of Nadir’s pussy seemed to collapse around me as she came intensely, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. I shoved my cock all the way up inside of her and then unloaded another blast of my warm seed into her waiting womb. The room spun as my body spasmed and filled her to the brim with my cream, and we both seemed to stand there frozen in place as she took every damn drop from me.  
 
    When I finally let my cock slide from her mound, Lezan caught it with her hand.  
 
    “We’re not done yet, Ben…” Lezan giggled.  
 
    “I hoped not,” I returned the tease.  
 
    From her still upside-down position, Lezan grabbed onto the shaft of my cock, stuck out her tongue, and then ran it along each side slowly.  
 
    I let out a moan as I felt the throbbing sensation return to my nether regions, and Lezan responded with a soft groan.  
 
    She kissed the head of my penis gently, and then she opened her mouth wide, placed her lips around my head, and forced me forward so my cock slid down her throat. Much to my surprise, the Coonag woman took it all in at once, and I felt the muscles of her throat constrict around me like a boa.  
 
    “I can’t let her do all the work,” Nadir purred.  
 
    I watched as Nadir crawled over to the bottom half of Lezan, spread apart her legs, and then buried her face in Lezan’s mound.  
 
    Lezan gasped when she felt her leader’s tongue against her clit, but the gasp quickly turned into a long, drawn-out moan. Lezan then reached up and tapped both my thighs with her hands, and I immediately knew what she was asking for.  
 
    So, I pulled my cock almost all the way out of her mouth, stopped at her lips, and then thrust back in as if I were inside of her womanhood.  
 
    Lezan’s eyes lit up as my cock slid down her throat once more. This time, she made a gagging noise as she took me all in, and the sound turned me on up to eleven.  
 
    I fucked Lezan’s throat while her full breasts jiggled with each thrust, and the sight of Nadir going to town on her pussy made me get harder than I ever thought I could. Soon, I felt the warm coil tighten in my abdomen once more, and I knew I was about to unload my love once more.  
 
    Finally, Lezan pressed her hands against my thighs and pushed me out of her mouth.  
 
    “I-I want to have you in me,” she begged as she struggled for breath. “Like… Really in me.”  
 
    “I’ll get into position.” Nadir winked as she pulled away from Lezan’s womanhood.  
 
    I came around to where Nadir had just been sitting as she crawled up and made her face level with Lezan’s.  
 
    Lezan’s pussy was glistening with arousal, and I couldn’t wait to slide my cock inside of her. 
 
    Nadir gave each of Lezan’s nipples a soft suck as she moved in on her friend, and then she pressed her lips into Lezan’s. The two Coonag women began to make out intensely, with Nadir’s ass straight up in the air and Lezan’s pussy practically begging to be filled.  
 
    I knew what I had to do.  
 
    I slid my rock-hard erection into Lezan’s velvet tunnel and felt its warm embrace around me. She was so wet that I slid into her with next to no effort at all, and I soon found myself pressed up against her cervix. I gave her a few hard thrusts, and she responded with an excited moan.  
 
    Then I pulled myself all the way out, took aim at Nadir’s pussy, and pushed into her.  
 
    Nadir gasped when I entered her, but then she quickly turned to jelly and collapsed into Lezan’s body.  
 
    “H-He’s fucking both of us at the same time!” Lezan keened as she threw her head back. “How does he even have the-- Ohhh, my Gods!”  
 
    “You like that?” I growled. “Because I fucking love it.”  
 
    I made alternating thrusts between Lezan and Nadir’s velvet tunnels as I fucked them hard, and each time I pulled out of Nadir’s sperm-filled tunnel, my cock was coated with my thick cream. Then I pushed deep into Lezan, and her tight walls sucked my sperm off when I pulled back out again. I felt the warm coil in my stomach increasing as Lezan’s moans became more and more hurried and sporadic. Each of the women had ridiculously tight pussies, and they were tense in my arms as I fucked them.  
 
    Finally, I pushed myself into Lezan’s tight, warm pussy, and she hit the mountaintop.  
 
    “Ohhhhhhhh, Ben!” Lezan screamed as she came around my cock with a gush of wetness.  
 
    The sound of her pleasure sent me over the edge, so I unloaded like a firehose as she spasmed around me.  
 
    “Yesss… Take all of it…” my vision blurred as I filled Lezan with my seed, and then all three of us collapsed onto each other as the last drops of my cum filled the white-and-black-haired beauty.  
 
    “Wow…” Nadir panted. “That was incredible.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Lezan brushed a lock of hair out of her face. “That was intense. Maybe we should finally go rest, now? I think I’m finally starting to feel the exhaustion kicking in…”  
 
    “Actually, I have a better idea.” I grinned and pointed over to the hot tub. “Why don’t we get into the hot springs, and then see what happens from there?”  
 
    “I’d like that,” Nadir purred.  
 
    The three of us got up off the ground, and I wrapped my arms around the waists of the two naked women. Then we turned and made our way toward the hot tub slowly, since all of our legs were still weak from our love-making.  
 
    However, the day was still young.  
 
    And I had two beautiful women on my arms. Two beautiful, naked women who were probably ready to go another round. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    After a few more romps and a few more orgasms, the Coonag women and I passed out in the bed in the corner of the fertility hut. It may have only been the middle of the day, but we’d been through a lot in the last twenty-four hours.  
 
    We’d witnessed our very first birth of a wind dragon and its subsequent bonding… we’d celebrated the pregnancy of the Cero Queen Mother… we’d fought off a horde of bloodthirsty orcs and recaptured my beloved ship… And, perhaps the most exhaustive of all, I’d slept with both a beautiful rhino-woman and two extremely exuberant Coonag women.  
 
    I deserved a bit of shut-eye after all that.  
 
    I awoke a few hours later with Lezan on one arm and Nadir on the other, and both of the raccoon-women were still sound asleep and nuzzled into my body like I was the only source of warmth for a thousand miles. Their tails flickered sporadically as they slept, and I wondered what sorts of wonderful dreams they were having at the moment.  
 
    I continued to lay there in the bed with the two women as I stared up at the ceiling and wondered what would happen next. We’d completed our mission of hatching the wind dragon, and we’d successfully fought off the orcs who threatened the Cero women’s way of life.  
 
    I supposed now was the time to return to our island, back to our friends and my beloved Queen Nerissa. Once we were back, we could all work together to formulate our next plan of attack. There were still several fire-breathing dragons out there, all of which were partially bonded to Lezan, Nadir, Dalwen, and Elzara. We had to find them and finish the ceremony before the orcs could, and it was going to be a walk in the park now that Swaer was on our side.  
 
    Although, that brought up an interesting point… If we wanted Swaer to join our crew permanently, that would mean his bondmate would need to come along, too. 
 
    I knew Batari said how much she cared about me and how she’d follow me wherever I went, but was she really just going to up and leave her people behind? What would happen to the rest of her village? Would Ashanti and Rikuri be alright with losing their best friend, or would they want to come along, as well?  
 
    Then there was the whole situation with the orcs… If they’d found this island twice now, they would surely be back again. I didn’t want to just leave the Cero women to their own devices, but I didn’t want to force them to abandon their home of hundreds of years, either.  
 
    It was all a very complicated matter, and one I dreaded trying to sort out. Still, I supposed these sorts of difficult decisions came along with the title of Draco Rex.  
 
    Eventually, I got to the point where I couldn’t stand to be alone with my thoughts anymore, so I gently pulled my arms out from underneath Lezan and Nadir. Then I sat up, rolled out of bed, and went over to my clothes.  
 
    “Trying to cut and run?” Lezan’s groggy voice chuckled. “I see how it is. You take us for a few rounds and then try to leave before we even wake up.”  
 
    “You know it’s not like that.” I rolled my eyes. “Besides, it’s not like I’d have anywhere to hide if I did.”  
 
    “That’s right,” Nadir added as she sat up and rubbed her eyes. “We Coonag women have excellent hunting skills. We’d find you in a heartbeat.”  
 
    “I mean… I’m just going to find the rest of the crew,” I chuckled. “I’d imagine a blind man would be able to hunt me down in this situation.”  
 
    “Why do you need to find the rest of the group, anyways?” Lezan grumbled through a sleepy haze. “Our mission is done. What more do you think they need to talk about?”  
 
    “There’s a lot we need to still discuss,” I noted as I went through the mental checklist in my head. “Our mission might be finished, but we’re nowhere near being ready to leave just yet. That’s why I want to speak with all the Cero women and the crew, so we can figure this all out.”  
 
    “Fine, fine…” Lezan sighed. “But give us a few more minutes of rest. My legs are all wobbly from getting fucked so good. Also, we’re nocturnal, remember?”  
 
    “I thought you said you were crepuscular?” I teased.  
 
    “That, too,” Nadir grumbled as she laid back down in bed. “That, too.”  
 
    I tugged on my clothes, tightened my belt back around my waist, and then made my way out of the fertility hut. It was now the later afternoon, when the sun was high in the sky and spread its warm rays across the billowing grass.  
 
    The cluster of Cero houses was fairly far off in the distance, but even from here I couldn’t see any signs of the rhino-women out and about.  
 
    Surely they weren’t still at the mud pits? 
 
    I meandered my way over to the main part of the Cero village, over to the crude skyscrapers of clay and straw, and as I wandered down the streets of the village, I noticed they were bustling with life, much like a modern-day city back in my world.  
 
    Cero women entered and exited the buildings, and many of those who exited carried small bags of fabric in their hands. The sidewalks were full of people, while Mieraks scurried along each side of the road in an orderly fashion. rhino-women smiled at each other as they passed atop their oversized ants, and I honestly couldn’t believe what I was seeing.  
 
    Zikiu really was a genius for coming up with a fully-operational city in the middle of a savanna.  
 
    Eventually, I followed the pathway until I arrived at the very center of the village. Four different roads converged onto this point, which had a raised stage at its center, right next to a massive statue of the god Tembori.  
 
    I could see a small crowd of people huddled in front of the stage, but three members of the crowd stood out way more than the rest.  
 
    All three of our dragons were among the spectators, so I knew I was in the right place.  
 
    As I drew closer to the stage, I saw the trio of Batari, Ashanti, and Rikuri stood on top of it. The Cero women who were watching them, however, didn’t seem too enthralled with what they were hearing.  
 
    “Has the Queen Mother gone mad?” a random rhino-woman whispered as I passed.  
 
    “I’m all for blind faith, but this is a new one,” another grumbled.  
 
    Eventually, I found all of my crewmates in a small cluster, so I promptly joined them and tried to see what was going on.  
 
    “These rhino-women don’t seem too happy,” I announced as I walked over to my crew. “Did Batari just announce she was implementing a new tax bracket or something?”  
 
    “They’re talking about the orc attack,” Mira noted. “And everybody seems to have different ideas about what they can do to protect themselves.”  
 
    “It didn’t look like they need to do much different,” Jonas chuckled. “From down where I was standing, it looked like they handled the orcs without much fuss.”  
 
    I think you mean “we” handled the orcs without much fuss, Tirian snarked. I was the one taking all the shots from the giant arrow-shooter!  
 
    And I was the one who kept all those big rocks from smooshing us into jelly. Swaer nodded as he puffed out his little chest.  
 
    And I was the one who protected the village! George declared.  
 
    Swaer and Tirian shot the water dragon unconvinced glares.  
 
    You protected the village, eh? Tirian mused.  
 
    I carried the wounded back to the settlement, George clarified. And then I stayed around to make sure none of the orcs broke the perimeter.  
 
    We were the ones keeping them away from the perimeter, Tirian reminded his dragon friend. They never even got close to the village.  
 
    Then I’d say I did a fine job, didn’t I? George snorted.  
 
    Tirian rolled his eyes at the water dragon, shook his head, and then let out a long sigh.  
 
    “Speaking of the wounded,” I asked. “How are those two Cero women doing?”  
 
    They are alive and well, George explained. A little shaken up, but apparently the orcs only knocked them out and put them in a bag, so they didn’t have much more than a knot on their heads.  
 
    “That’s good to hear.” I nodded. “Knowing those orc fuckers, I was expecting a lot worse. Remember how they took Isla’s eye?”  
 
    “They probably would have done much worse if you and Tirian hadn’t gone in and stopped them,” Darya interjected. “If they’d gotten over that hill and taken those women back to their ship? I don’t even want to think of the horrors that would have awaited them.”  
 
    “That’s why we need to help them make sure it never happens again,” I announced. “I don’t know exactly how, but I want to help these women so they never have to worry about the threat of those ugly bastards ever again.”  
 
    “Batari and you must be on the same mental plane,” Anora noted as she pointed to the stage. “That’s what she is talking about right now… Preventative measures.”  
 
    “Queen Mother…” A random Cero woman raised her hand in the crowd. “We don’t even know if the land dragons are still alive. Why should we waste time trying to bring them back?”  
 
    “Hold on,” I gasped. “Batari’s talking about bringing back the land dragons?”  
 
    “That’s what she’s saying,” Mira confirmed. “Though the rest of the village doesn’t think it’s possible.”  
 
    “Why not?” I questioned. “I thought there were still a bunch of land dragons out there? They didn’t all get killed by the Skudawar…”  
 
    “That’s beyond me.” The golden-scaled warrior shrugged. “I think the Cero women would have a better capacity to answer that. Maybe you should ask Batari herself?”  
 
    “Alright.” I turned back to the stage, raised my hand, and cleared my throat loudly.  
 
    “The Draco Rex has returned!” Rikuri announced with excitement in her eyes. “Maybe he’ll have some insight as to what we should do.”  
 
    “Come up here, Ben,” Batari said as she motioned for me to join them. “This is just as much your decision as it is ours.”  
 
    I didn’t know if that was a good thing, or not.  
 
    I lowered my hand down and quickly hustled up onto the stage. Then I went over and stood by Batari and turned to look out at the rest of the Cero women. For the most part, they seemed more frazzled and scared than frustrated, though their rambling could have easily fooled me.  
 
    “Sooooo…” I leaned over and whispered to Batari. “Could you fill me in on exactly what you’ve been talking about? I don’t want to take a stance before I actually know what I’m taking a stance on.”  
 
    “The Queen Mother here thinks we can’t handle the orcs on our own,” Ashanti huffed.  
 
    “That’s not what I said at all,” the white-haired Cero leader grumbled. “I said that if the orcs were to come back in larger numbers, we would be in trouble. Especially if they came at night again. Also, once the Draco Rex departs from our island, it will be almost completely devoid of dragons. I’m simply suggesting we call the land dragons back into our service, as was Tembori’s original design.”  
 
    “The land dragons haven’t been back in several season cycles,” Ashanti noted. “What makes you think they’d come back now?”  
 
    “The Skudawar is dead, to start with,” Batari explained. “That is the creature they could not overcome, the one they feared and that drove them into near extinction.”  
 
    “And?” one of the random Cero women argued. “If they have fled the island or are off in some remote part of our land, how would they even know the creature is dead?”  
 
    “They wouldn’t,” Batari agreed with a nod. “That is why we would need to inform them with the Great Horn of Ivory.”  
 
    The crowd went silent, save for a few hushed whispers. The Cero women looked around at each other with a seeming mixture of curiosity and concern, though none of them voiced their opinions openly.  
 
    Well, none of them but Ashanti.  
 
    “The Great Horn of Ivory?” Ashanti scoffed. “We don’t even know if that’s real.”  
 
    “The legends say it is real,” Batari reminded her best archer. “Why should we be led to believe the rest of Tembori’s stories are true, but that one is false?”  
 
    “You’re gonna have to back up, I’m afraid,” I chuckled and held out my hands. “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about right now.”  
 
    “The Great Horn of Ivory is an instrument from one of our earliest legends,” Rikuri explained. “In the early days of our people, right after Tembori made his agreement with Tai that allowed her majestic creatures to live with us in harmony, it is said Tembori pulled a piece off one of his tusks and then used it to craft a horn.”  
 
    “When he blew into the horn, it made a mighty bellow that rang out across our island,” Batari took over. “This call brought the land dragons to our people, and I believe Tembori wishes for history to repeat itself. If we can go and find the Great Horn of Ivory, we will be able to call the land dragons back to our side.”  
 
    “Not to sound like a mudwallower,” Zamwae’s voice interrupted as the shaman stepped forward from the crowd. “But I am somewhat doubtful this is Tembori’s plan. There is a reason he hid the location of the horn in a riddle and enchanted it with deadly protectors.”  
 
    Deadly protectors around a magical horn whose location was wrapped in a puzzle?  
 
    Now, this sounded like a challenge suited for the Draco Rex.  
 
    “Perhaps it is a test.” Batari shrugged. “Our god is testing our faith by asking us to risk life and limb in order to bring our people back to their former prosperity.”  
 
    “Orrrrr, he’s trying to tell us to stay away,” Ashanti argued. “Maybe that’s his way of telling us to stick around our village and focus on creating more security with what we have?”  
 
    “What do you think, Draco Rex?” Rikuri blurted out. “Do you think we should seek out the horn, or do you believe we should focus on increasing the protections of our village?”  
 
    All eyes suddenly fell on me, and my heart leapt up into my throat. However, I wasn’t too nervous. The answer was actually pretty simple.  
 
    “Why not both?” I asked with a shrug. “If there’s even the slightest chance blowing that horn will bring back the dragons, then we should try to find it. However, we also can’t just leave your village unprotected. I know you are all mighty warriors… Some of the best I’ve ever met, in fact. But if the orcs come back, they might be more prepared than those bumbling idiots who attacked us last night. It’s obvious we need to fortify the mountain to keep your people safe.”  
 
    “Fortify the mountain?” Rikuri scratched the stump where her horn used to be. “How could we possibly do that?”  
 
    “It’s not that difficult,” I explained. “With that sort of terrain, you could build pit traps… Avalanche nets… There are a hundred possibilities. I can definitely show you all how to make it happen.”  
 
    “And the horn?” a Cero voice questioned.  
 
    “Simple,” I said. “Once we have the mountain fortified, we send out a search party for the horn.”  
 
    “What about the guardians that protect it?” Zamwae asked.  
 
    “What about them?” I retorted. “We’ve already killed the mightiest creature in these lands and fought off a miniature orc invasion. If we work together, I’m sure we can handle anything this island throws at us.”  
 
    “The Skudawar and the orcs were not the minions of Tembori.” The shaman shook her head. “The Matrai are.”  
 
    “Okay…” I trailed off. “What do I need to know about these ‘Matrai,’ then?”  
 
    “Unfortunately, I cannot help you with this one,” Zamwae sighed. “None of us have actually seen them, as they are only revealed to those who get too close to the Great Horn of Ivory. All I know is Tembori created them in his image.”  
 
    Some god… He created a bunch of grunts in his image, but made the most important creatures on this island look like the lord of the underworld? Thank goodness nobody but the Cero women worshipped this guy.  
 
    “We can deal with that later,” I admitted. “Whatever the Matrai are, surely they can be killed. Now, as for those fortifications… We’re going to need some logs. I’m not talking small tree branches, either. I’m talking large logs that have some heft to them.”  
 
    “We still have plenty of large branches from fallen cloudbrushes,” Rikuri announced. “Over by the mud pits.”  
 
    “Great.” I nodded and then turned back to the crowd. “It’s settled, then. We’re going to fortify your village, and then we’re going to go out and look for the Great Horn of Ivory. Everybody, head over to the mud pits and grab as many logs as you can carry. If we move quickly, we can be done with these traps by nightfall.”  
 
    The Cero women let out a cheer of agreement before they all turned and shuffled away. Meanwhile, the three warrior women on the stage stood there in stunned silence.  
 
    “Did you see that?” Batari breathed with wide eyes. “No bickering. No arguing…”  
 
    “They just… listened to what the Draco Rex had to say,” Rikuri added in an awed tone. “And then they did it.”  
 
    “It’s probably just because they’re so used to listening to Batari,” I explained. “Kind of like a child who just rebels against anything their parents say, whether they agree with it or not. But when a stranger offers up the exact same idea? They’re all over it.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Batari reminded me with a smile. “There has never actually been a Cero child before… But there soon will be, and it will bring along with it all the joys and hardships of motherhood that I’ve never gotten to experience before. And it’s all thanks to you, Ben.”  
 
    “Come back to me once you’ve changed your first ‘sick baby’ diaper,” I joked. “Then we’ll see if you’re still thanking me.”  
 
    “I still think going after the horn is a waste of time,” Ashanti grumbled. “Even if it is out there, we’re going to have to fight off a bunch of Tembori’s hand-picked guardians. And even if we do that, even if we actually find the horn and kill all the creatures that protect it? We don’t know if the horn will work. It might be broken, or there might not even be any land dragons left to answer the call.”  
 
    “We won’t know until we try,” I reminded her. “I’d rather exhaust every single one of our options before I count them out as a loss, even if that means we might have to exhaust some of our time and energy to do so.”  
 
    The three Cero women and I wandered off the stage, where my crewmates waited to greet us.  
 
    “What can we do to help?” Zarya asked somewhat overzealously. “Shall we instruct these women on how to make traps similar to the ones back home?”  
 
    “You can try.” I shrugged. “The big issue is we make sure any invading forces can’t climb down the mountain without running into these traps. Get as creative as you want with them, but just make sure they’re deadly enough to deter those fuckers.”  
 
    “Deadly deterrents.” Zarya nodded with a sharp grin. “Got it.”  
 
    “Tirian and George?” I looked over at the two large dragons. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but you’re probably gonna be needed to carry the larger logs.”  
 
    Of course, we are, Tirian chuckled, and then he shot a playful look over at George. It’s good to know we’ll always be needed for something, right?  
 
    Indeed, George mused. Heavy lifting, fast travel, and our strong breath.  
 
    Tirian floated a few feet in the air as he and George turned to follow the rest of the Cero women, but Tirian’s head came back in the direction of Swaer.  
 
    What about him? Tirian asked. I know he’s kind of small, but he could probably help carry some of the logs, too.  
 
    Swaer just shook his head before he slithered over to Batari and wrapped himself around her arm. The little red dragon then looked at Tirian with his big, black eyes and slowly twitching whiskers.  
 
    I’m not sure if I can handle those, Swaer admitted. My claws are pretty small, and if I try to move the logs with my breath, it would just cause a big mess. I think I could be used better if I stick with Batari.  
 
    Savor your cuteness while it lasts, Tirian sighed. Those adorable looks won’t work forever.  
 
    We’ll see about that, Swaer snickered. They seem to be working pretty well so far.  
 
    Tirian just rolled his eyes before he turned around and floated off toward the mud pits. George was right behind him, and the rest of my crew was behind George.  
 
    We all headed over to the stack of sticks and logs beside the mud pit, collected what we could carry, and then headed up the side of the mountain. The climb was a bit more difficult than normal on account of the extra weight, but it didn’t take us very long to reach the first spot where I thought we could employ a trap.  
 
    “Alright,” I called out to the group. “Let’s stop here. If the orcs are able to get down to this point, that will mean they survived all the traps higher up the mountain. And if that happens, then you’ll be in desperation mode, so I want to put the cruder mechanism down here.”  
 
    “Like a spike pit?” Nima questioned. “Those were always my favorite to make back on the dragonkin island.”  
 
    “That’s exactly the kind of thing I’m looking for.” I nodded. “Spike pits, trip wires with spikes… Anything that can take out an orc quickly and doesn’t take a ton of effort to create.”  
 
    “I think we can handle that,” Darya spoke up. “If you’d like, Draco Rex, Zarya and I could remain behind and teach the Cero women how to make these traps? We have plenty of experience with their creation.”  
 
    “Nima can help, too,” I noted. “But otherwise, I think it’s a solid idea.”  
 
    “I’m not very good with my hands,” Zamwae interjected. “I’ll stay behind and make sure my people are doing things correctly.”  
 
    We left Zamwae and about twenty of the Cero women behind with Nima and the dragonkin twins, and then the rest of us continued up the mountain. We ventured upward until we finally got to about the midway point on the incline, and then I stopped us again.  
 
    “Okay,” I said as I looked around the landscape. “This is where you’ll want to put what I want to call ‘secret traps.’ If the orcs get to this point, they’ll have made it past the first wave of traps and think they’re home free. It’s our job to prove them wrong. That means tripwire tension traps hidden behind rocks and things nestled into the surface of the ground and then covered with a thin layer of soil.”  
 
    “I actually have some ideas for this one!” Mira announced. “We usually go with traps that stab, but what if we went with traps that mangle instead?”  
 
    “I like where your head’s at, Mira.” I smiled at the dragonkin warrior. “What are you thinking?”  
 
    “What if we created a simple tension mechanism, but put a thick rock on the end of the weapon?” the beautiful dragonkin woman continued. “That way the momentum of the swinging stick would act like a hammer and shatter their kneecaps. Or their ribs. Or their head, if we got more creative.”  
 
    “Perfect,” I noted. “You take a couple of the Cero women and get to work on doing that.”  
 
    “I want to be in on this, too!” Rikuri cackled. “These sound like my kinda weapons.”  
 
    Mira and Rikuri stayed behind at this point, along with another dozen Cero women. Once we parted company, the rest of us continued onward until we reached the top of the mountain. The ballista was still up there, so I walked over to it and placed my hand on its wood.  
 
    “First thing’s first,” I mumbled. “We need to figure out what we’re doing with this. If we’re trying to fortify your village, we definitely don’t want to just hand the invading force a giant-ass crossbow they can fire down onto you from above.”  
 
    “It could be a very valuable asset if we found a way to keep it,” Batari noted. “Maybe we could have one of our warriors stationed up here during standard patrols? That way they could use this large bow and arrow to attack enemies on the other side of the mountain before they even get here?” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” I admitted. “But you gotta think about what might happen if somebody is able to get up here before you see them. The ballista is a great weapon, but it’s not going to do much good if you only have one person manning it, and it’s all the way up here, away from backup. You could get overrun way too easily, and then your enemy would have a powerful weapon at their disposal.”  
 
    “Should we destroy it, then?” Ashanti mused. “It’s not like it’s a real bow and arrow, anyway. Real archery takes patience, skill, and a good eye… This is a thing you just kind of aim and shoot without reason.”  
 
    “And it’s a weapon that could take down a dragon or take out an enemy siege engine with a single bolt,” I reminded the three-horned woman. “We’re definitely not going to destroy it. We just have to figure out how to get it further down the mountain. It’s on wheels, but I can’t imagine how much of a pain in the ass it’ll be to try and take it down such a steep gradient.”  
 
    “How in the name of Tembori did the orcs get it up here?” Batari questioned. “The landscape is just as steep on the other side.”  
 
    “My guess is they had a bunch of their kind get behind it and just push it with all their might.” Jonas shrugged. “The thing about orcs is they don’t truly care about the safety of their people. Now, whether that’s because they’re heartless and don’t mind if their underlings die, or if it’s because they’re too stupid to understand gravity? That’s another thing.”  
 
    “Could one of the dragons carry it?” Batari suggested. “Obviously not Swaer, but one of the other two?”  
 
    “Probably,” I pondered aloud. “What do you think, guys? Do you think you could tag-team this thing and get it back down to the Cero village?”  
 
    Maybe. Tirian studied the ballista. Let me try to lift it up… 
 
    The silver dragon dropped the log in his paws and then floated over so he was hovering just above the ballista. He slowly lowered himself down, wrapped his talons around the weapon’s two wooden limbs, and tried to pull it up into the air. Tirian huffed loudly as his whole body tensed up, but he only seemed to be able to lift the ballista a few feet off the ground.  
 
    Let me help you! George offered as he dropped the log in his mouth and ran over to the struggling fire dragon.  
 
    We watched as George crouched down and positioned himself so his back was pressed up against the underside of the ballista. The water dragon then let out a grunt as he extended his legs and used the bulk of his body to lift the siege engine further into the sky.  
 
    Whew! Tirian gasped. It feels like this thing just got a thousand pounds lighter.  
 
    Speak for yourself, George panted. Remember how I said my max capacity is five or six people? Well… This is like carrying ten. 
 
    “Do you need some more help?” I asked our bondmates. “We could try to get some of the Mieraks to maybe--”  
 
    We will be fine, dear one, George promised. We just need to get moving now, before my legs start to get weak. Now, where do you want us to put this?  
 
    “Take it down to the patrol towers,” Batari explained. “I’m not quite sure where we want it for certain, but we will need it somewhere in that general area.”  
 
    Sure thing, Tirian grunted. On the plus side, maybe if I carry around this thing for long enough, my leg muscles will get as big as those dragons we saw back on the volcano island!  
 
    I wouldn’t hold my breath, George noted. I’m sure it took them years to get into that shape.  
 
    With that, George began to lumber down the mountain with the ballista on his back, while Tirian floated above him and tried to use his own leverage to lessen the load. The two dragons had to move extremely slowly, but they still walked at a fairly brisk pace.  
 
    I just hoped their muscles didn’t give out before they made it to the bottom. If that happened, we were gonna have a very, very destructive mess on our hands.  
 
    “Now that that’s taken care of,” Candara said as she watched the dragons leave. “What can we do up here?”  
 
    “Well, this is going to be the literal first line of defense,” I explained. “So, this is going to be the spot where you put in the heavy hitters. At this point, the orcs might be cautious, but they’re probably not actively expecting any traps. The goal is to hit them hard up here, take out any survivors with the surprise traps at the next level, and then wipe out the stragglers with the crude traps. That way, even if some of them end up surviving, their numbers should be so thin they’ll be easy for us to finish off.”  
 
    “What do you suggest, then?” Anora asked. “Show us some of these ‘major traps.’”  
 
    “Well, there are a shit ton of stones around here…” I noted as I looked around. “A rock deadfall trap would probably be ideal in this situation. As would a terrain trap in the ground or a simulated avalanche.”  
 
    “Those all sound wonderful,” Ashanti chuckled. “I want to know how to do all of them.”  
 
    “Well, we should start with the deadfall one,” I explained. “That’s going to require all of us to lift the giant-ass rock and logs, and then we can split apart and try to build the smaller ones. All we really need is a giant rock, a couple of logs, and a bunch of smaller boulders. And some sort of bait to lure them inside.”  
 
    My crew and the Cero women spent the next hour or so scouring the landscape in search of rocks large enough to create a deadfall trap. Usually, these sorts of devices were used to kill smaller animals like squirrels or rabbits, but if we ramped up the size, we could easily use it to kill an orc.  
 
    Or, if it was big enough, we could use it to kill off a bunch of the stupid ugly fuckers.  
 
    Eventually, we found a large, flat rock about the length of a small semi-truck and about equally as wide.  
 
    “Do you think this will work?” Candara questioned as she pointed to the rock on the ground. “It’s kind of narrow.”  
 
    “That’s actually not a bad thing,” I explained. “If it’s narrow, that just means any bad guys will have to go further inside to check out what’s in there. And if there’s more enemies under the rock when it trips…”  
 
    “The more that go ‘splat,’’ Ashanti chuckled. “It’s perfect.”  
 
    “Alright,” I announced to all the rest of the women around me. “Here’s how it’s going to work. I’m gonna need at least six people on each side of the rock to help lift. When I give the signal, we all lift it up, and while it’s in the air, I’ll need a couple of you to prop it up with a giant log. Then, while we’ve got it propped up, we need to put two more smaller logs together at a forty-five-degree angle to try and hold it up.”  
 
    “That sounds really unstable.” Batari frowned.  
 
    “That’s the point,” I chuckled. “The second anything even brushes past those sticks? They get crushed.”  
 
    Six of the Cero women came around to each side of the large rock, while a few more picked up one of the logs Tirian had carried up. On the count of three, they hoisted the close end of the stone up into the air, and their friends placed the end of the log firmly against it to keep it propped up.  
 
    Once that was in place, I commanded a few of my crewmates to help me carve the ends of two smaller logs into corresponding angles, and then we began to put them in place.  
 
    I held my breath intensely as I slowly slid the end of the stick into the spot where the stone and the log touched. It took some effort to get the damn thing to even budge, but thankfully my enhanced strength was enough to force it in. As the semi-vertical stick slid between the rocky and wooden surface, Candara and Anora both placed the horizontal stick snugly up against the original log.  
 
    Now came the moment of truth.  
 
    I took a deep breath, nodded to my friends, and then released my grip on the wooden component of the trap.  
 
    Much to my surprise, it stayed upright.  
 
    “Yes!” I proclaimed as I pumped my fist in the air. “Holy shit, I wasn’t sure if it’d actually work at this size, but it looks like it did. Now, nobody even thinks of walking past these sticks, unless you have a death wish.”  
 
    “Is that it?” Ashanti questioned as she looked the trap up and down. “It seems like it would take a great feat of chance for an orc to wander into this.”  
 
    “Not quite.” I shook my head. “You remember how we collected all those medium-sized stones? Those need to be placed all around the sides of the rock, all the way up to the trip mechanism. But first, we need bait of some sort.”  
 
    “Bait for orcs?” Jonas scoffed. “Unless we put a live woman or a boiling pot of stew inside of the trap, I’m not sure what they’d really go for. They tend to think with their stomachs and their penises, in no particular order.”  
 
    “I’ve actually got something even better in mind,” I chuckled. “Something that won’t appeal to either of those primal urges.”  
 
    I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small piece of seaglass.  
 
    “Ben…” Jonas gasped. “Please tell me you’re not thinking about using our sacred mineral as trap bait?”  
 
    “I am.” I nodded. “It’s just a small piece anyway, so it’s not like we could have used this for weapons or anything. Besides, it’s going toward a good cause.”  
 
    “Perhaps I’m just confused,” Batari noted. “Why would the orcs be attracted by a clear piece of stone? Couldn’t they find that elsewhere in the world?”  
 
    “It only exists on our island,” Anora spoke up. “And thanks to our Draco Rex, access to our island has been all but cut off from the orcs.”  
 
    “They keep trying, though,” I snickered. “Every time they do, we just knock them back under the filthy rock they crawled out of.”  
 
    “What is it, though?” Ashanti questioned as she looked the piece over. “Does it have magical properties?”  
 
    “You could say that.” I nodded. “This is seaglass, one of the most durable materials in the world. It’s what my sword is made out of, as well as all of my crewmates’ daggers. You can use it for just about anything, though it’s mostly used to create tools and weapons.”  
 
    “And you think they will want this?” Batari continued.  
 
    “Of course, they’ll want it,” I snorted. “Do you have any idea how many times they’ve seen this stuff used to kick their asses? They’ll practically be frothing at the mouth to snatch it up.”  
 
    “But you just said the piece you have isn’t enough to make anything?” Ashanti furrowed her brow and rubbed her top horn slowly.  
 
    “It’s not.” I shrugged. “But if they see it lying in this little ‘cave,’ they might just think they’ve found a place where it grows naturally. They’ll try to go deeper, hopefully in large numbers. That’s when--”  
 
    “Splat.” Ashanti grinned.  
 
    “Splat.” I nodded in confirmation. “Now, let’s get the wall set up on this thing.”  
 
    We spent the next twenty minutes or so placing boulders around the sides of the trap, though it proved to be a bit more difficult than it sounded in theory. Eventually, we got it to where the trap looked like the entrance to a rough cave. Or, at least, it was convincing enough for a dumb-as-rocks species like the orcs.  
 
    Finally, I tossed my piece of seaglass right into the trap, and it landed about halfway into its depths.  
 
    “Whew.” Anora wiped her brow and stepped back to admire our work. “That was more work than trying to herd a baby water dragon.”  
 
    “It’ll be worth it,” I reminded everyone. “And now that you have all seen how it’s done, you can easily reset this thing as many times as you want, even when we’re long gone.”  
 
    My heart physically hurt as the last bit came out of my mouth, but I didn’t want to dwell on it for too long.  
 
    Jonas must have sensed the elephant in the room because he quickly cleared his throat and spoke up.  
 
    “What other traps may we create, Draco Rex?” the elderly soothsayer asked.  
 
    “Hmm?” I said as I tried to break through my fog of concern. “Oh… Well, the only other thing I can think of that would be a good frontline trap would be some rock-slides.”  
 
    “Rock slides?” Candara questioned. “Like an avalanche?”  
 
    “Exactly like an avalanche.” I nodded. “Only this one is created by us and triggered by a tripwire. We’ll need two more larger boulders, and then a shit ton of smaller rocks and a log to hold it all together. Plus some rope, but we already came prepared with some of that.”  
 
    For the next hour, I instructed the Cero women and my crew in the art of making a “rock slide” trap. First, we found two larger boulders, which we put into place about ten feet across from each other, and once we’d dug those into the ground, we laid a few of the larger logs across the length of the gap between the stones. We then used the remaining sticks to create a rough “leaning platform” whose back end was firmly nestled into the side of the mountain, and whose front side was supported by a handful of logs.  
 
    Of course, all of these logs were only loosely jammed into place.  
 
    We then all carried smaller rocks of all shapes and sizes over to the platform, piled them atop one another, and continued on until there was a huge buildup of deadly debris nestled on the platform. When we finally were done positioning the rocks, we took a step back and admired our work.  
 
    “Now what?” Batari panted. “We have the rock slide piled up, but how in the name of Tembori are we going to actually trigger it?”  
 
    “With a tripwire,” I explained as I pointed to the front supports of the platform. “See how unstable those logs are? All we have to do is create a tripwire that will knock them loose, and then the whole thing will come crashing down and send the rocks rolling down the mountainside.”  
 
    “Those logs are huge!” the white-haired Cero woman protested. “I know the orcs are muscular, but they’re not going to be able to pull down a whole log just by walking over a string.”  
 
    “They won’t,” I agreed. “But the hammer they trigger just might.”  
 
    “Wow,” Ashanti muttered. “The Draco Rex really has thought of everything. No wonder he’s seen as a god amongst his people.”  
 
    “Please,” I chuckled. “I’m not a god. I just watched a lot of survivalist Youtube channels back in the day. And a healthy dose of Bear Grylls. I know he’s kinda fake, but I always loved watching him nonetheless.”  
 
    “He sounds mighty and wise,” Batari noted.  
 
    “Oh, he is,” I chuckled. “Even though I don’t think I’d ever get desperate enough to drink my own piss.”  
 
    “Why would you--” Ashanti began, but I quickly cut her off.  
 
    “It’s a joke,” I laughed. “Now, let’s get to work on this hammer. Candara and Anora? This is going to take a little while, so how about you two set up the tripwire mechanism while I’m doing the hammer?”  
 
    “I could do a tripwire in my sleep.” Anora smiled, and her yellow eyes lit up with vigor.  
 
    The two women set off to create the next contraption, and I headed back over to the platform.  
 
    The last part of the trap took no time at all. Between the fortifications I’d built on the dragonkin island and the different weapon-making tutorials I’d watched religiously back during my Coast Guard days, I was practically an expert on how to make a hammer out of a rock and a stick.  
 
    I attached the head of the hammer onto its shaft before I took it up to the bottom of the platform. Next, I placed the end of the weapon’s hilt against the wood and pretended to let it swing down like it was attached at one of the support beams on the bottom of the platform. It took me a few tries to get it where it needed to be, and then I marked the spot where it needed to go by carving an “x” into the wood with my dagger.  
 
    Once that was done, I notched the end of the hammer’s hilt down about two inches, carved holes on either side of the notch, and found a small stick that would act as a pin. Now, I just needed an actual hinge.  
 
    Gently, I used my dagger to carve a hole all the way through the three-inch wide support beam. The process took nearly twenty minutes, but when I was finally done I had a thin hole that matched up perfectly with the holes on the end of the hammer. I slid the notch of the tool over the beam, inserted the stick through the holes, and voila.  
 
    I had a functioning, swinging hammer.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks…” Batari muttered. “How does he do that?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Ashanti whistled. “But we must find this ‘Youtube’ he speaks of and study it intensely.”  
 
    “The tripwire setup is ready, Draco Rex!” Candara called out from a few yards away.  
 
    “Excellent,” I announced. “That means we’ll just need to connect it, and everything should be good.”  
 
    I wandered down to where the two women had created the contraption, picked up the string, and walked it over to the hammer. I fastened the end of the tripwire to a stick, which I then used to prop up the hammer against the bottom of the platform.  
 
    There. It was done. Now, we had two deadly traps ready, just in case the orcs decided to try something stupid while I wasn’t around to stop them.  
 
    Once my crew had wrapped up our duties, we began back down the mountain to see how everyone else was doing, but as we approached Mira’s group, the dragonkin warrior ran over and held up her hands to stop us.  
 
    “Whooooaaaaa,” the golden-scaled women chuckled. “I wouldn’t go much further if I were you. Unless you want to find yourself face-first in a pit of spikes.”  
 
    “You built a pit of spikes?” Ashanti’s mouth fell agape. “Where?”  
 
    “Right there in front of you,” Mira said as she pointed to a spot on the ground about twenty feet away. “You can’t even tell, can you?”  
 
    “No…” Batari gasped. “W-We would have walked right into it if you hadn’t warned us.”  
 
    “That’s the idea.” Mira winked.  
 
    “How are the rest of the traps coming?” I asked. “Do you think we have enough to keep the village fortified?”  
 
    “I’d hope so,” the warrior chuckled. “We’ve set up five different pits and a couple of snares.”  
 
    “Excellent!” I clapped my hands together. “That’s plenty, so you can probably call it a night. Now, that just leaves the first group….”  
 
    We all continued down the mountain until we arrived at the spot where the final line of traps were located, and even from afar, I could see the signs of danger in the area. There were piles of sticks that weren’t there before, as well as a few strangely placed boulders I knew were there to hide the mechanisms from the naked eye.  
 
    “We were wondering when you guys were coming back,” Darya announced when she saw us approaching. “We’ve fortified this area quite well, Draco Rex. Hopefully, it’s to your liking.”  
 
    “If it’s good enough to kill the orcs,” I chuckled. “Then it’s already to my liking.”  
 
    I gathered up the rest of the crew and Cero women, and then we headed back down to the village below. The sun was just starting to set across the landscape of the savanna, and I didn’t want us to be out after dark.  
 
    I’d already experienced the horrors of the Cero island after dark one too many times for my liking.  
 
    The ballista from the top of the mountain rested to the immediate right of the village entrance, with a Cero woman stationed atop of it already. Meanwhile, Tirian and George were both curled up in a ball next to the siege weapon.  
 
    The two dragons were splayed out like a cat on its back after a long day, with their limbs spread out wide and their tongues hanging out of their mouths.  
 
    Poor guys… Carrying that ballista down the mountain must have been way harder than they’d originally thought.  
 
    Oh, well. When we got back to the dragonkin island, I was totally going to give them extra helpings of boar for all their troubles.  
 
    Whew. Swaer whistled when he saw his dragon friends. Now I’m really glad I didn’t have to carry that thing down! They look like they could be asleep for a whole week.  
 
    “It’s not just them,” Batari yawned. “Building traps for several hours really sucks the energy out of you.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I chuckled. “We’re all tired. It’s been a really weird twenty-four hours, and we’ve been working hard this entire time. Everybody go off and get some rest, because tomorrow is going to be even crazier.”  
 
    The villagers muttered to themselves as they headed off in all directions, and I was left with nothing but my crew and the Cero women trio. I bade Batari, Ashanti, and Rikuri a good night before I followed my crewmates back to our temporary home.  
 
    I could rest easily now that I knew the Cero village was safe from another orc attack, and I was going to need all the rest I could get.  
 
    For tomorrow, we were heading out to find the Great Horn of Ivory, and any of the perils that might come along with it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    After the short, yet eventful day of setting up traps, we all retired back to our dwellings. I was so exhausted I ended up crashing on top of one of the carved-out stone seats in Batari’s dwelling, while the rest of my crew sprawled out across the house in various positions, some uncomfortable and some not.  
 
    It was the best sleep I’d had since we’d left the dragonkin island. I snoozed all the way from sunset until late the next morning, and even then I was only awakened by a soft pounding on the door of the home.  
 
    “Come on, ya bunch of lazy widehorns,” Ashanti’s voice teased from the other side of the door. “I already think this whole excursion is a waste of time, so I don’t want to get started any later than we already are.”  
 
    I groggily stood up from my makeshift bed, stretched so I could crack and pop every bone in my tired body, and then wandered over to the door. I pulled it open with a wooden creak as I rubbed my eyes and sighed, and then I was greeted with the sight of both Ashanti and Batari.  
 
    “Aren’t we missing the third musketeer?” I joked through my haze.  
 
    The two Cero women looked at each other with raised eyebrows and confused frowns on their face.  
 
    “Are you referring to Rikuri?” Batari asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I thought you three always did everything together?”  
 
    “Not this time, unfortunately.” The white-haired rhino-woman shook her head. “We need one of our best warriors to remain behind so she can teach the others about the traps, and how to defend the village should it come under attack.”  
 
    “I don’t know whether or not to be offended,” Ashanti huffed. “I always thought I was your ‘greatest warrior?’”  
 
    “You’re my greatest archer,” Batari noted. “Rikuri is far superior to you when it comes to hand-to-hand combat, but I know you could hit a chirping mire from several Mierstrides away. That’s why you’re coming along with us… We’ll be facing down several of Tembori’s hand-picked guardians and, even though I love her style, Rikuri can’t eliminate large numbers of enemies in a short time. You can.”  
 
    “Okay.” Ashanti smiled and crossed her arms. “I guess I’ll take that as a compliment.”  
 
    “Just wait here for a second,” I said with a raised finger. “I’ll go wake up everybody else.”  
 
    “There’s no need to wake everyone.” Batari shook her head. “I only want a small party to come along for this one. It will make our travels much easier, and it will make us much less conspicuous should we come across any enemies along the way.”  
 
    Damn… This little encounter with the orcs must have really shaken the Queen Mother. It was starting to feel like every decision she made was made to counteract another orc attack.  
 
    Hopefully, once we found the horn and summoned the land dragons back to the village, Batari would be more at ease.  
 
    “How many are we thinking, then?” I asked the white-haired Cero woman.  
 
    “No more than three,” Batari explained. “And each person who comes along must have a purpose beyond just ‘extra fighters.’ We need your picks to be concise and useful.”  
 
    “All of my friends are useful,” I scoffed. “Each and every one has their own special talents that could help us along the way.”  
 
    “Then we’ll need the three most useful for this mission,” Batari snorted.  
 
    “Actually, two,” Ashanti interjected. “The soothsayer must be one of your choices, as he’s the one with the most knowledge of these creatures aside from us.”  
 
    “Jonas?” I shook my head. “Look, I love the guy… But he’s much more useful as a purveyor of information than he is a fighter.”  
 
    “That is irrelevant,” Batari retorted. “We already have plenty of fighters between myself, Ashanti, and you.”  
 
    “And Mira,” I added. “If we’re going on a mission like this, then I want my best warrior along for the ride, as well.”  
 
    “Then that just leaves one,” Ashanti mused. “One of the Coonag women, perhaps?”  
 
    “If we’re going for stealth or sneaky, I don’t think that’s the best idea,” I chuckled. “They’re a lot more ‘smash and grab and scream while doing it’ when it comes to… ahhh… pretty much everything.” 
 
    “What about Anora?” Batari suggested. “She’s a healer, right?”  
 
    “She’s also an archer,” Ashanti reminded her leader. “We’ve already got one of those.”  
 
    “Candara, then,” I blurted out. “She’s got wings and a big brain full of knowledge about animals and plants and all that. If we don’t know what these Matrai are, maybe she could identify their behaviors, attack patterns, weaknesses, and other stuff like that. Plus, she’s really handy with her fan-blade, to boot.”  
 
    “The winged woman it is, then.” Batari smiled. “Gather up your friends and meets us by the Mierak stables as soon as you can.”  
 
    With that, the two Cero women turned and headed in the direction of the stables, and once they were gone, I headed back into the dwelling and began my search for the three travelers.  
 
    Mira was easy to find, as she was sprawled out in the bed. Anora and Nima were both snoozing at her side, and all three women seemed to be sleeping in a comfy pile at the bed’s center.  
 
    I walked over to the bed, leaned over the sleeping ladies, and gently nudged Mira on the shoulder. Her soft golden eyes opened slightly as she grumbled and brushed a jade lock from her forehead, but when she realized it was me who was standing over her, the dragonkin woman’s eyes lit up, and a smile spread across her lips.  
 
    “Good morning, Ben,” Mira purred. “Did you sleep well?”  
 
    “I slept great,” I admitted. “But it’s time for our next journey to begin.”  
 
    “Can’t we sleep in for ten more minutes?” Nima’s soft voice asked through a yawn.  
 
    “You two both can,” I said to Nima and Anora. “Mira’s coming with me, though.”  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Anora grumbled before she rolled over and buried her face into the pillow.  
 
    “We’re not all going?” Mira sat up and tilted her head to the side.  
 
    “Batari wants to keep it small,” I explained. “You should be happy… You’re one of only three travelers I get to choose.”  
 
    “Oh, happy days,” the golden-scaled warrior joked as she slid out of bed. “Who are the other two, if I might ask?”  
 
    “Candara and Jonas,” I told her. “The animal expert and the soothsayer.”  
 
    “Not bad choices.” Mira nodded. “What about the dragons?”  
 
    “I didn’t ask, honestly,” I admitted. “Though I’d imagine if she wants to be stealthy that means it wouldn’t be a great idea to have two lumbering beasts following us around all the time.”  
 
    Mira and I went over to Jonas, who was napping on top of a patterned rug on the dirt floor. His body was in a spread-eagle position, and the soothsayer’s peppered black hair was unkempt and messy as he snored away. As we got closer to the old man, I noticed his mouth was moving as if he were speaking.  
 
    “N-No…” Jonas muttered in his sleep. “I don’t think I’ll take any more of your pickled boar feet. Give them to the dragons…”  
 
    Mira and I glanced at each other with confused looks and tried our damnedest not to laugh. I then reached out with my foot and gently nudged Jonas’ right side.  
 
    Instantly, the soothsayer shot up at the waist, looked around in panicked tweaks, and let out a soft sigh when he realized it was just us.  
 
    “I-I was having the pickled boar’s feet dream again.” He shuddered. “The dragonkin cook before Hali, Raishun, always made sure he used each and every part of the boars we captured. You wouldn’t believe the kind of horrible things he made us ingest, Draco Rex…”  
 
    “Oh, I would,” I laughed. “Wait until I tell you about hot dogs.”  
 
    “Hot dogs?” Jonas quirked his head. “Do you mean to tell me your species ate dogs? As in canines?”  
 
    “No, hotdogs are the leftovers from the butchering process,” I explained. “Tongues… Livers… Leftover fat trimmings… All mixed up into a bunch of slush and then stuffed into intestinal casings.”  
 
    “You actually ate that?” Jonas gagged. “That sounds dreadful.”  
 
    “It’s actually pretty damn good,” I snorted. “Especially when you slap it into a bun and slather it with mustard, onions, and some relish.”  
 
    “And I thought Raishun’s cooking was bad,” the soothsayer chuckled. “It sounds like the cuisine of your people was borderline inedible.” 
 
    “Yeah, that actually sounds about right,” I mused. “Anyway, we woke you up because we’re about to head out on our journey to find the Great Horn of Ivory.”  
 
    “Ah.” Jonas rubbed his eyes. “And you want me to make sure everything is all and well in the village while you are gone?”  
 
    “Nope.” Mira shook her head and smiled. “We want you to come along with us. We could use your knowledge on a journey of this nature.”  
 
    Suddenly, Jonas leapt to his feet, clapped his hands together, and grinned from ear to ear. I honestly thought he was about to break out into I’ve Got a Golden Ticket for a second, but the soothsayer just quickly fumbled his belt back around his robed waist and looked at us with a gleam in his eyes.  
 
    “Then I shall be at your service, Draco Rex,” he said with a bow. “I cannot wait to learn more about this horn and the strange mysticism that surrounds it.”  
 
    “We just need to grab Candara, and then we can be on our way,” I explained.  
 
    The three of us found the butterfly-woman sleeping peacefully upon one of the large clay shelves that had been carved into the wall of the dwelling. Candara laid in a fetal position, with her knees pulled up into her chest and her arms wrapped around them tightly. Her head was buried in her knees as her emerald wings flapped in a slow, rhythmic motion.  
 
    I reached out to wake her up, but Candara’s head instantly raised in response.  
 
    “Good morning,” the Morpho woman said with a stretch.  
 
    “How is that even comfortable?” Mira questioned as Candara turned her body and hopped out of the cubby in the wall.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Candara chuckled. “That’s the only way to sleep if you’re a Morpho. How else are you going to fit into your cocoon snuggly?”  
 
    “I suppose that makes sense.” I shrugged. 
 
    I spent the next minute or two explaining to Candara what was going on, and the butterfly-woman was beyond enthusiastic in her response. She agreed to join our party instantaneously, and then she quickly snatched up her fan-blade and attached it to the loop on her silk pants.  
 
    “We better get out to the stables, then,” Mira interjected. “We don’t want to keep Ashanti and Batari waiting any longer than we already have.”  
 
    “Should we find the Coonag and the dragons and let them know what is going on?” Jonas offered, but I just shook my head.  
 
    “Nah,” I scoffed. “Anora and Nima both know what’s happening. They can fill them in whenever they wake up.”  
 
    Our four-person troupe gathered up any of the things we thought we’d need. All of our weapons… A bit of rope… A crude hammer tool… And, of course, a bag full of Hariberries. We didn’t dare go out onto the savanna without the magical little berries that could fill a dragon’s stomach with a single morsel.  
 
    Once we had everything in order, we headed to the stables, and when we finally arrived we saw Batari and Ashanti already atop their Mieraks, as well as Zikiu holding the reins of another oversized ant.  
 
    Swaer’s furry red figure was curled around Batari’s left arm, and I could see the little guy’s whiskers flickering as he rested his head on the Cero woman’s shoulder.  
 
    “There you guys are.” Ashanti whistled when she saw us. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d decided against coming. I wouldn’t blame you if you did… I doubt we’re gonna find anything on this trip, anyways.”  
 
    “Have a little bit of faith, Ashanti.” Batari rolled her eyes.  
 
    “I do have faith,” the Cero with the shaved head retorted. “I have faith Tembori hid the horn away for a reason, and that reason wasn’t for us to go snooping around looking for it.”  
 
    “Hi, Ben,” Zikiu purred as her dark eyes locked onto mine.  
 
    The short, brunette Cero woman nervously twiddled with her golden necklace with her free hand as I approached, though her body language remained poised and confident.  
 
    “What’s this for?” I asked and pointed to the single ant she held onto. “Are you joining us on this one, Zikiu?”  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks, no,” Zikiu chuckled. “I need to remain here and man the stables. This Mierak is for you, Ben.”  
 
    “For me?” I frowned. “I, uh… I’ve never ridden a Mierak before.”  
 
    “Sure you have,” Batari reminded me. “You rode one when we all first met.”  
 
    “Well, yeah,” I argued. “But I was just a passenger on your Mierak. I don’t know how the hell I’d control one.”  
 
    “You don’t need to control them.” Zikiu shook her head. “You simply need to show them you are a trustworthy companion, and they will do the rest for you.”  
 
    “It’s honestly kind of like what happened with Swaer and I, here,” Batari explained. “Only much easier to pull off.”  
 
    “You bond with the Mieraks like you do a dragon?” I questioned. “How does that work?”  
 
    “Not really a bond,” Zikiu elaborated. “It’s not like there is a single Mierak that every Cero woman has bonded with, and they only use that particular beast. Once you bond with one Mierak, they will gladly let the rest of their kind know you are trustworthy. Then you can ride any Mierak you like.”  
 
    “That sounds awesome,” I admitted. “What do I need to do?”  
 
    “Are you ready for this?” the brunette asked with a coy smile. “Because it’s pretty important.”  
 
    “I’m ready.” I nodded as I slowly approached the Mierak at her side. “What do I do?”  
 
    “You see that bag around Candara’s waist?” Zikiu explained. “Take it off and bring it over here.”  
 
    “Okay…” I noted as I turned around and held out my hand.  
 
    Candara raised a red eyebrow before she slid the bag full of Hariberries off her person and handed it over.  
 
    “Now, bring it here,” the Mierak handler commanded.  
 
    With the bag of berries still in hand, I walked over to the large beast. This time, the Mierak’s antennae perked up and pointed in my direction. Bits of drool began to drip out from between his pinchers, and his eyes seemed to narrow.  
 
    He wanted a berry.  
 
    I slowly reached into the bag, pulled out one of the small red morsels, and held it in my hand like it was a delicate piece of jewelry. Then I extended my hand so it was just below the Mierak’s jaws, held it out as a peace offering, and watched as the creature reached out and sniffed it curiously. The next thing I knew, the mandible of the oversized ant snapped shut directly onto the berry and picked it up in its jaws.  
 
    The creature then tilted back its head, opened its mouth wide, and released its hold on the berry. I watched as the berry fell into its maw, and then the creature swallowed it up with a quick gulp. The Mierak released a short, shrill snickering noise as its mandibles and antennae went wild, and in the blink of an eye, the giant insect’s face was pressed up against my empty hand, and he continued to bump it like a dog begging to be petted.  
 
    I scratched the ant on the underside of his head, and he responded with a strange trilling noise.  
 
    “See?” Zikiu chuckled. “It was that easy to earn his trust.”  
 
    “So, what happens now?” I questioned. “Can he read my mind or something?”  
 
    “Not at all,” Batari explained. “We’ve trained the Mieraks to respond to simple commands with our legs. You squeeze them together to charge, tap them gently in unison to trot, and bump one at a time whenever you want to turn in that direction. Now that he trusts you, the Mierak will obey these commands when you give them to him.”  
 
    “That was… Super easy, actually,” I chuckled. “All you have to do is give them food, and they love you?”  
 
    “Well, not just any food,” Zikiu laughed. “It has to be the right kind. Baratu actually has a funny story about when she first tried to bond with the Mieraks… She thought it would be a good idea to offer them prancer meat. Long story short, it was not.”  
 
    “Oh, I remember that,” Ashanti snorted. “Didn’t we have to pull her out from underneath a giant swarm?”  
 
    “We did,” Batari reminisced. “She was horrified. That’s why she refuses to come out into battle with us… Because the Mieraks don’t trust her at all, and she’s afraid they’ll turn on her again.”  
 
    “Well, shit.” I whistled. “It’s a good thing I had these berries, then. I’d hate to make an enemy for life.”  
 
    “Now that we have that out of the way,” Batari announced. “Shall we head off to the salted plains?”  
 
    “The salted plains?” Jonas asked, and his eyes gleamed with curiosity. “Is that where the Great Horn of Ivory is located?”  
 
    “We believe so.” The white-haired Cero woman nodded. “In the legends of old, it is said Tembori hid the horn in a place where the ground was ‘rich in minerals.’ A mineral that drew all species of animal out to it and made it difficult for anything other than cloudbrush trees to grow in its ‘mystical supplement.’”  
 
    “Definitely salt,” Candara noted. “All the different species of animals would come there to indulge in its taste, and it would kill any plants before they had a chance to grow.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Batari agreed. “I believe the Great Horn of Ivory is out on the salted plains, though I’m not entirely sure where.”  
 
    “That’s where the riddle comes in,” Ashanti sighed. “The riddle that always confuses me greatly.”  
 
    “‘If you seek to find the dragon’s prize,’” Batari began. “‘First you must look to Tembori’s third eye.’”  
 
    “Huh,” I pondered aloud. “I’ll admit, I’ll need to think about that one for a bit.”  
 
    “We’ll have plenty of time to talk about it on the way,” Ashanti said. “Now, shall we?”  
 
    Zikiu continued to hold the reins of the Mierak as I climbed up onto its back. Though it appeared slimy to the naked eye, the creature’s skin was actually quite smooth. A bit cold and clammy, maybe, but it wasn’t the disgusting texture I normally would have associated with an insect.  
 
    As soon as I was on top of the ant, Mira climbed up and wrapped her arms around my waist.  
 
    “Room for one more?” she teased and then kissed the back of my head tenderly.  
 
    “On that note…” Jonas cleared his throat and raised his finger into the air. “May I slip onto one of these beasts? I don’t have wings like Candara, you see, and--”  
 
    “Hop on, elder,” Ashanti chuckled as she patted the area behind her.  
 
    Jonas scrambled over to the Cero’s ant, hoisted himself up, and then positioned himself so he was right behind Ashanti. The soothsayer threw his arms around the rhino-woman’s waist and then stared off into the distance as if he wasn’t going to acknowledge the awkwardness of the situation.  
 
    Batari just rolled her eyes and shook her head. The Queen Mother then let out a whistle, and her ant took off. Ashanti and Jonas were right behind her, followed right up with the flying Candara.  
 
    That just left Mira and I.  
 
    “Hold on,” I warned the dragonkin warrior behind me. “I’m not licensed for this thing yet.”  
 
    I squeezed my legs against the Mierak’s thorax gently, and the beast let out a trill as his legs began to move. The sudden lurch forward caused Mira and I to both jerk backward, but we quickly caught ourselves as we continued to scurry behind the others.  
 
    The Mierak moved in short bursts of scuttling energy, and it was a tad jarring at first. However, once we got used to the bumps and bounces, we settled into our positions.  
 
    We were both used to riding dragons, anyway, so this sort of thing didn’t really seem out of the ordinary whatsoever.  
 
    Our search party traveled across the savanna for nearly two full hours before we noticed a change in the terrain around us. As we ventured onward, the legs of the Mierak started to squelch against the ground, and our pace started to slow.  
 
    When I surveyed the surrounding areas, I quickly realized the normally clay-like soil had turned into a soft, squishy mud. A very thin layer of moisture rested at the top of the ground and glistened in the rays of the sun, and I could smell the brackish scent almost immediately.  
 
    Yeah… These were definitely the “salted plains.”  
 
    Off in the distance, several herds of animals lounged around on the plains with their heads bowed down so they could lick up the salty goodness that oozed from deep within the ground.  
 
    “I’ve never seen such a place,” Mira whispered as our Mierak wandered through the briny terrain. “What in the name of Oshun could possibly cause it to be this way?”  
 
    “My guess is this is a spot close to the shoreline,” I explained. “Or a river that connects directly to the ocean. Every time it floods, the salty water spills out onto these plains and covers it completely. It isn’t quite enough to kill off all the grass, but it’s definitely enough to make it an uninhabitable ecosystem for most creatures.”  
 
    “Other than the Matrai, apparently,” Mira noted. “The Cero women seem very convinced they are going to be waiting for us.”  
 
    “We have to get there, first,” I reminded the dragonkin warrior. “And until we solve that riddle, it’s going to be really hard to figure out where this horn is located.”  
 
    “You’re telling me,” Ashanti chuckled as she slowed her Mierak to a halt. “Look at all these cloudbrushes.”  
 
    The three-horned rhino-woman was right. Mighty, tall cloudbrush trees stretched all across the horizon as far as the eye could see. They were all in different shapes and sizes, and there was quite a bit of space in between them.  
 
    However, one thing was for sure… We didn’t have the time to go around and explore all of them.  
 
    “Alright, soothsayer,” Batari announced as she glanced over at Jonas. “What say you about the riddle?”  
 
    “Me?” Jonas gulped and pointed to himself.  
 
    I don’t think she’s talking to the Mierak, Swaer snickered telepathically.  
 
    “You seem to be the most wise and knowledgeable of the Draco Rex’s crew,” the white-haired Cero woman continued. “We hoped you’d be integral in trying to solve this mystery.”  
 
    “Well… Let’s start off with some simple questions,” Jonas pondered as he stroked his chin, deep in thought. “Tembori only has two eyes, correct? At least, that’s what the statue back at your dwelling indicated.”  
 
    “As far as we know, yes.” Batari nodded. “In our legends, it never quite specifies, though this riddle is the only place that claims Tembori has three eyes.”  
 
    “So, it’s probably metaphorical, then,” I added. “I wonder if it’s talking about another eye-shaped feature on his body. His nostrils? His ears? Maybe his ass--”  
 
    Please don’t finish that sentence. Swaer shuddered.  
 
    “I have to cover all our bases.” I shrugged.  
 
    “Hold on…” Jonas snapped his fingers. “Remind me if I’m wrong, but does Tembori have markings all over his body like you do? His ‘third eye’ could be referring to one of his markings. Maybe one that runs parallel to a map of these plains?”  
 
    “Not a bad idea,” Batari admitted. “But Tembori doesn’t have markings. “We were created in the image of the Lord of the Underworld.”  
 
    “Dragon dung,” Jonas huffed. “I really thought I might have been onto something there.”  
 
    “See?” Ashanti sighed. “It’s pretty much hopeless.”  
 
    “Don’t give up just yet,” I grumbled in response. “Do we know where Tembori hid the horn? Like, I know we’ve narrowed it down to this area, but is there any indication of where he would have put it?”  
 
    “It’s in a cloudbrush tree,” Batari explained. “The legend states Tembori climbed up one of our sacred trees and then blew the horn from on high so every dragon in the world could hear its call.”  
 
    “So, it’s for sure in a tree.” I nodded. “That’s actually kind of helpful to know.”  
 
    “It is?” Mira questioned. “I thought we already knew that?”  
 
    “We assumed it,” I chuckled. “And you know what they say about assuming things…”  
 
    Mira remained silent, and I immediately realized that no, she didn’t know what they said about assuming things.  
 
    “Is that another one of your--”  
 
    “It’s another saying from my world,” I sighed. “But basically what I’m getting at here is I wonder if the riddle has something to do with the trees themselves. Like, is it referring to the order of the trees or the way one of them is shaped or something like that?”  
 
    “These are cloudbrushes, Ben,” Batari noted. “I don’t think any of them are shaped like an eye.”  
 
    “Not from down here, they aren’t,” I explained. “But what if they form a pattern from above? You’ve never had the ability to fly before, right?”  
 
    “That’s right!” Ashanti gasped as realization dawned on her. “We’ve only ever seen these trees from the ground.”  
 
    “Swaer?” Batari looked at the little dragon on her shoulder. “Do you want to do some scouting from the skies?”  
 
    Uhhh…. Swaer gulped as he looked toward the trees.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I reassured the wind dragon. “Candara can go with you if you’re afraid of going by yourself. Isn’t that right, Candara?”  
 
    “Of course!” The golden-haired Morpho woman grinned. “We can both fly up and take a look at the trees.”  
 
    Swaer’s eyes were filled with fear as he looked at Batari, but the white-haired Cero woman just nodded her head firmly, so the small dragon unwrapped his lower body from around Batari’s arm and hesitantly floated into the air. The little red dragon slithered over to Candara, who just smiled at him and patted his head like he was an overanxious puppy. Swaer’s slender yellow whiskers pulled back against his face as he thought about whether or not he wanted to trust the butterfly-woman, but soon the thin lip-noodles flicked out to his sides.  
 
    Okay, fine, the wind dragon sighed. Let’s do this.  
 
    Candara’s wings fluttered as she raised up a few more feet in the air, and Swaer followed close behind her. The Morpho woman looked like she was intentionally taking it slow so Swaer wouldn’t be afraid, though the little guy still didn’t seem sure if he’d made the right decision or not.  
 
    We all watched from our mounts as the two figures floated up until they were just underneath the canopy of the clouds. Swaer and Candara hovered in place for a few moments as they scanned the horizon, but they weren’t exactly making any major announcements.  
 
    If there was anything to see from above, it wasn’t coming easy.  
 
    “Anything?” Batari asked her dragon through their bond.  
 
    Not that either of us can see, Swaer’s infantile voice answered. All I can see is how far away the ground is from us right now…  
 
    “Try not to think about it,” I reassured the little wind dragon. “Try to focus on something else. Like the pattern of the trees below you guys.”  
 
    There was silence for a few brief moments, then Swaer spoke up again.  
 
    Unless this Tembori guy had some really weird eyes, I don’t see anything that looks like one, Swaer noted.  
 
    “Well, shit,” I grumbled. “I guess you guys can come down, then.”  
 
    Oh, thank goodness, Swaer’s voice trembled.  
 
    As the two fliers in our crew descended, the rest of us tried to think of anything else in the riddle that could have been a clue.  
 
    “What about the idea of the ‘dragon’s prize?’” Jonas suggested. “What if that’s a clever play on words, and it’s not referring to the horn whatsoever?”  
 
    “What would a dragon consider a prize?” I pondered aloud.  
 
    A giant hunk of meat, Swaer interjected telepathically. That’s the ultimate prize for me!  
 
    “I doubt the horn is hidden in a giant hunk of meat,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Third eye…” Mira sighed and rubbed her temples. “Why is this so difficult?”  
 
    “It’s a riddle, made by an all-powerful, omniscient god,” I reminded her. “It’s not exactly gonna be as simple as a crossword puzzle.”  
 
    Wait a minute… What if that was exactly what it was? Maybe I was looking too deeply into this whole thing, and the answer was actually something amazingly simple?  
 
    That’s when it hit me.  
 
    “Third eye…” I sputtered, and then the lightbulb turned on in my head. “Third eye!”  
 
    Everybody stopped what they were doing and looked at me with curiosity on their faces.  
 
    “Are you alright, Draco Rex?” Ashanti chuckled. “Don’t tell me this simple riddle has fried your brain.”  
 
    “Guys.” I smiled at everyone. “It’s not ‘third eye’ as in ‘the third organ that allows you to see.’ It’s third ‘I,’ as in the letter.”  
 
    “I’m not following,” Batari admitted. “So, the riddle is referring to the ‘I’ in his name. How does that help us find the horn?”  
 
    “There aren’t any eye-shaped cloudbrush trees,” I explained. “But there sure as hell are cloudbrush trees that are shaped like the letter ‘I.’”  
 
    My thought process must have finally clicked with the Queen Mother, because her eyes went wide, and a smile crept up the sides of her mouth.  
 
    “An ‘I’ shaped cloudbrush…” she trailed off. “That’s got to be it. Swaer and Candara? Can you fly up there again and see if you can find a cloudbrush that looks like the letter ‘I?’”  
 
    In all honesty, Swaer chuckled. I still haven’t learned my letters. But I’ll try.  
 
    “We’re on it!” Candara proclaimed as she took to the sky once more, with Swaer right behind her.  
 
    The two airborne figures rocketed straight up, halted just below the clouds, and then surveyed the area once again. This time, however, they found something.  
 
    She sees one! Swaer announced telepathically, and everyone who could hear him exchanged an excited glance. At least, I think she sees one… I don’t know for sure, but I’m going to trust her word on this.  
 
    “Fly toward it,” I commanded. “We’ll follow you guys on Mierak-back.”  
 
    Sure thing, the wind dragon promised.  
 
    Candara and Swaer then took off and headed to the northeast of our current position.  
 
    “After them!” I announced. “They’re taking us to the tree that looks like a giant ‘I.’”  
 
    Ashanti, Batari, and I all commanded our Mieraks forward, and they scuttled through the squishy floodplains with the speed of a horse. We followed Candara and Swaer for a solid ten minutes before finally, the tree in question rose up from the horizon.  
 
    Sure enough, it was shaped like a massive “I.” The roots of the tree were wild as they peaked out from underneath the ground and spread across the landscape in a horizontal pattern. Meanwhile, the trunk of the flora rose up nearly two-hundred feet into the air, and then its branches sprouted outward in a pattern that was perfectly symmetrical to its roots.  
 
    “This has to be it!” I declared as we got closer. “This has to be the tree the legend is talking about.”  
 
    Soon, we arrived at the base of the tree, and we all just stood there in awe of just how tall it was. However, we didn’t come here to gawk at the natural beauty of the Cero island.  
 
    We came here to get this damn horn.  
 
    “There’s only one way to find out if this is it for sure,” I declared. “We need to climb up and see if there’s a horn in those branches.”  
 
    “I-I just can’t believe it,” Batari muttered as she continued to stare up in awe. “The legend is true.”  
 
    “I’ll admit,” Ashanti sighed. “I was wrong to doubt you, Queen Mother.”  
 
    “This is the closest we’ve ever come to anything from our sacred legends, Ashanti,” the white-haired Cero woman murmured as tears began to roll down her gray cheeks. “It’s like every single second of our people’s history has led up to this moment… The only thing that’s missing is a sign from Tembori himself.”  
 
    As we all stood there, waiting for the moment of wonder to subside, I began to hear a strange noise behind me. It sounded like the Mieraks’ footsteps as they passed through the muddy terrain, but it couldn’t have been any of ours.  
 
    Yet, the sound persisted.  
 
    I turned around on my mount, and my jaw instantly hit the ground.  
 
    “Uhhhh, guys?” I gulped and pointed to the field around us.  
 
    In the wet ground around us, several mounds had appeared out of the soil. They were only about two feet in circumference, but they were rising out of the ground all around the tree, and they were growing larger by the second.  
 
    Finally, the first creature emerged from the mud. It was about the size of a small dog, with six legs nearly as thick as its body and flattened to a dull circle at the end. The creatures had insect-like features, as their forms were clearly divided into a head, thorax, and abdomen, and they had a set of antennae on their heads.  
 
    What threw me for a loop, however, were their other appendages. Two long, pointed ivory tusks jutted out in place of mandibles, and smack-dab in the middle of the creature’s face was a foot-long trunk like that of an elephant’s.  
 
    Damn… Tembori really did make these things in his image.  
 
    More and more of the Matrai pulled themselves from the mud, shook off the remnants, and then turned on us with a sharp hissing noise.  
 
    “Well,” I growled as I drew my seaglass sword. “You wanted a sign from Tembori that we are in the correct spot? I think this is it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “What godforsaken abominations are these things?” Jonas gulped as he pulled himself closer to Ashanti.  
 
    “They’re Matrais,” Ashanti grumbled as she pried the soothsayer’s fingers off her waist and pulled out her bow. “And they don’t look too happy that we’re at their tree. I told you this was a bad idea!”  
 
    “Fight now, complain later,” Batari ordered. “If we somehow come out the other side of this alive, then you can rub it in my face. But for now? We need to kill these things and get to the horn.”  
 
    That was going to be way harder than it sounded. The Matrais seemed to have the speed of a Mierak, combined with the deadly weaponry of the P90X hippos we fought earlier.  
 
    If we wanted to live to fight another day, we were going to have to be careful.  
 
    “Swaer?” I commanded the wind dragon. “Watch from above. If you see any of these ugly fuckers try to jump us, you blow them away. Got it?”  
 
    Got it! Swaer declared as he rose up into the sky and began to slither around in circles.  
 
    “Candara?” I asked the butterfly-woman. “Do you have any ideas on how these things are going to act? Any ideas on where their weak spots might be?”  
 
    “All I know is you want to keep those tusks away from you,” Candara growled and opened up her fan-blade. “One wrong move, and your heart could be skewered all the way through.”  
 
    Fuck. It looked like this was about to be a test of trial and error.  
 
    The Matrais scuttled toward us, and then the first wave of the bastards leapt toward me with their tusks at the ready. I took a hearty swing with my seaglass sword and then felt something warm and wet splash against my chest as the elephant-insects were knocked away.  
 
    When I glanced down, I saw sappy green blood all over my clothes.  
 
    Great. Not only were these things deadly, but they were also a fucking laundromat’s nightmare.  
 
    Another Matrai let out a gurgled growl as it leapt toward me, so I turned and took aim with my sword, but this time the creature was more than ready for me.  
 
    It threw out its trunk, wrapped it around the blade of my weapon, and then used its momentum to pry the sword from my hands, and my heart sank into my stomach as I watched my beloved seaglass weapon fly across the landscape and then stab into the ground with a wet plop.  
 
    I instantly drew the dagger from my belt, twisted to the right, and stabbed it straight through the thorax of another incoming Matrai. The beast squealed like a stuck hog as it writhed against my blade, so I tossed its body off to the side and prepared for the next one.  
 
    I watched as Swaer blew away a whole group of the creepy crawlies with his wind breath, and at the same time Candara was knocking them away with swift swipes of her fan-blade.  
 
    The monsters’ green blood splattered across the landscape as they were eviscerated, but there were still so many of the damn things.  
 
    Meanwhile, Batari and Ashanti were doing what they did best. Both of the Cero women had their Mieraks running at full speed, with a huge-ass herd of Matrais right behind them.  
 
    Ashanti twisted on her mount, raised her bow and arrow to her eye, and then unleashed her deadly projectile. Jonas yelped as he ducked out of the way of the attack, and the arrow shot through the air and landed firmly in the head of one of the elephant-spiders. It went limp instantly before its body was completely swallowed up by the onslaught of charging Matrais.  
 
    Batari, on the other hand, kept making circles with her Mierak. Every time she came around and charged the Matrais, she would take a stab or a swing at them with her spear-sword, and each time she was able to take them out in small waves. Matrai blood splattered all over the savanna as they were skewered and dismembered, but the little fuckers weren’t about to let up.  
 
    The rest of my team seemed to be doing alright with their enemies, but I knew I was fucked if I didn’t get my sword back ASAP, so I kicked my left foot against the side of my Mierak, commanded him to bank back in the direction of my sword, and then squeezed my legs together so he would know to charge.  
 
    “Uh, Ben?” Mira gulped when she saw just how many Matrais were around my sword. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”  
 
    “No,” I admitted. “But we won’t know until we try.”  
 
    “Fucker of mothers…” the golden-scaled dragonkin whispered under her breath. “I guess I’ll try to skewer any that attack while we’re charging.”  
 
    “Thanks, Mira,” I chuckled. “I knew you’d have my back.”  
 
    “I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” Mira teased. “I’m quite literally sitting at your back.”  
 
    Our Mierak charged forward, but so did the Matrais. The cluster of little creepy-crawlers around my sword split apart and then began to move in either direction of my weapon.  
 
    Oh, shit… They were trying to flank us.  
 
    And with there only being two of us, and one of us being down to nothing but a dagger? They had a really good chance to succeed.  
 
    “Hold on!” I commanded Mira. “Things are about to get kinda bumpy.”  
 
    I pulled both my legs away from my Mierak before I slammed them against the ant as hard as I could. The insect responded with a frustrated gurgle, but he must have gotten the gist of what I was asking because he lowered his head and increased his pace as we headed toward my fallen weapon.  
 
    All the while, the Matrais were gaining on us from both sides.  
 
    “Fucker of mothers!” Mira gasped when she saw the approaching horde. “I don’t think I can take all of these things, Ben!”  
 
    “You won’t have to,” I reassured her, though I wasn’t quite so sure myself. Then I glanced down at our steed. “Come on, Mierak… I know you’re not a race horse, but you can do it…” 
 
    I pushed my body down against the Mierak’s back in order to decrease our wind resistance, and then I began to lean over to the left. My sword was sticking out of the mud hilt-first, so if I was able to time this correctly, I’d be able to snag it from the ground without breaking stride.  
 
    Now, it was just a race against time to see what would happen first. Were we going to get to the sword, or were the Matrais going to get to us? 
 
    The answer, as I found out, was both.  
 
    Right as we came up to my weapon, our Mierak was suddenly struck from the right. The ant let out a trilling screech as he fell over to his side, and all Mira and I could do was bail off before we were crushed under his weight.  
 
    I slammed into the muddy ground and rolled for a few feet before I slid to a sloppy stop. I could taste the salty brine of the water in my mouth as I pulled myself back to my feet, readied my dagger, and scanned the battlefield for my weapon and my woman.  
 
    A wave of relief swept across my body when I saw Mira was back on her feet and already fending off her attackers. The golden-scaled dragonkin warrior twirled her spear like a gymnast as she spun around and struck the incoming Matrais with her weapon. I watched in awe as Mira stabbed her spear through an elephant spider, tossed his body to the side like a ragdoll, and then knocked away another little creature with the blunt end of her spear.  
 
    My mind was brought back to the task at hand when I felt something scuttle up my leg, and I looked down and saw one of the tusked, six-legged bastards headed up my right thigh and toward my body.  
 
    I couldn’t just stab the fucker, or I ran the risk of accidentally stabbing myself in the leg, so I let out a growl of frustration as I tried to shake him off.  
 
    Still nothing.  
 
    Fucking hell… If I didn’t do something now, I was screwed.  
 
    I guess I was going to have to risk it, so I took aim at the crawling Matrai and stabbed my dagger right at him.  
 
    There was a wet crunch as my pink-stone blade pierced the flesh of his abdomen, and dark green blood sprayed from his fresh wound.  
 
    “Stay back, you six-legged freak!” I spat as I knocked him away from my body.  
 
    Before the creature could make another move, I raised up my boot, slammed it down onto his head, and crushed it into a mess of bone, brain, and green goo.  
 
    Then another slew of Matrais scurried toward me, so I decided to take a different approach.  
 
    I was going to go on the offensive.  
 
    I gritted my teeth as I charged the incoming elephant-spiders. Two of the creepy fuckers sprang into the air as they ran, but I made quick work of them both. I stabbed my dagger blade through the thorax of the first Matrai and then, with him still attached to my weapon, I swung my arm to the left and knocked away the second attacker.  
 
    The remaining four Matrais reached my feet, so I kicked at them as they attempted to scuttle up my body. One of them was tossed back a few dozen feet, while another was simply knocked onto his back and disoriented.  
 
    As for the remaining two bastards? They latched onto my legs and began their ascent.  
 
    I flipped my dagger around in my hand, took aim at the Matrai on my right leg, and then stabbed my blade through his head. The elephant-spider went limp in an instant, so I threw him off to the side.  
 
    Unfortunately, the other Matrai was too quick.  
 
    The creepy-crawling fucker climbed up to my body, pulled back his head, and drove his tusks right into my stomach.  
 
    Or, at least, that’s what he tried to do.  
 
    I doubled over in pain when the elephant-spider struck me, but I quickly ended his life by stabbing my dagger between his eyes. My entire front ached as I stood back up to my feet, and for a brief second I dreaded what I was going to see when I looked down at my wound.  
 
    Much to my surprise, there was no wound.  
 
    There were two small bruises where the creature had tried to skewer me, but my natural scale armor seemed to hold up.  
 
    Of course, it still felt like I had been punched in the gut by a heavyweight boxer, but at least I wasn’t dead.  
 
    And now I knew I was able to take a strike from these guys and walk away. That meant I could be a million times more reckless in this fight.  
 
    And a reckless Draco Rex was a deadly Draco Rex.  
 
    I kicked away a few more elephant spiders as I ran toward my sword. Then I felt something wrap around my left leg, and I let out a yell of frustration as I was knocked off my feet by a Matrai trunk.  
 
    I slammed into the mud face-first, spat out a bit of salty liquid, and then forced myself back onto my knees. As I did so, another one of the creatures’ trunks wrapped around my other foot.  
 
    Both of my attackers yanked my legs in opposite directions, and I felt a jolt of pain shoot through my lower half as they attempted to fucking tear me in half like some sort of medieval torture technique.  
 
    Damn… How strong were these things?  
 
    I really didn’t want to find out.  
 
    I blindly swung down at my right ankle where I felt the trunk wrapped around my leg. The first two swipes seemed to miss, and the elephant-spiders gave another yank in opposite directions.  
 
    Another wave of pain shot through my body, though this time it just fueled my anger, and I let out a roar as I swung at my ankle once again. This time, my ears were greeted with the sound of ripping flesh, and a spray of warm liquid began to ooze out onto my leg as the Matrai hissed.  
 
    More importantly, he let go of my ankle.  
 
    The other Matrai gave my left leg a tug, but this time it just pulled my entire body to the side, and I used the momentum of the pull to roll over onto my left side, where I then promptly took aim at the ugly bastard that had me in its grip.  
 
    I stabbed the pink-stone blade of my dagger straight between the eyes of the Matrai, and the creature let out a surprised, gurgly hiss before he fell to the ground, dead.  
 
    I quickly turned back to the second Matrai, who was still trying to recover from his wound. My dagger had sliced through the majority of his trunk, but it wasn’t a clean cut. Instead, the last few inches of the elephant-spider’s trunk dangled from a thin piece of flesh as it splattered green blood onto the ground.  
 
    I ran over to the creature, hauled back my foot like a placekicker, and punted the fucker as hard as I could. The Matrai’s legs flailed as he rocketed through the air helplessly until his body slammed into the ground, bounced twice, and landed at the feet of Mira.  
 
    The point of Mira’s spear stabbed through the Matrai’s chest, which caused him to writhe for a second before he went limp. Then Mira tossed the creature’s corpse to the side nonchalantly before she spun back around and knocked away another elephant-spider with the blunt end of her weapon.  
 
    Now that the path to my sword was clear, I made a mad dash toward the fallen weapon. I snatched it out of the ground without stopping, twirled it in my left hand as I sheathed my dagger, and prepared to kill more of these little fuckers.  
 
    One of the creatures sprang up into the air in an attempt to pounce, but I was more than ready for him. I held my blade down at my side as I ran, waited until the last second, and then took a swing. The edge of the crystalline seaglass hit the monster in the thorax and proceeded to tear through him like a hot knife through butter. The two halves of his body flew in opposite directions as they trailed his green blood behind him, and then they hit the ground with a wet plop.  
 
    Oh, yeah… It was good to have my sword back.  
 
    I glanced over at the rest of the battlefield to see how the rest of my crew were holding up and, no surprise, they were doing about as well as they could given the circumstances.  
 
    Mira was as swift and agile as I’d ever seen her as she twirled like an acrobat with her spear. The golden-scaled dragonkin woman sliced, struck, and skewered her way through wave after wave of these hideous creatures faster than they could even approach. Even though she made it all look effortless, I could see by her expression she was starting to grow tired, but she still continued on.  
 
    Candara and Swaer’s approach to the battle was much different than anyone else’s. The two combatants had the advantage of flight, so they simply hovered a few feet off the ground and waited for the elephant-spiders to come to them.  
 
    The servants of Tembori leapt at my two crewmates as they attempted to strike with their deadly tusks, but that was exactly what Swaer and Candara wanted.  
 
    Candara lashed out at the Matrais with her fan-blade and grisly separated their various appendages from their bodies. Then, while they were still in shock, the Morpho woman would stab the center spine of her weapon straight through the creatures’ heads. Candara let gravity pull the Matrai’s body back to earth before she repeated the process with whatever creature was foolish enough to come at her next.  
 
    Swaer, on the other hand, was having a bit too much fun with the whole thing, and I watched with a mix of amusement and worry as the little red dragon snatched the jumping Matrais out of the air with his jaws and then shook them back and forth like a puppy with a chew toy. Once the creature was good and disoriented, Swaer bit down harder until he ripped out a chunk of the Matrai’s body and let the rest of it fall back to the ground. The wind dragon spat out the bit of elephant-spider as his enemy bled out, and then he moved on to his next target.  
 
    Yeah… I was really glad Swaer was on our side.  
 
    The mounted riders were doing fine at the moment, but it looked like they were only a simple mistake away from becoming overwhelmed. The majority of the Matrai horde seemed to be following the Cero women as they darted back and forth on their Mieraks, in much greater numbers than those that had attacked me or the other crew members.  
 
    I had to assume it was because these things already knew what the Cero women looked like, and that they’d been programmed by their creator to view them as a threat.  
 
    Ashanti continued with the “badass archer” routine as she and Jonas were chased down by the elephant spiders. The three-horned rhino-woman was like a human Gatling gun as she reloaded her arrows into her bow milliseconds after she’d released the previous one, and Matrai after Matrai were stuck with the deadly projectiles and collapsed into a heap on the ground.  
 
    Jonas, on the other hand, simply held onto Ashanti’s back with one hand while he wildly flailed at the air with his dagger.  
 
    At least he was trying.  
 
    Batari was practically a one-woman army against these creepy crawlers. The Cero woman’s white locks billowed in the wind behind her as she rode across the plains and swiped at any Matrais that got too close, and I watched with a bit of anxiety as she cleared attacker after attacker, but they just kept coming.  
 
    Batari’s ant got in on the action, as well. It picked up one of the elephant-spiders in its jaws, tossed it to the side like a child discarding its plaything, and then headbutted another while still on the run.  
 
    Everyone else seemed to at least have the situation under control, but I could see Batari desperately needed a pinch hitter, so I dashed in her direction and prepared to take on the onslaught of Matrais on her case.  
 
    There must have been at least twenty of the fuckers, clustered together as they moved in a unified motion. Their disgusting gray legs made a scuttling noise as they continued to chase Batari, and thankfully they paid no attention to me.  
 
    I was gonna change that very, very quickly.  
 
    I ran up behind the crowd of Matrai and swiftly drove my sword into the back of one of the creatures. Next, I yanked my blade out of the elephant-spider’s flesh, took a swing at a second Matrai, and lopped his head clean off at the neck. As my first two enemies went down, I slashed my seaglass blade into the side of another creepy crawler, but this time, I didn’t get enough umph behind my attack. My sword struck the Matrai and lifted him off the ground, but the monster remained attached. The elephant-spider hissed and shrieked as gallons of green blood poured from his wound, and he writhed as I tried to shake him off my weapon.  
 
    That’s when the rest of the creatures realized they were being attacked on two fronts.  
 
    “Ben?” Batari grinned when she saw the commotion.  
 
    “I figured you could use some help.” I shrugged and then immediately ducked down as a Matrai leapt toward my head.  
 
    I held up my sword and dragged it across the creature’s body as he passed, and then shuddered as its blood and viscera poured down onto my back. I didn’t have time to be grossed out, though, because now the eyes of about a dozen more elephant-spiders were fixed on me.  
 
    Half of the remaining Matrais split away from the herd and charged me, while the rest continued on their original trajectory.  
 
    Okay… There were only eight of these things headed my way. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all?  
 
    I should have known better.  
 
    This time, three of the creatures bum-rushed me at the same time. I was able to slice open one of the fuckers before he got to me, but the others were too quick. Two of the elephant-spiders wrapped their trunks around my legs while the third one dove head-first into my chest.  
 
    The wind was knocked out of me as his tusks struck me like a slow-moving cannonball, and I was knocked down on my ass in an instant. I sucked in a deep breath as I regained my focus and stabbed my sword into the head of the creature on my left ankle. He went limp instantly, so I pulled out my blade, twirled it to the side, and sliced the second Matrai’s trunk off at the base. Then I kicked him away before I sprang back onto my feet and stared down my remaining six attackers.  
 
    These things must have been smarter than they looked, because they changed up their attack pattern in a flash. The group split off at the middle in an attempt to flank me, but I was more than ready.  
 
    I held my position until the very last second, and just as the Matrai closed in on my position, I leapt forward, spun around, and attacked the first thing I saw.  
 
    My seaglass blade passed through the abdomen of one of the creepy crawly bastards, and he hissed in agony as his entrails splattered into the mud. Before the crowd of Matrais could regroup, I drew my dagger, jumped forward, and plunged it into the abdomen of another creature. The weapon entered his thorax with a wet splosh before I dragged it across his back and cut him open like an overcooked turkey.  
 
    Then I kicked the defeated Matrai to the ground and watched as his internal organs spilled out his backside.  
 
    That was when the rest of the fuckers came at me.  
 
    All four of the remaining Matrais slammed into my chest and sent me down into the cold, briny mud, and before I could get back up, the little bastards scuttled over so they were on top of me. Two of them grabbed my wrists with their trunks while another one grabbed onto my throat. Meanwhile, the remaining Matrai began to slam his tusks into my stomach as hard as he could.  
 
    Damn, these things were smart. If they couldn’t penetrate my scales, then I guess they were going to go the simpler route and try to choke me out.  
 
    The trunk of the elephant-spider tightened around my neck, and I felt its constriction in full force as I began to struggle for breath. I tried to fight back against the creatures with my hands, but the Matrais on my sides weren’t letting me move an inch.  
 
    It took only a few seconds before my vision around the corners of my eyes started to blur and turn dark, and I knew if I didn’t do something soon I would be toast. I couldn’t let these scuttly little fuckers be the ones that finally did me in. I still needed to reunite the Cero people with their beloved land dragons, and I needed to help them repopulate.  
 
    Plus, I really didn’t want to be known as the guy who died by getting choked out by a spider.  
 
    My only hope was my legs. They had my upper body and my arms good and secure, but they didn’t have anything on my legs.  
 
    A wave of pain shot through my body as the elephant-spider on my stomach slammed into me once more, but I fought through the pain.  
 
    Then, in one swift motion, I pulled my legs up toward my body, wrapped my feet around the Matrai on my stomach, and threw him off into the savanna like a ragdoll. With my next move, I buried my boots into the mud and tensed up the muscles in my lower body. I then pushed off the ground, pushed my feet together, and slammed them into the elephant-spider that had its trunk around my throat.  
 
    The impact sent him flying, and he released his hold on my windpipe.  
 
    I sucked in a deep breath of air to catch my breath, and the darkness around my vision began to fade.  
 
    However, I still had the little bastards on my arms.  
 
    They must have realized their time was coming, too, because they both let out a hiss as they yanked my arms in opposite directions. I let out a growl of pain as the joints in my shoulders screamed in agony, but I wasn’t going to let them get the satisfaction of hearing me cry out in pain.  
 
    Instead, I raised my feet up, slammed them into the ground, and used the momentum to thrust my whole body upward. I curled my knees up into my chest as I flipped around, and my arms followed suit. The sudden shift caused the Matrais to lift off the ground temporarily, and that’s when I made my move.  
 
    I brought both of my arms forward as if I were about to clap, with the Matrais still attached to my wrists. The little fuckers slammed together with force and then hissed as they let go, and as their bodies fell down into the mud, I ended them with my sword and dagger, both directly into their brains.  
 
    That just left two of these things left for me to take care of.  
 
    One of the Matrai scuttled toward me and began to run in a zigzag pattern.  
 
    “Nice try,” I laughed. He wasn’t going to confuse me that easily.  
 
    I crouched down, held my weapons at the ready, and waited for his feeble attack, and when the elephant-spider finally leapt into the air, I stuck out my sword and watched as his momentum skewered him onto the seaglass. The Matrai writhed and squirmed as his body went all the way down to the hilt of my sword, and I put him out of his misery with a quick dagger in the side of the head.  
 
    And then there was one.  
 
    I tossed the dead Matrai off to the side and waited for the last one to come at me. Unfortunately, he had very different ideas.  
 
    I heard the squelching of the elephant-spider’s little feet as he scuttled through the mud, but he wasn’t coming toward me. He was running away.  
 
    The sacred, “all powerful servant of Tembori” was running away.  
 
    Not on my watch.  
 
    I sheathed my sword and tossed my dagger into my dominant hand. Then I squinted and tracked the creature as it scuttled away, as one would a clay pigeon they were trying to blast out of the sky. Finally, I flipped the dagger around so I was holding it by the blade, hauled back, and threw it as hard as I could directly in the path of the fleeing Matrai.  
 
    My dagger hit the creature in the thorax with a wet shlunk, and he fell to the ground, lifeless. I ran over to the elephant-spider, pulled my dagger from his body, and then wiped off the green residue against my pants.  
 
    When I finally turned around to check out the rest of the battle, a giant grin came across my face.  
 
    Mira had her spear firmly planted in the ground as she leaned against it. The dragonkin warrior was panting, and sweat dripped down her brow, but she was victorious. Swaer still held one of the lifeless Matrai in his jaws, but he and Candara were firmly back on the ground next to the dragonkin warrior. Meanwhile, Batari, Ashanti, and Jonas were atop their now-stationary Mieraks, and they all had their eyes glued to the scene in front of them.  
 
    “How long have you been standing there watching?” I scoffed as I slid my dagger into its sheath.  
 
    “Only a few seconds,” Mira panted and wiped the back of her hand against her forehead.  
 
    “Long enough to see you make that awesome kill.” Ashanti sat back and crossed her arms. “Maybe I should be taking shooting lessons from you?”  
 
    “It’s nothing.” I shrugged as I approached the group. “I just didn’t want that little bastard to get away, and the knife was all I had.”  
 
    “You say that as if you didn’t just make a kill shot on a small, moving target,” Batari chuckled. “With an unconventional weapon, nonetheless.”  
 
    “I don’t think you’re one to talk about unconventional weapons.” I nodded to the Cero woman’s spear-sword. “If it works, it works.”  
 
    “You can say that again,” Candara added as she clapped her fan-blade shut.  
 
    Is that all of those things? Swaer gagged as he spat out the elephant-spider corpse in his maw. I really don’t want to put any more of them in my mouth. They taste awful.  
 
    “That was all of them,” I reassured the wind dragon. “Unless Tembori has another surprise in store for us.”  
 
    “Doubtful,” Batari noted. “The legends only state he stationed his guardians here, and nothing else.”  
 
    “Good.” I placed my hands on my hips and looked up at the giant tree before us. “That means we only have one small leg of the journey left.”  
 
    It was time to head up this tree and find that damn horn. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Somehow, we’d done the impossible. Our small little band of warriors, soothsayer, and companion animals had fought through the fiercest creatures Tembori had at his disposal, and we were now ready to ascend the sacred cloudbrush tree. Hopefully, the Great Horn of Ivory awaited us up in these branches, and hopefully its mighty call would bring the legendary land dragons back into action.  
 
    Yeah… it’d been a strange couple of days.  
 
    “The Mieraks should be able to climb these trees without much effort,” Batari explained as she saddled up on her oversized ant.  
 
    “And we should go with them,” Ashanti joked. “As long we keep our grip.”  
 
    “No worries here,” Jonas chuckled nervously as he wrapped his arms around the ant’s thorax even tighter. “After all the turbulence I experienced riding with Ashanti, I don’t think even the breath of a wind dragon could knock me from my mount.”  
 
    Do you want to test that theory? Swaer offered with a giggle.  
 
    I just rolled my eyes and turned to find my Mierak.  
 
    The poor guy was about one hundred feet away from our position, crouched down so his body was hidden by the tall grass of the savanna. His antennae were practically invisible amongst the swaying foliage, but his head was poked out just enough so I could see his eyes staring back at me.  
 
    “Come on!” I called out to the giant ant. “It’s all safe now. Those terrible beasts are all gone.”  
 
    The Mierak poked his head up over the grass, looked around to make sure I was telling the truth, and then slowly began to approach. He arrived back at my position in no time, but he still looked a little spooked. His antennae twitched like they were tracking down radio waves as his eyes darted back and forth, and the Mierak’s legs were shaking ever so slightly as he tried to figure out what all had just gone down.  
 
    I reached out my hand, gave the Mierak a pat on the head, and tried to calm his nerves.  
 
    “I thought all of these Mieraks were battle hardened?” Mira questioned as she watched the scene unfold. “Why does this one seem so skittish?”  
 
    “He’s one of the younger ones,” Batari explained. “Zikiu figured it would be best to give Ben a Mierak that didn’t have any sort of relationship with an individual Cero yet. That’s why he seems a bit nervous. I’m sure he will be an excellent battle mount in time… He just needs a bit more practice.”  
 
    “Well, he’s about to get some practice at climbing,” I chucked as I hoisted myself up onto the creature’s back. “Mira? You wanna catch a ride?”  
 
    Mira gave me a halfhearted smile as she approached the Mierak. Then the golden-scaled dragonkin warrior threw her right leg over the thorax of the ant, pulled herself up, and holstered her spear on her back. The next thing I knew, Mira’s arms slid around my abdomen and grabbed me tight in her warm embrace, and the warrior’s tight, fit body pressed up against my back as she nestled her chin against my right shoulder.  
 
    “This wouldn’t be the first ride you’ve given me,” Mira purred into my ear.  
 
    It took every shred of my willpower to keep my erection at bay. As hot as it was to think of Mira’s plump breasts bouncing up and down as she rode me ragged, it was kind of an awkward place to get a boner. It’d be like trying to ride a horse with one of these things.  
 
    Sure, it was possible, but it would be very, very uncomfortable the entire time. For both the horse and the rider. And even more so for the stable hand, if they saw what was going on.  
 
    Batari let out a whistle, and then her Mierak approached the trunk of the cloudbrush tree.  
 
    “Will you and Swaer act as our spotters?” the white-haired Cero woman asked Candara. “Our ants are expert climbers, but it’s always good to have a backup just in case. Accidents happen.”  
 
    You just don’t want us to get up to the horn first, Swaer chuckled. You want to make sure you’re the one to finally blow it and take all the credit for summoning the land dragons!  
 
    “That’s not it at all!” Batari gasped with wide eyes. “Tembori’s tusks… Do you really believe I’m that vain?”  
 
    Do you really want an answer to that? Swaer snickered.  
 
    “Vanity has nothing to do with it,” I explained. “You’re the Queen Mother of the Cero people. You should be the one to blow the horn. That’s what Tembori would want.”  
 
    “No…” Ashanti shook her head and scoffed. “I don’t think Tembori wanted us here at all. Hence the creepy crawling creatures he had guarding the tree.”  
 
    “Either way,” Jonas noted. “I agree with the Draco Rex. If this horn is truly the Great Horn of Ivory from your legends, then it is only appropriate the Queen Mother is the one to use it.”  
 
    “If it truly exists,” Ashanti snorted. “That’s the key point here.”  
 
    “You still don’t believe?” Candara questioned. “Even after we were attacked by monsters with Tembori’s features?”  
 
    “I’ll admit, it does look promising.” The three-horned rhino-woman shrugged. “But I’ll believe in the Great Horn of Ivory when I see it with my own two eyes.”  
 
    “You’ll see it, alright,” Batari chuckled. “I have nothing but good feelings about this one.”  
 
    “I don’t know if ‘good’ is the word I’d use,” Mira grumbled. “Not after nearly getting scuttled to death by a bunch of tusked insects.”  
 
    “Technically, spiders are arachnids,” I corrected the golden-scaled warrior, but she just huffed her warm breath against my hair in response.  
 
    Candara and Swaer both hovered a few feet above us as Batari’s Mierak started its ascent. Ashanti and Jonas were right behind the Cero leader, and then it was time for my Mierak to follow.  
 
    The oversized ant sauntered up to the foot of the cloudbrush tree and then hesitated for a brief moment. He let out a small, gurgled huff as he reached up with his front legs, hauled the right one back, and then slammed its pointed end into the trunk with a dull thud. The Mierak repeated the action with his left leg, and then his four lower ones.  
 
    Before we knew it, Mira and I were completely perpendicular to the ground.  
 
    Mira refused to let her “tough woman” persona crack even the slightest bit, but I felt her grip grow slightly tighter around my body as gravity took hold and tried to pull us down. Though I tried to fight the forces of physics for as long as I could, my body slightly leaned backward from the sudden lurch. Still, I was able to hold onto the Mierak with both my arms and legs as he started up the side of the tree.  
 
    Surprisingly, the journey was as smooth as a ride down a freshly-paved highway in a brand-new vehicle. Though Mira and I both bounced along with the ant’s movements, I didn’t feel a lick of discomfort or motion sickness. Gravity tried to pull Mira and I off the Mierak, but our enhanced dragonkin strength allowed us to hold onto our ant like a baby koala bear.  
 
    The closest comparison I could think of for this feeling was when you were on a roller coaster, and your ride vehicle was making its way up the first hill. Your mind is wracked with anticipation, excitement, and fear all at the same time.  
 
    This particular cloudbrush was fairly tall, so the journey took quite a bit of time. We came to the first set of branches about fifteen minutes into the journey, and Batari held up a hand to signal “stop.”  
 
    “What’s going on?” I called up to the Cero leader. “Did we find it already?”  
 
    “No,” Batari replied. “But this would be the first place to look. Everybody, bring your Mieraks up here, and we’ll try to formulate a plan.”  
 
    Ashanti, Jonas, Mira, and I all rode up to the first thick branch of the tree and then crawled onto it so we were once again parallel with the ground. Once we were all in place, we tried to figure out our next move.  
 
    “So… I’m pretty sure I already know the answer,” I began. “But do you have any idea where this thing might be? I’m seeing a lot of branches in this tree…”  
 
    For some reason, I’d just assumed the Great Horn of Ivory was going to be like one of those gigantic, ten-foot-tall horns you’d see in a fantasy movie. I figured it would stand out like a sore thumb amongst the branches of the cloudbrush, but now that I looked up helplessly into the abyss of green and brown foliage, I realized I was sorely mistaken.  
 
    “There isn’t anything more to the hint than what we’ve already worked out,” the white-haired Cero woman sighed. “But I do know what we are looking for. The Great Horn of Ivory will be fairly small, no larger than one of the Matrai. If the legend is correct, it will be tied onto a branch and protected by a wrapping of fabric.”  
 
    “Fucker of mothers…” Mira groaned. “It’s going to take us forever to find this thing.”  
 
    “Maybe,” Batari noted. “But I promise it will all be worth it in the end.” 
 
    “If it works,” Ashanti reminded us all. “If not, this whole trip will have been for nothing.”  
 
    Is she always this much of a downer? Swaer asked telepathically as he frowned at Ashanti.  
 
    “Not exactly,” Batari chuckled via the dragonbond. “Ashanti just gets like this when she’s afraid. She uses her sarcasm to try and mask the fact she is worried, but it just makes it all the more obvious to Rikuri and me.”  
 
    I still don’t get why she’s being so negative, the little red dragon mumbled. I’d much rather think happy thoughts.  
 
    “As would I, Swaer.” The Queen Mother smiled. “That’s probably why the two of us ended up in this dragon bond together. We’re two Ceros in a mudhole.”  
 
    Is… Is that a good thing? Swaer’s yellow whiskers pulled back against his face as he raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “It’s a very good thing,” Batari reassured the wind dragon.  
 
    “I’ll fly out and check the edges of the tree,” Candara’s voice cut through Batari’s telepathic conversation. “I can cover a lot more ground that way. Swaer might be able to help on that front, too.” 
 
    I sure can! the furry red dragon declared.  
 
    “Excellent.” Batari nodded. “The rest of us will try to find it amongst the inner parts of the branches.”  
 
    Everyone carefully dismounted their Mieraks as Candara and Swaer took to the skies and went in opposite directions. At the same time, the rest of us began the search effort on our end.  
 
    We all fanned out along the different sides of the tree trunk, fanned out so we were on different levels, and then scoured the branches for any signs of a small, fabric-covered horn.  
 
    It was just as difficult as I would have imagined.  
 
    After nearly an hour of climbing, balancing out onto thinning branches, and navigating across limbs that looked like they would crack at the slightest bit of weight, my crew came up empty-handed.  
 
    “This is getting ridiculous,” Ashanti huffed down from her perch above Batari. “We’ve been searching forever, and we haven’t even found a hint of where the horn could be.”  
 
    “We can’t give up yet,” Batari shot back. “This is the tree foretold in one of Tembori’s legends. The Great Horn of Ivory is here somewhere.”  
 
    “I’m starting to wonder if Ashanti is right,” Jonas sighed as he placed his hands on his hips. “Surely, if Tembori went through all this trouble to protect this tree, he’d at least leave a clue as to how to find the horn.”  
 
    “I’d argue the opposite,” I noted. “He hid the location within a riddle and then made sure his henchmen were guarding the damn thing. If anything, that’s all the more evidence this horn is going to be a bitch to actually find.”  
 
    “But you’d think Tembori would leave us a clue,” Mira mumbled. “Why go to all this trouble to lay out a clear trail so far, just to abandon it at the last step?”  
 
    “If you seek to find the dragon’s prize,” I whispered to myself. “First you must look to Tembori’s third eye… Wait a damn minute! What if Tembori did leave us a clue, and we just haven’t found it yet?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Batari questioned.  
 
    “We’ve already established that ‘Tembori’s third eye’ is the ‘I’ in his name,” I explained. “But we haven’t used the first part of the riddle whatsoever.”  
 
    “I’d say it’s pretty straightforward.” Ashanti frowned. “We’re looking for the dragon’s prize, which is the Great Horn of Ivory.”  
 
    “You sure about that?” I prompted. “Why would a dragon consider the horn a prize? It’s a great prize to the Cero people, sure… but the dragons? What would they want with a horn that summons themselves?”  
 
    “That’s… That’s actually a really good point,” the three-horned rhino-woman admitted.  
 
    “What could that be referring to, then?” Mira pondered aloud. “What could a dragon consider it’s ‘prize?’”  
 
    “A wild boar,” Jonas chuckled. “At least, that’s what Tirian and George would consider a worthy prize.”  
 
    “Gold?” I guessed. “Shiny gemstones?”  
 
    “Leaves,” Batari gasped as the epiphany hit her. “To the land dragons, the leaves of a cloudbrush are the greatest thing in all of existence.”  
 
    “I don’t see how that really helps us,” Mira admitted. “There are thousands of leaves on this tree.”  
 
    “But they aren’t all delicacies to the land dragons,” Ashanti interjected. “The dragons would often stand up on their back legs and then use their long necks to reach up to the middle of the trees, where their favorite leaves were located.”  
 
    “Why the middle?” Jonas scratched his chin, deep in thought.  
 
    “They’re the ones in the most ideal growing situation,” Batari explained. “The leaves at the very top of the trees are closest to the sun, so they are often scorched by its heat. Meanwhile, the leaves at the bottom hardly get any sun at all, so they are wilted and soggy. The ones at the center, though? Those are crunchy and nutritious. And if they find a flowering branch? I’ve seen land dragons fight over flowering cloudbrushes before.”  
 
    “That’s it!” I clapped my hands together in celebration. “Swaer? New objective… See if you can find any branches with flowers on them. They’d be somewhere in the middle of the tree’s foliage.”  
 
    Ohhhhh, Swaer mused. I’m always glad to find some pretty flowers. Especially if they taste as good as Batari just said they do! 
 
    “Just let us know if you find anything,” I reaffirmed to the wind dragon, and then I let him do his thing.  
 
    In the meantime, the rest of the crew and I continued our search on foot. We climbed up a few more branches until we were at the mid-section of the cloudbrush’s foliage. Then we began to survey each and every branch in the hopes that we’d find the tasty flowers the Cero women had mentioned.  
 
    Thankfully, we didn’t have to search for very long.  
 
    I found some! Swaer declared. Goodness, they’re even more beautiful than I could have imagined…  
 
    “Don’t lose focus, buddy,” I chuckled. “Where are these things?”  
 
    I can see you down below, the furry red wind dragon explained. If you come up about six branches and then go over three or four limbs to the left, you should be able to see what I’m seeing.  
 
    “Six up, three or four over,” I announced to the rest of the group. “Let’s check this out.”  
 
    Maybe it was just because we were all exhausted from the fight with the Matrais, or maybe it was because we were all tired of searching for this damn horn. Either way, the climb up those six branches felt like a hundred, and by the time I reached the spot where I needed to be, my arms and legs both ached, and I was huffing up a storm.  
 
    However, we weren’t anywhere near done yet.  
 
    My crew and I jumped across the branches three times before we turned to the right and were greeted by an over enthused Swaer.  
 
    The little wind dragon hovered all the way down at the end of the branches, with a massive smile on his face and eyes that were as wide as saucers, yet glimmered with excitement. A bit of drool slid from Swaer’s mouth as he stared at the flowers in front of him, and I couldn’t help but smile when I saw their majesty.  
 
    All along the branch were small, baseball-sized flowers that sprouted out of the wood. They had six leaves that were made up of three layers of double-ended pedals laid across a bright blue pistil, and the leaves were primarily a faded light blue color, with a few speckles of silver spotted across their surface.  
 
    One thing was for sure. They were beautiful, and I could see why they would attract the attention of a dragon.  
 
    Swaer wasted no time getting to his taste test, and the wind dragon smacked his lips before he opened wide and snatched one of the flowers straight off its stem. We all watched curiously as Swaer munched on the flora, gulped it down with an overexaggerated “gulp” sound, and then let the flavor spread across his taste buds. Instantly, the little dragon’s whiskers began to flicker with happiness, and a toothy grin spread across his face.  
 
    Oh, wow… Swaer murmured. These are the best things I’ve ever tasted!  
 
    “Weren’t you just born a few days ago?” Jonas asked with a raised finger.  
 
    That doesn’t change a thing. The wind dragon shook his head. I think I’m going to eat every single one of these little flowers. Well, other than two of them. I’ll take those back to George and Tirian so they can get a taste of just how great these are!  
 
    “What about the horn?” Batari asked. “Do you see anything that indicates the horn is--”  
 
    “There!” Ashanti gasped and pointed to the branch above us. “Queen Mother… I think we’ve found the Great Horn of Ivory.”  
 
    Sure enough, about halfway down the branch, tied up against the underside, was an item surrounded by dark brown fabric.  
 
    “Could it be?” Batari’s eyes filled with tears of joy as she approached the mystery object. “Is Tembori’s glory smiling down upon us today?”  
 
    We watched as Batari pulled out her sword-spear, held it up to the rope, and then sliced it apart. She caught the wrapped item as it fell and held it close to her body as if it were the most precious cargo in the whole wide world. Finally, the Queen Mother returned to the rest of her teammates. 
 
    “Is it the horn?” Mira implored.  
 
    “Let’s find out,” Batari gulped as she slowly began to unwrap the treasure.  
 
    The Queen Mother’s fingers trembled as they wrapped around the edge of the fabric, and I noticed Batari’s bottom lip was firmly beneath her teeth. The poor woman was so nervous, and I didn’t blame her one bit.  
 
    This was the moment that would tell us if we’d successfully completed our mission, or whether we’d just wasted an entire day going on a wild goose chase.  
 
    Batari took a deep breath before she threw open the corner of the package, and then the Queen Mother promptly let out a gasp of surprise.  
 
    She now held a white instrument in her hand, one that was the size of a cornet. It appeared to have intricate carvings all along its body, carvings practically identical to the ones on the Cero women’s bodies. The instrument had a narrow base that widened as it went on until it opened up to a large, hollow circle.  
 
    This had to be it. This had to be the Great Horn of Ivory.  
 
    “I don’t believe it,” Ashanti whispered. “The legends are true.”  
 
    “Of course, they’re true.” Batari smiled. “Tembori has guided us to the horn’s location, as he deemed us worthy of the glorious prize.”  
 
    “If this is the horn,” I announced. “Then there’s only one thing left to do. Batari, would you like to do the honors?”  
 
    Batari’s eyes lit up like Christmas lights at the mere thought of blowing the horn. The corners of her gray lips twisted up into an exuberant smile, and she wasted no time in getting to work.  
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” the Queen Mother agreed. “Actually, it’s my duty as the leader of the Cero people. I shall blow this horn, and its mighty bellow will bring the land dragons back to us and restore our people’s strength to what it once was.”  
 
    “Haroo!” Ashanti called out and raised her fist, even though she was the only other Cero woman present.  
 
    Batari’s grin grew even wider as she held the horn in her hands. She then made her way toward Swaer, all the way out onto the branch as far as it would hold her weight, and we all watched with an excited hush as Batari then lifted the tip of the horn to her mouth, pressed it against her lips, and took a deep breath.  
 
    Suddenly, a deep, bellowing noise echoed across the entire savanna. On the surface level, it sounded just like a trombone, but I could hear the subtle differences in its tune. The sound waves seemed to reverberate chaotically in short, hurried bursts, and I instantly knew what it reminded me of.  
 
    The horn was trying to imitate a dragon hum.  
 
    Batari held her blast on the horn for several seconds, until she was forced to pause to take a breath. However, the second her lungs were back at full capacity, she unleashed another bellow on the Great Horn of Ivory, and when that one finally subsided, the Queen Mother took a step back.  
 
    That was beautiful, Swaer sighed. If I were a land dragon, I would run here as fast as I could, and not just so I could enjoy these delicious flowers.  
 
    “Was there some sort of message embedded in the sound?” Batari questioned her bondmate.  
 
    There was. Swaer nodded. I didn’t fully understand, but your horn imitated the sound we dragons make to let people know we are comfortable and that we trust them.  
 
    “If that’s the case,” Ashanti began. “Then any land dragon still around should return to us. I can’t believe I’m saying this, Queen Mother… But I was wrong. I’m sorry to have ever doubted you.”  
 
    “There’s no need for an apology, Ashanti.” Batari smiled at her top archer. “It’s good to have a skeptic around. It makes me always take a step back and reevaluate my decisions every step of the way, and that is the best thing you can do as a leader.”  
 
    “So, what happens now?” Mira questioned.  
 
    “Now, we wait,” Batari explained. “With any luck, the land dragons will flock back to this spot anywhere between the next hour to the next sun cycle.”  
 
    “I suppose we should try and build a shelter, then,” I chuckled. “If we really do have to stay out here for an entire day, I don’t want to be sleeping on a crooked branch all night.”  
 
    “If that is what you wish.” The Queen Mother nodded. “Ashanti and I have trained ourselves to sleep atop our Mieraks, though I’d imagine you and your friends couldn’t really do the same.”  
 
    “Not unless we learned how to sleep sitting up,” I mused. “Besides, we don’t have enough Mieraks for everybody, anyway. Unless we pack Candara onto one of yours, she’s gonna be shit outta luck.”  
 
    “Speaking of Candara…” Mira looked to the sky. “Where is she?”  
 
    “Swaer?” I asked the wind dragon telepathically. “What’s the hold up with Candara? Surely she must have heard the horn by now and realized we found what we were looking for.”  
 
    I can see her, Swaer noted as he glanced upward. But I have no idea what she’s doing. The butterfly lady is just hovering up in the sky and staring off into the distance.  
 
    “Try to bring her down,” I ordered the dragon. “Now I’m kind of worried about her.”  
 
    Swaer gave me a soft nod before he slithered up into the sky, and about two minutes later he returned with Candara in his company.  
 
    The beautiful, golden-haired butterfly-woman looked like she’d seen a ghost. The color was completely drained from her face, and her mouth hung open as if she wished to speak but couldn’t.  
 
    “Candara?” I gasped as I ran out to the green-winged woman. “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “Th-There’s something you need to see,” was all the Morpho woman could sputter. “Something you’ll have to climb up to the top to witness.”  
 
    I was a bit confused, but I wasn’t going to argue with the obviously-frazzled woman, so I looked up at the branch above me, hopped up to grab it, and then hoisted myself onto it. I continued the process for another fifteen minutes or so, until I reached the top layer of branches.  
 
    I made sure I had a firm foothold as I grabbed onto two nearby limbs and poked my head out through the foliage of the cloudbrush tree, but the savanna appeared to be safe. Nothing more than a few wild animal herds spread out across the plains.  
 
    When I turned around to face the shore of the island, however, my jaw hit the floor.  
 
    Off in the distance, all the way back near where the ocean met the skyline, were ships. Lots and lots of fucking ships. I counted at least twenty in total, and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out who they were or what they wanted, either. This was a fleet of orcs, headed to the Cero island in the hopes of getting their grubby mitts on a dragon.  
 
    Holy fuck… If the Great Horn of Ivory actually worked, this land would soon be swarming with massive, deadly dragons.  
 
    Which meant we’d just rung the fucking dinner bell for the orcs. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    “What’s going on up there, Draco Rex?” Batari called up from down below. “What do you see?”  
 
    “Orcs,” I growled and looked down at my friends. “Lots of fucking orcs, and they’re sailing right toward our island.”  
 
    “More orcs?” Mira gasped. “Fuckers of mothers.”  
 
    “How many would you say are ‘lots?’” Jonas implored. “Five ships? Seven?”  
 
    “Twenty…” I called down bluntly.  
 
    “My elderly ears must be deceiving me,” the old soothsayer chuckled. “Because I thought I just heard you say there were twenty orc ships headed to this island.”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I said,” I reaffirmed. “Twenty ships that look to be orc vessels, coming right this way.”  
 
    “Oshun’s tits!” Jonas blurted out, which garnered a puzzled look from Mira.  
 
    “This is very bad, Ben…” Mira noted. “I’ve never heard Jonas use such a vulgar expletive before.”  
 
    Well, if Jonas was swearing, it must have been bad.  
 
    “Oh, no…” Batari gasped. “We… We just called the land dragons back to us. What if we’ve just led them straight into a trap?”  
 
    “It’s not a trap,” I explained as I climbed back down through the foliage. “A trap would require careful planning and execution on the part of the orcs, and their primitive brains couldn’t handle that sort of pressure. Sure, this is awful timing… But it’s not a trap. In fact, I doubt these orcs know anything about the island other than the fact it’s a potential dragon gold mine.”  
 
    “What about the others?” Ashanti questioned. “The ones we killed? Do you think they got a message back to their people?”  
 
    “Impossible.” I shook my head. “We killed them before they even had a chance to send out a distress signal. Which means we at least have one leg up in this situation. The bastards probably think they’re coming up to meet their friends on the beach and that all is hunky-dory. They probably think they’re just gonna sweep in here, kidnap all you Cero women, and then steal your dragons. Well, my friends… I can promise I won’t let that happen.”  
 
    “How are we going to stop it?” Batari asked through a frustrated laugh. “Even with all three of our dragons, we don’t have enough firepower to take down twenty ships. And if all those ships end up at our shores, I can only imagine how many soldiers they have aboard. We’ll be finished.”  
 
    “We’ll think of something,” I growled. “If we can get out to The Dragon Queen and the other ships, maybe we can get away before they arrive.”  
 
    “You and your crewmates can do that.” Ashanti shook her head. “But the Cero aren’t going anywhere. If we tried to flee right now, we’d have to leave everything behind. Our village… Our Mieraks… And the dragons we just summoned. I’d rather die than leave any of our beloved creatures behind.”  
 
    “Then I don’t think we have a choice,” I noted. “We’re gonna have to try and fight these guys.”  
 
    “I know the dragons can’t take out the entire fleet,” Mira suggested. “But perhaps they could fly out and try to thin out the ranks a bit? We’ve seen the kind of damage Tirian and Swaer can do to a ship first hand. Then maybe we’d stand a fighting chance?”  
 
    “Maybe.” I nodded. “But that would be putting the dragons in a very dangerous position. Remember how prepared the other orcs were? They literally carried a bunch of dragon-hunting weapons across the savanna so they could attack the village. Just imagine the kind of stuff they have attached to their freaking ships. I don’t think our dragons would make it long unless they struck quickly and then disappeared into the clouds.”  
 
    I could muster up a wind storm, Swaer offered. That might make the water go crazy, and then the ships might crash into each other.  
 
    “That’s not a bad idea,” I admitted. “But would your storm be strong enough? That’s still a lot of ships…”  
 
    I don’t know, the little furry dragon sighed. I’ve never tried to make one that big before.  
 
    “It’s still dangerous,” Candara interjected. “Especially for a little dragon like you. Once they see you’re a baby, they’re going to try extremely hard to catch you, because they’ll think you’re still within that stage where you can be trained.”  
 
    I’m bonded, Swaer argued. I wouldn’t listen to them even if they fed me one of those flowers every single day.  
 
    “That’s what I’m worried about,” Candara sighed. “Since you’re bonded and won’t listen, they’d torture you into doing what they wanted.”  
 
    “Just like the poor wind dragon that attacked us the last time we fought the orcs.” I frowned. “I don’t even want to think about what those bastards did to that poor thing.”  
 
    “It’s very clear what the orcs’ objective is,” Jonas spoke up. “They are coming to this island in search of a dragon to do their bidding. If we send out our dragons, it’s pretty much the same thing as just handing them what they want.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I sighed as I rubbed my hands across my temples. “They’d probably just snatch up the dragons and then sail away before they even reached the shore.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jonas agreed. “The dragons might be able to take down a few ships, but they’d eventually be captured.”  
 
    “Then we only have one choice left,” Batari announced. “We will not flee, and we won’t attempt to send out the dragons… That means we must fight them head-on.”  
 
    “But you just said their numbers were too great,” Candara pointed out.  
 
    “They may be,” Batari sighed. “But the Cero people are mighty warriors, and Tembori has already shown us his will is with us. We know this landscape, as well as how to utilize it in a fight. Even if we ultimately lose the battle, we shall kill as many of those disgusting green creatures as we possibly can.”  
 
    I didn’t like these odds. Depending on the type of ships the orcs were bringing, there could be anywhere from twenty to one hundred orcs on each vessel. I wasn’t sure how many Cero women there were, but judging from what I’d seen from the celebrations, there were way less than two-hundred.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t think of a better solution.  
 
    I wasn’t going to cut and run and leave these women alone to deal with the deadly invaders. Especially not when one of them was the mother of my future son or daughter.  
 
    Likewise, I wasn’t going to put our dragons at risk. Jonas was right when he claimed that’s what these orc fuckers were coming here for, and I wasn’t going to play right into their hands.  
 
    If the Cero women wanted to stand and fight, then that’s what we were going to do, too.  
 
    “Should we try to lead them into the traps?” Mira suggested.  
 
    “I don’t think that will work.” I shook my head. “The traps are rigged to take down a scout party, not an entire army. We’d definitely kill some of them, but their sheer numbers would overwhelm us still. And if that happened so close to the village, it’d already be too late.”  
 
    “Then we shall meet them on the plains of the savanna,” Batari announced. “It is a wide-open space. They may have the numbers, but we’ll all be mounted while they’re all on foot.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Ashanti agreed. “Even if there are ten times more of them than there are of us, we can outmaneuver them easily.”  
 
    I wish I shared these women’s confidence.  
 
    The orcs were dumb as shit, but if there was one thing they knew how to do, it was fight. Sure, the Cero people could outmaneuver them with ease, but how much good would that do against seasoned orc warriors with weapons of steel?  
 
    Yet, we had no other choice.  
 
    “We need to get back to the village and tell the rest of your people,” I announced. “We can have Zamwae take the non-fighters and hold up in the village, while all of the warriors come out and fight with us.”  
 
    “There will be no holding up, Draco Rex.” Batari shook her head. “We’re going to need every single able-bodied Cero woman to come out and fight with us. Zikiu, Zamwae, Baratu… They are all coming along, too. If we are going to fall to the orcs, we’re going to fall as fighters.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure how much help a stable hand, a shaman, and a cook would be in battle, but I also wasn’t going to argue. For all I knew, each and every Cero woman was a deadly warrior.  
 
    “What about the dragons?” I asked as I pointed to the horn. “Will they get here soon?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Batari frowned. “We blew the horn, Draco Rex, but I see no sign of our beloved creatures yet. As much as I want to sit here and wait for their arrival, we don’t have any time to lose. How long do you estimate it will take for the ships to hit our shore?”  
 
    “Two or three hours,” I guessed. “Maybe four if the weather starts to get rough.”  
 
    “Then we need to go back now,” Batari sighed.  
 
    Even though she was trying to remain calm and collected, I could see the disappointment on Batari’s face. Her eyes glistened with sadness as she looked off to the horizon, and her brow was raised into a neutral expression that wouldn’t give away her true emotions.  
 
    I couldn’t blame her. This was supposed to be a monumental moment for her people, the moment when the Queen Mother summoned the endangered land dragons and reunited them with the Cero people.  
 
    And it was all being ruined by these fucking ugly green bastards.  
 
    Batari must have sensed my anger, because she looked over at me and smiled warmly. Then the white-haired Cero woman attached the horn to her belt before she walked over, placed her hand on my shoulder, and nodded.  
 
    “Shit,” I chuckled. “I forgot you were dragonbonded for a second there.”  
 
    “It’s a strange sensation, knowing the feelings of another person,” she sighed. “But don’t feel bad for me, Ben. As much as I want our land dragons to return to us, my number one priority is the safety of my people. Who knows? If we come out the other side of this battle alive and well, maybe we can come back to this cloudbrush and attempt to make the call again?”  
 
    With that, Batari returned to her Mierak. The rest of us did the same, and then we held on tightly as the giant ants began to descend the tree.  
 
    It was much harder to hold on this time as gravity pulled Mira’s weight down onto my body, which naturally wanted to bend forward. I tightened every single muscle in my body as I held myself out, stiff as a tree branch, and refused to bend even the slightest.  
 
    Shit… I bet all of these Cero women had some incredible core muscles.  
 
    We soon reached the salty, muddy ground of the plains below, and our Mieraks took off in a full sprint. The creatures used their full effort as they scuttled across the ground and ran as fast as they possibly could back toward the Cero village, and before long, we came to the mountain full of traps.  
 
    The Mieraks carefully avoided the trip wires and spikes as we descended, and before we knew it we were at the front of the Cero village.  
 
    “Go tell Zikiu to prepare the Mieraks for battle,” Batari ordered Ashanti. “Every single one that we have on hand. We’ll sound the alarm through the village. Candara and Swaer? You two go and round up anyone who might be in the huts or out at the dragon house.”  
 
    Ashanti gave her leader a firm nod, and then she and Jonas rode off in the direction of the stables. Candara and Swaer mirrored Ashanti’s actions, though they went toward the other edge of the village.  
 
    Without another word, Batari let out a whistle, and her Mierak began to gallop toward the main entrance of her village.  
 
    “She’s very decisive when it comes to making decisions in the heat of battle,” Mira chuckled. “I love to see that.”  
 
    I squeezed my legs around my Mierak’s body and commanded him to gallop, and Mira and I held on tight as we began to follow Batari through the streets of the Cero village and watched her sound the alarm.  
 
    “To arms!” the Queen Mother declared as her gorgeous white hair billowed behind her in the wind. “Everyone, to arms!”  
 
    I watched as several Cero women stuck their heads out of the windows to see what was going on, but once they realized what their leader was saying, they started to funnel out of their homes and into the streets with their weapons in hand. It was about an even mix of sword-spears and bows, but I was surprised to see every single rhino-woman was armed.  
 
    “Damn…” I whispered to Mira. “I guess she wasn’t kidding when she said everyone was coming along for this one.”  
 
    We followed Batari through the grid-like streets of the Cero village as she called her sisters to arms. Eventually, we had hit every single road within the clay city, and a large army of rhino warriors followed us like a pack of lemmings.  
 
    Once everyone had been informed, Batari led us all out to the stables, and when we got there, I saw the rest of my crew were already waiting.  
 
    George and Tirian sat there as they watched the hyper-energetic Swaer dart back and forth through the air. Meanwhile, Lezan, Nadir, Anora, and Nima chatted with Zikiu as she hastily rounded up the Mieraks out in the pasture. There was a small group of Cero women present, as well, but nowhere near as many as we’d brought along with us.  
 
    “What is going on, Batari?” Zamwae asked when we finally came to a halt. “Why have you called the entire village to arms? Did we anger Tembori by searching for his sacred item?”  
 
    Batari just rolled her eyes before she unfastened the Great Horn of Ivory from her belt, held it aloft, and turned it around so everybody could see. As she did so, the entirety of the Cero village broke out into hushed whispers.  
 
    “We found the horn,” the Queen Mother explained. “And we blew the horn. But, unfortunately, we could not remain and wait to see if anyone answered the call.”  
 
    “Why not?” Zamwae gasped. “Did we do something wrong, Queen Mother?”  
 
    “No…” Batari hung her head as she prepared to deliver the bad news. “We had to return to the village immediately to warn you all… There are many ships out on the horizon, coming right toward our island. Orc ships.”  
 
    “More of them?” Rikuri stepped forward and bared her teeth. “Bring ‘em on! We’ll skewer them on our spears and crush their heads into goo just like we did last time.” 
 
    “I’m afraid it’s not that easy, Rikuri.” Ashanti shook her head. “I saw how many of them there were… Twenty in total.”  
 
    “Twenty ships?” Rikuri’s dark eyes went wide. “How many orcs are they carrying?”  
 
    “Could be up to one hundred on each vessel,” I interjected. “And all of them will be armed to the teeth with swords, bows, and siege weapons like you saw before.”  
 
    “We are only one-hundred in total!” Baratu’s voice called out. “And we are not all seasoned warriors like you are, Queen Mother. How will we fight off invaders with those great of numbers?”  
 
    “As best we can.” Batari frowned. “I know that’s not the answer you all want to hear, but it’s all we can do. We could try to run and hide, but we would be abandoning our village as well as putting ourselves at the mercy of the savanna.”  
 
    “The orcs wouldn’t stop, either,” I added. “They would hunt you all down until you were either dead, or their prisoners.”  
 
    “Also, we aren’t a bunch of mud-wallowing pansies,” Rikuri scoffed. “The Cero people were created to be the protectors of the dragons, and these creatures are coming here to try and steal them away.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Batari said, and a fire blazed in her eyes. “It is our sacred duty to protect this island and its magnificent inhabitants at all costs, even if that means laying down our lives in the process. Now… I realize what I am asking, and I will fully respect the decision you make if nobody wants to come along for this fight.”  
 
    “Don’t be crazy, Queen Mother,” Zikiu interjected. “We’re all coming along for this fight. Right, ladies?”  
 
    The entire crowd of Cero women responded with a resounding “haroo,” and Batari’s stern look twisted into a smile.  
 
    “We’re sisters, Batari,” Rikuri added. “We live together, we fight together, and if it is what Tembori wishes, then we will die together, as well.”  
 
    “Let’s hope not,” Batari mused. “We have many tactical advantages over the orcs. We know the land. We are mounted, and they will be on foot. Not to mention, we have a very powerful force the orcs will never see coming… The Draco Rex and his crew.”  
 
    “Us?” Nima gasped. “What can we do that you all can’t?”  
 
    “You have a fire and water dragon at your disposal,” Batari pointed out. “Also, you’ve fought the orcs many more times than we have. You know their weaknesses, their fighting styles, and the strategies they try to pull.”  
 
    “It’s not very complicated,” I chuckled. “They run at you with iron weapons and clubs and try to bludgeon you to death. Oh, and for some reason they always think you’re just as stupid as they are. Once you know that, it’s easy to make things blow up in their faces.”  
 
    “We get them in an open field,” Mira suddenly gasped.  
 
    “What?” Ashanti quirked her eyebrows. “That was already the plan.”  
 
    “I know.” Mira shook her head. “But the main reason we can’t attack with our dragons is because they probably have mounted anti-dragon weapons, right?”  
 
    “That’s the thought process, yes,” I confirmed.  
 
    “Do we have any idea on the range of those things?” the golden-scaled warrior questioned. “Because if we get the orcs all the way up onto the savanna--”  
 
    “They might not be able to hit anything with their weapons!” I interrupted.  
 
    “And that would mean they’d be sitting ducks for the three dragons to pick off,” Batari added with a smirk.  
 
    “The nets can’t go too far,” I pondered aloud. “The ballistae and the catapults probably could, though… But the further we get away from the shore, the less accurate they’re going to get. We may not be able to fully get out of the reach of the weapons, but we could at least make sure they’re going to be wildly inaccurate.”  
 
    “That may actually work to our advantage,” Rikuri snickered. “If they’re trying to hit us and miss, they’ll just take out a bunch of their own people.”  
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do,” Batari announced to her crew of rhino-women. “We shall draw them out into the plains, pull them away from their siege weapons, and then let the dragons take care of them.”  
 
    “Just as long as we can get in on the action.” Nadir grinned. “I don’t want to let our scaly friends have all the fun.”  
 
    Hey! Swaer interjected, even though Nadir couldn’t hear him. I don’t have scales. This is all soft, fluffy fur. It’s what keeps me warm when I blow all that cold air at people.  
 
    “Scaly and furry friends,” I corrected Nadir and nodded toward Swaer. “And they won’t. At best, the dragons will only be able to make one pass at a time, so we’ll have to take care of any orcs who are still alive in between.”  
 
    “That’s what I like to hear.” Nadir flicked a raven lock off her forehead and smiled with her razor-sharp teeth.  
 
    “Have I ever mentioned I think you two and I would make best friends?” Rikuri chuckled to the Coonag women. 
 
    “We’d be the best of friends,” Lezan cooed. “It seems like all three of us have bloodlust that knows no bounds.”  
 
    “You do,” Ashanti noted. “Now, instead of just talking about it, why don’t we head out there and put it to good use?”  
 
    “Cero warriors!” Batari called everyone to attention. “Take your mounts!”  
 
    We watched as Zikiu stood by the gates of the pasture and opened it up, and then she let out a shrill whistle. One-by-one, the Cero women approached the stable keeper, called for their Mieraks, and then jumped up onto their backs when they approached. They would then scuttle out into the main area while the process repeated, and soon every single rider was mounted atop a warrior ant.  
 
    That just left my crew and me.  
 
    “Hey, guys….?” I trailed off as I turned to the dragons and grinned. “Do you mind if--”  
 
    You can ride on my back, dear one. George smiled before I could even finish my sentence.  
 
    I can fly you out, too, Tirian sighed. But try to lessen the load this time. I just about fell out of the sky last time.  
 
    “We shall ride on Tirian,” Darya announced, and then she stepped forward and pointed between her twin and herself.  
 
    “As will I,” Anora proclaimed. 
 
    There’s room for one more! Tirian chuckled. Who wants to take a ride on the silver-scaled vessel?  
 
    “I’ll go.” Jonas nodded. “A nice little flight sounds wonderful.”  
 
    “Then the Coonag, Mira, Nima, and I will ride on George,” I finished the selection process. “Is that alright, buddy?”  
 
    I’m a big dragon, George snickered. I can handle it.  
 
    Thank goodness you didn’t ask me! Swaer snorted. I don’t think I could carry even the lightest member of your team. Or even a small animal. Or anything besides a small little rock, actually…  
 
    Just wait, Tirian grumbled. You can’t stay little and cute forever. Once you get older, everybody’s gonna want to ride on your back.  
 
    Swaer quirked his head to the side and narrowed his eyes at Tirian. Then, in an instant, the furry red wind dragon made his eyes as big as saucers and pressed his whiskers and ears back against his head.  
 
    He’s getting too good at that, George chuckled.  
 
    He really is, Tirian agreed. I swear, he could convince me to jump straight into a pack of orcs with that look.  
 
    Swaer’s face returned to normal, and the little dragon just stuck out his forked tongue and grinned.  
 
    Yeah, he knew exactly what he was doing.  
 
    We all mounted our dragons, got into position behind the Cero women, and awaited Batari’s instructions. Finally, the white-haired rhino-woman drew her spear-sword and held it high in the air as she made the command.  
 
    “Onward!” she bellowed, and her warrior women followed with a resounding “haroo!”  
 
    Then we were off. We marched around the Cero village and then up over the mountainous terrain, but when we got to the top and could see out over the sprawling savanna, my heart dropped into my stomach.  
 
    Though they were still quite a ways off in the distance, the orc ships were getting closer and closer.  
 
    Our war party traveled down the mountain with caution, and soon we found ourselves back in the tall, wispy grass of the savanna.  
 
    “How far do we want to go?” Ashanti asked her leader. “We want to lure them up into the plains, but how are we going to do that if we’re too far away from the shore?”  
 
    “I’ll go,” I blurted out, and all three of the Cero “trio” looked at me like I was insane.  
 
    “What do you mean, ‘you’ll go?’” Rikuri scoffed. “Don’t tell me the Draco Rex suddenly has a death wish.”  
 
    “I’ll be the one to draw them out,” I explained. “If the reactions of the other orcs were any indication, they’re going to be very surprised to see me. It’ll probably drive them into a fit of rage, and they’ll all become super eager to be the one to finally kill the Draco Rex. I bet they’ll chase me anywhere I want them to go.”  
 
    “Let me go with you,” Batari offered. “If you try to run from them on foot, you’ll surely be run down. At least if you’re on Mierak-back with me, we’ll stand a chance of getting away”  
 
    “Queen Mother…” Rikuri trailed off in a disapproving tone. “That seems like a very bad idea. I’m all for charging in head-first recklessly, but your people need you alive if we want to stand any chance of winning this battle.”  
 
    “We’ll need Ben alive, too,” the white-haired Cero leader argued. “And for that to happen, he needs my help. Also, he is the father of our future. His baby grows in my womb, so anywhere he goes, I go.”  
 
    I felt a swelling of pride in my chest at Batari’s words. The two of us had moved beyond simple lovers… The Queen Mother now saw me as her mate, through and through. We were having a child together, and she wanted to ensure her kid was going to grow up with both loving parents at its side.  
 
    “Then we’ll ride out together,” I noted. “I hope that Mierak is quicker than a bunch of pissed off orcs.”  
 
    “He’s faster than a sprinting prancer,” Batari chuckled. “That’s why he’s mine.”  
 
    Our crew traveled for a bit longer, until we finally came to a spot about a mile up from the shore. Then Batari held up her hand and silently commanded her soldiers to halt, and we all stood there and watched as the ships approached the shore.  
 
    “I really hope this is far enough away,” Nima gulped as she stared out at the enemy fleet.  
 
    “It should be,” I reassured her. “At least, far enough away to make their weapons inaccurate.”  
 
    I dismounted from George, walked over to Batari’s Mierak, and then hoisted myself up behind her. As the two of us began to ride forward, Zamwae’s choked-up voice spoke up.  
 
    “Queen Mother?” the shaman pleaded. “Please be careful. We cannot lose you.”  
 
    “You won’t,” Batari reassured. “But even if you do, there are two amazing leaders waiting in the line of succession after me.”  
 
    “Good luck, Batari.” Rikuri frowned.  
 
    “Remember,” Ashanti snarked. “The second they start charging you, run like a wildhorn getting chased by a rhagarhi.”  
 
    “I’ll remember,” Batari chuckled. “You all just get into position and be ready to attack.”  
 
    “Be careful, Ben,” Mira warned from behind as we started to trot away. “The orcs are much trickier than they look.”  
 
    With that, Batari and I walked our Mierak forward, away from the rest of the war party. Now, we were all alone. If the orcs decided to make a charge on the shoreline, or if they decided to blast us away with a hailstorm of ballista bolts, we were doomed.  
 
    We stopped about fifty feet up the shore, at the point where the sandy soil morphed into grassy plains. That was where we waited for whatever was about to happen next.  
 
    The entire fleet was now stopped about a hundred yards from the shore, and each of the vessels floated in the ocean calmly. I could see a few orcs as they scuttled around on the top decks of the vessels, but they all seemed to be just as on edge as we were.  
 
    My entire body was tense, like I was laying on a bed of pins and needles, and my heart fluttered in my chest as I stood there, hand on my sword hilt, and waited for the orcs to make their move.  
 
    Much to my surprise, all was silent.  
 
    “I don’t like this,” Batari growled.  
 
    “I don’t, either,” I agreed. “What the fuck are they planning?”  
 
    Just when I was about to give up, I saw a few figures as they climbed down the side of the vessel at the very center. There were only two orcs in total, and my curiosity was piqued as they lowered into their rowboat and began to head in our direction.  
 
    “What are they doing?” the Queen Mother questioned. “Why are they only sending two fighters?”  
 
    “I’ve seen this before,” I warned. “They’re sending out people to try and talk terms.”  
 
    “Terms?” Batari frowned in confusion. “What sort of terms?”  
 
    “They’re gonna come out here and try to scare us,” I explained. “They’re going to claim their army is too powerful to be beat, and then they’ll offer us some bullshit fake mercy if we surrender or leave the island or some shit like that.”  
 
    “What good does that do?” Batari scoffed.  
 
    “Like Mira said,” I snorted. “The orcs think everybody in this world is just as dumb as them. They want us to take the cowardly way out, and run away instead of fighting. Of course, there’s no doubt in my mind they’d just blow us out of the water from behind if we really did that, anyway. They’re a bunch of chicken shits like that.”  
 
    “Then what’s the point of even listening to them?” the Queen Mother asked.  
 
    “Honestly?” I chuckled. “It’s kind of amusing. And it makes it way more satisfying when you finally kick their asses. Plus, you never know when the idiots are going to let slip a crucial piece of information.”  
 
    Batari and I watched as the rowboat slowly floated up toward the shore, until it eventually came to a halt on the sandy ground. The two orcs in the boat stepped out from their vessel, dug their leather boots into the sandy ground, and then stomped over to our position.  
 
    I could tell from these guys’ appearances that they were orcs of higher authority. Probably captains or generals or whatever the fuck they called themselves when they wanted to pretend they were important.  
 
    The first orc was a towering lunk. He stood nearly seven feet tall, with bulging muscles all across his exposed green flesh. The orc wore a pair of dark brown pants tied up with a leather belt that itself was adorned with dozens of dangling pieces of multi-colored fabric. On his chest was a brown leather vest that matched the color of his pants, and nothing more. The nose on his face was crooked and bulbus, a perfect fit for the wide, square-shaped jaw that sat below it, and his eyes were yellow and bloodshot, though a bit of disgusting red liquid ran down from the left socket.  
 
    As for the second orc, he was much more in line with what you’d expect from a typical “pirate captain.” He wore a knee-length tan coat with dark brown, horizontal brown “bars” that ran up either side of its opening. A leather bandolier was strapped across his body, and it held what appeared to be a dagger and a bunch of tiny iron spheres with fuses sticking out of them.  
 
    Miniature bombs? 
 
    The second orc’s face was much narrower than the first, and his ears and nose were pointed enough to poke out somebody’s eye. The bastard had scars all over his face, including a bit of his cheek that was torn off all the way down to the muscle.  
 
    “The Draco Rex,” the second orc growled. “It looks like today’s our lucky day.”  
 
    “Yeah,” the first orc snickered. “Now, we’re gonna get even more dragons, and the Grand Gar is gonna shower us with riches when he hears we killed this fucker.”  
 
    “The Grand Gar?” I raised an eyebrow without missing a beat. “Is that what you call your leader? That’s even dumber than I thought.”  
 
    I wanted nothing more than to hack off these bastards’ heads, but they were stupid enough to start name dropping their superiors, so I decided to let them talk a little bit more before I ended their miserable lives. 
 
    “You’re not really in a position to be talking shit, you little bitch,” the orc with the vest growled.  
 
    “And you are?” I snorted. “I’m sure by now you’ve figured out what happened to the rest of the orcs you sent here.”  
 
    “I’m sure they’re dead.” The second orc rolled his eyes. “They were the scouting party, after all. They were no match for the Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Look, fucker,” I warned. “Don’t try to pull that ‘I’m more sophisticated than the others’ bullshit because you think it’s gonna make you more relatable or some shit. You’re just another dumbfuck of an orc whose gonna get turned into worm food.”  
 
    “Don’t be so sure, asshole,” the orc with the long coat growled. “You may have beat the shit out of Carnog a couple of times now, but he’s nothing compared to us.”  
 
    “Yeah,” the first orc cackled. “Nobody’s ever fought against Captain Narkar and Captain Gurgan and lived to talk about it.”  
 
    “Well… Some of the women certainly did, Gurgan,” the orc who I assumed was Captain Narkar snickered. “But they couldn’t do much talking with our dicks shoved in their mouths, could they?”  
 
    Both of the orcs cackled with glee, and I saw Batari’s grip tighten on her weapon.  
 
    “Don’t,” I whispered. “They’re trying to piss us off so we make a wrong move.”  
 
    “Who do you think you are?” Batari snarled at the orcs. “You come to these sacred lands looking to steal away the most sacred creatures in the world, and expect to live?”  
 
    “We’ll live, sweetie,” Narkar giggled. “I think we might let you live, too. You seem fun.”  
 
    “Yeaaaaahhhh.” Gurgan licked his lips. “I can already tell you’d be a fighter. You’ll squirm real nice when I bury my cock inside your—”  
 
    “You’d better get to your fucking point,” I snapped before these disgusting fucks could say any more. “I’m losing my patience.”  
 
    “We have all the time in the world.” Narkar smiled and turned to look at me. “The way I see it, we have you completely outnumbered. I can see your pathetic little group of warriors up there, and it’s nowhere even close to the numbers we have.”  
 
    “Even with your dragons, you don’t stand a chance,” Gurgan added. “You may as well give them up right now, and we might just let a couple of you live. After we take a few of them sexy horned women, of course.”  
 
    “Not a chance,” I growled. “You want them? You’re gonna have to go through me and my dragons.”  
 
    “It doesn’t have to be this way, you know.” Narkar shrugged. “We would love to see your head on a spike, Dragon King. Trust me, there is nothing more in this world the Grand Gar wants. However, we are here for the dragons of this island, and nothing more. Leave now, and our blockade will allow you to pass.”  
 
    “Fat fucking chance,” I snorted. “Come on, now… I would have figured Carnog told you how willing I am to take that sort of an offer.”  
 
    “I’ll give you a counter offer,” Batari grumbled. “You all leave our island this instant, and we will not bring down the wrath of Tembori on your people.”  
 
    Gurgan held up his hands and made his eyes exaggeratingly wide. “Ohhhhhhhh. Don’t threaten us with Tembori!”  
 
    “Babe.” Narkar clicked his tongue. “You’re in no position to be making threats.”  
 
    I took a deep breath, inhaled all of the saliva in my mouth, and then spat on the ground at the two orcs’ feet.  
 
    “That’s what I think of your terms,” I growled. “You want us? Come and get us.”  
 
    The two captains looked at each other with devilish smiles on their faces.  
 
    “I was hoping they were gonna say that,” Gurgan mused. “You want me to give the order?”  
 
    “If you want to,” Narkar smirked before he raised his hand into the air, and several more orcs started over the side of the ships. Just as I had feared, the orc vessels appeared to be packed to the gills with soldiers. Body after green, muscular body came over the side of the deck, used a thick rope to slide down into the water, and then awaited the command from their leader.  
 
    At the same time, Gurgan turned to the left and let out a sharp, long whistle. He then turned his head to the other side and repeated the action, and my heart fell into my knees.  
 
    “What’s happening, Ben?” Batari gasped.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I muttered. “But whatever it is, it can’t be good.”  
 
    Suddenly, the grass of the savanna began to rustle and move.  
 
    Holy fuck… It was infested.  
 
    Dozens and dozens of orcs stood up from their hiding spots, with bows and arrows in hand. They were up the plains and had already gotten into position so they flanked my fighters, and there was nowhere for my friends to run.  
 
    My heart felt like it was tightening as dread filled my very being. These fuckers had laid out a trap for us, and it had worked like a charm. 
 
    Orcs weren’t usually this organized, which made me think of the Grand Gar they mentioned and what he was like, but I couldn’t wonder about that now. 
 
    “You really shoulda taken our offer,” Narkar cackled. “At least you and your other bitches would have gotten away, and we woulda just had our fun with these horned women. Now, we’re gonna make you watch as we take turns fucking each and every one of your women. But not before we cut off your own dick and force feed it to ya!”  
 
    Holy shit… My mind raced as I tried to figure out what we could do. The dragons could probably take out the archers, but they’d be putting themselves straight into the line of fire.  
 
    Fuck. Fuckfuckfuckfuck.  
 
    “Ready!” an orc from the crowd of archers called out, and the rest of them raised arrows to their bows in response.  
 
    “Dragons!” I shouted telepathically. “You guys are our first line of defense. You gotta stop those arrows!”  
 
    “Aim!” the orc called again.  
 
    We’ll try, dear one, George confirmed. There are so many of them…  
 
    “Fire!”  
 
    My heart fell into my knees as the orcs let loose the first shot of arrows.  
 
    At the same time, Swaer and Tirian took to the sky. Then Swaer unleashed a blast of wind straight at the incoming projectiles and sent them collectively scattering in all directions against the tempest.  
 
    My friends and the orcs alike let out several frustrated cries as they dodged the falling arrows, but the little wind dragon’s attack seemed to work.  
 
    One the other side of the field, Tirian unleashed his fiery blast at the arrows as George attacked them with his water breath. Several of the projectiles were incinerated in a flash of flames, while the others were knocked away with a splash of briny water.  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Gurgan taunted. “Not bad. Not bad.”  
 
    “Thank Tembori for the dragons,” Batari muttered under her breath.  
 
    “That’s only going to work once or twice,” I warned. “Now, all three of those guys are gonna be the targets of the next wave.”  
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud, bellowing sound from the far east, and the orcs, dragons, and Cero women all stopped in their tracks and turned in the direction of the mysterious noise.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks…” Batari cried out. “Could it be?”  
 
    Off on the horizon, we saw a small herd of creatures running straight toward the battlefield. There were seven of the things in total, and even from afar I could tell they were just a bit larger than George. They were dark green with brownish spots across their scaly bodies, with necks about double the length of their bodies and heads that were more oval-shaped than any of the dragons I’d ever seen before. The ground thundered as they ran across the savanna, and I couldn’t believe my eyes at the speed that they showed.  
 
    “Batari?” I gasped. “Please tell me those are what I think they are?”  
 
    “They are,” Batari wept with joy. “The land dragons have returned to us.”  
 
    Maybe we weren’t so fucked after all. 
 
    Maybe, just maybe, the tide was turning in our direction. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “What in the bloody fuck?” Gurgan growled as he and Narkar watched the scene unfold. “When did he get more dragons?”  
 
    “You guys are fucked now.” I grinned as I returned my focus onto the two orc captains.  
 
    The smile fell from Narkar’s stocky face and quickly turned into a toothy snarl. Then he drew his cutlass from his belt, pointed it directly at Batari and me, and growled.  
 
    “You might have more dragons,” he warned. “But we’ve still got the numbers. I’m gonna gut the both of you and then put your bodies on the mast of that ship you stole from us. After I have my way with the woman, of course.”  
 
    “Over my dead body,” I growled and drew my seaglass blade.  
 
    “I think that’s the point!” Gurgan cackled.  
 
    The sharp-faced orc pulled out two daggers from his bandolier, held them upside down, and crouched down into a rough fighting stance.  
 
    “At least it looks like you know how to fight with a dagger,” I taunted. “Carnog was like a toddler flailing around with a stick when it came to that shit.”  
 
    “Come down off that insect, pussy,” Gurgan growled. “I’ll show ya just what I can do.”  
 
    Challenge accepted.  
 
    I jumped down off the Mierak and held my sword at the ready.  
 
    “Ben!” Batari gasped. “What are you doing? The rest of the orcs from the ship will be here soon!”  
 
    “All the more reason I need you to go back and warn the others,” I declared without taking my eyes off Narkar and Gurgan. “I’ll be fine. Just hurry back with reinforcements as soon as you can.”  
 
    “That seems like a foolish idea,” the white-hired Cero woman warned.  
 
    “I’m full of those,” I chuckled. “The land dragons are going to need a commander, and that’s gotta be you.”  
 
    “Fine. I’ll be right back, Ben.” Batari frowned. “Yah!”  
 
    The Queen Mother clapped her heels into her Mierak’s thorax, and the creature took off in the direction of the orc archers.  
 
    As I stared down the two orc captains and waited for them to make their move, I could see the onslaught of ugly green fuckers approaching from the water. There were hundreds of orcs on their way, and there was no way I was gonna be able to fight them all off myself.  
 
    All I could do was fight off the captains and hope reinforcements arrived before all their grunts got here.  
 
    Gurgan lunged at me first. The squat, coat-wearing captain slashed his left dagger upward as he moved, and I only had an instant to jump to the side before it swished past my body. He attempted to stab me with his other blade as he reversed his momentum, but I was able to knock it away with my seaglass sword.  
 
    I threw up my boot into Gurgan’s left side and sent him stumbling away just as Narkar joined the fray.  
 
    My seaglass blade clashed with the iron of his weapon as we locked swords. Narkar used all his strength to give me a harsh shove, and I stumbled backward as he took a swipe at my stomach.  
 
    I used my momentum to lurch backward seconds before I was gutted, but I didn’t even have a second to catch my breath before Gurgan was on me. The fucker tried to bring both his daggers down onto my head with one fell swoop, so I threw up my left arm and caught his limbs before they skewered me. This fucker was strong, and a wave of pain shot through my forearm as I tried to hold back his assault.  
 
    Before Gurgan could respond, I thrust my sword forward and watched with smug satisfaction as it stabbed straight into his chest.  
 
    Gurgan let out a yowl of pain as he sprang backward and fumbled at his wound. Dark blood stained his coat as it poured down his chest and pooled around his feet, but the orc captain remained standing.  
 
    I hadn’t hit anything vital, but that didn’t matter.  
 
    My point had been made. I wasn’t going to go down easily, even if it was two on one. 
 
    I only had a split second to respond to Narkar’s sword, which came down on me from the left. I jumped out of its path as I slashed at the vested orc, but he was too quick. My seaglass blade narrowly missed the captain’s left arm as he ducked to the right and then came back at me with an upward slash.  
 
    I parried the attack, spun to right, and lashed out wildly as I did so, and thank goodness I did, because Gurgan was already back on the offensive. My sword sliced across the flesh of his chest deep enough to cut away his bandolier, and Gurgan snarled as he briefly retreated.  
 
    Then I returned my attention to Narkar, whose fist caught me square in the face as I turned around. The taste of metallic blood filled my mouth as my head was whipped to the left and stars flitted across my vision, but I knew I didn’t have much time to recover. I quickly ducked down and then used every muscle in my legs to propel myself forward, and I slammed my shoulder into Narkar’s chest as hard as I could. Both of us let out a grunt of frustration as we went to the ground, and I tossed my hand around the fucker’s wrist to keep him from skewering me.  
 
    Unfortunately, he had the same idea.  
 
    “Not bad, Dragon King,” Narkar snarled as he tried to crush my wrist in his grasp. “But I’m not as stupid as you think I look.”  
 
    “Really?” I spat. “Because you look really fucking stupid.”  
 
    Narkar rolled to the left and released his grip on my wrist, so I used my momentum to tumble away and then back onto my feet. Gurgan charged at me again, but this time I at least had a few seconds to catch my breath and reassess the situation.  
 
    Off in the distance, I saw just how much the land dragons were decimating the orc forces. Arrows seemed to bounce off the majestic beasts as if their skin were made of stone, and the dragons snatched up the orcs in their jaws before crunching the life completely out of them.  
 
    Meanwhile, the Cero women and all of my crewmates were locked in the heat of battle. Swords, axes, and clubs clashed as the orc archers tried to fend off the surprise onslaught, but they were now losing pretty handily.  
 
    Yeah, the tides had turned.  
 
    Of course, I wasn’t exactly going to live to see victory if the rest of the orc army closed the gap too quickly. They were now just about to the shore, and I wasn’t exactly in a position to fight off an entire horde on my own.  
 
    Maybe I could pull a Jack Sparrow and try to comedically outrun the green wave of muscle-bound idiots, but I had to deal with their captains first.  
 
    This time, Gurgan took a different approach to his attack. He pretended like he was going to take a slash at me, but instead he crouched down and tried to sweep my legs out from underneath my body.  
 
    Luckily, I was too fast for the orc, and as I jumped up above his sweep, I threw up my boot and smashed it right into his pointed nose. There was a loud, wet crunch as his head jerked backward while blood sprayed out of his nostrils, and Gurgan fell back on his ass.  
 
    Before I could finish him off, however, Narkar was back on his feet and coming right at me. I parried his first blow, knocked his sword off to the right, and then ducked out of the way of his fist, but Narkar used the opportunity to throw up his knee into my chin, and the world went white for a second as pain shot through my jaw.  
 
    I blindly lashed out with my fist and slugged the fucker in the gut. As he doubled over in pain, I tried to finish him off with my seaglass sword, but Narkar was able to block my attack. Then I grabbed the orc captain by the back of his head and shoved it down as I brought my knee up into his face.  
 
    Narkar growled in agony as he came up, threw his hands around his face, and held it in place.  
 
    “My nose!” he snarled. “You broke my fucking nose!”  
 
    “It wasn’t doing you any favors the way it looked, anyways,” I retorted with a smug grin.  
 
    “I’ll fucking feast on your innards!” Narkar bellowed as he readied his sword once more.  
 
    His bulbous nose was now completely crooked on his face, and dark blood oozed out of both nostrils. It mixed with the strange fluid that ran from his eyes as it trailed off his face, which was now painted red with wild rage.  
 
    “You won’t have to,” Gurgan cackled from somewhere behind me. “We can just stand back and let the rest of the boys rip him apart!”  
 
    I found the courage to look away from my attackers for just a split second, and my heart fell into my stomach.  
 
    The orc army was now on the shore, and they’d be upon me shortly.  
 
    “Nah,” Narkar snarled. “I wanna be the one to rip out his heart and feed it to him.”  
 
    “You talk a lot of shit for somebody who’s getting their ass kicked,” I chuckled.  
 
    Then I charged at the sharp orc captain, and we locked blades once more, but this time, Gurgan wasn’t going to wait his turn.  
 
    The fucker lunged at me, and I only had a split second to break away from Narkar before the two deadly daggers swished past where I’d been standing. Funnily enough, it was the same for Narkar.  
 
    “Watch it, you fucking idiot!” the first captain hissed as he jumped back. “You almost killed me!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Gurgan panted. “I was trying to get the Dragon King, I swear!”  
 
    As much as I was amused by the banter of the two morons, I could still hear the charging orcs behind me, but then I heard another sound from above. A sound I was all too familiar with… One that instantly changed my dread and fear into excitement.  
 
    The sound of beating dragon wings.  
 
    Somebody needed an assist? Tirian’s adolescent voice declared, and then the shadow of the fire-breathing dragon appeared in the clouds above.  
 
    Tirian’s figure appeared in the sky, with a dragonkin rider on top of his silver body.  
 
    Mira.  
 
    Swaer’s tiny form slithered through the sky beside my two crewmates, and I could see from all the way down here that he was ready for war. The little guy’s whiskers were pulled back against his face as he moved with vigor and sucked in air, and his eyes were laser-focused on the crowd of incoming orcs.  
 
    I watched with glee as Swaer unleashed an attack on the army of orcs and sent several of them flying back into the water. The orcs screamed as their bodies were flung back, almost like they’d been standing at the epicenter of an explosion, and then disappeared beneath the briny waves.  
 
    At the same time, Tirian flew horizontally across the frontline of the charging orcs and blasted white-hot fire down onto their position. Most of the bastards didn’t even have time to scream before their bodies were incinerated by the flames.  
 
    The orc army halted in place and began to panic as they were dive-bombed by literal death from above.  
 
    “What was that you were saying?” I taunted the two orc captains. “About being outnumbered?”  
 
    “Fuck you, Dragon King!” Gurgan screamed as he leapt toward me.  
 
    I rolled out of the way of his attack and then threw up my sword just as Narkar’s blade came down on me. Metal clanged against crystal as our weapons struck one another, but this time I wasn’t going to let him get away.  
 
    With my free hand, I reached down, pulled out my dagger, and stabbed it right up into Narkar’s stomach. I then quickly dragged it in a downward motion to cut the fucker open like a roasted hog.  
 
    The orc’s eyes went wide as he gasped and jumped back, but the damage had been done. Blood poured from Narkar’s fresh wound as he dropped his sword and fumbled at his abdomen.  
 
    My dagger hadn’t quite gutted the orc cleanly, though I could see bits of his intestines as they tried to force their way out into the air.  
 
    “Narkar!” Gurgan cried out as he ran over to his comrade.  
 
    Narkar just looked up at me wide-eyed and then collapsed onto his knees. The vested orc captain wobbled as his crewmate grabbed him by the shoulders and tried to hold him steady, but it was no use.  
 
    Narkar was as good as dead, even if he didn’t realize it quite yet.  
 
    With one last gasp of breath, the orc captain raised his hand into the air and gave one final, desperate command.  
 
    “F-Fire the cannons,” Narkar gurgled, and then he collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    He was dead.  
 
    “Ya bastard!” Gurgan growled as he sprang back to his feet.  
 
    The orc captain let go of his crewmate’s corpse, stood up, and tightened the grip on his daggers. Gurgan then dug his feet into the ground and stared me down like a tiger stalking his prey.  
 
    Before I knew it, I heard the sound of thundering footsteps across the plain, so I glanced over in the direction of the noise and couldn’t help but smile when I saw what was happening.  
 
    Most of the orc archers had fallen, and those who remained were now on the run. The mounted Cero women, my crewmates, and the land dragons chased the cowardly bastards down as they ran and picked them off one-by-one.  
 
    “You might as well start retreating now,” I warned Gurgan. “Those dragons are gonna completely fuck up your army.”  
 
    “Fuck you, Draco Rex,” the stocky orc captain snarled, and then he made his move.  
 
    Gurgan’s boots stomped across the ground as he ran at me, and I prepared to parry his attack.  
 
    However, he had something completely different in mind.  
 
    Instead of slashing, slicing, or stabbing, Gurgan hauled back and threw his daggers at me. The sudden shift in his strategy threw me off guard, and I quickly tried to dodge to the right before I was skewered. I was able to get out of the way of the first dagger without fail, but there was a sharp pain in my left shoulder as the second blade sliced through my skin.  
 
    My arm was on fire, and a bit of blood now trailed down my left side, but the damage wasn’t that severe. More importantly, the fucker had just thrown away his only advantage over me.  
 
    “You are as dumb as you look,” I snarked.  
 
    Gurgan, however, just smiled. Then the orc captain raised his hand up into the air, made a fist, and brought it down.  
 
    From off on the water came the sound of cannon fire.  
 
    “Who’s the one that’s fucked now, Dragon King?” the orc snickered.  
 
    Oh, shit.  
 
    The cannonballs whistled through the air around me, and I had no doubt they were aimed straight at my charging crewmates.  
 
    “Incoming fire!” I called out as I turned to my friends. “Watch out for--”  
 
    One of the projectiles slammed into the ground beside me, and the shockwave sent me back on my ass with a spray of sand and debris.  
 
    As I went down on the ground, Gurgan made his move. The orc captain jumped on top of me, pinned down my dagger hand, and wrapped his other palm around my throat.  
 
    “Say goodnight, Dragon King,” he cackled as he squeezed tightly.  
 
    I gasped for breath as my vision began to go dark around the edges, and I struggled to break free of Gurgan’s grip. Bits of disgusting drool dribbled down between the orc’s sharp grin as he choked me out, and I started to wonder if that was really going to be the last fucking thing I saw before I died. This guy was definitely stronger than me, so there was no way I was going to simply overpower him.  
 
    However, I still had one thing to my advantage.  
 
    He may have been stronger than me, but he was still way shorter. My legs were still completely free, mainly because he couldn’t reach them at the same time as my neck, so in one final gasp of desperation, I bent my body at my core, curled my legs upward, and threw them around Gurgan’s armpits from below. Gurgan’s eyes went wide with surprise when I pulled my legs back down and took the green bastard with them. The motion forced Gurgan down onto his back, and I quickly rolled up on top of him and took a stab at him with my sword, but the fucker slid away between my legs just as my seaglass stabbed into the spot where his head had been.  
 
    Gurgan’s arms swept out my legs as he moved, and I fell flat on my face as he fled. I turned around to see the bastard running toward his fallen daggers, which he scooped up as he turned to face me.  
 
    Then I noticed another thing just off to my right.  
 
    Gurgan’s bandolier. A bandolier still filled with makeshift black-powder bombs.  
 
    Narkar’s sword wasn’t far away, either, and an idea began to formulate in my mind…  
 
    “Hey, Tirian?” I asked the silver dragon telepathically. “Is that assist offer still on the table?”  
 
    That wasn’t what I just did? Tirian teased as he took out another row of orcs.  
 
    “All I need is a light.” I smirked. 
 
    Just tell me when, Tirian noted. And I’ll be right over.  
 
    I scrambled back onto my feet, sheathed my seaglass blade, and ran over to Narkar’s body. Then I picked up his iron sword from the ground before I dashed over to the bandolier. The leather sash was way heavier than it looked, but I wrapped it around my body anyways as I ran.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Gurgan snarled from behind me. “Finally showing your true colors, ya chicken shit?”  
 
    No… I was just trying to get this asshole away from the main battle because I didn’t want my friends in the crossfire.  
 
    More cannonballs slammed into the sand as I fled, but none of them came even close to hitting their mark, and I glanced back over my shoulder as I ran to see Gurgan gaining on me quickly.  
 
    I also saw the beautifully gory scene as my cavalry met the orc army on the beach. Several orc bodies were tossed into the air like ragdolls by the dragons, while others lost their heads or were skewered by the blades of my crewmates.  
 
    “Tirian?” I called out telepathically. “I think I need that assist like, now.”  
 
    On it! Tirian declared.  
 
    Once I felt I was far enough away from the main battle, I skidded to a stop and turned to face Gurgan. Then I took a fighting stance as I held the iron sword with one hand and the bandolier with the other.  
 
    “Those weapons are too much for your little hands,” Gurgan snarled as he ran at me full tilt. “Only real men like us can handle those things, just like our giant dicks.”  
 
    “You handle each others’ dicks?” I snorted and dug my feet into the ground.  
 
    The comment seemed to only enrage Gurgan as he picked up his pace exponentially.  
 
    That’s right… Come on…  
 
    I was only going to get one shot at this, so I had to make it count. I could see Tirian and Mira headed my way, and the dragon already had small sparks of flame coming out of his mouth.  
 
    If I mistimed this even by a second, I was screwed.  
 
    I held my ground against the charging orc as he sprinted toward me with murder in his eyes. Then, when he was only a few paces away, I executed my plan.  
 
    I tossed the bandolier backward up into the sky as hard as I could, and it hung in the air for a moment before Tirian made a pass with a quick, small shot of flames.  
 
    Gurgan tried to jump up on me, but I was ready for him. I fell back onto the ground, pressed my boots into his chest, and sent him tumbling across the sandy beach. Then I spun around, charged the fucker, and stabbed the sword straight into his gut before he could retaliate. Gurgan let out a wail of pain as the blade pierced his stomach, but more importantly, it pinned him deep into the ground.  
 
    Now, I just needed to get the fuck out of there.  
 
    I hightailed it away from the writhing orc and turned around to watch the glorious scene.  
 
    The bandolier landed a few feet away from Gurgan, with the fuses on the bombs now lit. The fucker’s eyes went wide as he yanked the sword out of his stomach and turned to flee, but it was too late.  
 
    There was an explosion of sand, blood, and guts as the bombs went off, and Gurgan was obliterated.  
 
    “Holy shit!” Mira called down from her mount on Tirian.  
 
    Holy shit was right. For a second there, I wasn’t sure that was going to work.  
 
    Nice job, Ben! Tirian applauded. They’ll be finding pieces of that guy for the next ten season cycles.  
 
    “Haroo! Haroo!” I heard the sound of the Cero women’s call from back on the battlefield, and as I looked back down the beach, my heart swelled with pride.  
 
    The orcs were retreating. Their ranks had been thinned immensely, and their ships were headed back the way they came. Much to my amusement, the ships were leaving their comrades behind. Several of the green bastards swam out into the open water as they called out for their crewmates, but the ships didn’t stop for anybody.  
 
    Meanwhile, I saw the Cero women, George, Swaer, and the crew of The Dragon Queen as they stood on the shoreline. They all were taunting the orcs as they fled, and some of them even fired arrows into the water at the green bastards.  
 
    “Fuck,” I panted as I fell down onto my knees, exhausted.  
 
    Somehow, some way… We’d won.  
 
    The land dragons had returned to the Cero island, and I had a sneaking suspicion the orcs were never coming back.  
 
    What a fucking day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “We did it, Draco Rex!” Ashanti declared as she and the rest of the small army approached. “We defeated those ugly green mudwallowers. I’ll admit I was a little worried when the hidden archers appeared, but somehow we did it.”  
 
    “Somehow?” Rikuri snorted as she pointed at the land dragons. “I know exactly why we won. We had these big guys at our sides. And a great leader at our front.”  
 
    “Seriously,” Nima spoke up. “Watching you take down two orc captains was something else, Ben.”  
 
    “It was nothing.” I shrugged. “I’ve killed plenty of orc leaders before. This time, it just took me a little longer than normal.”  
 
    “It’s also a lot messier than normal,” Lezan noted as she nodded to the mess behind me. “I don’t think a single piece of that guy would be recognizable.”  
 
    “It’s fantastic!” Nadir grinned. “That was one of the goriest kills I think you’ve ever done, Ben.”  
 
    “I’m just disappointed they didn’t want to stay and fight some more,” Batari huffed. “The second they saw their leader get blown to bits, they took off like prancers getting chased by a rhagarhi.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about them,” I announced. “The ones swimming out to sea will be fish food before the end of the night, considering how dangerous these waters are. As for the others? Well, it’s actually a good thing they got away.”  
 
    “A good thing?” Rikuri questioned. “How could it possibly be a good thing to have those orcs out there?”  
 
    “Because they’ll tell all their friends,” Mira interjected. “They’ll head back to their island with their dicks between their legs and then announce how Ben defeated them once more.”  
 
    “Isn’t that a bad thing, though?” Anora raised her hand. “Doesn’t that mean they’ll just send back more orcs to try and capture the island again?”  
 
    “That was the ‘more orcs,’” I explained. “That was the largest army I think I’ve ever seen. Yet, all three of the parties they’ve sent out here have been defeated and downright humiliated. The orcs might be stupid, but they know when to give up and move on. Chances are, they’ll realize this island isn’t worth the hassle, and they won’t ever set foot here again.”  
 
    “And if they don’t?” Ashanti offered.  
 
    “Well… Then you’ll have to kick their asses again,” I reminded the three-horned woman. “Now that your dragons are back, nobody who dares invade this island stands a chance.”  
 
    “You won’t be here to protect us?” Zikiu gasped.  
 
    “I’m afraid not,” I said. “As much as I love this place, it isn’t our home. We came out here to hatch our wind dragon egg, and now our mission is done… We’ll be returning to the dragonkin island soon, and after that we’ll be setting off on another adventure to find Tirian’s kin.”  
 
    “There are more fire-breathing dragons out there?” Rikuri’s mouth dropped open.  
 
    “There are fire-breathers all over the world, Rikuri,” Zamwae scoffed as she strode forth. “It’s almost as if you didn’t pay attention to any of my stories.”  
 
    The long-haired brunette woman sat atop one of the land dragons, right at the base of his neck. The shaman had her legs pressed up tightly against the creature’s grayish scales, and she petted his neck gently to calm him down.  
 
    “It’s not my fault you always tell them in the same boring way,” Rikuri chuckled. “I don’t know how anyone can stay awake during one of your storytelling sessions.”  
 
    Zamwae rolled her eyes at Rikuri’s comment and then turned all her attention back to her dragon.  
 
    “So… Is that your dragon, Zamwae?” I asked the shaman as I took a few steps closer.  
 
    Instantly, the land dragon’s brow furrowed, and he bared his razor-sharp teeth. The creature lowered his head as he dug his feet into the ground and snarled, but Zamwae was quick to calm him.  
 
    “Now, now, Huwar,” Zamwae chuckled and patted the dragon’s neck. “The Draco Rex is a friend. He’s the one who killed the Skudawar and protected us while you were away.”  
 
    The land dragon’s lips covered his teeth, and he tilted his head as he took in Zamwae’s words. Then, almost as quickly as he had snapped the first time, his demeanor relaxed.  
 
    That’s definitely her dragon, George chuckled to me telepathically. That sort of nonverbal communication is something only bondmates can do.  
 
    “They’re not bondmates, though,” I reminded the water dragon. “They said the land dragons don’t do that.”  
 
    “They most certainly do,” Jonas interjected as he wandered out of the crowd. “It’s just the Cero people haven’t quite learned the process yet.”  
 
    “We’re open to the idea,” Zamwae noted. “I would love to know what Huwar is thinking and feeling at all times, like Batari does with Swaer.”  
 
    “Then we will teach you,” I promised the Cero women. “All of you. How many of your dragons came back?”  
 
    I looked around at the tribe of Cero women and saw only a handful of them raised their hands, and Rikuri, Zikiu, Ashanti, Baratu, and Batari all hung their heads with sorrow.  
 
    “Our dragons all fell in battle,” Batari explained. “They are not coming back.”  
 
    Suddenly, Swaer’s tiny red body swooped down from the sky and wrapped around Batari’s left arm. The wind dragon positioned himself so his lower half had his bondmate in a tight embrace, and then he laid his head softly against her shoulder and pressed it into her neck like a nuzzling kitten. He unleashed a deep, happy dragon hum, and I could sense the tension in Batari’s body disappear.  
 
    It’s alright, Batari, the little guy promised. I’ll be the best dragon I can possibly be for you.  
 
    Batari raised her head, smiled, and wiped away her tears before she leaned against Swaer’s head.  
 
    “I know you will,” she responded. “You already are.”  
 
    “Oh, my gosh!” Nima gasped. “These two are so precious!”  
 
    Yeah, they really were.  
 
    “Not to be the bearer of bad news…” Zarya spoke up. “But isn’t Swaer coming back with us? The whole reason we came here in the first place is so we could hatch him and then use him to help fight against the orcs.”  
 
    “About that…” Batari took a deep breath, turned to face her people, and hesitated for a brief moment. “Swaer and I are going back with the Draco Rex.”  
 
    I nearly swallowed my tongue.  
 
    Holy shit. Batari was willing to leave her entire way of life behind, just so she could be with me.  
 
    “Queen Mother…” Zamwae gasped. “None of us have ever left this island. And who will lead your people once you are gone?”  
 
    “There are two fine leaders already in place.” Batari nodded to Rikuri and Ashanti. “And though it pains me to leave my home, I have come to realize Tembori has tasked me with an even more important job. He has blessed me with a child, as well as a loving wind dragon. It is my sworn duty to serve our god, and all the signs tell me his will is for me to join the Draco Rex on his quest.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh, no,” Ashanti snickered. “You’re not getting rid of us that easily. If you’re going, then I’m going with you.”  
 
    “Me, too,” Rikuri announced. “No questions asked.”  
 
    “I can’t ask you to do that, friends.” Batari shook her head. “This is my duty, and my duty alone.”  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks it is!” Ashanti argued. “We’re coming with you.”  
 
    Batari thought about it all for a moment and opened her mouth to argue, but nothing came out. Instead, she simply shook her head and smiled widely.  
 
    “Okay, fine,” the white-haired Cero woman chuckled. “I figured you’d be stubborn about this. I suppose that means that the line of succession falls onto Zamwae, then.”  
 
    “Not an option, Queen Mother.” Zamwae smiled. “For it is my duty to speak into the ear of the Queen Mother, and that is impossible to do when you are so far away. Also… I believe a land dragon would help immensely with the Draco Rex’s quest.”  
 
    “Zamwae, are you… are you coming along?” Rikuri gasped.  
 
    “I am.” The shaman nodded.  
 
    “Me, too!” Baratu blurted out. “There’s no way I’m passing up an opportunity to go out into the wide world and find a bunch of cool new ingredients to experiment with.”  
 
    “Then it all falls to Zikiu,,” Batari said, and she turned to face the mastermind behind the Cero village. “Are you up to the challenge, Zikiu?”  
 
    “I’m afraid not, Queen Mother.” Zikiu smiled and patted her belly. “Tembori has blessed me with a pregnancy, as well.”  
 
    The Cero women all broke out into hushed whispers.  
 
    “The child will need his father,” Mira interjected. “And they will surely want to be around their siblings.”  
 
    “Who even comes next in the line of succession?” Ashanti scoffed. “We just went through the first few quicker than a spotted hound devours its dinner.”  
 
    “I believe it is Nargwai,” Zamwae noted. “She comes after Zikiu.”  
 
    “What do you say, Nargwai?” Batari looked over at one of the Cero warriors. “Will you accept the gift of leadership, and promise to guide the Cero people according to the will of Tembori?”  
 
    “I-I will, Queen Mother,” the Cero woman named Nargwai gulped. “It would be my honor.”  
 
    “It is settled, then.” Batari smiled. “The six of us will leave with the Draco Rex and assist him on this journey to save Tai’s sacred creatures. In the meantime, I want all of you to work hand-in-hand with your land dragons to keep this land safe and prosperous.”  
 
    “It won’t be an easy task,” Jonas added. “Now that the Skudawar is dead and the orcs have fled the island, other dragons will most likely return. The wind dragons will come back to nest, as will any of the other dragons who once called this place their home.”  
 
    “It’ll be up to you to protect them, and to ensure that nobody ever brings them harm or desecrates the sanctity of this island,” the Queen Mother continued. “Are you up to the task, Cero warriors?”  
 
    All of the rhino-women responded with a resounding “haroo!” as a ten-mile-wide smile spread across Batari’s face.  
 
    “Is this really happening?” Ashanti smiled at Rikuri. “What in the world are we doing, Rikuri?”  
 
    “We’re going on an adventure,” the hornless Cero woman responded. “We’re going to follow our best friend and the great leader off this ridiculously hot island and explore many new places. New places with new creatures. Which means--”  
 
    “Our skills will be put to the challenge in ways they’ve never been before!” Ashanti grinned. “I can’t wait.”  
 
    “Alright, Nargwai,” Batari mused. “With Tembori as my witness, I hereby submit my authority to you. Now, what shall your first act be as the new Queen Mother of the Cero people?”  
 
    Nargwai’s eyes went wide, and she rubbed her chin as she went deep into thought. Eventually, she looked to Zamwae, and a smile spread across her face.  
 
    “Well…” the new Queen Mother began. “If you are all truly going away, we will never have another one of Zamwae’s great festivals ever again.”  
 
    I looked over at Tirian, who just rolled his eyes and smiled. We both knew where this was going, but we weren’t going to complain.  
 
    This truly was the last chance these women would have to experience Zamwae’s festivals, and I didn’t want to be the one to rain on their parade.  
 
    They deserved any little bit of celebration they could get after today.  
 
    “I suppose I could pull something together.” Zamwae shrugged nonchalantly. “We do have much to celebrate, after all. We’ve successfully defended our island, and our beloved dragons have returned to their home.”  
 
    “What about us, Ben?” Darya spoke up. “Shall we join them in their festivities?”  
 
    “Of course, we should!” I declared. “We’re not leaving tonight, anyway.”  
 
    With that, the tribe of Cero women turned their Mieraks around and headed back in the direction of the village. Though the journey wasn’t long or treacherous, we were all so exhausted that it felt like our simple trip was actually a five-kilometer marathon. When we finally had descended the mountain and arrived at the gates of the Cero village, darkness was just beginning to fall over the savanna. 
 
    “I shall begin the preparations.” Zamwae nodded, and then she turned her land dragon to the left and trotted down the street.  
 
    “And I’ve got to get these Mieraks back to their stables,” Zikiu announced. “You can follow me, or you can dismount now. The choice is yours.”  
 
    Several of us dismounted from our oversized ants and then watched as they scuttled away after their caretaker. Some of the Cero women apparently decided to follow Zikiu out to the stables, and soon all that were left were Batari, the dragons, and my crewmates.  
 
    “You didn’t want to go with them to the stables?” I asked the white-haired Cero woman.  
 
    “I had a better idea,” she cooed as she snatched up my hand and started to lead me away from my crewmates. “Come with me, Ben.”  
 
    “Uhhhh,” I chuckled as I was pulled away. “I’ll see you guys at the festival?”  
 
    “Don’t have too much fun.” Mira winked as Batari led me off to the outer edge of the village. “We’ll see you there.”  
 
    I knew exactly where we were going, I knew exactly what Batari was planning, and I could hardly contain my excitement as my cock started to throb through my pants.  
 
    Soon, we came to the small hut out in the middle of the savanna, away from everything else in the Cero village. Batari wasted no time in throwing open the door of the fertility hut, pulling me inside, and then kissing me passionately.  
 
    We made out for a solid minute before we realized we were almost in total darkness. Batari pulled away, gave me a sly grin, and then proceeded to saunter around the room and light the candles as she moved. Soon, the flickering light lit up the fertility hut, and I could see everything in all of its glory.  
 
    “Is this your way of telling me you want to take the Guruwae statues with us?” I joked.  
 
    “No…” the white-haired Cero woman teased as she slid her fingers underneath the straps of her top. “I just wanted to use this place one more time before we left.”  
 
    I wasn’t going to argue with that one.  
 
    Batari gave me sex eyes as she slowly moved her fingers around to her back and untied the tiny strap that held the garment against her body, and the spaghetti-thin strings dropped down to her side as she grabbed onto the shoulder straps and pulled them off with vigor.  
 
    The Cero leader’s small, perky breasts jiggled as they fell free from their fabric prison, and her dark gray nipples grew hard in the cool evening air.  
 
    Meanwhile, my dick was rock hard. So hard, in fact, that I wondered if it was going to tear through my pants.  
 
    Batari bit her lip as she looked down at my bulge, but she wasn’t done quite yet. The Queen Mother grabbed the sides of her thong bottoms, slid them down to her ankles, and then tossed them away.  
 
    She must have been really excited, because I could see the wetness of her beautiful pussy as it glistened in the candlelight.  
 
    “Well?” Batari teased. “What do you say, Draco Rex?”  
 
    “I told you to call me ‘Ben,’” I chuckled. “And what do I say? I say that I want to ravish your fucking body.”  
 
    Before the Cero woman could even respond, I dashed over to her, scooped her up in my arms, and carried her over to the bed. She let out an excited gasp as I tossed her onto the mattress, followed by a strange whimpering noise when she watched me get down on my knees.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Batari gasped.  
 
    “Celebrating our victory.” I winked, and then I spread her legs slowly apart.  
 
    I pressed my lips against Batari’s right leg and then started to give her inner thigh soft, quick pecks.  
 
    Batari’s body tensed up with anticipation, and she let out a soft moan to let me know she was enjoying herself.  
 
    That’s when I went in for the kill.  
 
    I kissed up her thigh, hovered my mouth over her sweet, tender slit, and then placed my tongue against her clitoris. I began to make a circular motion with my tongue, and Batari couldn’t contain her excitement.  
 
    “Oh, Ben…” she gasped as she arched her back. “That feels so amazing.”  
 
    “You taste amazing,” I shot back without missing a beat.  
 
    It wasn’t a lie. Batari’s juices were as sweet as honeysuckle, and I couldn’t get enough of her wet womanhood as I lapped her up.  
 
    Once I’d gotten the Cero woman all riled up, I switched up my technique. I slid the tip of my tongue up and down across Batari’s clit as I slowly inserted two fingers into her soft, wet slit. They went in without so much as a hint of resistance, and I pushed all the way up into the woman’s g-spot.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks!” Batari practically screamed. “You-- I don’t know what you’re doing, but keep it up.”  
 
    “Mmmm…” I made all sorts of patterns with my tongue as I fingered the Queen Mother intensely. Her pussy was wetter than a monsoon, and my cock grew to new levels of hardness at the prospect of entering her velvet tunnel.  
 
    Soon, I felt the walls of Batari’s womanhood quiver against my fingers, and I knew she was headed toward the edge. I increased the speed of both my hands and my tongue, and Batari went wild.  
 
    The Cero woman’s body quivered as she practically turned to jelly on the mattress, and her moans grew closer and closer together until she finally couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    “I think I’m about to-- Ohhhhhhhhh!” Batari moaned as she orgasmed against my mouth.  
 
    Her ecstasy lasted for several seconds before she finally stopped moaning, and then she relaxed against the pillow of the bed. Batari’s eyes looked down on me hungrily as I slid my fingers out of her and stood up, and then they grew wide when they saw just how fucking hard I was.  
 
    “Are you ready for this?” I grinned as I grabbed onto my waistband.  
 
    Batari bit her lip and nodded firmly. Her eyes were filled with a mixture of wonder, fear, and excitement, and I knew she wanted me inside of her.  
 
    I pulled my pants off my lower body, and the Cero woman let out a gasp when she saw my cock jump to attention.  
 
    “How are you that big?” she moaned. “It doesn’t seem possible.”  
 
    “It is.” I winked as I threw my pants to the side and then tugged off my shirt. “And you’re about to get it all up inside of you. Again.”  
 
    “I’ve been dreaming about this ever since we did it the first time,” Batari groaned as she sat up and spread her legs. “I want you to pound into me again, Ben.”  
 
    “I’m going to,” I promised. “But not the same way we did it before.”  
 
    “Then how?” The white-haired Cero woman’s eyes lit up as she thought about my proposal.  
 
    “Turn around,” I commanded and made a circular motion with my finger. “I want to take you from behind.”  
 
    Batari grinned sensually for a moment, but then she obeyed my order. The Cero woman flipped around so she was on her stomach, and she rose up on her hands and knees until her tight, plump ass was right there in front of me, practically begging to be fucked.  
 
    I got up onto the bed, came up behind Batari, and grabbed her around the waist. I felt a wave of pleasure shoot through my very being as I pressed the head of my dick against her entrance, and for a split second I thought I was going to blow my load right there.  
 
    I took a second to recompose myself before I gripped onto Batari’s waist and brought her back onto my dick.  
 
    Both of us let out a moan as her wet, warm pussy slid down my shaft effortlessly. The walls of her velvet tunnel constricted around me, but I wasn’t about to slow my progression, so I pushed all the way into the Cero woman until I felt myself bottom out against her cervix.  
 
    “W-Wow,” Batari groaned. “I think you’re actually in deeper this way.”  
 
    “That’s the point.” I leaned forward and whispered into her ear. “Now, I’m going to send you to cloud fucking nine.”  
 
    I slid my cock out of Batari and then entered her slowly. She responded with a soft whimper as she took me all in once more, so I repeated the action a few times, to the same response. Then, once I had her revved and ready to go again, I increased my pace.  
 
    The Cero woman’s gray, tight ass bounced with each hard thrust of my pelvis, and her white locks cascaded along her back like a frozen waterfall as I fucked her hard.  
 
    Soon, the entire fertility hut was filled with nothing but the sounds of our pleasure, as well as my dick gliding in and out of her wetness.  
 
    Batari’s velvet tunnel tightened like a vise around my cock, and I had a sneaking suspicion she was about to cum again, so I leaned forward, placed my hands around her shoulders, and forced her down on me as far as humanly possible.  
 
    “Oh, gods!” Batari screamed. “How are you so far in? That feels so good.”  
 
    “You like that?” I growled into her ear, and then I kissed the back of her neck softly. “Because there’s more where that came from.”  
 
    I slid my cock out of Batari, thrust it back in, and then repeated the action two more times before I felt the warm coil tighten in my stomach.  
 
    I wasn’t going to last much longer, especially when Batari’s pussy had me in its grasp like a vise.  
 
    What finally sent me over the edge, however, was the Queen Mother’s second orgasm.  
 
    Batari’s entire body froze as she leaned forward, gripped the mattress so hard that her knuckles turned white, and threw back her head.  
 
    “Oh, fuck, Ben!” she gasped. “I’m gonna-- I think I’m-- Ohhhhh!”  
 
    Batari’s tight pussy spasmed around me, and that was it.  
 
    I shoved the Cero woman against my cock as far as she would go and then let out a deep, guttural groan as I unloaded inside of her. My cock pulsed as it sprayed my warm seed into her womb, and the sensation was so intense it felt like I came an entire fucking bucket.  
 
    Once both of our orgasms subsided, Batari and I collapsed onto the bed. Then I rolled off the beautiful Cero woman, positioned myself so I was up at the top of the mattress, and wrapped my arm around her neck.  
 
    “That was amazing,” Batari sighed as she nuzzled against my shoulder. “I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. I just kept thinking about the first time, and how it was so good that it must have been a dream.”  
 
    “Not a chance,” I reassured the rhino-woman. “And trust me, now that you’ve decided to come with us back to the dragonkin island, there will be plenty more where that came from.”  
 
    “I can’t wait,” the Queen Mother giggled.  
 
    As I held Batari’s naked body against my own, I couldn’t help but think about everything that had happened in the last few days.  
 
    Six incredible, sexy, powerful women had agreed to join me and my crew on our adventures, and they even brought along with them a freaking land dragon. I couldn’t wait to learn more about these things, as well as figure out how to get Zamwae officially bonded with her creature.  
 
    Then there was the fact we had Swaer, as well.  
 
    We literally had the four main elements on our side… Wind, fire, water, and earth.  
 
    Yet, we were nowhere near finished. We still had to find all of the dragons that had fled the volcanic island and bond them to my women.  
 
    Then, once that was done, there were apparently nearly two dozen other dragon species out there for us to find.  
 
    But, that could all wait for tomorrow. For now, all I wanted to do was lay here with Batari and then go off and celebrate our victory with my crew.  
 
    Being the Draco Rex was a tiresome job, for sure.  
 
    But I wouldn’t have traded it for the fucking world.  
 
      
 
      
 
    End Book 10.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thanks for reading Monster Girl Islands 10! I’ll start working on a book 11 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! 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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