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

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    “Jarin!” I called out to my two-month-old. “What did I tell you about climbing the wall?”  
 
    The half-Coonag, half-dragonkin child just cackled wildly as he flicked his scaly tail back and forth and looked back at me over his shoulder. Jarin was about halfway up the wall of the palace courtyard, and my heart stopped in place when he began to show off by hanging onto the stone with just one hand.  
 
    Meanwhile, my other two Coonag-dragonkin children, the twins Hokir and Terra, chased each other around on their hands and knees while making annoyed chittering noises. Every now and again, they would catch each other, tackle their sibling to the ground, and erupt in loud grunts and snarls as they rolled across the sand.  
 
    These little guys were only about two months old now, and they weren’t even walking upright, but they were already exhausting.  
 
    “He’ll be fine, Ben,” Lezan, the raccoon-woman with the multi-colored bowl cut, snickered. “When I was Jarin’s age, I was scaling trees almost three times the size of this wall.”  
 
    “We don’t know how much of the Coonag genes he inherited,” I reminded my lover. “Because if he climbs more like a dragonkin, then he’s gonna fall any second here.”  
 
    “You worry too much,” Nadir scoffed with a wave of her hand. “The children are fine. In fact, they are fairly tame for their age.”  
 
    “Tame?” I gulped.  
 
    “Their half-dragonkin blood has made them less dangerous than a pure-blooded Coonag,” Lezan clarified. “Normally by this age, the children would be begging to go out on their first hunt.”  
 
    “They’re two months old,” I reminded the raccoon-women. “And they can’t even walk or talk yet.”  
 
    “That’s irrelevant,” the athletic Coonag, Trin, spoke up. “Coonag are killers by instinct… They don’t need to have fully-developed minds or bodies to tap into their lethal nature.”  
 
    All of the Coonag women sat at a nearby table while they watched the kids play, and Nadir and Lezan both still had that “new mother” glow about them as they leaned back in their chairs and observed their children. Trin, Malak, and Jira made up the rest of the table, and all three of them laughed and hooted with glee at the sight before them.  
 
    Though they were all too “stoic” to say it aloud, these three children were a big deal. The kids Nadir, Lezan, and I had created were the first new Coonag children in years, at least since all the men and children of their island were wiped out by the orcs.  
 
    Malak had a child on the way, as well, and her belly was now as round as a pumpkin beneath her thick, hide armor. The raccoon-woman’s amber eyes were full of nostalgic joy as she rested her hand on her stomach and watched the Coonag children play, and I was sure she was thinking happy thoughts about our baby. Malak’s fuzzy black tail twitched back and forth behind her chair, and she let out a longing sigh.  
 
    My excitement quickly waned, however, when I turned back to Jarin.  
 
    There was the sound of crumbling stone, and the boy’s handhold broke away from the wall with a spray of stucco-y debris. Jarin’s arms and legs flailed as he plummeted downward, and then he slammed into the sand with a dull thud and laid there motionless.  
 
    “Jarin?” I shouted as I ran to the child.  
 
    Then I reached my son’s body, knelt down on the ground, and flipped him over in a hurry.  
 
    The second I did so, the child’s piercing blue eyes shot open, and a sharp smile spread across his mouth. Before I could even react, the damn rascal took a snap at me with his razor-sharp teeth and then flipped to his feet, which caused a soft spray of sand to splash up against my face.  
 
    I stumbled backward and spat out the gritty granules that had managed to make it into my mouth, all while Jarin scurried off to play with his siblings.  
 
    “Told you he’d be okay,” Lezan snickered. “It looks like he definitely inherited the dragonkin’s thick skin.”  
 
    “I’m just glad he’s alright,” I admitted as I wiped the sand off my face. “Even if he was being a little shit.”  
 
    “He won’t be alright if Isla sees what he just did to her wall,” the Dragonkin Queen Nerissa’s voice chuckled from the entrance of the courtyard.  
 
    “She’s already bitter about all the time it’s taken to repair the wall at the shore,” Mira’s voice added. “I certainly don’t want to be the one to tell her she’s got another one to fix.”  
 
    I turned back to see the two dragonkin sisters headed our way. The Queen’s light hair flowed behind her like a cascade of silver and seashells as she approached, and her pearl-colored scales glistened under the rays of the mid-afternoon sun.  
 
    Mira looked equally as radiant as she sashayed her hips and smiled at me beneath her golden eyes. The dragonkin warrior’s green hair was draped down onto her right shoulder, and the seashells entangled inside of the locks seemed to hold them motionlessly in place.  
 
    “You say ‘time it’s taken,’” I observed as I grinned at my two lovers. “As in past tense. Does that mean the repairs are finally done?”  
 
    “They are,” Mira confirmed with a nod. “It’s taken us two full moon cycles, but the wall has been completely repaired.”  
 
    “I just can’t believe how much fucking damage those dragons did to it,” I grumbled. “We spent almost a year building the damn thing, and they just about brought it down in seconds.”  
 
    “That is the nature of thunder dragons,” Nerissa sighed. “Or at least, that is what Jonas and the Cero women have told us. I’ll have to take their word for it, since I had never seen one until the goblins invaded.”  
 
    “Could you imagine?” I sighed as I began to think of all the possibilities before us. “If we had a couple of those things on our side, we’d never have to worry about cannon fire or arrows ever again. The thunder dragons could literally block a freaking blast from Bungal. From Bungal! The orcs wouldn’t stand a chance.”  
 
    “Need I remind you we killed not one, but two thunder dragons?” Mira chuckled. “I’m not sure they would be as invincible as you are predicting.”  
 
    “There’s one major difference between the thunder dragons the goblins brought and the ones we would have…” I trailed off. “We wouldn’t treat ours like slaves who only exist to conquer our enemies, and we wouldn’t torture them when we want to fulfill some sort of sick, sadistic fantasy. If we had thunder dragons, they would be our friends, just like George and his family and Tirian and Bungal and Swaer.”  
 
    “I suppose you are right,” Nerissa agreed. “Though that would require you to find a thunder dragon egg, no?”  
 
    “Stranger things have happened.” I shrugged. “Besides, if Bungal’s really going to take us to the council of dragons, we’re going to get introduced to a whole lot of potential allies.”  
 
    “Or enemies,” Mira warned. “Remember what Bungal said, Ben… The council of dragons doesn’t take well to strangers. Particularly ones who are not dragons. We can’t be doing much orc killing if we are all burned to ashes or eaten alive by twenty-six dragons.”  
 
    “Maybe me and you won’t,” I joked as I stepped over to Nerissa and threw my arm around her shoulder. “But it’s not like we’re taking our entire island on this journey. I’m sure Nerissa and Dalwen and Pae will lead their people in plenty of orc-killing activities if we end up biting the big one.”  
 
    “You know I don’t like it when you joke about that.” Nerissa frowned, and the edges of her eyes filled with tears. “I-I don’t know what I would do without you, Ben… And if I lost you and Mira at the same time? I don’t know if I could continue on.”  
 
    I turned toward the Dragonkin Queen, placed my hand softly against her cheek, and then rested my forehead against hers.  
 
    “I don’t plan on going anywhere any time soon,” I promised the beautiful dragonkin woman as I stared into her aquamarine eyes. “That would mean you’d have to raise Arrick and Meer all on your own, and I know just how much of a pain in the ass that would be.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Nerissa chuckled through a sniffle. “I love my two children to death, but they certainly can be a handful sometimes. I don’t see how you do it, with eleven children running around who call you ‘father.’”  
 
    “Soon to be even more,” Mira snickered. “You’ve got how many on the way?”  
 
    “Uhhhhhh… ” I did the math in my head. “Thirteen, I believe.”  
 
    “Thirteen?” Nerissa gasped. “That would mean--”  
 
    “Twenty-four children,” I confirmed. “And I’m nowhere near done yet. There are still plenty of women on this island who need to be impregnated, and it’s my duty to make sure they all have a child of their own. I mean, come on… I gotta help repopulate all these species.”  
 
    “What a thankless job,” Mira teased with a wink.  
 
    “Somebody has to do it.” I smirked and then ran my fingers through Nerissa’s silver hair.  
 
    “I, for one, cannot wait until my child arrives,” Malak spoke up as she approached our group. “Look at those little ones you have already, Ben. Soon, you’ll have another tiny Coonag boy or girl, hopefully one who is a bit more… Inquisitive than the others.”  
 
    “Are you trying to tell me you’re less crazy than the others?” I raised an eyebrow at the short-haired raccoon-woman. “Because I’ve watched you tear the flesh off an alligator’s bones with nothing but your bare teeth.”  
 
    “‘Less crazy’ doesn’t mean ‘nonviolent,’” Malak giggled. “I just think maybe our child will be more creative with their aggression. Perhaps they’ll learn to use their axes as a bludgeoning tool, rather than a cutting weapon. Or maybe they will realize they can kill an enemy quicker with their claws and teeth…”  
 
    “That’s all gonna be up to how his mother trains him,” I admitted. “Not that I’m worried about it. You’re one of the most resourceful people I’ve ever met, Malak.”  
 
    “Thank you, Ben.” The gray-haired woman smiled. “My resourcefulness is just getting started, though. Just wait until you see what I have planned for our next adventure.”  
 
    “Our next adventure?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Well, yeah,” Malak scoffed. “Did you really think I was going to let Nadir and Lezan have all the fun? Coonag women must stay close to their men, particularly when they get as far along in their pregnancy as I am.”  
 
    That was right. Even though Malak had been pregnant for a while, she hadn’t left the island since we had originally brought the Coonag women back. With her species’ need for mother-father bonding, it only made sense she would come with us on our next journey.  
 
    “I would have thought you’d want to come along sooner,” I admitted with a chuckle. “Lezan and Nadir both refused to leave my side the second they found out they were pregnant.”  
 
    “Please, Ben.” Malak winked. “Don’t compare me to my Coonag sisters. You should all know by now I’m much, much more in control of my emotions than they are. Besides, with the two leaders of our people gone, somebody needed to stay behind and lead the Coonag women of this island.”  
 
    “So, why now?” I raised an eyebrow at the gray-haired woman.  
 
    “I may have more control over my urges…” Malak shrugged. “But I am still a Coonag. My instincts had to take over eventually, and they make me want to be near you. Also, if Nadir and Lezan are sitting out this adventure, then that means they will be around to lead the Coonag.”  
 
    “Come on, Draco Rex,” Lezan teased. “What sort of a voyage would it be without any Coonag at all?”  
 
    Even then, it still made me uncomfortable to bring somebody this far along in their pregnancy on a treacherous adventure.  
 
    “Uh-oh,” Nadir mused as she looked over at our group. “I know that expression. What’s on your mind, Ben?”  
 
    “It’s just… I don’t want our child to get hurt,” I sighed. “You’re way further along than Nadir and Lezan were on most of their adventures.”  
 
    “Lezan and Nadir quite literally gave birth on the last adventure!” Malak noted as she pointed at my kids.  
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed. “And I don’t want to be in that situation again. It all turned out okay in the moment, but it could have ended up way, way worse.”  
 
    “No way,” Nadir protested. “Bungal was around, and he wasn’t going to let anyone touch our babies. Just like he won’t let anyone touch Malak or her child.”  
 
    “Wait,” I gasped. “Does that mean you’re not coming along to the council of dragons?”  
 
    “I wish I was,” the Coonag leader sighed. “But I can’t. I have to stick around to watch Hokir and Terra. They are nowhere near ready to be watched by anyone other than a full-blooded Coonag, and I most certainly don’t want anybody else training them!”  
 
    “Same here,” Lezan interjected. “These are the most formative moon cycles of a Coonag child’s life. This is where they will learn to hone in on their killer instincts and perfect their technique with the battle-axe. What kind of a mother would I be if I missed that?”  
 
    I guess I couldn’t argue there.  
 
    “You’ll always be damn good mothers, the both of you,” I proclaimed. “Battle-axe training or not.”  
 
    Just then, I heard a loud thud, and another bit of concrete fell away from the wall.  
 
    “Jarin!” Lezan huffed as she turned back to our child. “What did I tell you about climbing that wall?”  
 
    The boy turned to his mother with a sad expression and eyes on the verge of tears, and his tail was slumped behind him, completely limp, as he furrowed his brow.  
 
    “Seriously,” I added. “Isla’s gonna be pissed if you keep destroying her wall. Listen to your mother and stop climbing up it.”  
 
    “That’s not what I was going to tell him at all,” Lezan clarified. “I am just getting sick of telling Jarin he needs to watch his hand-holds when climbing, and he needs to use his front claws to get a better grip.”  
 
    “Of course.” I rolled my eyes before I turned back to Nerissa. “How’s everybody else holding up? Are they all passed out on the beach?”  
 
    “Most of the dragonkin retired to their huts,” Nerissa explained. “As did the Cero, Spindrel, Niralope, and Morpho people. They needed their rest.”  
 
    “I’m sure they did,” I agreed. “We’ve all been working like crazy to get the wall fixed, and now we can finally rest easy after two long months.”  
 
    “Now, we can get back to the important things,” Mira chuckled. “Such as celebrating this glorious occasion.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Nerissa nodded firmly. “I do believe a feast is in order. I’ll get Hali and Baratu started on the preparations at once.”  
 
    “Awwww,” Nadir proclaimed. “It will be the twins’ first real feast!”  
 
    “Other than the two monthly feasts we’ve had,” Malak chuckled.  
 
    “The kids were all too young to remember those ones, though,” I reminded the Coonag woman. “It’ll be the first feast Algon and Nirali can remember, too.”  
 
    “They have no clue what they are in for,” Mira mused. “When the dragonkin celebrate such a momentous occasion, we celebrate hard.”  
 
    “I dunno…” I shrugged. “The Cero people certainly gave you a run for your money. I haven’t been that hungover since college.”  
 
    “College?” Nerissa asked as she and Mira both quirked their heads to the side.  
 
    “It’s a place where you go to learn,” I explained. “And party. Actually, I did a lot more partying than I did studying, which is probably why I ended up in the Coast Guard. But still! It was a fucking blast.”  
 
    “Then we shall have Zamwae create a festival that makes this ‘college’ look terrible,” Mira declared. “If anyone can do it, it’s her.”  
 
    “Let’s not get too ahead of ourselves,” I warned as I waggled my finger. “I want to see the wall in all its finished glory before we celebrate. Who knows? It could be one small gust of wind away from collapsing in on itself.”  
 
    “Highly doubtful,” Nerissa chuckled. “Though I suppose the Draco Rex should get the final say in these matters.”  
 
    “Do you guys think you can handle the little ones?” I asked the Coonag women. “I’m not gonna come back to find they’re all trying to tear each other’s throats out, am I?”  
 
    “No promises.” Nadir winked.  
 
    “Go, Ben,” Malak chuckled. “We all have plenty of experience dealing with Coonag children. We shall be fine.”  
 
    I had to admit I was still a bit nervous as I turned away from the raccoon-women, but all I could do was push the little voice in the back of my head down into the darkest pits of my soul and completely ignore it as I headed for the doorway of the courtyard.  
 
    Nerissa and Mira were right behind me, and we walked through the winding corridors of the dragonkin palace until we reached the main entrance. We exited out into the humid, breezy jungle and then walked practically in unison down the pathway to the beach.  
 
    When the three of us finally arrived at the wall, we saw a handful of familiar faces.  
 
    From afar, I saw the Niralope archers Theora and Nima standing guard atop the structure. They both had their bows in their hands as they scanned the horizon for any signs of threats, and they were both ready to strike their enemies down before they even had a chance to reach the shore.  
 
    Just at the foot of the wall sat a small circle of my friends, made up of men and women of several different races. First, I saw my daughter Marella, who sat across from the Spindrel boy, Kehlaan.  
 
    Of course, he was here. The kid was completely obsessed with Marella, even though she wanted just about nothing to do with him.  
 
    Next to my daughter were the Cero women Batari, Ashanti, and Rikuri. The three of them were very close friends and practically inseparable, so it came as no surprise to me that they were huddled next to each other. The furry red wind dragon Swaer was wrapped around Batari’s neck like a Gucci scarf, and he was so limp that for a second I thought he was dead, but my fears dissipated when the little guy peered up from Batari’s shoulder and twitched his long, yellow, noodle-like whiskers.  
 
    Next to the rhino-women sat the deer-woman Ainsley and our resident dragonkin healer Talise, both of whom had a small child wrapped up in their arms. Rounding out the group was Ahwara, the orange-haired butterfly-woman who quite literally floated like a butterfly and stung like a bee.  
 
    “What’s going on, motley crew?” I chuckled as I walked up to my friends. “What are you all doing down here? I thought the wall was all done?”  
 
    “We needed to test it,” Rikuri explained as she pointed back at the structure with her thumb. “So, we had Swaer give it a few gusts of his wind breath.”  
 
    “And?” I prompted.  
 
    It’s still standing, isn’t it? Swaer chuckled. I gave it my all, Ben… I swear I tried like, five times.  
 
    “Don’t apologize,” I chuckled. “I’m happy to hear it held up against your wind breath. Maybe next time the orcs or their cronies come to our island, they won’t even be able to put a dent in this bad boy.”  
 
    The second the words left my mouth, I felt the atmosphere completely change. My friends all went silent as their smiles faded into concerned frowns, and some of them awkwardly fidgeted as they glanced back at the wall.  
 
    “It better stay up,” Ahwara finally broke the silence with a chuckle. “I’m not building this thing again!”  
 
    “How often do the orcs attack here?” Kehlaan questioned. “I thought you said this island was safe?”  
 
    “It is safe,” I argued. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t have our close calls…”  
 
    “But the goblin attack was like, a one-time thing,” the Spindrel boy continued. “Right?”  
 
    “It’s not,” Marella sighed and rolled her eyes. “We’ve been attacked at least three times, and that is just in my lifetime.”  
 
    “I’m afraid this island is like forbidden fruit to the orcs,” Nerissa explained. “Though they killed our men and our dragons long ago, they have never been able to truly conquer it. Now that the Draco Rex is around, they have not even been able to set foot beyond our beaches, and I know that drives them crazy.”  
 
    “They will certainly be back,” Marella confirmed. “I have seen it in my visions.”  
 
    “You have?” I asked, and my heart skipped a beat in my chest. “When are they coming back?”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” my daughter admitted. “Lately, it has been hard to pinpoint the timeline of my visions. Jonas has been trying to teach me the power of foresight recently, so everything is muddled up.”  
 
    “Don’t you already have foresight?” Kehlaan questioned. “You told me the gods told you there was no chance we were ending up together.”  
 
    “I didn’t need the gods to tell me that one,” Marella laughed. “I had premonitions before. Now, I’m trying to see things in the more immediate future… I’m talking seconds or minutes, rather than days or months or even years. The only problem is it all starts to blend together right now.”  
 
    “Hopefully, we won’t see an attack for some time,” I mumbled. “But I know they’ll never stop coming, and they’ll just keep making stronger and stronger efforts until they eventually bring down this wall. That’s why it’s so important we have Bungal get us to the council of dragons, so they can help us find a place where we can be free of these fuckers once and for all.”  
 
    “Imagine,” Ainsley sighed longingly. “A life free of orcs.”  
 
    “Well, that’s not gonna happen until we wipe them off the face of the planet,” I chuckled. “But if we lived in a secret location, we at least wouldn’t have all these fucking invasions happening on a regular basis.”  
 
    “We could fight the orcs on our terms.” Ahwara nodded. “And our terms only.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “It’d be us doing the invading and going on the offensive. Contrary to popular belief, the best offense is a good offense, and not a good defense.”  
 
    “I just hope the wall will remain intact until you find us a new home,” Nerissa observed. “If the orcs show up again while you are gone…”  
 
    “Then you’ll use all the training I’ve given you to kick their asses,” I reassured the Dragonkin Queen. “Or you could just sic all the Coonag children on ‘em. That’d probably end the battle reaaaallllly quick.”  
 
    “I don’t even know if I’d wish that on the orcs,” Mira joked. “In fact, I--”  
 
    “Draco Rex!” a familiar voice huffed from the pathway. “Nerissa!”  
 
    I turned around to see a very pregnant Hali bounding through the jungle. Her breasts were full and plump, and I couldn’t help but stare at their jiggle as they bounced in time with the woman’s red hair. Hali came to a skidding stop just before our group, and she doubled over as she tried to catch her breath.  
 
    “Breathe, Hali.” Talise jumped up and placed her hand on the dragonkin cook’s shoulder. “Short, shallow breaths.”  
 
    “What’s wrong, my dear?” Nerissa implored.  
 
    “It’s-- It’s the clucker birds,” Hali explained through huffs. “I just went out to harvest some eggs and-- and-- something jumped out of the sand and gobbled one up!”  
 
    “Gobbled up a chicken?” I gasped.  
 
    “Like George or Bungal with a boar,” Hali confirmed.  
 
    “Son of a bitch…” I growled as I began to run toward the jungle path.  
 
    Those chickens were one of the few sustainable food sources we had left on this island, and I’d be damned if I was gonna let them all be taken away by some random creature that wanted them for its supper.  
 
    I didn’t know what awaited me at the chicken coop, but one thing was for sure.  
 
    It had picked the wrong fucking time to mess with the Draco Rex. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “Slow down, Ben!” Mira huffed from somewhere way behind me on the pathway. “We don’t know what this creature is… It’d be unwise to try and fight it all on your own!”  
 
    He’s not on his own, Swaer argued with a cackle as his small, furry body zipped into my peripheral vision. It’s not my fault you guys are all slower than a bug caught in throatsilk!  
 
    Ahwara’s slender, pink-winged figure appeared at my other side, and I kept in time with my flying crewmates as we headed for the chicken coops. I didn’t stop my sprint as I continued on past the dragonkin palace and ran deeper and deeper into the overgrowth of the jungle. Eventually, I came to the clearing where the coop was located, and my entire body went numb.  
 
    Even though all the cages were still intact, several holes had been burrowed up from beneath the dirt under them. Holes that were surrounded by splatters of blood and a few stray chicken feathers.  
 
    Two of the coops had been cleaned out completely, though there were still three more remaining.  
 
    “I don’t know where this fucking thing is,” I announced to Ahwara and Swaer. “But we can’t let it eat any more of our chickens. Unless you guys want to go back to living without eggs and poultry on our menu.”  
 
    I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy, Swaer confirmed.  
 
    “How are we going to stop this creature?” Ahwara asked as she unfolded her iron fan-blade. “For all we know, it could be long gone.”  
 
    “It’s not,” I reassured the Morpho woman. “Look at that blood. It’s fresh… I’m sure this bastard thinks our coops are some sort of all you can eat buffet, and he’ll be back at any second.”  
 
    “We don’t know that, though,” Ahwara sighed. “If he really just cleaned out two whole coops, then he could very well be full right now.”  
 
    Damn it, Ahwara was right. For all we knew, the creature could have just come up, snatched up a bunch of our chickens, and then returned to whatever dark pit he crawled out of.  
 
    That was when it hit me.  
 
    We could find out exactly where this thing was, even if it wasn’t actively hunting right now. And if this plan worked out, we could easily flush the fucker out into the open.  
 
    “Alright, Swaer,” I announced to the wind dragon. “I’ve got a job for you. It’s really dangerous, and pretty dirty… But it’s important.”  
 
    I’ll be the judge of that, the tiny red guy chuckled.  
 
    “You see those tunnels the creature has made?” I asked as I pointed to the disturbed ground around the empty coops.  
 
    Ohhhh, Swaer grumbled. I don’t like where this is going. 
 
    “I know, I know,” I agreed. “You’re the only one that could fit down there, though.”  
 
    So, what? the wind dragon mused. It’s not like I’ll be able to see anything down there. Those tunnels will be pitch-black.  
 
    “You won’t even have to go in all the way,” I explained. “They should all be interconnected anyway, so if you stick your head down into the hole and use your wind breath…”  
 
    “It’ll disturb the beast, and he’ll come out to fight.” Ahwara grinned. “Great idea, Ben.”  
 
    I don’t have to go all the way in? Swaer asked, and his whiskers twitched lightly with fear.  
 
    “You don’t,” I confirmed. “Just enough to flush the fucker out.”  
 
    Okay. Swaer took a deep breath as I walked over to one of the empty coops, unfastened the uneven wooden door, and then opened it up for the dragon. The wind dragon’s whiskers flicked back and forth like two limp noodles as he hesitated, but then the little guy lifted up into the air and slithered into the coop.  
 
    “What-- what did we miss?” Marella gasped as she sprinted into view and then doubled over.  
 
    The three Cero women and the four dragonkin women were only a few paces behind my daughter, and everyone expressed their curiosity as they watched Swaer head toward the hole in the ground.  
 
    “Uhhh,” I inquired as I looked around. “Where are the babies?”  
 
    “We left them with Ainsley,” Marella noted. “She offered to stay behind and watch them while we followed you.”  
 
    “What’s he doing?” Sela questioned as she pointed to Swaer.  
 
    “He’s going to flush out the thing that’s eating our chickens,” Ahwara explained. “Be ready to attack.”  
 
    Talise and Hali both drew their seaglass daggers, while Mira and Sela clicked the ends of their spears together in a display of mutual respect before they twirled them around and held them at the ready.  
 
    Meanwhile, Ashanti pulled her short bow off her shoulders and nocked an arrow into its string, and Batari and Rikuri drew their strange sword-spear weapons.  
 
    Ugh, Swaer’s high-pitched voice gagged. It smells like rotting meat in here!  
 
    “That’s not surprising,” I chuckled. “Considering there’s probably a bunch of chicken corpses in those tunnels. Just get this bastard to the surface, and we’ll all take care of him from there.”  
 
    Alright, the dragon announced. Get ready…  
 
    Swaer had the entire front half of his body stuck down into the hole, and then his entire furry figure puffed out for a brief second as he inhaled and prepared to attack. The next thing I knew, I heard the dragon let out a massive gust of wind, and blasts of hot air erupted from the surrounding holes like Old Faithful.  
 
    Then we heard the sound we wanted to hear.  
 
    Somewhere, deep within the ground, arose a gargled, annoyed shriek.  
 
    Followed by another. And then another.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks,” Batari gasped. “There are multiple creatures!”  
 
    “Good.” Rikuri grinned as she tightened her grip on her sword-spear. “That means even more of them to kill.”  
 
    The shrieks continued from deep beneath the soil as Swaer blew out the blasts of hot air in long, drawn-out spurts, and then I noticed the ground was shaking a few feet away from the wind dragon.  
 
    “Swaer, watch out!” I called out as I flung open the coop door and sprang into action.  
 
    A small mound appeared at the surface of the soil seconds before one of the creatures popped up into the air like a dolphin jumping out of the water, but this thing was no fucking dolphin.  
 
    I quickly lashed out with my seaglass sword, and there was a yelp accompanied by a splash of crimson as my blade severed the creature’s head from its spine. The monster’s headless body went limp and slammed into the ground, and I got a better look at what we were dealing with.  
 
    The beast was about the size of a greyhound, with a body covered from head to toe in black, slimy scales. The creature had two feet located halfway up its figure that were attached directly to its snake-like torso, which itself tapered into two points on both ends. The thing’s severed head laid there with its mouth agape, and I could see the rows of small, razor-sharp teeth inside its maw. They were only about the size of a thumbtack point, but there were hundreds of the damn things. The beast’s head was narrow, probably a feature that allowed it to burrow into things with ease, and its eyes were completely milky with no pupils whatsoever.  
 
    These were certainly ugly motherfuckers, but I didn’t really have time to admire them.  
 
    I heard the dirt stir behind me, and I was able to spin around just in time to see another worm-lizard burst forth with its jaws open wide.  
 
    I held my sword up vertically and braced for impact. There was the clang of bone on stone as the monster wrapped its jaws around my blade, and for a moment I wondered how the hell it could grip the seaglass, but I didn’t have time for useless thoughts, so I quickly used its own momentum against it.  
 
    With the creature still on my sword, I spun around, raised it high, and then slammed it against the ground as hard as I possibly could.  
 
    The beast let out a whimper as it let go of my weapon and rolled to the left, and then it burrowed down into the dirt and out of sight before I could finish it off.  
 
    All around me, the sound of more approaching creatures caused the ground to tremble.  
 
    “Get ready!” Mira called out. “These fuckers of mothers are everywhere!”  
 
    Another one of the lizard-burrowers jumped out of the ground and dove straight for Sela’s legs.  
 
    Thankfully, the green-scaled dragonkin warrior was quick on her feet, and she simply jumped out of danger’s path before the monster’s jaws could clamp down on her. Sela parried the assault with the blunt end of her spear, and the dangerous creature tumbled across the ground with a furious huff. However, before the dragonkin woman could end her opponent, he flipped onto his belly, shoved his face down into the dirt, and burrowed away like a terrified mole.  
 
    “These creatures are fast,” Sela grumbled. “We must try to stay one step ahead of them if we want any chance at victory.”  
 
    “We need to worry about the chickens before we worry about victory,” I said as I just barely ducked out of the way of another burrower. “Marella and Swaer? Do you think you can defend the remaining coops while we handle these bastards?”  
 
    “I’ll do my best, Father,” Marella promised as she drew her seaglass dagger from her belt. “After all the training from Sela, and the sparring I’ve done with Arrick and Kehlaan, these ugly lizards won’t stand a chance.”  
 
    “Just remember,” I reminded my daughter and the wind dragon. “Your main objective is to keep the chickens alive, not to kill these monsters. Don’t try to play hero.”  
 
    I wasn’t even thinking about it, Swaer admitted as he pulled his head out of the burrow. Then the little wind dragon let out a slight chuff before he slithered into the air and zipped around the side of the chicken coop.  
 
    Marella dashed over to one of the remaining coops, popped open the door, and then shooed the chickens out of the way as Swaer ducked inside. The feathered critters clucked wildly and began to flutter around like mad when they saw the deadly dragon enter their pen, but Marella was quick to close the door behind Swaer.  
 
    My daughter then pulled open the door of the second coop, ran in, and took a fighting stance as she prepared to defend one of our most valuable assets.  
 
    Meanwhile, the rest of us were under a full-on assault.  
 
    Mounds of dirt sprouted up like we were in a life-sized game of whack-a-mole as the two-footed lizards emerged from the ground all around us. I was just able to dodge one of the beast’s jaws before I twisted around, lashed out with my sword, and nicked the fucker in the tail.  
 
    Blood spurted from the fresh wound as the lizard let out a yelp, but the blow wasn’t fatal. My enemy hit the ground with his head down and then disappeared below the soil with a spritz of brown dirt, and I turned around just in time to watch the Cero women fend off their attackers.  
 
    Rikuri snarled with rage as she flipped her spear-sword in her hand, spun around, and took a backward stab at the burrower. The tip of her crude metal weapon missed the lizard by inches, but she took another shot at the fucker. Without a second of hesitation, the hornless Cero twirled her spear-sword back into an upright position and forced it upward, and she skewered the worm-lizard right up through its lower body.  
 
    The creature shrieked in agony as its momentum was halted, but it didn’t let up on its assault. The lizard twisted its body around, opened its blood-covered jaws wide, and lunged at Rikuri’s throat.  
 
    Thankfully, Ashanti was on the case.  
 
    There was a thwip of an incoming arrow, followed by a spray of crimson blood as the projectile stabbed through the side of the lizard’s head. The creature’s slender, forked tongue flopped out of its mouth as its entire body went limp, and Rikuri tossed its lifeless corpse off to the side.  
 
    “You can thank me for that later,” Ashanti teased as she readied her bow once more.  
 
    “Thank you?” Rikuri snickered. “After all the times I’ve saved your ass, I’d say that makes us even, if anything.”  
 
    “The heat of battle isn’t the time for bickering, ladies!” Batari grumbled as she side-stepped a jumping lizard, seconds before it would have latched onto her arm.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Rikuri mused. “There’s never a better time!”  
 
    “Indeed,” Ashanti agreed as she released an arrow at an unsuspecting target. “There’s nothing wrong with a bit of friendly banter amongst friends, especially when the banter could be the very last words they ever say to each other.”  
 
    “Exactly,” the brunette, hornless rhino-woman said. “I don’t know about you, Batari, but I would hate for my last words to be something sorrowful or dumb.”  
 
    “That’s gonna be hard to accomplish,” Ashanti teased. “Especially the latter.”  
 
    “Careful,” Rikuri warned. “Or the next time I take a swing at one of these monsters, I might just ‘miss’ and hit your shooting arm.”  
 
    “You couldn’t hit a target that precise if Tembori himself tasked it to you,” Ashanti shot back without missing a beat.  
 
    “They make our banter look tame,” Mira chuckled to Sela as she parried an incoming worm-lizard. “If someone saw those two first, they’d think we were best friends or something.”  
 
    Hali and Talise, the two dragonkin women least akin to doing battle, stood back-to-back with their seaglass daggers drawn and held out before them. The women’s hands trembled with fear as they awaited an assault from the jumping scaly fuckers, and I knew that even with all their training, it was going to be a struggle for them.  
 
    We’d spent a lot of time training these women to fight against the likes of orcs and wargs, but we couldn’t account for everything this crazy world could throw at us. Hali was a cook, and Talise was a healer. Even if they had basic combat skills, they weren’t natural warriors like the rest of my crewmates here right now. They couldn’t adjust their fighting styles on the fly or strategize three steps ahead of their opponent.  
 
    I just hoped they had enough of a killer instinct to protect themselves for now.  
 
    One of the lizard creatures sprang forth from the ground, and Hali let out a shrill gasp as she stabbed at it with her dagger. The dragonkin cook missed by half a mile, but Talise quickly yanked her to the right and out of harm’s way before the creature could do any damage.  
 
    The two dragonkin women tumbled to the ground, rolled for a second, and then jumped back up to their feet. Their eyes were as wide as dinner plates as they exchanged a panicked glance, but they both started to laugh with relief.  
 
    Yeah, they’d be fine.  
 
    Then two of the black-scaled beasts jumped out of the ground on both sides of my body and attempted to entrap me in some sort of flanking maneuver.  
 
    I tucked myself into a ball and somersaulted forward before their jaws had a chance to stab my flesh, but by the time I was back on my feet, the fuckers were in the ground and gone.  
 
    Fucking hell. These guys were way too fast. Sure, we’d been able to kill a couple of them so far, but that had all been pure luck.  
 
    I glanced over to my right and saw just how frustrated Ahwara was getting with the situation.  
 
    The orange-haired butterfly-woman grunted and growled as she slashed at the worm-lizards with her open fan-blade, all to no avail. The iron spines of her weapon slashed at nothing but air as she spun, slashed, and jabbed at the creatures that leapt all around her like a school of Asian carp.  
 
    “How are we supposed to kill these things?” Ahwara finally hissed. “They’re gone before I can even line up an attack!”  
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Ashanti teased. “I’m doing just fine.”  
 
    “You’ve only killed one,” Rikuri laughed. “And that was because I skewered him first.”  
 
    “I’ve hit several of the beasts,” the Cero with the shaved head argued as she released another arrow.  
 
    The projectile zipped through the air and barely missed the tail of a worm-lizard, which caused Rikuri to cackle with glee.  
 
    “You are aware ‘hitting’ isn’t the same as ‘killing,’ right?” Rikuri mocked.  
 
    “I don’t see you doing much better,” Ashanti mumbled under her breath.  
 
    Gah! Swaer’s high-pitched voice gasped from inside the coop. How am I supposed to see with all these clucker bird feathers everywhere?  
 
    Sure enough, the chickens were still going wild inside of the coop. White, black, and brown feathers fluttered all around the cage as the birds squawked and flew around the cage like dollar bills in a wind tunnel, all while Swaer twisted and turned around to watch them.  
 
    “Just attack anything that isn’t us or a bird,” I ordered the wind dragon.  
 
    Easy for you to say, Swaer mused. You’re not the one who’s stuck in a tornado of feathers!  
 
    “Hi-yah!” Marella shouted as she lunged out of the coop doorway at an incoming worm-lizard.  
 
    My daughter wasn’t able to land a killing blow on the beast, but her seaglass blade sliced a deep gash across the face of the bastard, and he retreated down into the dirt.  
 
    Son of a bitch. Despite our best efforts, the worm-lizards were still trying to get inside the coops.  
 
    I ducked down just as another black-scaled beast sprang from the earth, but this time, I tried a new approach. Instead of trying to dodge the creature and accidentally putting myself out of attack range, I fell to my knees, held up my seaglass sword above my head, and let the fucker come to me.  
 
    The worm-lizard let out a gurgled cry as his momentum carried him across the tip of my blade, and there was a tearing sound as his abdomen was sliced open and released his internal organs to the air. Warm, wet blood and guts rained down on me from above, and I shuddered as I was bathed in my gory victory.  
 
    Yeah, I was definitely gonna have to throw this shirt out. Or soak it in a bathtub full of club soda, at the least.  
 
    I’d killed another creature, but the fight was nowhere near finished. I’d gotten lucky again, and we needed a lot more than dumb luck to finish this battle.  
 
    These lizards were obviously blind, so how did they know where to attack? Did they simply hear us moving around and talking? Do they navigate using freaking echolocation? Or maybe vibrations in the ground?  
 
    We needed to find out, and we needed to find out fast.  
 
    It was time for the Draco Rex to try a little bit of trial and error.  
 
    “Don’t make any noise!” I called out to my friends. “I think these bastards’ attacks might be based on sound.”  
 
    Oh, that should be easy, Swaer grumbled as he watched the chickens clucking and cawing around him.  
 
    The rest of my friends got the memo, however, and they began to move with the grace of stalking jaguars. They tip-toed around the landscape as they tried to lash out at their enemies, but they didn’t release any battle cries or playful banter.  
 
    However, the fucking lizards kept coming.  
 
    “Mira!” I warned my dragonkin lover. “At your feet!”  
 
    The golden-scaled dragonkin woman sprang backward in an instant, just as one of the lizards erupted from the ground in front of her. Mira wasted no time in skewering the bastard with the end of her spear, and the creature writhed in agony as she slammed it against the ground. Then Mira lifted up the worm-lizard once more before she started to bang it repeatedly into the dirt. Eventually, there was a wet pop, and the black-scaled beast went limp.  
 
    “So much for that theory,” Sela sighed before she parried another attacker.  
 
    Fucking hell. So their attacks weren’t based on sound.  
 
    These guys made plenty of noises, but they didn’t seem to be clicking like a bat or a dolphin.  
 
    That pretty much ruled out echolocation.  
 
    Maybe it really was simply the vibrations in the ground?  
 
    “Stop moving!” I hissed.  
 
    “Are you crazy?” Rikuri scoffed. “We may as well be widehorns on an open plain.”  
 
    “Just stop moving around!” I repeated. “You can still defend yourselves if you need to, but don’t run or roll or dodge. We are going to Kevin Bacon this.” 
 
    “Who?” Sela asked.  
 
    “There is a movie from my world where they fight ground worm creatures. It was called Tremors, and it was awesome.” I planted my feet firmly in place as I ducked out of the way of an incoming worm-lizard, but my lower body remained as motionless as a statue.  
 
    All around me, my friends began to copy my actions. The Cero women halted in place, while Hali and Talise stood as still as deer caught in the headlights. Ahwara hung a few feet off the ground as she beat her wings softly, while Mira and Sela stood firm with their spears in the ground.  
 
    Unfortunately, Swaer didn’t have the ability to remain motionless since he was trying to calm down a flock of panicked birds.  
 
    The chickens still jumped around the coop as they ran in circles and clucked, and I could see the frustration on the wind dragon’s face from all the way over here.  
 
    That was when the worm-lizards descended on the poor guy and his clucking charges.  
 
    Dozens of dirt mounds appeared around the coop, and then the entire pack of the scaly fuckers leapt out with their mouths wide-open.  
 
    Holy boar peckers! Swaer gulped when he saw the incoming assault.  
 
    The furry red wind dragon quickly extended his tiny paw toward the front of the coop, and his noodle-like whiskers began to twitch. Suddenly, the air around the entire chicken coop began to swirl in a clockwise motion as it howled like an incoming freight train. Dirt was kicked up into the air as the mystical tornado surrounded the coop in its protective embrace, and every single one of the worm-lizards were tossed off into the forest like scaly ragdolls.  
 
    “That’s my bondmate!” Batari declared with a wide grin.  
 
    “I think that also just confirmed my theory,” I announced to the group. “They stopped attacking us when we stopped moving, and they immediately went to the spot with the most commotion. They’re fucking tracking the vibrations we make from in the ground.”  
 
    “And what in Cacoo’s name do we do with that information?” Ahwara questioned. “We cannot kill them unless they are out of the ground, and they won’t come anywhere near us unless they feel us moving around.”  
 
    “That’s where you come in, my dear,” I explained to the pregnant butterfly-woman. “You and Swaer. Anybody want to trade places with the little guy?”  
 
    “We will!” Hali and Talise said in unison.  
 
    “You heard them, Swaer,” I called out to the wind dragon. “Get out here and help us kick these creatures’ scaly asses.”  
 
    The two dragonkin women darted toward the cage, and the vibrations from their movement was enough to attract the attention of the worm-lizards. Several mounds of dirt darted toward Talise and Hali as they ran across the battlefield, and I knew the bastards were prepared to tear the healer and the cook limb from limb.  
 
    “I can take one of them,” Ashanti announced as she took aim with her bow. “But only one.”  
 
    “This is where you come in, Ahwara and Swaer,” I explained to the two airborne combatants. “If you’re not on the ground, these bastards won’t feel your vibrations. And if they don’t feel the vibrations of your movement--”  
 
    “They won’t know we’re even there!” Ahwara declared. “Brilliant, Ben.”  
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “You can both take them out from the sky, and they won’t have any fucking clue what hit them. Literally.”  
 
    Just then, about five of the black-scaled worm-lizards sprang from the ground with their mouths wide-open and at the ready.  
 
    Ashanti shot one of her arrows into a worm-lizard’s side, and the fucker was knocked completely off his trajectory.  
 
    At the same time, Ahwara zipped across the landscape under the power of her wings, held her closed fan-blade out in front of her body, and stabbed it into another worm-lizard’s body with a wet shluck. Then, while her weapon was still in the lizard’s body, she opened up the fan and sliced him clean in two with a spray of crimson blood.  
 
    Swaer got in on the action, as well. The little fuzzy wind dragon slithered through the air, inhaled deeply, and then unleashed a hurricane-level gust of wind straight into the path of the incoming worm-lizards.  
 
    The dark creatures let out squeals of surprise as they were blown away into the jungle, and the path was now clear.  
 
    Hali and Talise jumped into the chicken coop, went back-to-back once more, and began to turn in a circle with their daggers drawn.  
 
    “Good job,” I commended my friends. “Now, try to keep that momentum up with the rest of us.”  
 
    “The rest of us?” Sela protested. “I’m not sure I like where this is going, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Please tell me we aren’t going to be live bait,” Rikuri grumbled.  
 
    “I could tell you that,” I admitted. “But it’d be a filthy lie. I want you guys to cause as much fucking chaos as you possibly can. Stomp the ground… Kick up dirt… Whatever it takes. Just get those scaly bastards away from the coops and out of the ground, and then those three can do the rest.”  
 
    “So, our lives are in the hands of Ashanti,” Rikuri huffed. “That makes me feel wonderful.”  
 
    “She won’t miss,” I reassured the hornless Cero woman. “I’ve seen Ashanti shoot before, and I know we’re all in good hands. Besides, if she misses, we’ll have the other two to back us up. Now… Are you ready?”  
 
    My friends all gave me nods of confirmation, so we got to work.  
 
    I took off to the right with heavy, plodding footfalls. I made sure to stomp my boots into the ground as hard as I could with every step I took, and soon I saw several mounds of dirt appear around me.  
 
    Three of the worm-lizards jumped out with a snarl, but I was more than ready for them.  
 
    Or maybe I should say Swaer was ready for them.  
 
    The little red wind dragon shot over, summoned a miniature tornado out of thin air, and caught one of the worm-lizards in its clutches, and the creature screamed as it was flung hundreds of feet into the air and taken completely out of the picture. Swaer then quickly zipped forward with his mouth open wide and sunk his jaws into the second worm-lizard mid-air, and then he spun around and used the fucker like a makeshift sledgehammer. Swaer smashed the second worm-lizard into the first and sent that bastard rolling across the ground.  
 
    The lone surviving worm-lizard burrowed underground to safety as Swaer held his head high, with his opponent still in his jaws. The little red wind dragon then took a deep breath and exhaled sharply. As he did so, his wind breath literally tore through the body of the worm-lizard, and bits of blood and guts sprayed up into the sky like a geyser of gore. Once the beast was dead, Swaer simply flung its corpse off into the woods.  
 
    Seconds later, the first worm-lizard came back down, smashed into the ground, and went limp after a vicious wet “pop.”  
 
    “Nice job, Swaer!” I proclaimed as I scratched the furry dragon under his chin. “Two for the price of one.”  
 
    I turned to see several more worm-lizards now laid on the ground. Some of them were already dead, while others writhed in pain with arrows jutting out of their bodies and large gashes across their torsos.  
 
    As I did the math mentally, I counted only one of the fuckers left over.  
 
    The one that had just escaped Swaer’s wrath.  
 
    Suddenly, I saw the mound appear across the battlefield, but my heart dropped when I realized where it was headed.  
 
    The bastard was going right for the coop with Marella.  
 
    There was no way any of us would make it there in time, so I had to resort to the most desperate of measures. I drew my pink-stone dagger from its sheath, held it like a throwing knife, and tried to take aim at the worm-lizard.  
 
    Still, I had no idea when he was gonna rear his ugly head, and I needed to be precise with my throw.  
 
    That was when it hit me.  
 
    “Marella!” I called out to my daughter. “Can you use your foresight right now?”  
 
    “I-I don’t know!” my daughter protested. “I haven’t mastered the technique yet.”  
 
    “Honey, I need you to try,” I said in my most calm voice, even though I was panicking. “Like, right now. Like… Now, now!”  
 
    Without another word, Marella slammed her eyes shut, sheathed her dagger, and held out her arms like a meditating buddha. She whispered something inaudible underneath her breath, and my heart pounded like a bass drum when I saw the mound completely vanish.  
 
    Now, I had no fucking clue where the last worm-lizard was.  
 
    It was all up to Marella and me to finish the fight, and that would all depend on both of our skills.  
 
    I-I see him jumping out of the ground! Marella’s voice echoed in my head. He’s coming right for me, Dad!  
 
    “When and where?” I demanded via the dragonbond. “Just tell me when and where, Marella!”  
 
    My entire body shook as I waited for a further response, and I couldn’t even hear myself think over the sound of my rapid pulse.  
 
    Now! Marella cried. To my left, about ten feet out!  
 
    I hauled back and launched my dagger as hard as I could, right at the spot Marella had identified. The dagger spun end over end for nearly ten feet, and there was no sign of the fucker to be seen.  
 
    The tension in the air was so thick I could cut it with a knife, and I held my breath as I waited to see if my daughter was right or not.  
 
    That was when the mound appeared.  
 
    The last worm-lizard jumped out of the ground, and there was a dull “thunk” as the pink blade of my dagger stabbed into his temple. The lizard let out an inhuman hiss as he fell to the ground, writhed for a second, and then went limp.  
 
    I fell to my knees as I let out a long, deep sigh of relief and hung my head.  
 
    Holy shit, that had been close. Had Marella been a few feet off with her prediction, or if I was two seconds later, she would be dead right now.  
 
    Instead, my friends and I had defeated our invaders, and we’d saved one of our most valuable resources from certain death.  
 
    Sure, the worm-lizards cleaned some of our flock in the process, but we still had chickens that survived. It might take a hot minute to repopulate our supply, but that didn’t matter right now.  
 
    All that mattered now was we were victorious, and we were all fucking alive.  
 
    Which was something to damn celebrate. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “Tembori’s tusks, Marella,” Rikuri gasped as she approached my position and glanced over at my daughter. “How did you do that?”  
 
    “I-I still don’t know,” Marella admitted through a sigh. “Jonas has tried to explain it to me before… He says it’s a meditation technique that allows me to temporarily exist on the same plane of existence as Typhos, the god of time. That’s apparently how I can see into the immediate or very near future. Or something like that. By that point in the lesson, I’m usually so burned out I’m thinking of anything but my soothsaying abilities.”  
 
    “This could be huge, Marella.” Talise smiled as she opened up the door of the coop, dashed inside, and threw her arms around our daughter. “If Jonas has truly taught you to see into the future, we could avoid entire conflicts before they even begin.”  
 
    “Avoid them?” Sela scoffed. “Who said anything about avoiding them? I want to use her powers to wipe our enemies off the face of the known world!”  
 
    “I’m not so powerful yet.” The teenage dragonkin girl hung her head. “I’m honestly surprised I was able to do it right then and there, but I guess having my life in danger was just the motivation I needed.”  
 
    “And I appreciate that, Marella.” I smiled at my eldest child. “Don’t feel bad you’re not very strong in your abilities yet. Now that you know you can flashforward, all it’s gonna take is a bit more training from Jonas, and soon you’ll be the most powerful soothsayer to ever have lived.”  
 
    “She already is,” Talise retorted with a smirk. “Grandfather has told me of this ability, Ben. Only a single dragonkin soothsayer has ever been able to harness it before, and it was only once and for a fleeting moment.”  
 
    “What?” our daughter gasped as she pulled away from her mother and stared at her, wide-eyed. “Jonas told me it was an ability all soothsayers could harness!”  
 
    “Typical grandfather,” Sela chuckled. “That must have been his way of making you feel less intimidated.”  
 
    “Or perhaps more intimidated,” Talise admitted. “I’m sure you were getting frustrated that you hadn’t figured it out yet, especially if you’d been told everyone of your kind could do it.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter why Jonas said what he did,” Mira proclaimed. “It worked! Thanks to our elder’s efforts and the powerful mixture of Ben and Talise’s seeds, the dragonkin now bear witness to the most powerful soothsayer in our history!”  
 
    “But I’ve only done it once, just like that other soothsayer,” Marella mumbled. “I might not be able to do it again.”  
 
    “Of course, you will.” Mira winked. “I have no doubt you will be the greatest soothsayer our kind has ever known.” 
 
    “That sounds like a celebration is in order,” I chuckled as I slowly stood from my knees and wiped a bit of blood off my dagger. “This is a historic event, and we can’t just let it pass by without the proper coronation.”  
 
    “Dad…” Marella hung her head and blushed. “I-I don’t need a feast or a play or anything for me.”  
 
    “It’s not just for you.” I winked at my daughter. “It is mainly to celebrate the rebuilding of the wall. I’m only throwing your name onto the ‘guests of honor’ list.”  
 
    “Arrick’s not going to try and do a play about me, is he?” Marella shuddered. “He’s already a terrible actor, and I don’t even want to think about how he’d try to imitate me.”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Now that Bungal’s around, I bet Arrick’s acting skills have been getting better and better by the day. Besides, this is a last-minute addition. If anything, I’d be more worried about Kehlaan standing up and giving some rambling, off-the-cuff speech about how much you mean to the people of this island, which of course would be a thinly-veiled allegory for himself.”  
 
    “I think I would die of embarrassment.” Marella facepalmed. “Please tell me somebody would stop him if he tried that.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, young lady,” Rikuri declared. “Ashanti and I will hold him down and gag his mouth with a piece of fabric if he tries to pull something like that.”  
 
    “I’m not sure that would be wise,” Sela admitted. “I am not the most adept at social graces, but I don’t think it would be a good idea for morale to physically attack our newest ally’s child.”  
 
    “What?” Ashanti snickered. “He’s obviously not taking the hints she’s giving him, so somebody’s gotta break the bad news to the kid.”  
 
    “And then what?” Rikuri teased. “Does he move on to falling for one of us?”  
 
    “Noooooooo,” Ashanti retorted with a glare that could peel paint. “Don’t even think about something like that.”  
 
    “Why not?” the hornless Cero continued with a sly grin. “You’re certainly his type.”  
 
    Ashanti clasped onto her horn with her left hand, extended her pinky and middle fingers, and then made an upwards “tugging” motion in the direction of Rikuri.  
 
    The gesture must have meant something obscene in Cero culture, because Rikuri simply laughed, shook her head, and then repeated the motion back at Ashanti.  
 
    Meanwhile, I looked around at the chaos that had unfolded. The area was completely littered with the bodies of dead worm-lizards and their blood, along with the feathers of now-eaten chickens and burrow holes that had to have been several feet deep.  
 
    In short, it was a fucking mess.  
 
    “We’re gonna need to clean this up,” I sighed as I observed the coops. “The last thing we need is more predators smelling the carcasses and then coming to investigate. I guess we’ll need to find a better way to secure the coops from the bottom, too… Maybe some stone or concrete?”  
 
    “Could we not just move the clucker birds into the castle with us?” Ahwara suggested. “They would certainly be safe inside of its walls.”  
 
    “You’ve never had chickens before, have you?” I mused. “Sure, they’d be protected inside of the palace, but the entire building would smell like chicken shit, and that’s not something I could tolerate. Even for the sake of the birds’ safety.”  
 
    “Then we shall get to work on the paving,” Sela confirmed. “We’ll send a crew out here with the proper tools first thing in the morning, and they can use the same technique we used to make the pathway through the jungle.”  
 
    “After they clean it all up,” I grumbled. “It’s a freaking mess out here.”  
 
    “Unless the dragons want to eat the corpses?” Batari suggested as she pointed at Swaer.  
 
    The little wind dragon, however, wasn’t having any of it.  
 
    Eat the dead bodies? Swaer gagged. I don’t know what these things actually taste like, but I promise they’re already turning rancid. Dragons only eat fresh kills.  
 
    “You’ve eaten the wild boar and the Blaclaw Hali has made before, right?” I questioned the wind dragon.  
 
    Wild boar, yes, he admitted. Blaclaw, no.  
 
    “Well, I hate to be the one to break it to you, Swaer…” I trailed off with a click of my tongue. “But those aren’t fresh kills. They’ve been dead for hours, sometimes days.”  
 
    The wind dragon tilted his head to the side as his noodly whiskers flicked up and down on his face. His eyes then narrowed as he thought about my comment, and he shook his head.  
 
    That’s impossible, Swaer argued. George and Bungal have both told me you have to eat it fresh, or else it will get rotten and full of gas.  
 
    “You’ve still got a lot to learn about our way of life, Swaer,” I explained as I looked over at Batari. “We’ve got to teach this little guy about how to clean and preserve an animal.”  
 
    “I intend to.” Batari nodded. “Should we ever come to a point where we are not out at sea.”  
 
    The Queen Mother made a good point. Ever since Swaer had hatched, he and Batari had been going on adventure after adventure with me and the rest of my crew. In fact, this two-month period here on the dragonkin island was probably the longest either of them had stayed put for quite some time.  
 
    Hopefully, there would come a time when that wouldn’t be the case. Hopefully, once we’d explored the islands, eliminated the orcs, and found ourselves a permanent, safe home, the dragons could simply sit back and enjoy their lives.  
 
    However, that day was still far off, and for now we needed to focus on the here and the now.  
 
    Which meant focusing on the wonderful feast that laid ahead of us.  
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” I ordered my friends and family. “I’m sure Baratu is already hard at work on the feast, and Hali needs to get back there as soon as possible.”  
 
    “Indeed,” the green-scaled Hali chucked. “I’ve already left her alone in the kitchen for too long. I’m afraid to see what I’ll come back to find!”  
 
    “Baratu is a wonderful chef,” Batari protested. “I’m sure whatever you find will be to your liking.”  
 
    Rikuri and Ashanti both gave their leader an unconvinced look.  
 
    “Are you hearing yourself, Queen Mother?” Ashanti snorted. “Or have you forgotten the time Baratu tried to feed us half-cooked spotted hound that had been soaked in palm wine?”  
 
    “That was… Not her finest moment,” the Queen Mother admitted. “She experiments with her dishes quite often. Oftentimes, she is successful.”  
 
    “And when she’s not, we’re sick for days,” Rikuri grumbled. “Please, get back there and monitor her, Hali.”  
 
    The redheaded dragonkin chef nodded, and then she turned and began back down the jungle pathway.  
 
    The rest of us followed close behind, with Swaer wrapped around Batari’s left arm, and Ahwara hovering over the ground like a specter.  
 
    Meanwhile, I placed one arm around Talise’s tiny, slender waist and pulled her in close. She let out one of her happy, windchime-like laughs when her body pressed against mine, and I kissed her softly.  
 
    “Ew,” Marella gagged from my right.  
 
    “Oh, you’re not getting out of the family love-fest,” I teased and then tossed my arm around Marella’s shoulder.  
 
    “Dad!” my daughter huffed as I pulled her toward us.  
 
    “Family group hug!” I declared, and the look on Marella’s face was enough to make the goofy Dad inside of me happy for years to come.  
 
    The teenage girl quickly pulled away from my embrace, crossed her arms, and then grumbled to herself as she stomped down the path.  
 
    “That didn’t go as planned,” Talise noted as she watched our daughter saunter away.  
 
    “What are you talking about?” I chuckled. “She was totally embarrassed. My mission in life as a father is now accomplished.”  
 
    I held my beautiful, dark-haired lover at my side as we began our journey back to the palace, and the walk was brisk, brief, and much less intense than it had been on the way to the coops. As we walked, we soaked in the environment around us, and we listened to the strange, warbled caws of the birds off in the jungle, which were mixed in with the trilling of insects, and the rustling of oversized leaves. The air was humid, yet comfortable, and we made the entirety of the journey without so much as a misstep on the pavement.  
 
    When we arrived back in the courtyard of the palace, we saw the Coonag women and Queen Nerissa were still there, as were my ornery half-Coonag, half-dragonkin children.  
 
    However, now the courtyard featured two very, very important guests.  
 
    Ainsley must have meandered up to the palace, and she stood next to Nerissa with my two infant children in her arms.  
 
    Meanwhile, Bungal the Mighty, the fat brown dragon whose girth was enough to squash a boulder, stood before all of the Coonag children like a schoolteacher. My three Coonag kids paid no attention to Nadir’s bondmate, though, and they instead darted around like dodo birds as they snarled, chittered, and snapped at each other.  
 
    Children, please! Bungal huffed as he timidly reached out to stop them. Your mothers wanted me to try and lull you to bed with a story, but you’re not going to get to the proper temperament without calming down first. Nadir, tell them. 
 
    “They’re just playing, Bungal,” Nadir explained. “Eventually, they’ll wear themselves out.”  
 
    How long is “eventually?” the fat dragon gulped.  
 
    “Maybe a few minutes.” Lezan shrugged. “Maybe a few hours. It depends on how much energy they have in their systems, and how engrossed they are in what they’re doing.”  
 
    They need to be engrossed, you say? Bungal smiled a toothy grin as he held his head high. I was named “best performer” at the council of dragons’ last reenactment! I shall now put on a show that could engage a stone! Ahem… May I have your attention, please, children?  
 
    The large dragon clapped his mighty paws together, but the Coonag children didn’t even pause. Jarin tackled Terra to the ground, and the two raccoon-babies tumbled across the dirt like a pair of fighting hawks as they snarled and hissed.  
 
    “You’re going to have to try harder than that,” Nadir mused.  
 
    Very well, Bungal sighed. Perhaps once I begin the tale they will become enthralled. Nadir, if you would be so kind as to relay my words.  
 
    “Words have never soothed a Coonag child.” Nadir smirked. “But, as your bondmate, I will humor you.”  
 
    Thank you. Bungal nodded and cleared his throat theatrically. Now, children… Prepare to hear the story of Gartron the Small. A tale that will hopefully teach you it doesn’t matter what your stature, you can be as powerful as you so desire in your own way! Long ago there lived a poison dragon named Gartron… 
 
    Bungal told the cautionary tale of the small poison dragon, and Nadir repeated his words aloud, but none of the Coonag children paid him a lick of attention. The fat brown dragon even began to make large, sweeping gestures with his arms and legs as he reenacted key moments, and he did a different voice for each character in the story, though much of the theatrics were lost in Nadir’s translation.  
 
    However, nothing he did seemed to work.  
 
    At the climax of the tale, Bungal explained how the poison dragon fought a fire-breather and actually defeated the superior beast. When he finally spoke of their epic battle, Bungal held his head up high and unleashed a blast of roaring red and orange flames.  
 
    As he did so, the Coonag children stopped in their tracks.  
 
    “Whooooaaaaaa,” Jarin’s squeaky voice gasped.  
 
    “Fire!” Terra declared as she clapped her hands together giddily.  
 
    “Again!” Hokir demanded with a furrowed brow.  
 
    “Ben!” Nadir gasped as she put her hands against her mouth. “Their first words!”  
 
    Wait just a moment, Bungal huffed as he looked down at the children. The fire is what they enjoyed most of this entire epic tale or loss, betrayal, love, and redemption? 
 
    “Again!” Hokir repeated. “Fire!” 
 
    What about my performance as the villain? The fat brown dragon frowned, but Nadir was too busy grinning to translate. Or my impeccable impression of the story’s hero?  
 
    “Fire!” Terra hissed as she bared her teeth.  
 
    My word! Bungal gasped as he leaned away from the children. These children are more feral than I thought. I must do my best to take them under my wings, or else they may just end up stuck in a loop of constant violence, just like Tamrak the Desecrator.  
 
    “Tamrak the Desecrator?” Nadir perked up at the dragon’s words. “That sounds like a story they might want to hear!”  
 
    I wouldn’t think so, Nadir. Bungal shook his head and chuckled. It is a tale full of gore, death, and other unspeakable things that make me shudder to even dwell upon.  
 
    “Children.” Nadir grinned as she looked down at the feral rugrats. “Do you want to hear a tale of blood, gore, and death?”  
 
    “Blood!” Terra clapped her hands.  
 
    “Gore,” Jarin hissed.  
 
    “Death!” Hokir cackled and bared his sharp teeth. 
 
    “I am so proud,” Lezan practically sniffled.  
 
    “You heard them, Bungal,” Nadir said as she turned and smiled at her bondmate. “So, will you tell the story now?  
 
    The eyes of Jarin, Hokir, and Terra all lit up as they all looked to their Uncle Bungal, and they even sat down cross-legged in front of the dragon. The children then leaned in close to listen as their tails flicked back and forth with glee.  
 
    “Come on, Bungal,” Nadir encouraged. “This is the calmest I’ve seen them in weeks! Tell the story. I’ll even do your ridiculous voices.”  
 
    I-I suppose… the fat dragon trailed off. Alright. Gather around, children. I shall tell you the tale of Tamrak the Desecrator, the most violent, brutish beast to ever grace the council of dragons.  
 
    Bungal then jumped into an epic, gore-filled tale about a fire-breathing dragon who started off innocently enough, but eventually decided that he wanted to rule the entire world. He talked about how this Tamrak dragon would level entire islands with his mighty fire breath, and how it took the combined efforts of every single dragon on the council to finally defeat him. Of course, this came after he’d crushed several skulls, eviscerated multiple dragons, and had turned several more into ash and bones.  
 
    True to her word, Nadir repeated every line and voice Bungal used, and even the feral raccoon-woman seemed enthralled by the tale. My children also hung onto every single word that Bungal spoke, with wide eyes and mouths twisted up into mischievous smiles.  
 
    The Coonag children may have been enjoying this story, but it was making me feel a bit uncomfortable.  
 
    Bungal had warned us the council of dragons was not too keen on outsiders, but this was something else. These guys sounded like they were populated by the most brutal, deadly creatures to ever walk this world, and we thought it was our best course of action to just walk right up to them and try and negotiate.  
 
    The story continued for nearly an hour more, until the Coonag children’s eyes became heavy, and they curled up into three furry balls in the dirt. As soon as they were out, Nadir and Lezan sprang up, dashed over, and scooped their children up into their arms.  
 
    “Thank you, Bungal.” Nadir smiled at her bondmate. “I knew I could count on you.”  
 
    You’re quite welcome, madame. Bungal bowed to the raven-haired raccoon-woman. May I say your rendition was superb as well. It was my pleasure to share my cultured talents with the little scamps, and if you so desire, I am going to put on a more adult-oriented performance at the feast here shortly.  
 
    “We’ll be sure to hurry back,” Lezan promised.  
 
    “Don’t take too long,” Nerissa chuckled. “Hali and Baratu will have the food done at any moment now!”  
 
    My crewmates and I sat down next to Nerissa, Ainsley, and the remaining Coonag women and then began to chat as the sun in the sky began to set. As we chatted, several dragonkin women came out into the space and began to set up tables, chairs, and a tiny wooden stage for the upcoming feast.  
 
    You cannot be serious, Bungal declared when he saw the stage. I think my left foot is larger than the entire performance space! How is an actor like myself supposed to work with such awful facilities?  
 
    Of course, the other dragonkin women couldn’t understand the dragon, so all they heard were a few annoyed huffs and grunts. They simply looked at each other, shrugged, and then headed on their way.  
 
    “You don’t need the stage,” I reassured the dragon. “A true actor can make his material work anywhere, especially when he lives it twenty-four-seven. That’s why I fucking love Daniel Day Lewis.”  
 
    I suppose you are right… Bungal trailed off, and then he turned away from us. Come now, Bungal old chap! You once brought the audience to tears inside of a volcano. You can do this.  
 
    Eventually, Nadir and Lezan returned to the courtyard, and soon afterward several more of our friends of different races came to take their places at the celebration.  
 
    “This feast better be as fun as the last one!” the short, spiky-haired Spindrel Shala called out as she entered with her people.  
 
    “It will be, my friend,” the brunette Cero woman, Zikiu, promised. “I know for a fact Zamwae had a hand in its design, and the entertainment will be provided by Bungal the Mighty!”  
 
    The beautiful rhino-woman brushed a bit of her hair out of her face before she rested her hand against her pregnant belly. Baratu and Zikiu had both gotten pregnant around the same time, but these were the first naturally-born Cero children to come into the world. They were both nearly three months along in their pregnancies, and we had no freaking clue how much longer it would be before they popped out a child. Both of the women now sported a slight baby bump, but it was miniscule compared to what Malak had at this point.  
 
    Soon, my friends were all in place, scattered across various tables in different groupings of six. It was a beautiful sight to see, as Cero women sat amongst Niralope and Morpho sat amongst Spindrel and dragonkin. Here in my palace, there was no such thing as a stranger, no matter what race or personality type you were.  
 
    “I suppose we should take our spots at the head table?” Nerissa suggested as she motioned to the set of tables that had been raised above the rest and placed at the very front of the courtyard.  
 
    There were five chairs at the head table, one for the Draco Rex, one for his Queen, and two for his children. The fifth seat was reserved for Mira, as she was a princess, and next in the line of succession should anything happen to us four.  
 
    “You know the drill, Nerissa,” I chuckled to my beloved Queen. “I’m not that sort of king. I like to mingle amongst the people.”  
 
    “I should have guessed.” The Dragonkin Queen rolled her eyes as she stood from her current seat. “Just be prepared to make any announcements you need to.”  
 
    “Of course,” I confirmed with a nod and a wink.  
 
    Nerissa and Mira both sauntered toward the head table, and my eyes were glued firmly to their beautiful, curvy asses as they sashayed back and forth. My pants seemed to tighten at the sight of their plump bottoms, but I quickly tried to shake off my erection.  
 
    The last thing I needed was to greet all my loyal subjects with a hard-on.  
 
    Once I had myself back under control, I sprang to my feet and then ventured over to a nearby table populated with several of my friends.  
 
    The auburn-haired Niralope Jemma was the first at the table, and her chartreuse-green eyes watched me intensely as I approached. Anora, the dragonkin healer with sunflower-yellow scales and equally as intense hair, sat next to Jemma. Beside her was the pink-haired dragonkin Careen, who bounced our daughter Oshuna up and down on her knee as she tried to keep the child entertained.  
 
    The sweet, innocent butterfly-woman, Elzara, also sat at the table. Her face turned red as she leaned forward and tried to hide her excitement underneath her blue hair, but her wings gave her away. The Morpho woman’s blue-and-black wings fluttered with glee as she watched me, and her mouth twisted into a smirk. Her pregnant belly was as large as a cantaloupe now, and her tiny breasts were swollen with milk.  
 
    “H-Hi, Ben,” Elzara giggled.  
 
    “Hello, ladies,” I announced as I pulled out one of the chairs. “Do you mind if I pop a squat here with you?”  
 
    “Maybe,” Careen teased. “That depends on whether or not you want to hold Oshuna.”  
 
    “Of course, I’ll take the little girl!” I smiled and held out my hands.  
 
    Careen carefully handed our daughter over to me, and I held Oshuna up above my head as I blew a playful raspberry at her. The little girl’s bright orange eyes lit up with glee as she let out a coo, and my heart instantly melted in my chest.  
 
    “Dada!” Oshuna proclaimed through a giggle. “Higher, dada!”  
 
    “You want to go higher?” I smiled at my beautiful daughter. “Watch this.”  
 
    I tossed Oshuna up into the air, and she squealed happily as her red hair fluttered in the wind. When I caught the girl, I buried my face into her belly and blew a raspberry, which made her laugh even harder.  
 
    I hugged my little girl close to my chest and rocked her a few more times before I turned her around, sat her down on my knee, and began to bounce her softly.  
 
    “She’s so adorable,” Zikiu, the final member of our table, interjected.  
 
    “Our kid will probably be just as adorable,” I promised the rhino-woman. “Especially if they inherit their mother’s good looks.”  
 
    “Stop it,” the pregnant brunette scoffed with a wave of her hand. “The looks obviously are going to come from you.”  
 
    “We don’t know that.” I shrugged. “Just look at the children I have with Nadir and Lezan. They’re both a healthy mixture of their parents.”  
 
    “I hope not,” Zikiu chuckled. “If anything, I want this little boy or girl to have your looks, and my brains.”  
 
    “Woooooow,” I teased the Cero woman. “So, you’re saying I don’t have any brains?”  
 
    “You said it.” Zikiu winked. “Not me.”  
 
    “My loyal subjects!” Nerissa’s voice boomed across the courtyard, and everyone went silent in an instant. “It is my duty as Queen of the dragonkin people to remark on this wonderful occasion! For today we have not only rebuilt our number one mode of defense against those who would wish us harm… But we have also gathered here today to celebrate a new chapter in our story. The future looks bright, my friends, for Marella has shown us her true potential as a soothsayer!”  
 
    The crowd went wild with hoops, hollers, and claps for my daughter, but Marella didn’t seem too enthralled. She simply stood up, gave everybody a slight wave, and then plopped back down into her chair.  
 
    “That’s my student!” Jonas called out with a whistle. “For what reason do we celebrate Marella today, Queen Nerissa?”  
 
    “She has unlocked a new power, Jonas,” Nerissa explained. “A power that, if harnessed properly, could help the Draco Rex to victory on many occasions.”  
 
    “You didn’t…” Jonas’ mouth fell agape as he looked at Marella. “Foresight?”  
 
    “She did,” the Dragonkin Queen confirmed.  
 
    “I-I’m so proud of you, my girl,” Jonas admitted as tears filled his eyes. “I’ve watched you go from just a toddler with a bit of potential to-- to… One of the greatest soothsayers I have ever met.”  
 
    “Thank you, everyone,” Marella announced with the gusto of an embarrassed teenage girl. “But it’s really nothing. I only looked a few seconds into the future, and that was only because my life was in danger.”  
 
    “Today it was only a few seconds,” Nerissa noted. “Tomorrow it could be days. Or weeks. Or even entire season cycles.”  
 
    “I knew you could do it, Marella!” Kehlaan’s voice chimed in as the Spindrel boy stood from his chair. “Ever since the day I met you, I thought you were--”  
 
    Before Kehlaan could finish, Shala and Erel both sprang to their feet, slapped their hands over his mouth, and pulled him back down.  
 
    “Sorry, guys,” Shala chuckled. “Just a case of unrequited love going on. Continue.”  
 
    “As I was saying…” Nerissa huffed. “We are here to celebrate two glorious occasions today. And what is a celebration without its main course? Ladies? Bring out the dishes!”  
 
    The pearl-scaled queen clapped her hands together twice, and then several dragonkin and Niralope servers emerged from the bowels of the palace. Each of them held a large metal platter in their hands, and they darted over to the tables in unison. There was a dragonkin server for each individual guest, and they carefully placed the dish down before us before they grabbed onto the lid, took a deep breath, and then yanked it away.  
 
    Instantly, my nostrils were filled with a warm scent that smelled like a mixture of butter, grease, and smoked meat. When I saw what was on the plate in front of us, my mouth began to water, and my jaw practically hit the table.  
 
    Before us sat a large hunk of what appeared to be a cut of pork tenderloin, with a perfectly blackened crust on the outside and juicy white meat on the inside. The tenderloin laid in a puddle of its own juices, and I could tell by the smell that it had some sort of barbeque-like rub all along the perimeter.  
 
    Most surprising of all, however, was the center of the loin.  
 
    There, stuffed into the meat itself, was some sort of white, almost translucent food that glistened bright with butter.  
 
    “Is that… Blaclaw meat?” I gasped as I sucked in a bit of my own drool.  
 
    “It is,” the dragonkin server confirmed. “Something Baratu thought up.”  
 
    “Of course, it is,” Zikiu chuckled.  
 
    Next to the strange combination surf-n-turf was a pile of diced carrots that were slathered in butter to the point of sogginess and covered with specks of savory green herbs.  
 
    “I don’t care how strange it is,” I admitted. “It looks fucking delicious.”  
 
    The second my server stepped away, I picked up the pork loin with my hands, cradled the Blaclaw meat so it wouldn’t fall out, and then took a hearty bite. Juices from both meats squirted out into my mouth with an explosion of buttery-yet-succulent flavors, but somehow, some way, the combination worked.  
 
    I got the perfect bit of gamey, hot, spicy flavor from the boar and just the right amount of smooth, buttery goodness from the Blaclaw.  
 
    I think Baratu and Hali had a winner here.  
 
    I took a few more bites of the meat before I lifted it up to Oshuna’s mouth. My daughter took a small nibble of the morsel, chewed it thoroughly, and then swallowed.  
 
    “Yum, dada!” Oshuna declared as she licked her lips and rubbed her belly.  
 
    I let my daughter finish off the rest of the meat before I moved in for the carrots. Even though I’d never been a big vegetable guy, I knew anything that came from the kitchen of Hali and Baratu was an instant orgasm in my mouth.  
 
    I picked up a few chunks of the diced, seasoned carrots, popped them in my mouth like a handful of popcorn, and began to chew, and my eyes rolled back in my head as I savored the warm, piney taste of rosemary and sage. The individual pieces practically melted on my tongue, and I savored them for a good long while before I swallowed them down my gullet.  
 
    Fuck, if everybody in the world made carrots like this, kids would never have a problem eating their vegetables.  
 
    “Here you go, baby girl,” I said to Oshuna as I held a carrot to her mouth. “You gotta eat your veggies, too.”  
 
    My daughter gobbled up the orange circle without a moment of hesitation, and she then let out a satisfied grunt as she reached for the plate. This time, I handed her a few more pieces, and she ate them all in rapid succession.  
 
    “Gods, this is delicious,” Anora admitted with a mouth half-full of pork loin. “The cooks have outdone themselves this time.”  
 
    “That’s what happens when Baratu is successful,” Zikiu added with a slight belch. “It’s like Tembori himself stepped down from the heavens and blessed the food.”  
 
    “I don’t care who blessed it,” Elzara groaned as she leaned back and patted her pregnant belly. “My baby can’t get enough of it.”  
 
    “Then I’ll get you another,” I promised the mother of my child as I raised a finger to the server.  
 
    I got another round brought out for everyone at the table, and we all devoured the food in a messy flurry. Eventually, once everybody appeared to be done with their dinners, Nerissa stood to her feet once more.  
 
    “It appears everyone has enjoyed their feast,” the dragonkin queen observed. “And now, to conclude the evening, the prince and his siblings would like to give you a--”  
 
    Ahem! Bungal cleared his throat loudly, both physically and telepathically, and cut the queen off.  
 
    “Excuse me,” Nerissa chuckled. “The prince, his siblings, and Bungal would like to present to you with a dramatic reenactment of the Draco Rex’s latest victory.”  
 
    Alright, friends! Bungal announced telepathically. Take your places.  
 
    We sat there and watched a wonderfully corny reenactment of our battle against the invading goblins. Arrick played me, of course, while Bungal portrayed all the dragons that were involved in the battle. Meanwhile, my twin daughters Lizzie and Amaria played the goblins, and Malkey portrayed the thunder dragons.  
 
    We watched as, one-by-one, Arrick “defeated” his younger sisters and brought down Malkey after an epic clash. All the while Bungal stood in the back and pretended to blow flames at his “enemies, and he occasionally took a blow from Malkey’s tail. Whenever Bungal got hit, he fell over with the conviction and authenticity of a WWE wrestler.  
 
    The show might have been hokey, but it had a certain charm to it all.  
 
    Once it was over, the five actors stood by the stage, gave a little bow, and the crowd cheered them on.  
 
    “Bravo!” I called out to my friends and children.  
 
    Suddenly, I felt a tap on my shoulder, and I whipped my head around to see one of the dragonkin servers standing there with a curt frown draped across her face.  
 
    “Sorry to bother you, Draco Rex,” the woman sighed. “But I was told to deliver you a message. From the cooks.”  
 
    “From Baratu and Hali?” I questioned. “The meal was delicious, if that’s what they are worried about.”  
 
    “That’s not it at all.” The woman shook her head. “They simply wanted me to send you back to the kitchen. Something about ‘giving you some dessert’ or something of that nature.”  
 
    As the server walked away, my head raced with the possibilities of what the two cooks could have meant.  
 
    Maybe it was as simple as it sounded, and they wanted me to try out a special cake or pudding they had made.  
 
    Or, if I was thinking with my second head, it was something much, much sweeter they had in mind.  
 
    “I’m needed in the kitchen,” I told Careen as I handed Oshuna back to her. “I’ll be back shortly.”  
 
    “Not too shortly, I suppose.” The pink-haired dragonkin winked.  
 
    I sprang up from my seat, turned around, and practically ran toward the door.  
 
    I didn’t know what the two women had in store for me, but I was dying to find out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    My mind raced as I thought about what was in store for me when I finally got to the kitchen. The two beautiful cooks, Baratu and Hali, had both sent word for me to come and join them for a little bit of “dessert.”  
 
    Now, I wasn’t exactly the master at picking up on signals, but I was almost certain they weren’t asking me to come all the way over here for a slice of apple pie.  
 
    I moved through the hallways of the palace like a giddy school boy on the last day of classes, until I eventually found myself at the door of the kitchen. I skidded to a halt before the thatched door, took a deep breath to compose myself, and then knocked softly.  
 
    A few seconds later, I heard footsteps, and the thatched door was slowly pulled open to reveal the beautiful, sea-green eyes of Hali.  
 
    “You got our message!” the redheaded dragonkin woman declared. “We were starting to think you weren’t going to come.”  
 
    I was very tempted to respond with a suggestive joke, but I wanted to make sure my hunch was right first.  
 
    “With you two involved, there was no way I wasn’t gonna come.” I winked suggestively. 
 
    Hali stepped to the side, and I sauntered into the kitchen area.  
 
    It had been a while since I’d been in this part of the palace, and I noted just how much it had changed. Iron pots and utensils still hung from all around the ceiling, accompanied by hand-carved wooden spoons and the occasional stone mortar and pestle or bowl. A large, island-like slab of stone sat at the very center of the room, and it was the spot in which so much of Hali’s lovely food was prepared.  
 
    Over on the far side of the kitchen was a massive wood-burning stove that had been carved into the wall of the palace itself and roared with smoldering, red-hot coals. There were shelves all along the kitchen, and each one was packed to the brim with stone and jars filled with spices, liquids, and the occasional preservatives.  
 
    “No wonder you guys make such great stuff back here.” I whistled as I looked around the room. “It looks like Guy Fieri himself helped you put this together.”  
 
    “Most of this was Baratu’s idea,” Hali admitted. “She’s the mastermind behind this rearrangement.”  
 
    “What can I say?” Baratu smirked as she entered the room. “The secret to any good meal starts with order and organization.”  
 
    The rhino-woman was as radiant as ever, with her long blonde hair tied up into a high ponytail atop her head. Baratu wore the same skimpy leather outfit as the rest of her people, though she had the distinction of a zebra-print apron that wrapped around the front of her body and hugged each and every one of her curves. The tight apron pushed Baratu’s busty chest up into a giant line of cleavage, and it was hard to even talk to the woman without letting my eyes drift down to sneak a peek.  
 
    “Order and organization?” I mused. “I’d hardly call stuffing seafood into wild boar ‘orderly.’ In fact, I’m not even sure there are chefs back on my home world who would have dared to try something so bold.”  
 
    “Sometimes chaos stems from order, Draco Rex.” Baratu winked. “You have to know the rules first before you can play around with them.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Hali admitted with a sigh. “I know the two of us got off to a rocky start, but I’m truly starting to come around to all of her strange ideas.”  
 
    “And I love having Hali around because she keeps me from going too far off the beaten path.” The blonde Cero woman wrapped her arm around Hali and grinned. “Now that we’re together, there’s nothing we can’t do!”  
 
    “I’ll say,” I agreed. “That was one of the best freaking meals I think I’ve ever had, and I can’t wait to find out what you’ve made for dessert.”  
 
    Instantly, Hali and Baratu’s smiles faded into sly grins.  
 
    “It’s something very sweet,” Baratu promised.  
 
    “Is it, now?” I played along. “Would it happen to be something I’ve had before?”  
 
    “Yes and no,” Hali admitted. “You’ve had one… half of the dessert before.”  
 
    “How does that work?” I continued to act ignorant. “Like did you mix together coconut and chocolate pudding or something?”  
 
    “Not quite,” Baratu teased as she untied the back of her apron. “Let me show you what I’ve got in mind.”  
 
    As the zebra-print piece of fabric fell away from her body, I discovered Baratu was wearing absolutely nothing underneath. Her massive gray breasts jiggled happily as they fell down against her chest, and they bounced from the impact. The things must have been fucking D-cups at least, and they were both plump and wide, with a dark-gray circular nipple on each one. Her gray nubs were both erect and at the ready, and I couldn’t wait to get each one between my teeth. Between her legs, Baratu had a perfectly smooth mound, and her labia were already swollen with arousal and dripping wet.  
 
    “Holy fuck,” I gulped as I looked over the Cero woman. “This is better than anything I could have imagined.”  
 
    “It gets better,” Hali promised.  
 
    The red-haired dragonkin leaned over, grabbed a handful of Baratu’s right breast, and lifted it to her mouth, and my cock throbbed to attention as Hali sucked on Baratu’s right nipple and tweaked her left nipple with her free hand. 
 
    All the while, Baratu ran her hands through Hali’s hair, and the blonde let out a soft moan of excitement. Then the rhino-woman grabbed Hali’s red locks, gave them a hard yank, and lifted her head up so it was even with her own. Baratu pressed her lips against Hali’s, and the two women began to make out passionately.  
 
    “Y-You two really are getting along better,” I sputtered as I watched them kiss, and my dick felt like it was about to tear through my damn pants.  
 
    Soon, Hali pulled away from Baratu, turned to me, and beckoned with her finger for me to join in.  
 
    “Do you like what we’ve cooked up for you, Ben?” the redheaded cook purred. “Because I think this is a dish that can feed multiple people. If you wish to join us.” 
 
    Like I was gonna say “no.”  
 
    I ran over to the beautiful women, placed one hand on the back of Hali’s head, and pulled her in for a kiss. Our tongues explored each other’s mouths for several wonderful minutes, all while we both used our free hands to tease Baratu’s breasts.  
 
    Eventually, I leaned back, turned to Baratu, and began to kiss the rhino-woman, and as our tongues performed a dance of passion, I let my fingers slowly trail down her soft skin, down her adorable belly, and toward her tender pussy. It took no effort whatsoever to slide my fingers into Baratu, and she let out a slight gasp as I entered her.  
 
    “Oh, Ben…” Baratu moaned as I started to finger her softly.  
 
    As I pleasured the rhino-woman, I felt Hali’s hands reach down and grab the bottom of my shirt. Hali tugged off my cream-colored top and tossed it to the side before she started to softly kiss my bare shoulders, and she kissed up my back to my neck, where she then allowed herself to nibble gently at my flesh.  
 
    I let out a groan of satisfaction to let her know she was doing a good job, and she intensified her rhythm against my flesh.  
 
    Soon, I felt Hali’s slender fingers drift down into my waistband, and she wrapped her hand firmly around my manhood. Hali continued to kiss my neck and back as she stroked me tenderly, and I felt my erection grow to a whole new level of hardness.  
 
    “Fuck, that feels good,” I moaned. “Keep doing that.”  
 
    “I’m going to do a lot more than this, Ben,” Hali whispered into my ear. “But you probably remember that from last time.”  
 
    “Right here?” I mused. “Right where you make our food?”  
 
    “We won’t be messy.” Baratu winked. “Besides… I want my first time with a man to be in the place I love being more than anywhere else.”  
 
    I guess I couldn’t argue with that.  
 
    Hali let go of my cock for a brief moment as she grabbed my waistband and then proceeded to pull down my pants. As she did so, Baratu’s dark eyes wandered downward, and then they grew as wide as dinner plates.  
 
    Baratu bit her bottom lip and let out a soft whimper as she reached down and touched my erection. She let her soft, gray fingers drag along the length of my penis before she took hold of it firmly.  
 
    “Like what you see?” I growled. “Because I fucking love what I see.”  
 
    “I never would have thought I’d get this opportunity,” Baratu admitted. “Especially with someone so… So big.”  
 
    “Just wait until you see what he does with it,” Hali giggled, and then she gave my bare ass a slap.  
 
    Baratu and I started to kiss once more as the rhino-woman jerked me softly. It was fairly obvious she didn’t have much experience, but that was alright. There was a first time for everything, and I didn’t want to ruin Baratu’s first time by criticizing her technique.  
 
    As Baratu and I made out, Hali’s fingers explored my body thoroughly. The dragonkin cook cupped my ass, circled the small of my back, and massaged my shoulders softly before she reached around and began to rub my balls.  
 
    “Oh, my god…” I gasped at her touch. “You guys are so fucking good at this.”  
 
    “Stop lying,” Baratu giggled. “I’ve only ever read about this sort of thing before… That’s why I had to beg Hali to do this with me. She’s already got the experience down, and there is much she can teach me.”  
 
    “Well, thank you for that.” I smiled at the blonde woman. “I promise it’ll be worth your while.”  
 
    “Are you ready for lesson number one?” Hali purred.  
 
    Baratu bit her lip as she looked down at my throbbing erection. At the same time, I started to rotate my thumb around her clitoris, and the rhino-woman went wild.  
 
    “Ohhhh, Ben!” she gasped as I pleasured her. “If you keep doing that, I might--”  
 
    “Ohhhhhh, no,” Hali declared. “Not yet.”  
 
    The green-scaled dragonkin woman let go of my cock and then stomped over beside Baratu. She had already taken off all of her clothes, and I now basked in the glory of the two sexy, naked women.  
 
    Hali pressed her voluptuous breasts together with her arms as she shot me a sly grin, and then she fell down onto her knees. The dragonkin cook’s already-large breasts were now swollen with milk, and they just about spilled over around the sides of her slender figure. Her pregnant belly was nearly the size of a basketball at this point, and for a brief moment I wondered if that was going to affect our lovemaking.  
 
    Even if that was the case, I was the Draco Rex, so I bet I could find a creative solution.  
 
    My cock sprang to attention as I anticipated what was about to happen, and the sudden movement just about took out the cook’s eye. The redhead kissed the head of my dick playfully before she took the base firmly in her hands and motioned for Baratu to join her.  
 
    “Y-You want me to put that in my mouth?” the blonde Cero woman gasped. “I’m not sure if I’m ready for that.”  
 
    “Sure you are,” Hali encouraged. “You just need a little bit of instruction… You helped me, so this is the least I can do for you.”  
 
    Baratu’s eyes darted back and forth across the room as she let out a nervous chuckle, but then she pulled herself away from my fingers and got down onto her knees. The second she was down there, Hali pointed my cock in the direction of the Cero cook.  
 
    “Like this?” Baratu asked innocently.  
 
    The blonde woman opened her mouth wide before she leaned forward and wrapped her lips around the head of my penis. Baratu then proceeded to bob forward in short, sporadic motions as Hali started to stroke me in unison.  
 
    “Oh, wow,” I groaned as I leaned my head back. “Your mouth is so fucking wet.”  
 
    “You have to go further down, my dear,” Hali explained. “Here… Let me help you.”  
 
    Hali reached over with her free hand, grabbed onto Baratu’s ponytail, and then pushed the rhino-woman down further onto my erection. Baratu let out a surprised gasp as my dick slid deeper into her throat, and her muscles spasmed around me like a fleshy vise.  
 
    My balls tightened up instantly, and I just about blew my load right then and there.  
 
    “Wow,” I gasped. “Your throat is tight.”  
 
    “I bet it can get even tighter,” Hali warned, and then she gave Baratu’s head another shove.  
 
    Baratu let out a moan as she was pushed all the way down onto my cock, and I felt myself bottom out against the back of her throat. Hali then guided the Cero woman slowly back off my erection, let go of her hair, and smiled.  
 
    “I-I can’t believe I took that whole thing,” Baratu gasped, and a string of drool hung down from her swollen, plush lips.  
 
    “Now, the secret is you have to keep going,” Hali explained. “Observe.”  
 
    Hali quickly turned back to my cock, grabbed it firmly, and then slid her lips around the head. In an instant, the redhead had swallowed me all the way down to my fucking base, and my legs just about buckled from the sheer pleasure that washed over me.  
 
    “Jesus fuck!” I hissed as I reached back and grabbed onto the table to brace myself. “Warn a guy before you do that.”  
 
    Hali just looked up at me with her green eyes, winked, and pulled herself up off my erection. She then went down on me again and pulled off, and she repeated the motion in a slow, rhythmic pattern.  
 
    The warm coil in my stomach started to build, and I wasn’t sure just how long I was going to last with these two. Then, right before the coil could snap, Hali pulled off my dick with a wet pop. 
 
    “Now, you try,” Hali offered Baratu.  
 
    The blonde Cero woman placed her mouth around my cock, pushed herself down about halfway, and then took a deep breath. Baratu went the rest of the way onto me, and I let out a gasp as my entire lower half quivered. The rhino-woman bobbed up and down on my erection as she deepthroated me, and the vibration of her moans traveled up my shaft like mini-earthquakes.  
 
    At the same time, Hali let her tongue flop from her mouth. The redheaded woman then placed it up against my balls, circled them both with her tongue, and sent me into a fit of ecstasy.  
 
    “I-I think I’m almost there,” I warned the beautiful women on my cock.  
 
    Both of them kept going, and I felt myself creeping closer and closer to the end of the line. My balls felt like they’d been stretched over a freaking tanning rack, and Baratu’s throat was like a Chinese finger trap around my erection.  
 
    The Cero woman finally let my cock fall from her lips, and Hali wasted no time in picking up where she had left off.  
 
    Hali gobbled up my dick with her tight, wet mouth, and I knew the end was near.  
 
    I gripped the dragonkin cook’s crimson locks tightly as I tensed up and prepared to unload my seed into her. Suddenly, I felt the warm coil in my stomach snap, so I pressed Hali as far down onto me as she could go.  
 
    “Cumming,” I gasped out, and the cook’s throat gripped me like a velvet vise as I let loose a freaking geyser of my love into her mouth.  
 
    Stars swirled around my vision as my entire lower half went numb, and my cock pulsated with the intensity of a goddamn firehose as I came.  
 
    Hali’s eyes went wide as she took my spraying seed in her mouth, but her surprise quickly turned to arousal as she let out a moan and continued to suck me dry. She bobbed up and down on my erection until each and every drop had been drained out of my manhood, and then she let me slide out from her.  
 
    The redhead swallowed my love in a single gulp, licked her lips, and then smiled.  
 
    “Oh, no!” Baratu gasped. “We wasted it…”  
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Hali moaned. “I’d gladly do that again.”  
 
    “But… But…” the blonde Cero woman sighed. “I wanted it inside of me…”  
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” I promised Baratu as I took her cheek in my hand and lifted her eyes up to mine. “There’s plenty more where that came from. And you’re going to help me get it out.”  
 
    Baratu’s dark eyes glistened with anticipation at my words, and the two women wasted no time getting back to work.  
 
    In a single motion, Hali turned Baratu back toward her, spread apart the Cero woman’s legs, and then leaned over and buried her face in her pussy.  
 
    “Oh!” Baratu groaned as Hali ate her out. “Oh, gods!”  
 
    As she was pleasured by the dragonkin cook, Baratu reached over and grasped my semi-erect dick in her hands. The Cero woman ran her soft, warm tongue along the edges of my cock slowly as she rubbed my balls with her right hand, and it didn’t take long for my semi-erection to grow back into a full one.  
 
    The second I was hard again, Baratu began to jerk me off, and the three of us continued to pleasure each other passionately for a few more minutes before I decided to take charge of the situation.  
 
    “Get up onto the table,” I ordered Baratu. “I want to fill you up.”  
 
    Baratu’s mouth fell agape, but she wasted no time in pulling away from Hali, jumping to her feet, and then setting her ass down atop the stone table.  
 
    I leaned over and gave Baratu’s left nipple a suck as I ran my hand up her inner thigh. Her entire body quivered at my touch, and I knew she must have been sopping wet by now.  
 
    “Oh, Ben…” she groaned when I circled her nipple with my tongue.  
 
    Suddenly, I stood up, spread apart Baratu’s legs, and then stopped when I heard her gasp.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I reassured the rhino-woman. “I know this is your first time, but I’ll be gentle.”  
 
    “Remember what we talked about,” Hali giggled. “Just sit back, relax, and try to take it all in.”  
 
    “I-I just…” Baratu moaned as she bit her lip. “I don’t know if I can take it all. Especially not for the first time with a real man.”  
 
    “Just relax,” I promised the blonde woman as I ran my hand lovingly along her chest. “I won’t hurt you. I would never hurt you.”  
 
    I pressed the head of my penis up against Baratu’s warm, wet tunnel, and then I slowly pushed in a few inches.  
 
    “Oh, Gods!” Baratu gasped. “I feel like you’re splitting me in half.”  
 
    “It’s alright, my friend,” Hali reassured the rhino-woman. “It gets better. A lot better.”  
 
    “I’m going to push a little deeper, okay?” I warned Baratu, who responded with a whimper and a nod.  
 
    The woman’s pussy was a fucking slip-n-slide, and its tight walls spasmed around my erection as I pushed into her as deep as I could. The head of my cock bottomed out against her cervix, and Baratu opened her mouth to scream as she took me all in.  
 
    “How is that even possible?” Baratu gasped as she whipped back her head. “How are you so deep in me?”  
 
    “You’re so tight,” I whispered before I began to kiss the Cero woman’s neck. “And wet. And fucking beautiful. And now? I’m going to give you what you deserve.”  
 
    “A-A baby?” Baratu managed to sputter. “I-I want you to fill my womb with your seed, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” I confirmed. “I’m going to go a little faster now, okay?”  
 
    “Yes!” Baratu gasped. “Anything you want, Draco Rex.”  
 
    I placed my hands on both sides of Baratu’s waist, slid my cock out of her about halfway, and then began a slow, rhythmic thrust. The rhino-woman turned to jelly in my arms, and I had to lean in and wrap my arm around her back to keep her from falling over.  
 
    “Do you like that?” I growled at the beautiful woman as her breasts bounced in time with my thrusts.  
 
    “Oh, Gods!” Baratu moaned. “Right there!” 
 
    Meanwhile, I felt Hali’s slender fingers rub up against my ass.  
 
    “You get up here, too,” I growled as I looked back over my shoulder. “I’m not done with you yet.”  
 
    Hali’s thin lips twisted into a smile, and the voluptuous dragonkin woman strutted around to the table. She hoisted herself up beside Baratu and then began to gently pleasure herself as she watched us making love.  
 
    Baratu’s body tensed up as her velvet tunnel spasmed around my erection. She was super tight and super wet, and I already knew she was going to suck every single drop of my seed into her fertile womb.  
 
    But first, I had some unfinished business to attend to.  
 
    I pulled myself out of Baratu, slid over to Hali, and then spread her legs. Before she could even react, I pushed my cock into her, and we both let out deep, guttural groans.  
 
    Hali wrapped her legs up around my waist and pulled me deeper inside of her pussy, and I just about lost it right there. The redhead’s tight tunnel was soft and rigid, and I could feel her cervix against the head of my penis as I bottomed out inside of her.  
 
    I kissed Hali passionately as I ground my hips against her in a slow, rhythmic fashion. I made sure my pelvis pressed against her clit, and soon the woman let out a series of soft, almost-silent moans. I could feel the firm, tight skin of her pregnant belly as it pressed against my stomach, and in that moment I wanted nothing more than to fill her womb once more.  
 
    “Ben?” she whimpered, and her green eyes were glassy with pleasure. “I-I think I’m almost there.”  
 
    “Really?” I growled. “Then I guess I need to kick it into another gear.”  
 
    I leaned over and started to suck on Hali’s neck as I increased the pace of my thrusts. I went at the dragonkin woman’s pussy like a fucking jackhammer, and her moans suddenly grew closer together and more intense by the second.  
 
    “Oh, gods!” Hali declared as her full breasts bounced violently with each thrust. “I think I’m going to-- Ohhhhhhhh!”  
 
    Hali’s velvet tunnel turned to fucking stone around my cock, and I couldn’t escape its grasp even if I wanted to.  
 
    So, I shoved myself as deeply into the woman as I possibly could go and prepared for the big finish. My balls jumped up into my body as they tightened, and then something seemed to snap in my abdomen. I got tunnel vision as my head began to spin with sheer ecstasy, and I unloaded a gallon of my warm seed into Hali’s womb. My dick throbbed as it filled Hali with my love, and soon the sounds of our pleasure faded into nothing but soft whimpers and pants.  
 
    “I told you I wasn’t done with you.” I winked at the redhead, and then I turned back to Baratu. “And then there was one.”  
 
    “Please fill me with your seed, Ben,” Baratu begged as she spread her legs open wide. “I want you to do that to me.”  
 
    “I’ll do you one better,” I growled, and then I made a circular motion with my finger. “Stand up and turn around.”  
 
    Baratu seemed hesitant at first, but then she obeyed my command. The blonde Cero woman slid off the table, flipped over so her thick, curvy ass was on display, and then bent over the side.  
 
    I didn’t even have to do anything to get my erection back this time.  
 
    Baratu’s ass was thick and round, and just the thought of it bouncing around on my cock was enough to bring me back to full mast. The woman’s pussy was so wet her juices were oozing down her legs, and I couldn’t wait to be inside of her once more.  
 
    I moved over to the Cero woman, slapped her ass hard, and then pressed the head of my cum-slick cock against her pussy lips.  
 
    “Y-You’re already hard again?” Baratu gasped. “How?”  
 
    “The thought of making love to you is enough,” I promised. “Always.”  
 
    With that, I pushed myself into Baratu. From this angle, I was able to get even deeper into her warm, velvet tunnel, and I tensed up when I felt my pelvis touch her rear. Her pussy spasmed around me, and I couldn’t help but let out a soft moan as my cock throbbed inside of her.  
 
    I slid myself out of her tunnel, pressed up against it once more, and repeated the motion. I continued on in a slow, soft rhythm until the warm coil in my abdomen started to tense up.  
 
    That was when Hali got in on the action again.  
 
    The redheaded cook got up onto the table, crawled over to Baratu’s head, and then laid out spread-eagle in front of her.  
 
    “Now, it’s time for you to return the favor,” Hali growled as she grabbed a fistful of Baratu’s blonde hair.  
 
    Baratu buried her face into Hali’s pussy, and the sight of the Cero woman pleasuring Hali and lapping up my seed sent me into overdrive.  
 
    “Fuckkkkk.” I let out a deep groan as I increased the pace of my thrusts, and with that Baratu’s curvy ass started to jiggle intensely.  
 
    The whole room was now filled with the sounds of our pleasure, from our excited moans to the sound of Baratu’s tongue against Hali’s womanhood, to the sound of my balls slapping against the Cero woman in rhythmic fashion.  
 
    Soon, Baratu’s pussy started to tighten, and her body tensed up completely. She lifted her head away from Hali, leaned it backward, and let out an eardrum-shattering moan.  
 
    “Ben!” she nearly screamed. “I think I’m going to-- Ohhhhhhhh, Ben!” 
 
    Baratu’s womanhood squeezed me like a tube of toothpaste as gallon after gallon of her warm juices gushed out onto me. The sounds of her ecstasy grew louder by the second, and that was when I finally went over the edge of the cliff.  
 
    My whole fucking body went numb as I shoved myself into Baratu and unleashed a scream of pure primal passion. My cock pulsated as it began to paint the walls of Baratu’s womb, and for a brief second I wondered if the strength of my orgasm was going to fucking send her flying across the room.  
 
    I couldn’t feel my legs, but I sure as fuck could feel my dick. Baratu’s moans continued as her tight tunnel drained each and every drop of my love from my manhood, and seconds later I collapsed onto her body.  
 
    I kissed Baratu’s neck softly as I ran my fingers through my hair and continued to unload inside of her fertile womb.  
 
    “How much is there?” the Cero woman gasped.  
 
    “Enough to give you what you want,” I promised.  
 
    We laid there for a few more seconds before the feeling returned to my lower body, and I figured I was finally done. I slowly slid myself out of the woman, and a few dribbles of my cum oozed out onto her legs.  
 
    Damn. It was like Pompeii just fucking went off inside of her.  
 
    “That was amazing,” Hali panted. “Thank you, Baratu.”  
 
    “What are you thanking me for?” Baratu mused. “Ben did most of the hard work.”  
 
    “It was your idea, though!” Hali chuckled. “If you hadn’t asked me to show you how to pleasure the Draco Rex, we never would have been in this situation in the first place.”  
 
    “I think I’m the one who should be saying ‘thank you,’” I admitted. “I mean, fuck… This was something I’m never going to forget. Ever.”  
 
    “I won’t forget it, either,” Baratu agreed as she flipped around and then laid back on the table. “Especially if this takes, and I become pregnant with your offspring.”  
 
    “It will work,” Hali confirmed as she touched her pregnant stomach. “Ben almost always gets a woman pregnant on his first try. Other than Mira, for some reason.”  
 
    “That’s because Mira and I haven’t wanted to get pregnant yet,” I explained as I sat down next to the beautiful women on the table. “She wants to wait until we’ve defeated the orcs, that way she can always be by my side during times of crisis.”  
 
    “She’s got some willpower,” Baratu noted. “Ever since I’ve met you, Ben, I’ve wanted to have your child. Even though I didn’t even know if a Cero woman could get pregnant… But once I saw Zikiu and Batari were fertile? I’ve thought of nothing else since then. I was just too nervous to ask.”  
 
    “Well, you did a damn good job,” I reassured the blonde woman as I held her in my arms. “You both did.”  
 
    I pulled the two women close to me as we laid there and tried to come down from our highs.  
 
    “I hope they have horns,” Baratu finally broke the silence.  
 
    “Who?” Hali questioned.  
 
    “Our children,” the Cero woman giggled. “I hope the child the Draco Rex just put in me has horns. It wouldn’t truly be a Cero if it didn’t have horns.”  
 
    “I don’t know about that,” I said. “What if it’s got gray skin? Or those markings you guys have all over your bodies?”  
 
    “These are tattoos,” Baratu explained as she touched the white tribal markings on her arm. “They were given to us by Tembori after we were created. I doubt a Cero child will come out with a full set of tattoos.”  
 
    “You don’t know that,” I argued playfully. “There has never been a Cero child before, so for all we know they could come out fully tattooed, with multiple horns and swinging a spear-sword.”  
 
    “A kaware,” Baratu corrected. “If you are referring to our hand-to-hand combat weapons, we call those ‘kawares.’”  
 
    “Huh,” I scoffed. “You learn something new every day, I guess.”  
 
    The three of us laid there together for about thirty more minutes, and we simply cuddled and chatted about the potential futures we might have with our children and the adventures we would hopefully take them on. Finally, I sat up and headed for my clothes.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Hali demanded in a sad tone.  
 
    “I should probably get back out there,” I sighed. “The rest of my people are probably wondering where I am right about now.”  
 
    “I’m so glad I’m not royalty,” Hali chuckled. “It seems like way too much work.”  
 
    “Seriously,” Baratu agreed as she sat up and went for her apron. “Life is a lot simpler back here in the kitchen, making all sorts of crazy dishes and trying out new things.”  
 
    “Both food-wise and… otherwise.” Hali winked.  
 
    “Speaking of which,” I observed as I nodded to the table. “We should probably get somebody to sanitize that ASAP. Or at least before our next meal.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Draco Rex,” the redheaded dragonkin woman reassured me. “You just go out there and address your people, and we’ll handle everything back here.”  
 
    I walked over and gave both of the cooks one last kiss before I tossed on my clothes and headed for the door. I wandered through the hallways of the dragonkin palace for a few minutes before I came back to the courtyard, where the entirety of the group was still waiting.  
 
    Ah, there is Benjamin! Bungal’s thespian voice declared as I stepped out into the courtyard. We were wondering if you had gotten lost in those corridors, my dear boy.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I reassured the fat brown dragon. “I just got sidetracked. How are things going out here?”  
 
    They loved our performance, Bungal explained. Your son is quite the thespian, I must say. When he reenacted the scene of you killing the alchemist? There was not a dry eye in the audience.  
 
    “Glad to hear that,” I chuckled as I looked out over my loyal subjects.  
 
    As I watched them chatting, laughing, and having an overall good time, my thoughts couldn’t help but drift into a dark place. Even with all our provisions of the wall, the various booby traps, the dragons, and the intense training I’d given all of my warriors, we had still been invaded multiple times.  
 
    Sure, we’d always been victorious against the invaders, but I wasn’t sure just how long that would last. If I really wanted my friends, lovers, and children to be truly safe, we needed to find ourselves a new home.  
 
    As much as it pained me to admit it, we weren’t safe as long as the orcs knew where we were.  
 
    What is on your mind, Benjamin? Bungal’s voice suddenly brought me back to reality.  
 
    “What?” I shook my head feverishly. “Oh… I’m just thinking about the future.”  
 
    You’re thinking about the island, aren’t you? the fat dragon guessed. You are thinking about the invaders, and how the council of dragons might help you find a new home.  
 
    “Get out of my head, Bungal,” I chuckled, though I was only partially-kidding.  
 
    Well, my friend. Bungal cleared his throat. You are in luck.  
 
    “Is that so?” I raised an eyebrow at the dragon.  
 
    Indeed. He nodded so hard his jowls bounced like bowls full of jelly. Remember how I told you I have insider knowledge about the council of dragons?  
 
    “Go on…” My heart raced in my chest as I thought about his words.  
 
    They are going to be meeting soon, Benjamin! Bungal proclaimed. Your prayers will finally be answered, my friend.  
 
    “Wait.” I shook my head. “What do you mean by ‘soon?’ Like… In the next month? The next week?”  
 
    In the coming days, I believe, the brown dragon confirmed. At least, they should be meeting in the next few days if they have retained their original schedule. Things sort of went south the second I left the council…  
 
    “Days?” I gasped. “You’re telling me the council of dragons is meeting in a few days? Why didn’t you say something sooner?”  
 
    I wanted to wait until your wall was finished. Bungal frowned. I know how worried you were about keeping your friends and family safe, and I feared you would try to run off to find them before you had the proper precautions in place.  
 
    My heart swelled at Bungal’s thoughtfulness.  
 
    “Thank you, Bungal.” I smiled at the fat dragon. “You’re a good friend.”  
 
    As I looked back over the crowd at the feast, I tried to push the thoughts of orcs and dragons to the back of my mind, but the next step of our journey was about to begin.  
 
    A step that required us to go to a faraway island and potentially face off against twenty-six deadly, pissed-off dragons. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    I must admit, Benjamin, Bungal the Mighty declared as he hovered over our ship. It is bizarre traveling without my bondmate.  
 
    Tell me about it, the silver fire-breathing dragon Tirian sighed. I went out to two whole islands without Jemma. It felt like I was missing a part of myself the whole time.  
 
    “Awww, Tirian…” Jemma placed her hand over her heart and grinned. “I missed you, too. But I couldn’t risk the life of my child, so I had to stay home for these last few adventures.”  
 
    That’s okay, Jemma, Tirian reassured her. We’re together again, and that’s all that matters.  
 
    The silver dragon stomped across the beach to his bondmate, who promptly leaned in and started to scratch him on the jawline. Tirian let out a happy, earth-shaking hum as his foot began to thump into the sand like an overexcited rabbit, and all Jemma could do was laugh.  
 
    “I hope I live up to your expectations, Draco Rex,” Malak chuckled as she lifted her battle-axe over her shoulder. “I do not have the prowess for violence like Nadir or the snark of Lezan, but I will do my best to contribute as a member of your crew.”  
 
    “I’m sure you’ll do fine,” I agreed. “I’ve seen you fight with that axe before, and I know just how deadly you are.”  
 
    “The deadlier, the better,” Sela mused as she walked past us and toward the ship.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to bring her along?” Mira teased as she came up to me and pointed in the direction of Sela. “I think it’s better for everybody if she stays back here and leaves the adventuring up to the professionals.”  
 
    “I heard that,” Sela huffed from across the beach.  
 
    “I know you did.” Mira stuck out her tongue at the dragonkin warrior, turned back to Malak and me, and gave a little wink.  
 
    “Do they always bicker like that?” Malak questioned.  
 
    “Ever since I’ve known them.” I shrugged.  
 
    I patted Malak on the shoulder before I turned away and headed to the next cluster of crewmates.  
 
    Batari, Swaer, George, and Jonas all stood in a circle, and they were chatting it up as they awaited further instructions.  
 
    Dear one! George smiled at me as I approached. Words cannot express how happy I am to be joining you on another journey.  
 
    “You really wanted that much of a break from the wife and kids, huh?” I teased my bondmate as I slapped him gently on his scaly shoulder.  
 
    Not exactly, George admitted. I’ve just felt strange sitting around on the island while you take my children off on deadly voyages, that’s all.  
 
    “You weren’t just sitting around,” I reminded my bondmate. “You were guarding the island, which is a very, very important task.”  
 
    “I must admit, Draco Rex,” Jonas sighed. “I am nervous about meeting this council of dragons. As curious as I am to finally see all twenty-six species up close, the chance that they will be hostile is very high.”  
 
    “Maybe you should try to meditate on it,” I joked. “And if the gods somehow send you a vision of us all getting torn to shreds, then we can turn back before it’s too late.”  
 
    “Foresight is Marella’s forte, Draco Rex,” Jonas chuckled. “She would be a valuable--”  
 
    “No,” I cut the elderly soothsayer off. “Marella isn’t coming along. I know she could really help us out, but we have some idea of what we’re getting ourselves into with this one. This is not a journey that’s safe for any of our children.”  
 
    “Which is a shame,” Valea’s voice interjected. “Because your son was practically begging for me to bring Kehlaan along.”  
 
    Awwww. Arrick was trying to look out for his sister.  
 
    He was doing it by trying to send another teenage boy off to his death, but at least his heart was in the right place.  
 
    “Who needs Kehlaan when we’ve got this guy?” I joked as I pointed down at the slaughtertooth, Waeren.  
 
    Valea’s beloved pet stood there with his red feathers rustling in the wind, and he held his deadly, venomous beak high as his black eyes darted around the horizon, always on the lookout for danger.  
 
    We needed all the firepower we could get on this one, and a venomous bird-dog hybrid fit the bill perfectly.  
 
    Last but not least was the Morpho woman, Zerandrie.  
 
    The frail, redheaded butterfly-woman was floating off down the beach, away from everyone as she stared at the ocean. Her yellow wings and bright-red hair glistened under the glow of the morning sunrise, and her tiny body left a sharp, narrow shadow that stretched up the sandy ground like a dark, lanky troll.  
 
    “I don’t mean to judge, Draco Rex,” Valea whispered as she observed Zerandrie. “But is she really the best person to accompany us on this journey? She looks like every bone in her body could be broken by a strong gust of wind.”  
 
    “Zerandrie might look frail,” I explained. “But I’ve seen her in action. She’s just as deadly with her fan-blade as Dalwen or Ahwara or any of the other Morpho women… She’s just a little shy, that’s all. I’m hoping by coming with us and getting her out of her comfort zone, she might come out of her shell a little bit.”  
 
    “The Morpho women have shells?” Valea gasped. “I thought that was just regular skin on their bodies.”  
 
    “It’s an expression-- You know what?” I facepalmed. “Never mind. I should know better by now.”  
 
    Not to be a stick in the mud, Benjamin, Bungal’s voice cut through my thoughts. But when shall we embark on this frivolous adventure? I don’t wish to tire out my wings any more than I must.  
 
    “We’re heading out right now,” I promised, and then I turned to the rest of my crew. “Alright, guys! I know we’ve gotten ourselves into some major trouble before, but this is gonna be the big one. We’re heading off to an island full of perils, including at least twenty-six dragons who may or may not wish to tear us apart limb from limb. If you want out, now’s the time to say so. If not, let’s get on the ship and get the fuck out of here.”  
 
    “Wait, Ben!” Talise’s voice called out from somewhere up near the pathway. “Anora and I have a gift for you!”  
 
    I turned to see both Talise and Anora as they bounded out onto the sandy ground and then hustled down to where we were standing.  
 
    “Wow,” I teased. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you run that fast before.”  
 
    “We were going to give you this last night,” Anora explained as she held out a small brown bag, which was only about the size of a baseball. “But the celebration got a bit too chaotic…”  
 
    “You could just admit you drank too much palm wine and forgot,” Talise said through one of her windchime-like laughs.  
 
    “Thank you,” I chuckled as I took the bag. “What is it?”  
 
    “A new type of paste we have created,” Anora said, and a proud smile tugged at her lips. “Zamwae introduced us to this strange new herb she claimed had healing powers, so we crushed it up and combined it with some of our own materials to create something brand new!”  
 
    “Just in case,” Talise said with a nod. “I know how likely it is that somebody will get injured while exploring.”  
 
    “It works really well, too!” Anora proclaimed as her smile widened, and then she held up her left hand. “You see this cut on my hand?”  
 
    “No…” I trailed off.  
 
    “Exactly!” the dragonkin healer continued. “That’s because the cream healed it in a matter of minutes.”  
 
    “Well, shit.” I whistled. “That will really come in handy. Thank you.”  
 
    I gave both of the beautiful healer women a kiss on their foreheads before I bade them farewell one last time, and then I stuffed the bag of healing cream into my pocket. 
 
    Finally, I headed out to The Dragon Queen to join my crew, and I promptly took my position behind the wheel. Sela, Malak, and Batari manned the main sails, while Mira stood nearby in the first mate’s position. Meanwhile, the rest of the crew manned the capstan, the ropes, and other random parts of the vessel.  
 
    Once we were all in position, I gave the command to raise the anchor and drop the sails, and we were off.  
 
    I shall take the lead on this one, if you don’t mind, Bungal announced as he beat his massive wings and flew out a few hundred feet in front of the ship. I am abysmal at giving directions, though I remember the way to the island like it is a mole on my stomach.  
 
    “Strange analogy,” I admitted. “But I’ll take your word for it. Lead the way, Bungal.”  
 
    We set our sights on the fat brown dragon in front of us, and we followed him for several hours. Thankfully, the sea had decided to be gentle on this day, and we passed over its pristine blue waves without so much as a bit of turbulence.  
 
    George swam in the water beside us, while Tirian manned the crow’s nest. Swaer, of course, was attached to Batari’s arm the entire time.  
 
    Eventually, we sailed past all the islands we were familiar with. We passed the Spindrel island once again, and we passed far out beyond the isle of the goblins. Soon, we found ourselves in literal uncharted territory.  
 
    “I don’t like this, Ben,” Mira whispered to me. “Are you sure Bungal knows where he’s going?”  
 
    “I’d trust him with my life,” I reminded the dragonkin warrior.  
 
    “It’s not that I don’t trust him,” the golden-scaled woman clarified. “It’s just we’re now in parts of the ocean that have never been explored before. We’re far beyond anything on the map we stole from the orcs.”  
 
    “That’s a good thing, though,” I explained. “If the orcs have never explored this part of the world before, then they’re not going to have any idea where we are once we move.”  
 
    “When we move…” Mira trailed off in a robotic tone.  
 
    “I know, I know,” I sighed and hung my head. “You’ve lived on that island your entire life, and it’s been your ancestral home for, well… Forever. I realize what I’m asking you to do, Mira, but I would never ask it if I didn’t think it was the right move.”  
 
    “I would never doubt you, Ben.” Mira turned to me with a hint of tears in her eyes. “If you say it is for the best, then I believe it is for the best, but it doesn’t make the decision any easier.”  
 
    “It won’t be easy,” I agreed. “In fact, it’ll probably be one of the hardest things you’ll ever have to do.”  
 
    “I feel selfish,” Mira scoffed. “Every other non-dragonkin woman on our island left their homes, so why is it so difficult for me to leave mine?”  
 
    “Because, Mira,” I tried to comfort my beloved warrior. “You’re a dragonkin. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about your race since I came to this world, it’s that you’re headstrong, and you never give up. Just remember leaving the island isn’t a defeat. It’s a victory. If we can get away from those orc bastards once and for all, and only fight them on our terms? We’ll have changed the entire trajectory of this war.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, though.” Mira allowed a hint of a smile to twist up her lips. “Only one thing truly matters to me, and that is being with you, Ben. I want to live out the rest of my life with you and have a child… If this is the way we can make that happen, then I won’t have a single ounce of regret when it is all said and done.”  
 
    “That’s the spirit!” I laughed. “You know, if I wasn’t piloting the ship right now I would totally come over and hug you.”  
 
    “You can hug me later.” The golden-scaled dragonkin winked at me. “And perhaps I will hug you back. With my legs.”  
 
    My pants tightened at the thought of Mira’s bronze legs wrapped around my waist, and her warm, tight womanhood around my cock, and I allowed myself to fantasize about the situation for a bit longer as we drifted out further into the uncharted waters.  
 
    After a few more hours of travel, however, I started to wonder if Bungal truly did know where he was going.  
 
    “How much further away is this island, Bungal?” I called out to the fat fire-breather. “I haven’t seen a lick of dry land for several nautical miles here.”  
 
    Where is your spirit of adventure, Benjamin? Bungal scoffed. I thought being out on the open sea, with nothing around you but the brisk ocean breeze, was what made you sailors feel alive?  
 
    “It does,” I admitted. “But the thing is, we’re literally out here in areas that haven’t been charted yet. We could easily run ashore on a sand barge or damage our ship on a reef, or even get attacked by one of the many, many sea monsters that dwell beneath the waves. If that happens, and there’s no land in sight? Well… Let’s just say everybody will get a chance to test their swimming abilities.”  
 
    Unexplored? Bungal chuckled. What nonsense. The members of the council of dragons know this part of the ocean like the backs of our paws. It is not “unexplored” just because neither your kind nor the orcs have been out this way.  
 
    “That’s why I’m trusting you to not lead us astray.” I nodded firmly. “We’re literally sailing blind here.”  
 
    I assure you, Benjamin, the fat dragon promised. The rocky isles will appear within the next sun cycle.  
 
    If he said so.  
 
    We sailed onward until the golden sun began to set on the horizon of the ocean, and I had to admit, it was a sight more beautiful than anything I’d ever seen in my life.  
 
    The sun’s rays glistened off the blue waters of the sea as waves rippled along the surface, and the sky eventually shifted into a dark-purple glow. Soon, the massive star disappeared, only to be replaced by a full moon that was just about as illuminating.  
 
    Mira ended up taking the first shift of sleep while I continued to follow Bungal, and my eyes grew heavier as the night dragged on, to the point where I swore I was seeing ominous shadows in the water. I glanced back and forth into the darkness before me as my heart thundered in my chest, but no matter how paranoid I became, the trip continued without incident for several more hours.  
 
    Eventually, I saw Mira stand up out of the corner of my eye, do a yawning stretch, and then approach my position.  
 
    “I think it’s my turn to take over, Ben,” the jade-haired dragonkin noted. “How are you holding up?”  
 
    “I definitely need some sleep,” I sighed before I rubbed my eyes furiously. “I’m starting to see things that aren’t there.”  
 
    “Oh, Gods,” Mira chuckled. “It’s a wonder you didn’t accidentally navigate us off course.”  
 
    “I couldn’t do that if I tried,” I mused as I gestured to the area around us. “All I need to do is sail in a straight line and follow the giant dragon in front of us, and it’s not like there’s anything to run into out here.”  
 
    “Then it should be a simple task for your first mate to continue,” Mira confirmed. “Get some sleep, Ben.”  
 
    I stepped away from the wheel of The Dragon Queen as Mira took my place, and then I sauntered across the deck as quietly as I could.  
 
    The crepuscular raccoon-woman Malak was still awake and manning the main sails, but every other member of my crew had retired into the bowels of the ship for the night.  
 
    Well, everybody except for Sela. The beautiful green-scaled warrior refused to give up her guard post at the starboard edge of the vessel, though it appeared the sandman had gotten the best of her. Sela sat flat on her ass with her head leaned back against the side of the ship. Her eyes were closed, and her mouth was agape as she snoozed, though her deadly seaglass spear remained clutched tightly in her right hand.  
 
    I crept over to the sleeping dragonkin warrior, lowered myself down onto the deck beside her, and then gently placed my arm around her shoulder. Sela let out a surprised snort as she raised her head and opened her emerald eyes a quarter of an inch, but when she saw it was just me, she smiled and leaned her head up against my shoulder.  
 
    I nuzzled my nose into her blue hair as I kissed her softly, and then I pressed my back against the cold oak of the ship. The soft, crashing ocean waves lulled me to sleep in an instant, and the next thing I knew, I was out like a light.  
 
    “Draco Rex?” Sela’s voice was the next thing I heard. “Draco Rex? Wake up!”  
 
    My eyes jolted open and were immediately greeted by the blinding light of the sun, so I created a makeshift visor with my hand, sprang to my feet, and grabbed onto the hilt of my sword.  
 
    “What is it?” I demanded. “Are we under attack?”  
 
    Not at all! Swaer’s high-pitched voice declared. Actually, it’s the opposite of that. The island is right up ahead!  
 
    As my pupils slowly adjusted to the sunlight, I saw just what my friends were so giddy about. It started off as nothing but a shadowy outline as tall as a skyscraper, but when I realized what I was looking at, my jaw fell to the deck.  
 
    The island was still several miles away, but even from out here I could see all the rocky terrain. Its entire coastline was made up of jagged cliffs, with very few specks of green or lush foliage in sight. As the landscape moved inward, it stretched upwards to the heavens to create a formation that disappeared up into the clouds above.  
 
    A mountain.  
 
    The island was just one giant freaking mountain.  
 
    “No wonder the council decides to hold their meetings here,” Jonas observed. “I do not see how any creature without the ability of flight could even make it to the mainland.”  
 
    “The orcs definitely couldn’t,” Mira agreed from behind the ship’s wheel. “The shoreline looks like it is hundreds of feet above the surface of the ocean. There’s nowhere to even land.”  
 
    “There is when it’s lucky we have flying friends who can help,” I explained to the dragonkin. “Tirian? Bungal? I hate to ask you guys this, but--”  
 
    We’ll carry you, Tirian chuckled. You should know by now you don’t even need to ask.  
 
    What about me? George gulped. I am quite heavy, and I’m afraid my climbing abilities are not what they were when I was an adolescent dragon.  
 
    “You’re like, two,” I reminded my bondmate.  
 
    No need to worry, my scaly blue friend! Bungal declared. For Bungal the Mighty is surely strong enough to lift you from the depths of the ocean and carry you up over the treacherous landscape of the Rocky Isles.  
 
    We’ll see about that, George chuckled. I’m afraid my love of wild boars might finally be catching up to me.  
 
    As we sailed closer to the Rocky Isles, I became even more flabbergasted about the scale of the whole place. I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised. After all, this was the spot where giant dragons of all races congregated together.  
 
    We needed a hell of a lot of space to fit just one or two dragons, so I couldn’t even imagine the space needed for twenty-six.  
 
    Eventually, the water became even more shallow, and we had to raise the sails and slow the ship before we accidentally beached ourselves. The second The Dragon Queen had stopped moving, I commanded my crew to raise the sails and then drop the anchor, after which we all stared up at the massive cliffside before us.  
 
    “We should gather up some supplies,” I ordered my crewmates. “Lots of ropes and hooks… Maybe some fire-making tools… Anything that might help us out.”  
 
    My friends and I spent the next thirty minutes or so gathering up various materials and rations that would help us get through this experience. We didn’t know exactly what we needed, per se, so we ended up with a hodgepodge of supplies that included the bloating pouch of our slain thunder dragon, a large swatch of mole-bat hide, and some parasite-leg stakes, just to name a few.  
 
    “Well,” Jemma sighed once we were done. “I suppose we should all get up there and see what we’re dealing with.”  
 
    The auburn-haired Niralope whistled in the direction of the crow’s nest, and Tirian hopped off it in a flash. The silver dragon swooped down, landed on the deck of the ship with a firm thud, and then chuffed happily as he awaited his bondmate.  
 
    Jemma gave Tirian a pat on the head before she tossed her leg over his body and hoisted herself up onto him.  
 
    Alright, Tirian declared. I’ve got room for four more. Who’s coming?  
 
    Jonas, Batari, Mira, and Sela took the dragon up on his offer, which meant the rest of us got to take a ride on the Bungal express.  
 
    The fat brown dragon fluttered down beside the ship so his back was even with the deck, and then he let out a soft huff.  
 
    Do watch out for loose scales, Bungal warned. I don’t need a boot stuck in my skin!  
 
    “After you.” I motioned for the rest of my friends to go first.  
 
    Valea slowly stepped out onto the dragon’s back, and Waeren was right behind her. Once those two were on board, I gestured for Malak and Zerandrie to follow.  
 
    However, neither of the women budged.  
 
    “I think I’ll fly myself,” Zerandrie giggled as her yellow wings spread wide, and then she lifted into the air.  
 
    “What about you?” I raised an eyebrow at Malak. “You can’t fly.”  
 
    “No.” The Coonag woman shook her gray head firmly. “But I can climb!”  
 
    “I’m not sure that’s the best idea--” I began, but it was too late.  
 
    Malak let out a cackle of glee as she ran to the bow of the ship, sprang overboard, and splashed into the water below. She swam like a dog on steroids as she approached the edge of the island, and when she finally came to the bottom of the cliff, she reached up and dug her claws into the stone. Then the raccoon-woman hoisted herself out of the water, and her furry bikini clung to her body like a wet blanket as she began her ascent.  
 
    That seems needlessly excessive, Bungal noted.  
 
    “That’s the Coonag in a nutshell.” I shrugged.  
 
    Alright, everyone, the fat dragon declared. Hold on for your lives! And as for you, George… I do apologize for anywhere I might accidentally touch you. 
 
    Accidentally touch me? George gasped. What are you--  
 
    Before he could finish his thought, Bungal outstretched his massive foot and snatched up George in his grasp. The fat brown dragon then beat his wings and raised all of us up into the air.  
 
    I’d ridden on Tirian and George plenty of times, but being atop Bungal was something else. The dragon’s muscles rippled like a seismic earthquake with each movement of his wings, and his dragon hum was deeper than the sounds coming out of a freaking active volcano.  
 
    There was a reason Bungal was called “the Mighty.”  
 
    Zerandrie, Tirian, and all his passengers joined us in the sky, and we all began the journey upward. It only took a few seconds for us to close the gap, and we found ourselves staring out at a flat, gray landscape before us.  
 
    There were cracks and small ravines everywhere, as well as a few green leafy vines that jutted out through the flaws in the stone. Boulders and rocks of different sizes littered the scene in front of us, but there was not much else.  
 
    Make no mistake, this was the base of a mountain.  
 
    “I think I might already know the answer,” Batari pondered aloud as she looked up at the rocky elevation in front of her. “But where, exactly, does the council of dragons meet?”  
 
    Why, at the very peak of the mountain, of course! Bungal declared, and everyone who could understand him let out frustrated groans in unison.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Malak questioned as she finally crested the cliff and joined us. “Are we not close to our destination?”  
 
    “They’re going to have to fly us up the mountain,” I explained to the gray-haired Coonag.  
 
    Fly? Bungal chuckled. Oh, Benjamin… I forget how naive you are at times. We cannot fly up the side of the Scaly Peak. The wind gets more and more ferocious the higher you go, and we would be battered against the side of the mountain.  
 
    “Hold on…” My heart fell into my stomach. “Are you saying we’re going to have to fucking climb all the way up this thing?”  
 
    “What?” Valea gasped. “That could take us days!”  
 
    It is the only way, I’m afraid, Bungal sighed. At least, it is the only way that is truly safe.  
 
    Mother fucker…  
 
    It looked like all those obstacle courses in basic training were about to pay off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    “Bet I can beat all of you up to the top!” Malak declared as she ran over to the nearby cliffside, sprang onto it like a pouncing squirrel, and then started to shimmy upward.  
 
    My eyes couldn’t help but wander toward the raccoon-woman’s ass as she climbed up above us, but it was only covered by a thin piece of leather and fur that rode up and put everything on display like a thong. Malak’s entire body was splayed out against the side of the cliff, which meant her glutes were taut beneath her beautiful pale skin.  
 
    I tried to force my erection to stay away, but it was difficult as I watched her climb. Thankfully, Bungal’s voice brought me back to reality.  
 
    I do hope she realizes it’s quite a gargantuan mountain, the fat brown dragon chuckled. It will take us at least a day’s journey to get up to the peak, and that is if we don’t take into account sleep, food, or bathroom breaks.  
 
    “Well, we can’t be without any of those,” I mused as I stared up the side of the mountain.  
 
    “Then I suppose we need to be prepared for a long, treacherous journey,” Mira agreed. “This incline alone and its sheer height will make it difficult to traverse.”  
 
    Speak for yourself, Swaer laughed. I can just float right on up to the top if I wanted to! But I don’t want to leave you guys all alone like that.  
 
    I wouldn’t be so sure, little one, Bungal said. This part of the mountain may seem calm, but just up beyond those clouds, the wind becomes very harsh. The first and only time I tried to fly up to the peak, I was tossed into one of the jagged cliffs and got this scar.  
 
    As he spoke, Bungal turned his back to us and pointed at a gnarly line of deep scar tissue on his back right leg.  
 
    Wow, George gulped. If the wind was able to thrash Bungal around… I don’t even want to think of what it could do to us.  
 
    Not to be graphic, Bungal warned. But I believe our little friend Swaer would end up smashed into a bloody pulp if he tried to fly up to the peak.  
 
    “Is it really that bad?” I asked as my heart skipped a beat. “Like, are we even going to be able to make the climb, or are we going to be fighting the wind the entire time? Also, is it gonna be cold as balls up there?”  
 
    Yes. Bungal nodded. But also “yes,” “yes,” and “yes.”  
 
    “And you didn’t think to mention any of this before?” I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    I am sorry, Benjamin, Bungal said in a sheepish tone. I sometimes forget how small you all are. Your strength of will makes you seem much larger in my mind. 
 
    Well, shit. It was a good thing we had plenty of climbing rope in the storage room of The Dragon Queen, as well as a few furry cloaks we could toss over ourselves when we got to the colder sections of the mountain.  
 
    “You’re going to need to elaborate on the situation a little more, I’m afraid,” Batari sighed and crossed her arms across her busty gray chest.  
 
    The climb is awful, the fat dragon began. Though I will be the first to admit, that comes more from my… bulky stature than it does climbing ability or the wind, but it is still dangerous. You won’t find yourself getting blown off the side of a cliff simply by standing there, but the wind is strong enough to toss you around if it catches anything. That’s why I would advise you to not wear loose articles on your body and not to use your wings or anything that could get caught in a mighty gust. 
 
    I translated for those who didn’t have a dragonbond and was met with more groans and sighs.  
 
    “I kinda wish you would have told me that before,” the Morpho Zerandrie muttered under her breath.  
 
    The tiny redheaded woman was just about as “at risk” as you could possibly get. On her body she wore the standard Morpho attire, which was a loose, nearly-transparent white toga wrap that draped around every curve of her figure. Her wings were also a massive liability, as they were literally designed to catch the wind. Then there was the fact Zerandrie was petite and frail. I’d seen her take a punch before and get right back up, but all it would take was one strong slam against the rocks to shatter her into a million pieces.  
 
    “We can’t let you travel like that,” I agreed. “We need to get you into some new clothes… Clothes that are more wind-resistant and can strap your wings down against your back.”  
 
    “I would offer her some of mine,” Sela chuckled. “But I do not have much on my body to begin with.”  
 
    “And I left my only change of attire back on my home island.” Valea shrugged.  
 
    “Dang, guys,” I teased my crewmates as I turned back to the ship below. “It’s a good thing your king is always prepared, then. Just give me a few minutes.”  
 
    I asked Tirian to hustle me back to the deck of The Dragon Queen, and then I proceeded down into the storage room. Once down in the supply-filled quarters, I searched around until I found a bit of the mole-bat hide we’d taken off the slain beast. 
 
    I quickly undid the strings of the bag, opened it up, and then fumbled around inside until I found the bits of mole-bat hide I’d swiped from The Dragon Queen’s cargo hold.  
 
    It had taken her some time back on our home island, but the dragonkin tailor Isla eventually figured out how to cut through the thick hide of the mole-bat and formulate it into different garments and accessories. Nadir and Lezan had both worn armor made of the thick, nearly-impenetrable hide when they were pregnant, so I figured it would make a perfect alternative to Zerandrie’s tunic. The mole-bat hide we’d brought along on this voyage had been cut into one long, continuous strip of white leather, probably with the intent that we would use it as a rope or strap.  
 
    In a way, we kind of were, but this kind of “strap” would hold Zerandrie’s wings in place.  
 
    While I was down there I also snagged a few furry cloaks. I didn’t know if they were going to be enough to keep us protected from the frigid cold, but they’d be better than nothing at all. So, with the proper supplies in hand, I shoved them into the bag and headed back topside. Then Tirian flew me back up to the small platform, where I undid the knapsack and showed off the straps of leather to Zerandrie.  
 
    “What am I supposed to do with that?” Zerandrie questioned as she narrowed her eyes. “I know I’m really thin, but that is practically a piece of string.”  
 
    “That’s what it looks like,” I agreed. “To the untrained eye. But if we take this leather and wrap it strategically around your body, we can cover up all your vital organs and keep your wings at bay.”  
 
    “I don’t know…” the red-haired butterfly-woman trailed off. “It’s going to be strange to have my wings restrained. They’re as much a part of me as my arms or legs.”  
 
    I’d highly advise you to do it, Bungal interjected, though Zerandrie couldn’t understand him. I’d hate to see you bashed and mangled up against the rocks of the cliffs, my dear.  
 
    “It won’t be so bad,” I promised with a wink. “Ask anyone around here, and they’ll tell you just how gentle I can be.”  
 
    Zerandrie’s cheeks flushed red with embarrassment, and she let out a slight giggle as she hung her head and hid her face.  
 
    “If you say so,” she said in a happy whisper. “I still don’t know how to tie it, though.”  
 
    “Leave that to me!” Valea declared as she stepped forward. “The Spindrel people are used to working with literal leaves for clothes, so surely I can figure out how to make this strange material work.”  
 
    The blonde Spindrel woman flipped the long end of her undercut out of her face, cracked her knuckles, and then motioned for me to hand her the strips of fabric. The second I passed the strip over to Valea, she wrapped one of its ends around her arms, stepped over to Zerandrie, and then placed her hand softly between the Morpho woman’s wings.  
 
    “Do-- do I have to get undressed right here?” Zerandrie’s face turned beet red. “In front of everybody?”  
 
    “It’s nothing we haven’t seen before,” Mira chuckled. “We all have the same parts. At least, I think we do…”  
 
    “It’s not as if your current attire leaves much to the imagination,” Jemma teased. “I think we’ve all seen every part of our bodies, Zerandrie.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I explained to the red-haired beauty. “There are plenty of dudes on this journey, so I get why you might want a little privacy. Bungal? Do you think you could stand between us and block our view?”  
 
    Egads! Bungal gasped. I don’t wish to see her naked, either, Benjamin.  
 
    “You’d be facing us,” I clarified with an amused shake of my head.  
 
    Oh. The fat brown dragon blinked. In that case… 
 
    As he spoke, Bungal floated up into the air and moved over between Valea and Zerandrie and the rest of the crew. His blubbery body lowered down to the ground to form a makeshift changing curtain, and the dragon began to whistle happily as he blocked the view.  
 
    We stood there chatting with each other for a few minutes, all while Valea fiddled with Zerandrie’s garments on the other side of the dragon. Finally, I heard Valea’s voice rise up from behind Bungal.  
 
    “There!” the Spindrel naturalist declared. “Zerandrie is all changed.”  
 
    Bungal cautiously peeked back over his shoulder with one eye closed, almost like an owl, but when he saw Zerandrie was fully clothed, he let out a hefty sigh of relief, turned back to us, and smiled. The fat brown dragon then took two lumbering steps to the left before he leaned his body up against the nearby cliffside.  
 
    Now that Bungal was out of the way, I could see Zerandrie in all her glory.  
 
    The butterfly-woman had the white, furry leather of the mole-bat wrapped around her body in an intricate, Amazonian pattern. The fabric wrapped around her neck and then down around her chest in a crisscross pattern, with the thin bits of fabric just barely covering the nipples of her tiny breasts. The strips of leather then came together around her petite waist as it wrapped around twice from both directions. Finally, both ends of the leather went downward, covered up Zerandrie’s womanhood, and then came back up in a thong string tied up around her waist.  
 
    Most importantly, however, was the fact the leather straps tied down her golden wings against her back.  
 
    “Damn,” I whispered to myself.  
 
    Somehow, the shy Morpho woman looked even more smoking hot now that she had the whole “primal Amazon” aesthetic going on.  
 
    “It’s a tad tight,” Zerandrie admitted with a sigh. “But I guess it’s the best you could do with what was available.”  
 
    “It’s supposed to be tight,” Valea chuckled with a flick of her head. “That’s what’s going to keep you from getting blown away as we’re climbing.”  
 
    “Speaking of that…” Realization suddenly dawned on me, and I looked up the side of the mountain. “Does Malak realize we’re down here, or is she still climbing like a chimp on crack?”  
 
    We will catch up to her, Bungal reassured me. She will either quickly realize we are far behind, or she will get winded. That’s what always happens to me when I make this journey. This long, tedious journey. 
 
    “It can’t be that bad,” Mira said. “We’ve climbed giant mountains before.”  
 
    None like this, I’m afraid, the fat dragon sighed. I hope we brought plenty of food and water, because this is going to take some time.  
 
    “Then we’d better get a move on,” I confirmed. “Bungal? You’re the only one who knows where we’re going, so lead the way.”  
 
    Of course, Benjamin. Bungal turned around so his fat belly was pressed up against the side of the cliff, and he glanced longingly upward. The fat dragon then took a deep breath, reached up with one of his meaty paws, and dug them into the rock like a toddler grabbing a handful of Play-Doh. Bungal grunted and huffed as he used his upper-body strength to lift his body upward with a mighty heave, and then he slammed his clawed feet into the side of the cliff. As the dragon climbed, he reminded me of the lazy, sunbathing lizards that clung to the sides of pool netting. His movements were slow and plodding, but they were movements nonetheless.  
 
    One-by-one, the rest of my crew began to make the climb, and even though each of them were in great physical condition, they all seemed to struggle in their own way.  
 
    Batari was weighed down by the furry red dragon tied to her arm, while Jemma seemed to be annoyed by the bow that kept brushing into her face. Zerandrie, on the other hand, just lacked upper-body strength period. The frail Morpho’s arms trembled with each hold she made on the rocks, but she kept at it like it didn’t bother her.  
 
    The animals and the dragonkin, however, didn’t seem to have any issue.  
 
    Mira and Sela darted up the side of the cliff like two professional rock climbers who were locked into a competitive race, and much to my surprise, even Jonas seemed to be doing better as a whole.  
 
    I guess that shouldn’t have come as too much of a shock, considering the guy had lived alone in the mountains for several years.  
 
    Tirian, George, and Waeren also had no issues with the climb whatsoever. Tirian and George slunk up the mountain in a more graceful version of Bungal’s climb, while Waeren bounded from jutting out rock to jutting out rock as if he were a mountain goat.  
 
    We climbed higher and higher up the mountain, and the further we got, the more I realized just how right Bungal was. After nearly an hour of ascending, every single muscle in my arms and legs ached like a mother fucker. My body was wet with heavy perspiration as my lungs sucked in the thinning air around me, and it was getting harder and harder to get a good hand-hold on the rocks.  
 
    Then there was the freaking wind.  
 
    My short locks of hair whipped back and forth in the breeze, and the cool sensation sent chills down my already-sweaty body.  
 
    Thankfully, we didn’t have to go much longer before we came upon a familiar face.  
 
    “I thought you guys weren’t coming!” Malak declared from the edge as she looked down on us with a sharp grin.  
 
    “What are you standing on, Malak?” Mira yelled up to the Coonag woman.  
 
    “There’s a really big platform up here,” Malak replied. “I figured I’d take a break and wait for you slow climbers to catch up!”  
 
    “Executive decision,” I called out to all my friends through a gasp. “We’re gonna stop for a minute up there.”  
 
    The rest of my crewmates scrambled up over the side of the cliff and disappeared from my view, and as I approached the edge, my arms felt like they were about to turn to rubber at any second. Then adrenaline surged within me, and I let out a grunt of frustration as I made the final few moves upward and grabbed onto the side. I hoisted myself up onto the platform, rolled over onto my back, and let out a long sigh of relief.  
 
    That wasn’t so bad, Swaer noted. 
 
    Every single one of us shot the wind dragon dirty looks, and his smile instantly faded. The little guy’s whiskers pulled back against the sides of his face as he coiled himself even tighter around Batari’s arm, and then he leaned back so his head was hidden behind hers.  
 
    “Tell that to my aching legs,” Jemma grumbled. “You don’t realize how out of shape you get during pregnancy until you go on an adventure for the first time in forever.”  
 
    We still have much to go, I’m afraid, Bungal admitted. I would say we need to climb that same length at least five more times before we reach the peak.  
 
    “We have to do that five more times?” Batari gasped. “There’s no shortcuts?”  
 
    I’m afraid not. The fat dragon shook his head. At least, there are none I am aware of.  
 
    “Can’t we at least ride on your back?” Mira questioned. “Your muscles are much stronger than ours, so you’d get fatigued less quickly.”  
 
    “That would put too much strain on his back,” Valea said in a somewhat offended tone. “Bungal is already carrying around enough weight. Adding the lot of us at such a strange angle would be horrible for his spine.”  
 
    “Not to mention we’d be fighting against gravity the entire time,” I explained. “And the wind. As much as I hate to admit it, the best way forward is to continue climbing on our own. After a really, really long break.”  
 
    Don’t you want to get to the council in a timely manner? Bungal asked with a tilt of his head. They are probably already on the island, and their meeting will take place within the next day.  
 
    “We can still make it in a day,” I confirmed. “But we’re not gonna be going anywhere if our muscles give out and we plummet down to our deaths.”  
 
    “Please tell me you have water in that satchel, Draco Rex,” Batari panted and made a drinking motion with her hand.  
 
    “I don’t have to,” I explained. “George? You want to show everybody the little trick we’ve been practicing?”  
 
    Of course, dear one. The blue-scaled water dragon smiled as he stood from his laying position. Do you have a vessel for me to use?  
 
    “Uhhhhhhh,” Batari gulped. “Is this going where I think it’s going?”  
 
    Ewwww! Swaer stuck out his forked tongue and gagged. Are you going to make us drink your pee?  
 
    I am not, George chuckled. Though apparently that is something you can do in extreme situations.  
 
    “Kinda,” I explained. “It’ll keep you from dehydrating in an emergency, but it’s basically just a bunch of stuff that’s been filtered out of your body. You do it enough times, and you’ll still be in a world of trouble. That’s an episode of Man vs. Wild you won’t see…”  
 
    I pulled the knapsack from my back, placed it onto the ground, and then fumbled around until I found a few halved coconuts and wooden cups I’d swiped from the ship. I proceeded to hand out the drinking vessels to each and every one of my crewmates before I walked over to George and placed my hand on the back of his neck.  
 
    I’ve never done this at this scale, dear one, George sighed.  
 
    “It’ll be fine,” I promised. “It’s not like I’m asking you to conjure up a waterfall here.”  
 
    “With all due respect, Draco Rex,” Jonas interjected with a raised finger. “We cannot drink the water that comes from a water dragon’s mouth. It is full of salt, just like the ocean.”  
 
    George and I exchanged an amused glance as we took in the soothsayer’s words, and then I extended my half-coconut in front of his mouth.  
 
    “Maybe in your research, Jonas,” I explained to the dragonkin elder. “But George has discovered a way to eliminate the salt from his water at will.”  
 
    “Impossible.” Jonas’ mouth dropped open. “I’ve been studying water dragons my entire life, and I’ve never once encountered one that could do that.”  
 
    The salt is not completely gone, George admitted. 
 
    “Exactly,” I continued. “It’s like… a water softener. Basically, George here can lower the amount of salt the water he produces down to levels safe for consumption.”  
 
    “How?” Sela questioned. “And if he can do such a thing, why couldn’t any of the other water dragons we’ve met over the years?”  
 
    It takes practice, George explained. And patience. And then there’s simply the fact we water dragons don’t need to do it. We can drink salt water and be completely fine.  
 
    “Long story short,” I translated for Sela. “There was never a need. Before I started bringing you guys on island-hopping adventures, the dragonkin had all the freshwater they needed right there in their homes.”  
 
    “Fascinating,” Valea muttered under her breath. “May we see this process in action?”  
 
    You’re about to, George confirmed, and then he took a deep breath.  
 
    As he inhaled, the blue water dragon made a low humming noise that came from the very depths of his soul. His vocal cords reached a tone so low, it vibrated the entire platform we stood on and echoed throughout the surrounding valley. Finally, after making this noise for about thirty seconds, George pressed his lips together and then slightly opened them.  
 
    As the water dragon did so, a small waterfall of water exited his mouth and fell into the cup. When the halved coconut was full, he stopped the noise and halted the stream of liquid.  
 
    “See?” I announced as I held the cup high. “Freshwater!”  
 
    They still seemed skeptical, so I figured I needed to demonstrate.  
 
    I lowered the coconut down, pressed it against my lips, and then tilted it back as I opened my mouth. The water was cold and refreshing as it poured down my gullet, and it tasted as pure as a Fiji spring. I gulped it all down in a matter of seconds, wiped my lips, and then let out a satisfied “ahhh.”  
 
    “That’s enough for me,” Mira admitted, and then she stomped over to our position and held out her wooden cup. “I will take some as well, please.”  
 
    George spent the next few minutes acting as a living drink dispenser until everybody’s cups were completely filled. Once that was done, my friends all sat back down and sucked the water down in a single gulp.  
 
    “Wow,” Mira noted. “If I had to guess, I never would have thought that came from a dragon’s mouth.”  
 
    Thank you, Mira, George said with a slight bow.  
 
    “Seriously, though,” Sela agreed. “I wish you’d learned how to do that sooner.”  
 
    It was an accident, the water dragon explained. I was simply playing with my children and got carried away. When I began to do my dragon hum while spraying the water, Malkey noted it tasted less salty than usual.  
 
    “He told me about the incident,” I added. “So, I made him practice. Now, we’re gonna have fresh water on every single adventure, just as long as we bring a water dragon!”  
 
    “A walking, talking waterfall?” a somewhat shrill, squawking voice echoed from above. “Sounds perfect!”  
 
    “But he’s so large…” another voice rang out. “Would he even fit in our nest?”  
 
    My crewmates and I all sprang to our feet and drew our weapons.  
 
    “Are these the dragons?” Batari hissed to Bungal.  
 
    Most certainly not, Bungal explained. The way they are talking makes it sound like they’ve never encountered a water dragon before.  
 
    “I like the big one,” a third voice giggled.  
 
    “Do not become too attached,” the first voice mused. “He’s the largest threat, so we’ll have to kill him first.”  
 
    I beg your pardon? Bungal gasped as he clutched his nonexistent pearls.  
 
    Suddenly, five figures appeared through the clouds above. They were all airborne, and they seemed to glide down toward us using giant flaps of feathers that hung between their underarms and their waists like a wingsuit. All five of our mystery attackers zipped past Bungal, and the dragon let out a grunt of pain as his head whipped backward.  
 
    There was a small gash on the fat dragon’s cheek when he leaned forward again, and his slitted eyes narrowed with rage.  
 
    Meanwhile, our five attackers landed on the platform about fifty feet away from my crew, and for the first time I could see them clearly.  
 
    Every one of them had a sharp, semi-pointed nose and a colorful, wild hairstyle, all of which looked to be mohawks of some sort. Their bodies were covered by dainty pieces of armor that appeared to be strewn together with twigs, and they all had a pit of red warpaint underneath their eyes. Their arms were long and lanky, connected to a set of vibrant feathers that folded against their body and became practically invisible when they sat on solid ground. 
 
    Strangest of all, however, were their legs. The women’s flesh shifted into dark yellow from the knee below, and the texture became more rigid. At the very bottom of the appendage sat three long extremities, each one with razor-sharp talons at its end.  
 
    Bird-women.  
 
    We were dealing with a bunch of bird-women.  
 
    And from the sound of it, they wanted to kill us and take George for their own.  
 
    There was no way in hell I was gonna let that happen. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “A water dragon that can create freshwater,” the bird-woman with a leprechaun-green plume of hair on her head scoffed. “We’ll never have to journey to the water pits again! Think of how glorious it will be to not have to fight the dragons for our resources…”  
 
    “Easy, Teeka,” another woman with a much shorter, spiky black mohawk cautioned. “We must slaughter all these strange creatures first, if we wish to claim him as our prize.”  
 
    “It’s funny, Nevar,” said a third woman, a woman who wore a tannish-brown mohawk that traveled all the way down to the small of her back. “These things almost look like us. Only uglier.”  
 
    “Tough talk coming from a bunch of women without weapons,” Sela growled before she twirled her spear and held it behind her at the ready.  
 
    “They’ve got your cockiness, Kwah,” another woman with red, neon-blue tipped hair whistled. “Maybe they are just like us.”  
 
    “I don’t know what you are,” the dark-haired bird-woman, Nevar, mused. “But the Aviar don’t need weapons to eviscerate our enemies.”  
 
    “As you’re about to find out…” The one named Kwah grinned. “Our bodies are the weapons!”  
 
    The fifth woman of the group remained silent. She was about a foot shorter than the rest, and on her head was a short side-hawk. Her hair was a strange mixture of lime-green and yellow, and it hung down and covered the entire right side of her face. Her yellow eyes glistened with a hint of fear, which made me think she wasn’t as bloodthirsty as the rest of her friends.  
 
    Then again, I wasn’t going to wait to find out.  
 
    “We don’t want any trouble,” I told the bird-women as I briefly lowered my sword. “We’re just passing through. Leave us now, and I’ll forget you hurt my friend.”  
 
    “Friend?” Nevar gasped. “You call these beasts your ‘friends?’ The dragons are the vilest creatures to ever walk the island!”  
 
    Now, that’s just rude, Swaer huffed.  
 
    Indeed, Bungal agreed. Those words cut deeper than the gash on my face.  
 
    “If you hate dragons so much, then why do you want to take ours?” I growled.  
 
    “That’s no concern of yours,” the woman with red-and-blue hair interjected. “Especially since you’ll be dead shortly, anyways.” 
 
    Without another word, the woman sprang forward like a pouncing cheetah. She twirled as she flew up about five feet in the air, threw out her foot, and took a swipe at me with her razor-sharp talons.  
 
    I jumped back at the very last second, just as the claws of her feet swiped past where my stomach had been.  
 
    Without missing a beat, I made a fist and lashed out at the bird-woman with my free hand, but she quickly bobbed out of the way like a boxer. Then she slammed her slender fist into my face as she came back up, and the world went white for half a second as I stumbled backward.  
 
    However, I didn’t have any time to be stunned.  
 
    I instinctively fell down onto my knees, and I heard the swish of her feet pass over my head harmlessly. I swung my seaglass sword wildly at my opponent’s legs, but she simply sprang up into the air and evaded.  
 
    Suddenly, I felt both of the woman’s claws grasp onto my shoulders, and a dull wave of pain shot through my body. Thankfully, my scales acted as a sort of natural armor, so her talons only just dug into the surface of my flesh.  
 
    Still, she had me right where she wanted me, and before I could make my move, the woman used her wings to flip backwards and sent me rocketing across the rocky landscape like a ragdoll.  
 
    My body slammed into the hard ground and bounced for several feet before it finally came to a crashing halt against the side of the cliff. Pain shot through my back as I hit the wall, but I was thankful she’d thrown me this way and not the other direction, off the side of the mountain. 
 
    As I groggily stood to my feet, I saw the rest of my crew in action.  
 
    Jemma stood strong as she shot arrow after arrow at the dark-haired bird-woman who charged at her, but it was to no avail.  
 
    The one they called Nevar darted and flipped around like an Olympic acrobat as she dodged the incoming projectiles. The woman even managed to flip around, snatch an arrow out of the air with her talon, and then whip it back at Jemma with a snap of her ankle.  
 
    A shot of white-hot flames from Tirian incinerated the arrow before it could hit Jemma, and the Niralope woman’s mouth fell agape as she continued to send arrows at her target.  
 
    Meanwhile, the green-and-yellow haired bird-woman took on Jonas, Mira, Valea, and Waeren all at the same time. She remained deathly silent as she parried, dodged, and ducked away from Mira’s spear and Valea’s pointed staff as if she were moving at three times their speed. The woman then did a backflip just as Waeren’s jaws snapped shut where she had stood, and she struck the slaughtertooth with a balled-up foot.  
 
    “Waeren!” Valea practically bawled.  
 
    The yellow-haired hedgehog-woman let out a battle cry as she charged at her opponent and twirled her staff like a helicopter blade. Valea lashed out at her enemy’s head as she landed, but the bird-woman was too quick.  
 
    The silent attacker bent her body backward at the waist and watched as Valea’s staff zipped past her face. Then, without a second’s hesitation, the yellow-and-green-haired bird-woman kicked out her right foot and struck Valea across the chest.  
 
    Bits of her wooden armor flew into the air as Valea gasped and stumbled backward, but her protective attire had withstood the attack. Her body may have been fine, but there was no way her ego wasn’t hurt after that one.  
 
    “Take this, you fiend!” Jonas declared as he tried to attack the woman from behind with his dagger.  
 
    The bird-lady jumped into the air, curled her body into a somersault, and then threw out both legs in unison. Her feet slammed into Jonas’ chest, and the soothsayer let out an “oomph” as he was tossed back onto his ass.  
 
    “What is your skin even made out of, anyway?” my opponent growled as she flipped back over into my view. “You look like our soon-to-be prized possession…”  
 
    The woman twirled around on her right foot, brought up her left, and tried to strike me in the face.  
 
    I got my sword up in time and knocked away her attack with the flat edge of my weapon. Then, while she was stunned, I raised my boot and took aim at her chest.  
 
    The bird-woman leapt to the right, and my foot caught nothing but air.  
 
    “Tell you what,” I snarled as I ducked out of the way of another kick. “You tell all your friends to back off, and I’ll tell you what I’m made of. Okay?”  
 
    “I don’t make the orders around here,” the red-and-blue-feathered woman explained. “And if you won’t tell me what you’re made of, I’m just going to have to find out when I tear apart your corpse!”  
 
    The woman jumped up into the air, took flight, and then shot toward me like she’d been fired out of a cannon. When she got to about ten feet away, my enemy took a sharp turn and spun around, and she slammed her foot into my right side.  
 
    “Gah!” I hissed as pain shot through my right kidney, and I fell to the ground.  
 
    I rolled out of the way seconds before my attacker’s razor-sharp talons slammed into the ground, and I came up swinging. I didn’t want to kill this woman, so I tried to go the non-lethal route. I slammed the flat edge of my seaglass sword against her back, and there was a harsh “thud” when it made impact.  
 
    “Yeow!” the woman squawked, and her body flew forward like a ragdoll.  
 
    The bird-woman was headed right for the rocky incline of the mountain, but she quickly used her wings to change her trajectory. She darted upward, spun around, and prepared to attack once more.  
 
    That was when she was tackled into the side of the cliff by Zerandrie, who must have untied her wings given the circumstances. Both of their bodies slammed into the rocky surface, but then they bounced off and tumbled through the sky. The two women punched, kicked, and even headbutted each other as they flew across the sky in an airborne ball of death, but Zerandrie seemed to be holding her own, even with the fierce wind. 
 
    She was stronger than everyone gave her credit for, even myself.   
 
    “I can handle her, Draco Rex!” the timid butterfly-woman huffed. “Help the others.”  
 
    Surely, the others didn’t need my help, did they?  
 
    “Bungal!” Batari’s voice snarled from behind me. “Can’t you just burn all these abominations into ash?”  
 
    I very well could, dear girl, Bungal noted. But I’m afraid I would toast all of you, as well.  
 
    “What good is a dragon that can’t fight?” the silver-haired rhino-woman huffed. “At least Swaer is trying. Even if he’s not doing so well.”  
 
    I turned around and saw just what Batari was talking about.  
 
    Bungal still stood with his fatty back pressed against the cliffside. The massive brown dragon watched as Malak, Batari, and Swaer all engaged with the bird-woman they called Teeka, and they weren’t doing much better than the rest of us.  
 
    Teeka wore a wide smile on her face as she literally cartwheeled out of the way of attack after attack.  
 
    Batari lashed out at her opponent with short, thrusting jabs while Malak took a more brutish, smash-heavy approach.  
 
    Neither of them could hit their target.  
 
    I got her! Swaer declared as he zipped in front of Teeka’s path. Try getting away from this one.  
 
    The tiny wind dragon sucked in a deep breath, whipped back his head, and then unleashed a powerful gust of wind right at the bird-woman.  
 
    Teeka just laughed as she spread out her arms, let the wind catch her wings, and then lifted back into the air. She shifted her wings and used her own momentum to come back around at Swaer, and then she tried to kick the little guy with her razor-sharp claws.  
 
    Swaer’s eyes bulged out of his head as he let out a gasp and slithered away to safety.  
 
    Teeka’s attack missed, but the statement had been made.  
 
    These women didn’t fear our dragons one bit.  
 
    It made sense. They lived on an island where every single type of dragon converged for a few days every year.  
 
    To an Aviar woman, dragons must have been like a gator to a Floridian.  
 
    Sure, they were deadly and dangerous, but after seeing them so often, people kinda got used to them. 
 
    Not to bother you, dear one, George’s voice echoed through my head. But Sela and I are in dire need of some assistance.  
 
    I took one last look at Zerandrie to make sure she was okay before I turned toward George and Sela.  
 
    Zerandrie and the bird-woman had broken out of their little face-to-face scuffle and now stared each other down as they hovered in the sky. The butterfly-woman had her fan-blade at the ready, while her opponent just cracked the knuckles of her bird-like feet.  
 
    It was like watching an airborne western standoff.  
 
    Zerandrie wasn’t in immediate danger, so I turned to help my other friends.  
 
    Sure enough, George and Sela were both locked into an intense battle with the Aviar woman Kwah.  
 
    George blasted tiny spurts of water at the tan-feathered woman, but her constant acrobatics allowed her to dodge with ease.  
 
    Meanwhile, Sela tried to use George’s distraction to catch Kwah off-guard. The blue-haired dragonkin let out a battle cry as she stabbed at her opponent in long, powerful jabs, but nothing seemed to land. When that didn’t work, Sela switched to another approach.  
 
    The green-scaled woman dropped down to her knees, grabbed her spear by the very end of its hilt, and then made a very wide half-circle over her head.  
 
    Kwah let out a caw-like sound as the blade of the spear dragged across her arm and sent a small spurt of blood into the air, and then she flew backward out of Sela’s reach.  
 
    Maybe they didn’t really need my help after all.  
 
    “I thought you were supposed to be the tough one,” Sela taunted her opponent as I ran over to my friends.  
 
    “Says you,” Kwah growled as she put pressure on her fresh wound. “You can’t even defeat me in a two-against-one fight! You had to call for backup.”  
 
    “I don’t need my king to kick your sorry rear,” Sela declared. “Though I’m glad he’s here to watch me finish you off once and for all.”  
 
    Don’t be too bold, Sela, George warned. We really weren’t doing so well before…  
 
    “Let’s do a four-way flank,” I commanded the green-scaled woman. “You take the left and top, and I’ll take the right and bottom. George? You take the middle.”  
 
    I’m not sure I know that maneuver-- the water dragon began, but I cut him off with a raised hand.  
 
    “Just spray at the bird-woman,” I explained via our dragonbond. “You’ll know what to do.”  
 
    Sela and I gave each other a nod of confirmation, and then we both ran off in opposite directions.  
 
    Meanwhile, Kwah just floated there with her arms across her chest.  
 
    “A flank?” she scoffed. “You really doubt my abilities, don’t you?”  
 
    The Aviar woman waited until Sela and I were both within striking distance before she swooped downward, spun around in a circle, and stuck out both of her legs. Kwah’s motion turned her entire body into a spinning tornado of death, so Sela and I both had to skid to a halt and force ourselves backward away from the attack.  
 
    Unfortunately for Kwah, I’d already accounted for that.  
 
    “George!” I ordered the dragon telepathically.  
 
    George whipped his head forward and let loose a blast of salty water in a massive, raging torrent. The geyser hit Kwah head-on, and she let out a helpless cry as her body was tossed back into the stony side of the mountain. Her head slammed into the rock with a powerful thud, and she instantly collapsed onto the ground.  
 
    Oh, gods! George gasped. Did I kill her?  
 
    Kwah let out a soft groan as she reached up and held the back of her head, but all she could do was writhe around in pain.  
 
    “No,” Sela declared as she flipped her spear around. “But I am about to.”  
 
    “Hold on there, Sela.” I stopped the dragonkin warrior by holding out my sword against her chest. “We’ve already won. We don’t need to take this any further.”  
 
    “I watched this woman easily fight off both myself and a full-grown dragon,” the dragonkin woman huffed. “She is too dangerous to be left alive.”  
 
    “We’re not like that,” I reminded Sela. “They’re just trying to make their lives better, like we are always trying to do.”  
 
    “Come on, Bungal!” Malak’s voice begged with a hint of desperation. “Do something powerful!”  
 
    I suppose I could try a small blast of fire… Bungal finally caved.  
 
    I turned and watched as the fat brown dragon pursed his lips, narrowed his eyes, and took aim at the flipping Teeka. A dull glow of red and yellow lit up inside of Bungal’s mouth, and then he puffed out his cheeks like he was a child blowing out a candle. As he did so, a water hose-sized stream of fire shot forth from his mouth and rained down on the Aviar woman.  
 
    Teeka squawked in terror as the flames struck just a few feet away from her body, and she quickly sprang up into the air and took flight. The woman with the green mohawk zipped around in a zigzag pattern as Bungal followed her with his beam of fire, yet in the sky she was even harder to hit.  
 
    Teeka banked around, shot toward Bungal, and slashed her foot across his face once more.  
 
    Egads! Bungal gasped as his head whipped backward.  
 
    As the fat dragon stumbled back, his beam of fire struck a bit of the cliffside above him. Giant boulders of stone were blasted off the mountain, and my heart sank in my chest as I watched gravity take over.  
 
    The boulders were headed right for us. If we didn’t move quickly, we were all going to be crushed.  
 
    “Aviar, retreat!” Nevar shrieked.  
 
    All of the bird-women took flight and zipped away off the side of the cliff.  
 
    Well, everybody except for Kwah, who was still groggily holding the back of her head.  
 
    Everyone, get behind us! Swaer commanded. George and I can blast away the rocks.  
 
    “Everybody, form a crowd beneath Swaer and George!” I translated to everyone who couldn’t understand the wind dragon.  
 
    As Sela and George began to run toward Swaer, Batari, and Malak, I saw the Aviar women were still up in the sky, and they were completely clueless about their fallen friend. Meanwhile, Kwah was still half-unconscious and completely oblivious to the incoming rocks.  
 
    Mother fucker. I was really gonna have to play the hero here, wasn’t I?  
 
    I took a deep breath, sheathed my sword, and then took off in the direction of the brown-haired Aviar.  
 
    “Ben, what are you doing?” Valea screamed. “You don’t have time to save her!”  
 
    Maybe, or maybe not. But if I just tucked my tail between my legs, ran away, and let Kwah get smashed into a bloody pulp, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.  
 
    The adrenaline was already coursing through my veins, and it kicked into overdrive as I dashed to Kwah. I could hear the boulders careening down the mountainside as they headed toward us, but I didn’t dare look up.  
 
    I kept my eyes focused on the fallen Aviar woman as I ran. My heart beat faster than a coked-out ferret, and my leg muscles ached as I pushed them to the absolute limit. I finally reached Kwah, crouched down, and threw her arm over my shoulder.  
 
    “W-What are you doing?” the brown-haired Aviar questioned groggily as I lifted her to her feet.  
 
    “Saving your ass,” I panted. “Hopefully.”  
 
    “Come on, Ben!” Mira called across the landscape.  
 
    Kwah was much lighter than I would have expected, so I was able to practically lift her off the ground as I sprinted my way back to my crew. The sound of the falling rocks grew louder and louder, and I knew it would only be a matter of seconds before we were both crushed underneath their massive weight.  
 
    Legs, don’t fail me now.  
 
    The Aviar woman and I were about fifty feet away from the rest of my crew when I saw George break away.  
 
    Where are you going? Swaer demanded. I need your help, George!  
 
    I must save my bondmate, George retorted as he ran across the battlefield with a laser-focused expression. You can handle a few boulders.  
 
    George took a deep breath as he bounded toward us, and the second he reached our position, he raised his head at a ninety-degree angle and blasted a huge fountain of seawater into the air.  
 
    At the same time, I heard a powerful gust of wind, which told me Swaer had unleashed his breath, as well.  
 
    I tensed up as I prepared to be flattened, and I was ready to have every single bone in my body crushed to dust and all of my internal organs squished out through my orifices like a gory tube of toothpaste.  
 
    I just hoped it was quick and painless. Or at least, as painless as getting crushed to death by a rockslide could be.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    When I finally dared to open my eyes and look upward, I saw George blasting a geyser that would have put Old Faithful to shame. The water pressure must have been enough to stop the falling boulders, because all of the rocks simply bounced away from George’s fountain and fell harmlessly over the edge of the cliff.  
 
    Swaer’s wind breath must have been strong enough, too, because I saw all of my friends were still in one piece.  
 
    Finally, once the threat of the falling boulders was gone, both dragons relinquished their attacks. Then George and Swaer fell to the ground in twin exhausted heaps.  
 
    “You did it, Swaer!” Batari proclaimed as she ran over and rubbed her bondmate’s head. “I’m so proud of you.”  
 
    I don’t think I will ever be able to summon water again, George huffed as he laid his head on a rock. I think I may have just used enough liquid to last a water dragon a full lifetime.  
 
    “You did good, George,” I reassured the tired dragon. “Words can’t tell you how thankful I am that you came to the rescue.”  
 
    You would do the same for me, George said with a warm smile as he weakly lifted his head.  
 
    “I sure would, pal,” I agreed.  
 
    I reached out to my bondmate and scratched him underneath his chin, and George’s body started to vibrate as he let loose a loud, happy dragon hum.  
 
    “W-What is this?” Kwah gasped. “What is that noise? And why didn’t you let me die?”  
 
    “I told you,” I explained to the mohawked brunette. “We aren’t your enemies. At least, we don’t want to be.”  
 
    “That noise is a dragon hum,” Mira explained as the rest of my crew approached. “It is the sound a dragon makes when it is content and wishes to show affection, usually when it is around a person it cares about.”  
 
    “Impossible…” Kwah continued with a frown. “Dragons are heartless creatures. They can’t show affection.”  
 
    Wow, Swaer grumbled weakly. We save her life, and she still doesn’t get it.  
 
    “Dragons are the most intelligent, emotional creatures in all of Tembori’s creation,” Batari explained to the Aviar woman. “Smarter than you or I, for sure. And they are plenty affectionate when they want to be.”  
 
    “Kwah!” Nevar called out as the rest of the Aviars landed back on the platform. “What have they done to you? Unhand her right now, and maybe we will make your deaths slightly less painful.”  
 
    “It’s alright, Nevar.” Kwah held up her hand as she stepped away from me. “This man and his dragons just saved my life.”  
 
    “Impossible,” the bird-woman with red-and-blue-tipped hair scoffed. “All the dragons I’ve met would eat you themselves before they’d ever save your life.”  
 
    Well, if you treat them with the same abhorrent disrespect with which you’ve treated us, Bungal huffed. Then I can perfectly see why.  
 
    “It’s true, Maca,” Kwah continued. “If not for the actions of our enemies, I would now be up in the great nest in the sky.”  
 
    “Again,” I grumbled. “We’re not your enemy. Neither are the dragons.”  
 
    “Please,” Nevar shot back. “If the dragons are not our enemies, then why do they come to this island? Why do they eat our people and steal all of our resources? The dragons and the Aviars are mortal enemies.”  
 
    “Not these dragons,” I stated firmly. “These dragons are the nicest creatures you’ll ever meet. Seriously… Look at Swaer over there. Does he look like a heartless killer?”  
 
    As I pointed to the wind dragon on Batari’s arm, Swaer lifted up his head. His noodly whiskers were pulled back against the sides of his head as his eyes narrowed, and he bared his tiny little chompers in a pathetic attempt at a snarl. When he couldn’t seem to pull off the expression, Swaer’s whiskers returned to their normal position, and he stuck out his tongue in the direction of the Aviars.  
 
    “He has a point,” Teeka admitted. “That dragon is certainly not a killer.”  
 
    Keep talking and find out, Swaer warned, even though he knew she couldn’t hear him.  
 
    “These dragons are our bondmates,” I continued to explain. “I don’t know why the dragons you’ve encountered before are so angry and violent, but these ones are some of the best friends I’ve ever had.”  
 
    The council of dragons converges on this island once every few moon cycles, Bungal chuckled. They come from all over the world to a small, cramped island without much to do, simply so they can sit through a long meeting of their peers that normally doesn’t equate to much. You’d be violent and surly, too, if you were in such a situation.  
 
    “Good,” Nevar growled. “That just means the water dragon will be easier to tame once we take him.”  
 
    “Come on, Nevar,” Teeka protested. “Are we really going to keep fighting these people? They saved Kwah’s life.”  
 
    “I completely agree,” Maca interjected. “It would be very, very dishonorable to slay an enemy who has shown mercy to one of our own.”  
 
    The face of the dark-haired Aviar woman fell into a frown as she mulled over the situation, but she finally turned to the silent one with the yellow side-part.  
 
    “What do you suggest, Nacut?” Nevar sighed. “Your wise counsel is always welcome.”  
 
    “I think we should at least hear them out,” the silent woman finally spoke. “They spared Kwah’s life, so the least we can do is listen to their story.”  
 
    “If that is what you believe, wise one.” Nevar nodded, and then her dark-green eyes looked over at me. “So, tell us… Why do you claim you are not our enemy? You have come to our island during the time of great migration, and you have not one, but four dragons along with you. All of the evidence points to you being hostile, yet you spared Kwah.”  
 
    “We got off on the wrong foot here.” I shook my head and chuckled. “I’m Ben Whitfield. Also known as the Draco Rex, or ‘the Dragon King.’ These are all my friends and my crewmates…”  
 
    I went around and introduced each of my friends to the bird-women one-by-one.  
 
    “That still doesn’t tell us anything,” Nevar sighed. “Why are you here, on our island?”  
 
    “Because we’re looking for the council of dragons,” I elaborated. “We want to find them and see if we can befriend them. If we had that sort of firepower on our side, it would completely change the tide of the ongoing war we’ve been fighting against the orcs.”  
 
    I went on to explain how the orcs had killed off so many of my crewmates’ races, as well as how I was going around offering refuge for those who survived. I told them about my journey to becoming the dragon king, how I had defeated the orcs many times before, and why we needed the council on our side.  
 
    “So… You are not allies with the dragons that come here?” Teeka noted.  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “At least, not yet.”  
 
    “You do know what these dragons are like, do you not?” Nacut scoffed. “We can tell you from first-hand experience they are not as friendly as your scaly beasts.”  
 
    Excuse me? Swaer huffed. I’m a furry beast, thank you very much.  
 
    “I know they’re not friendly,” I agreed. “And I know my friends and I are taking a huge risk by even coming here and trying to talk to them. My only hope is Bungal the Mighty, the big guy over there, can get through to them. He used to serve on the council.”  
 
    “You served on the council?” Nevar’s eyes narrowed as her hands clumped into fists. “So, you were one of the evil monsters who ate all our eggs?”  
 
    I did no such thing! Bungal protested. Not to sound curt, but I shall not just stand here and allow you to slander my good name!  
 
    “Bungal says he didn’t eat your eggs,” I translated, and Nevar’s mouth fell to the ground.  
 
    “T-The dragons can talk?” the raven-haired woman gasped. “As in… They can speak to you as clearly as we are talking right now?”  
 
    “They can if you have a dragonbond,” Jonas interjected. “Then, and only then, can you communicate with one of these creatures.”  
 
    “I have a question for your fat friend, then,” Maca growled as she pointed at Bungal. “If he was on the council, why did he let them take up so many of our resources?”  
 
    I had no idea that’s what was going on, Bungal admitted. I only ever came here for the meetings, and that was all… If my councilmates ate your eggs, then I am truly sorry. But I have no control over them!  
 
    I translated Bungal’s apology, and Maca simply frowned.  
 
    “Is that what happened?” Valea questioned. “The dragons ate all of your eggs?”  
 
    “The dragons didn’t just eat them,” Nacut sighed. “Once the dragons started to use our island as their place of congregation, things spiraled out of control quickly. This island wasn’t made to handle so many creatures of that magnitude, so our resources were depleted very quickly.”  
 
    “And once the resources were gone, we had to seek out new ones,” Teeka added. “We had to leave our home and travel all around the island in search of new places with freshwater and animals to hunt, as well as a place that would be safe from the eyes of the dragons.”  
 
    “Naturally, we weren’t the only ones who needed to find new resources.” Nevar frowned. “Unfortunately, some of the other creatures on this island discovered our eggs were a perfect source of food.” 
 
    “As were we,” Kwah said as she hung her brunette head. “Those of us who didn’t die of starvation ended up getting eaten by the island’s other predators.” 
 
    “Your species didn’t stand a chance,” Valea concluded. “Poor things.”  
 
    “So… How many of you are left?” I inquired.  
 
    The Aviar women all looked at each other somberly, and I pretty much guessed their answer before they even said it.  
 
    “What you see before you,” Nacut said with eyes full of tears. “The five of us are all that remain of our race.”  
 
    “And without any male Aviars around to give us children,” Nevar added. “We shall be the last of our kind.”  
 
    Damn. For some reason, these guys seemed to have the saddest story of all.  
 
    Their men didn’t turn evil, nor were they killed off by some freak virus or an invasion of hostile enemies.  
 
    They died of starvation and were preyed on by other animals, all because their island couldn’t support all the creatures that inhabited it.  
 
    This was the Circle of Life at its finest, but it was still kinda depressing to hear.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said in my most sincere voice. “I really am.”  
 
    “We do not want your condolences, Draco Rex,” Nevar explained. “What we want is a solution to the problem. Which means an end to the dragons on our island.”  
 
    “We know it would not completely solve everything,” Nacut agreed. “Though it would at least allow us to live out the second halves of our lives in peace.”  
 
    Good luck with that, Bungal scoffed. Where else are they going to go? A volcanic island? Perhaps one composed entirely of plains?  
 
    I didn’t translate this time. Instead, I tried to think of anything I could tell these women to get them on our side.  
 
    Then it hit me.  
 
    “Maybe we can help each other,” I finally proclaimed. “You want the dragons to be gone, right? Well… We want to take them away.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Nevar raised a black eyebrow in my direction.  
 
    “Our ultimate goal is to have the council of dragons join us on our quest to destroy the orcs, right?” I tried to walk them through the thought process.  
 
    “Go on…” The Aviar leader nodded.  
 
    “Well, we also want them to help us find a new place to live,” I explained. “And if that ends up happening--”  
 
    “They’ll go and live with you!” Teeka cackled as she jumped up and down and clapped her hands together. “They’ll leave our island for good!”  
 
    Benjamin… Bungal trailed off. You most certainly know that’s not the truth.  
 
    “It’s not a total lie, either,” I admitted to the fat dragon telepathically. “If the council of dragons wants to go off and help us fight the orcs, they’ll leave the island for sure. Now, I don’t know if it’ll be permanent or not… But I really don’t want to keep fighting with these bird-women. Sooner or later, somebody is likely to get killed.”  
 
    If they find out you’re lying to them, it’ll probably be you, Mira chuckled in my head.  
 
    “They won’t find out,” I responded, as cool as a cucumber. “Because by the time we’re done here, I’ll make it a reality. Or I’ll convince these women to leave the island with us, so the whole point will become irrelevant.”  
 
    You’d better put on that signature Draco Rex charm, then, Batari’s voice laughed. That’s what got me and my Cero friends to follow you.  
 
    Literally charming the pants off a bunch of sexy monster girls? That was pretty much my specialty at this point.  
 
    “What are you proposing, Dragon King?” Nevar’s voice suddenly broke my train of thought. “Because we certainly cannot help you make friends with the dragons that congregate here.”  
 
    “In fact,” Kwah chuckled. “Bringing us along would probably have the opposite effect.”  
 
    “That’s not what we’d be asking.” I shook my head. “We simply ask for you to act as our guides. Bungal knows this island fairly well, but he hasn’t been around in several years-- er, season cycles. For all we know, the council may have decided to change up where they were meeting, or there could be new apex predators or new pathways he’s not familiar with… We need somebody on our team who knows the island better than us.”  
 
    The Aviar women all exchanged looks of hesitation, almost as if they were silently communicating amongst themselves. Then Nevar turned her attention back to my crew, smiled, and gave us a single nod.  
 
    “We have a deal, Draco Rex,” the black-haired woman confirmed. “We shall act as your guides and, in return, you will get the dragons to vacate our island.”  
 
    I smiled back at the Aviar leader, but my mind was racing with the possibilities of everything that could go wrong.  
 
    What the hell did I just get us all into? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “It is a shame you guys can’t fly,” Maca chuckled as she watched us climb up the side of the mountain. “The trip between the rocky plateau and our nest usually only takes us about fifteen minutes, and it’s already been an hour.”  
 
    “Sorry we can’t all be as great as you,” Mira mumbled under her breath in a tone dripping with sarcasm.  
 
    “I have wings,” Zerandrie countered as Jemma helped her re-strap said appendages down, and the Morpho woman looked a little pale. “But I’ll admit that fight took a lot out of me. Bungal said it’s too dangerous to fly here, and he was right. If I wasn’t fighting to save my friends, I don’t know how much longer I could have held out before being blown away. There were a few times that almost happened anyway.” 
 
    “You still held your own,” Maca pointed out, and she studied the frail-looking butterfly-woman with interested eyes. “It was rather impressive.”   
 
    “How can you Aviars fly around here so easily, anyway?” Valea questioned. “Shouldn’t you be getting tossed around by the wind?”  
 
    “Amateurs can struggle with the wind of our island, for sure,” Kwah confirmed as she looked down from above. “The Aviar people have lived here for several hundreds of season cycles, though. Over time, we have learned to practically become one with the wind.”  
 
    “It’s all in the feathers,” Maca teased as she shook the blue-tipped, crimson feathers underneath her arms. “Once they catch a good gust of wind in their grasp, you can pretty much bend it at your will.”  
 
    “No,” Batari chuckled. “That’s what Swaer’s kind can do.”  
 
    I wonder… Swaer’s infant voice interjected. Will there be any wind dragons when we get to the council?  
 
    Of course, there will be! Bungal declared with his head raised high. The council is composed out of all races of dragons, remember? There will be fire-breathers, water-breathers, and wind dragons all there, for certain.  
 
    Now that you mention it, Tirian said with a hint of wonder. Do you think-- would it be possible… Do you think my mother could be there?  
 
    Bungal’s eyes drooped with sadness as he shook his head.  
 
    I’m afraid not, my boy, the fat dragon sighed. She was unbonded from her bondmate, so she would not be in the correct state of mind to act as a representative at the moment.  
 
    Oh. Tirian frowned. I-I guess I don’t know why I even mentioned that. I just thought that maybe…  
 
    “It’s alright, Tirian,” Jemma reassured her bondmate. “I know you miss your mother. I miss mine, as well.”  
 
    You had a mother, too? Tirian perked up at Jemma’s words. I guess I should have realized that, but I never really thought about it…  
 
    “I did.” Jemma smiled longingly. “We are not all so lucky as to be crafted in the image of the gods like the Cero women.”  
 
    “We weren’t crafted in the image of the gods,” Batari corrected with a chuckle. “We were created in the image of the lord of the underworld.”  
 
    “Either way,” the auburn-haired Niralope continued. “I was born naturally into this world, just like my own children. And even though I am a full-grown adult, I still miss my parents dearly.”  
 
    What happened to your mom? Tirian asked. Did the orcs get her, too?  
 
    “Luckily, no.” Tears came to Jemma’s eyes as she reminisced. “My mother died of an illness when I was only a girl, and my father had to raise me. The orcs did get him, though…”  
 
    I’m sorry, Jemma. Tirian frowned, and then he lifted his head up so he could rub it against his bondmate’s forehead. I shouldn’t have brought up the topic.  
 
    “It’s quite alright.” Jemma smiled and then scratched Tirian’s neck. “At least I know my mother is up there with the goddess Nira. Your mother is still alive and out there somewhere, and I cannot imagine what it must feel like to know that.”  
 
    “We’ll find your mom,” I promised the silver-scaled fire-breather as I hoisted myself up onto the next small platform beside the Aviar women. “Once we have the council of dragons on our side, we’ll have a miniature army of dragons that can scour the world looking for you and Bungal’s lost tribe.”  
 
    “You two are related?” Teeka pointed between Bungal and Tirian. “I don’t see the resemblance at all.”  
 
    “They’re part of the same clan,” Mira explained as she joined us on the ledge. “Not exactly from the same exact lineage, though.”  
 
    “I see.” The green-haired woman nodded. “That sounds a lot like us. Kwah and Nevar are naturally-born sisters, but the rest of us are simply members of the same flock who were all born in the same nest.”  
 
    “We don’t even like each other most of the time,” Maca giggled and slapped Teeka on the back. “But we make a very, very good team.”  
 
    “I like you most of the time…” Teeka trailed off with a semblance of hurt in her eyes.  
 
    “Oh, Teeka,” Nacut mused in a deep, motherly voice. “I don’t think you could hate anybody even if you tried. You’re such a sweet soul, my dear.”  
 
    “Must be nice,” Mira teased as she pointed to Sela. “I’m usually stuck with Miss Ray of Sunlight over here.”  
 
    “You are not one to talk,” Sela retorted without missing a beat. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a happy mood.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh, boy.” Maca whistled in a musical tone. “If you people are always grouchy, then you’re in for something else. Teeka is the ray of sunshine in our flock.”  
 
    “That’s me!” Teeka smiled from ear to ear and puffed out her chest.  
 
    “Not to sound like an acornhoarder,” Malak huffed as she climbed over and joined us on the ledge. “But how much further is it to this nest of yours?”  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Jemma mocked. “I thought you said Coonag women were built for climbing.”  
 
    “We are!” Malak retorted with narrowed eyes. “We are built to climb in short, quick spurts. Coonag tire out when they are required to climb such long distances. Not to mention my stomach, which is getting in the way a bit more than I thought.”  
 
    I fail to see what part of “it is a gargantuan mountain” I didn’t make clear, Bungal noted. Is “gargantuan” not a word in the Coonag vernacular?  
 
    “Probably not,” I admitted. “I don’t think that’s why she didn’t understand, though. Much like the rest of our Coonag friends, Malak is a little bit… Gung-ho.”  
 
    Why, whatever do you mean? Bungal laughed to himself in an uppity tone. It is not as if I’ve watched Nadir and her children catch fish out of the sea with nothing but their teeth, rather than wait for the nets to come up.  
 
    “She’s been taking them out into the ocean?” I gasped as my stomach twisted in a knot.  
 
    Bungal’s eyes instantly widened, and he clamped his mouth shut as tight as it would go.  
 
    I was not supposed to tell you that, the fat brown dragon admitted. It was supposed to be confidential information, shared between only my bondmate and myself.  
 
    “Well, I guess it’s better to get them out and used to the ocean now,” I sighed. “Those little fellas are going to be traveling around the world with daddy once we’ve got the whole living situation figured out.”  
 
    “This isn’t answering my question,” Malak interjected. “How much further?”  
 
    “It’s difficult to say.” Nevar shrugged. “If we could fly, we would have been there long ago.”  
 
    “I hope it’s not too much further,” Zerandrie’s defeated voice came over the side of the cliff. “My arms and legs feel like they are about to give out.”  
 
    The red-haired Morpho woman was the last of our crew to come up over the side of the cliff, and she looked completely exhausted. There were heavy bags underneath her small green eyes, and her thin, frail arms trembled as she crawled forward on her hands and knees.  
 
    Poor girl. Unlike the rest of us here, Zerandrie was used to flying everywhere she went. She wasn’t built to do this sort of strenuous physical activity, and her body was surely going to give out before she made it to the nest.  
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked as I walked over and crouched down next to the butterfly-woman. “Do you want to take a break?”  
 
    “I don’t want to put that burden on you.” Zerandrie averted her eyes and looked at the ground. “We’re already way too far behind schedule, and I’d hate to slow us down any further.”  
 
    “You know what would really slow us down?” I raised an eyebrow at the neon-redhead. “If your arms decided to give out, and you fell hundreds of feet to your death. Or just broke every bone in your body. That’d slow us down way more than a fifteen-minute break ever would.”  
 
    “I don’t need to take a break,” Zerandrie repeated as she shook her head.  
 
    “Tell you what,” I offered. “Get on my back, and I’ll carry you the rest of the way.”  
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” the yellow-winged Morpho argued. “That would put way too much strain on you.”  
 
    “Not a chance.” I waved away her concern with my hand. “I’m used to carrying around my toddlers on my back all the time… No offense, but you’re probably not much heavier than Arrick was when he always wanted me to give him piggyback rides.”  
 
    “Probably,” Jemma mused. “Zerandrie is practically all skin and bones.”  
 
    “Thanks, I guess,” Zerandrie half-laughed, half-scoffed.  
 
    “Come on,” I pleaded with the beautiful butterfly-woman. “I just don’t want you to fall and get hurt. I promise you won’t be a burden whatsoever.”  
 
    “If you promise…” Zerandrie looked up at me across her thin nose, and her emerald eyes glistened with appreciation.  
 
    “Come on,” I commanded as I stood up, turned around, and pointed at my back. “I’m the piggyback champion around these parts.”  
 
    Zerandrie stood from her position and wobbled upon her tired legs before she stumbled forward and leaned against me for leverage. The tiny Morpho woman then let out a soft grunt as she jumped into the air and wrapped her legs around me from behind, and she threw her pencil-thin arms over my shoulders.  
 
    The woman’s petite body felt warm and fragile pressed against me, and my heart raced at its touch. Still, now wasn’t the time to get aroused.  
 
    We still had a decent journey ahead of us, and I needed that blood elsewhere in my body right now.  
 
    “Can you carry me, too?” Malak teased as she stood to her feet and headed for the next wall of rock. “Lead the way, bird ladies!”  
 
    “Aviars,” Kwah huffed. “If you wish to receive our hospitality, please call us by our rightful names.”  
 
    “Sure thing, Aviars.” The gray-haired Coonag woman shrugged, and then she dug her claws into the rock before her and began to climb.  
 
    “What a strange woman,” Nevar whispered to her sister.  
 
    All five of the Aviar women flapped their wings and rose up into the sky once more. They floated about fifty feet up the side of the cliff, where they then halted and looked down as they awaited the rest of us.  
 
    “Show offs,” Sela sighed as she took her first hand and footholds.  
 
    This time, I let the rest of my crew go ahead of me, and Zerandrie and I took up the rear of our vertical caravan.  
 
    We climbed on for nearly an hour more, with only one small break in between. As we ventured higher into the clouds, the air became thinner than a flea’s leg, and the wind became much brisker and chillier.  
 
    I shivered as I made my way upward, and the poor woman on my back was shaking like a scared chihuahua from the sudden shift in climate.  
 
    Thankfully, we soon came to our destination.  
 
    I watched as my crewmates pulled themselves over a nearby ledge, one-by-one, and then Zerandrie and I followed. As I hoisted us both to safety, my eyes popped out of my freaking skull at the sight before us.  
 
    There, built right atop this large cliff, was a building-sized nest. The nest was made up of sticks, stones, and other unidentifiable materials that had been packed tightly together to form a massive egg-shaped structure. It had to have been at least fifteen feet tall, and it took up the entirety of the cliffside with its width. A small, crude opening sat at the bottom right of the structure, but otherwise it was as structurally sound as the best skyscraper I’d ever encountered.  
 
    Hell, it even looked like something ripped straight out of “modern art” architecture.  
 
    “This is your home?” Batari gasped as she looked over the nest. “How did you find all this material? There’s hardly anything growing on this mountain.”  
 
    “My new friends,” Nevar declared as she held out her wings toward the structure. “Welcome to our nest. And to answer your question, Batari, it took us dozens of season cycles to make it this size.”  
 
    “You should have seen it when we were all chicks,” Maca noted. “It was only about half this size.”  
 
    “We have spent countless hours traveling around this island,” Kwah clarified. “Searching for material we could bring back and use to further fortify our home. I’d say we’ve done quite a good job.”  
 
    “I’ll say.” I whistled. “This is impressive, guys.”  
 
    “Wait until you’ve seen the inside!” Teeka giggled like a schoolgirl. “It’s much better on the inside!”  
 
    “I’m afraid the dragons will have to wait outside, though,” Nevar explained as she pointed to our majestic beasts. “It’s not that I don’t trust them… They simply cannot fit through the door.”  
 
    It’s alright, my lady, Bungal mused. Believe it or not, this is quite a frequent occurrence for myself.  
 
    Tell me about it, Tirian sighed. I can’t even remember the last time I was able to actually go inside a building.  
 
    I haven’t for several moon cycles, George admitted. Not since I was an infant.  
 
    “The little one is the exception,” Nevar clarified. “He is still quite small, so he may remain out here with you if he wishes, or he may come inside.”  
 
    That depends… Swaer pondered. Do you think it’ll rain today? Or is there a chance of some creepy monster swooping down and trying to eat us?  
 
    “I think it would be best if you remained with your dragon brethren, Swaer,” Batari suggested to the wind dragon like a mother telling her child to share his toys. “It will show much solidarity amongst your kind, and make your bond as friends grow stronger.”  
 
    Okay, okay… Swaer conceded with a mumble. But if any big scary monster comes down, you better all get out here and help us fight it off.  
 
    “That’s the plan.” I winked at the wind dragon.  
 
    Swaer untied himself from around Batari’s arm, slithered up into the sky, and then moved over so he was with George, Bungal, and Tirian.  
 
    We’ll keep a watch out here, George confirmed. You all go get some rest.  
 
    “Don’t forget to get some rest yourselves,” I reminded the dragons. “You’ve had a long day so far, too.”  
 
    “What about Waeren?” Valea asked. “He is neither dragon, nor person.”  
 
    “I don’t know what your little friend is,” Nevar admitted. “He has feathers, though, which means he has been blessed by the goddess Skaw. He may come in and stay with you.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure if Waeren actually understood the common language or not, but he certainly acted like he did.  
 
    The little four-legged bird creature leaned his front legs down into the ground, raised his hind legs, and then puffed out every red feather on his body. As he did so, he wiggled his butt like an overexcited puppy and opened his beak wide to show off his deadly, venomous teeth. Then Waeren let out a sound that was a mixture of a chirp and a snort.  
 
    I’d been around the slaughtertooth long enough to know that was his “happy” sound, so he was satisfied with Nevar’s answer.  
 
    The sun was just beginning to set across the horizon, and I paused for a moment to take it all in. Out beyond the perimeter of the mountain was nothing but a dense layer of misty clouds. We were so high up now we couldn’t see the ocean, our ship, or even the base of the mountain where we’d landed. All we could see was the sea of clouds before us, and the blood-red sky spread its crimson glow across everything in our sight.  
 
    It was good to know that even here, on this mostly desolate island full of death and danger, there was still a bit of beauty.  
 
    Eventually, I turned back around, gave my crewmates a nod, and then motioned for the Aviar women to take us inside.  
 
    Suddenly, Nevar let out a deep musical warble, and the legs of all the Aviar women began to transform. Their yellow, rigid skin melted down into something smoother and flesh-colored, and the three talons on their feet contracted and spread out into five smaller nubs. In a matter of seconds, the women’s legs looked no different from my own.  
 
    “Wow.” I whistled. “Can you transform your whole body?”  
 
    “No.” Kwah shook her head. “Just our legs. Do you have any idea how difficult it would be to walk on flat ground with those talons?”  
 
    “I suppose it would be difficult,” I admitted. “But why is it only your legs, and not your hands or your head or anything else?”  
 
    “We were blessed by the goddess Skaw,” Teeka explained. “We are not ones to question her gifts.”  
 
    Fair enough. These women were like eagle shapeshifters. 
 
    We followed the five bird-women into the nest, and I was shocked at just how intricate it was on the inside. Sure, it wasn’t anything like the castle back home or one of the crazy buildings Zikiu had created on the Cero island, but it was much more than a simple bird’s nest.  
 
    Immediately inside the door was a massive hallway with a curved roof and several openings that ran along each side. The ceiling was only about eight feet tall, which was only about half the size of the structure itself and told me there was a second floor of some sort.  
 
    Much like the outside, the entirety of the building’s interior was made up of thatched-together sticks, plant fibers, twine, and even a few bones. It was like the world’s most morbidly fascinating macrame art project.  
 
    “These first rooms are our armory,” Kwah declared as we walked past the aforementioned rooms.  
 
    “Armory?” Malak scoffed. “You said you didn’t need any weapons because your bodies were the weapons…”  
 
    “That may be the case,” Nevar confirmed. “However, our skin is not made of natural armor like the Draco Rex or his large friends. We still need different pieces of armor, and we need a place where we can practice our fighting methods before we go out and actually put ourselves in danger.”  
 
    “So, it’s like the Aviar version of the X-Men’s Danger Room,” I chuckled to myself.  
 
    “Who are the ex-men?” Maca questioned. “Are they men who had their manhood removed, and they are now no longer considered men?”  
 
    “What?” I gasped. “Noooooo. It’s a series of popular stories back from where I’m from, about mutants who fight crime and save the world.”  
 
    “What exactly is a mutant?” Nacut raised a bushy eyebrow in my direction.  
 
    “It’s like… People who were born with special powers,” I explained. “So, for example, there’s one who’s telepathic, and another who can manipulate metal and fly, and another one who can heal himself and has razor-sharp claws in his arms.”  
 
    “That sounds pretty normal to me,” Nevar observed. “Flying, claws, and the ability to communicate without words? Everybody in this room right now has at least one of those.”  
 
    I guess the Aviar woman had a point. Given my current company, the X-Men sounded pretty standard by comparison.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” I finally changed the subject. “They just have a room that’s a lot like that one, where they train to fight without putting themselves in any real danger.”  
 
    “We can show you that room in more detail if you’d like,” Kwah offered. “After you have all settled in for the night, of course.”  
 
    “This one here is the nursery!” Teeka called out as she gestured wildly to a door larger than the rest. “It was where we keep our-- Well… Where we used to keep our eggs.”  
 
    “This was my room.” Nacut frowned as she leaned her yellow-and-green-tipped feathers up against the doorway. “It was my duty to watch over our flock’s eggs and keep them safe until they had hatched. Until… Well….”  
 
    I glanced into the room, and my heart felt heavy. Inside was a chicken coop-like structure in which multiple platforms stretched out and wrapped around the entire room. Upon the platforms, there was a small round nest of twigs and stone every few feet, but these nests now sat empty and desolate.  
 
    It was heartbreaking to see.  
 
    “You cannot dwell on the past, my friend,” Nevar said as she placed her hand on Nacut’s shoulder. “The eggs may be gone, but you were a fine flockmaid to them while they were still around.”  
 
    “I should have protected them better,” Nacut growled with pure hurt in her trembling voice. “Those snowpouncers shouldn’t have been able to get in here and--”  
 
    “You weren’t going to stop a hungry snowpouncer,” Kwah reassured the upset woman. “As determined as you were to be a good flockmaid, nobody can kill one of those. Let alone a whole pack of the wretched creatures.”  
 
    “I know,” the yellow-feathered woman sighed. “But I shouldn’t have run away. I should have stayed here and died defending the eggs.”  
 
    “Hey!” Nevar hissed as she pointed her finger in Nacut’s face. “You didn’t ‘run away,’ okay? You ran off to find the rest of us so we could come back and help you fight off the snowpouncers. None of us were able to make it back in time, so you have to stop blaming yourself.”  
 
    “Yes, but--” Nacut began, but Kwah cut her off.  
 
    “There is no ‘but,’” the tan-haired woman reminded her flockmate. “You did the right thing, and we unfortunately lost the rest of our eggs.”  
 
    “And our last two males,” Maca sighed. “I don’t know why they thought they would be able to take on an entire pack of snowpouncers on their own.”  
 
    “When did this all happen?” I questioned, though I wanted to be as sensitive as I possibly could.  
 
    “If I’m remembering correctly…” Kwah trailed off. “Ten season cycles ago? Maybe eleven or twelve?”  
 
    Damn. These five women had gone over a decade with the knowledge that they were the last of their species, and that once they were gone, so was the entire Aviar culture. It was quite a burden to carry around, and I couldn’t believe they were all as chipper as they were.  
 
    “If it makes you feel any better,” Jemma offered innocently. “We lost all our men, too. If not for the Draco Rex, all of our species would also be dying right now.”  
 
    “Indeed,” Valea agreed. “But now, thanks to Ben, we have several children, with many more on the way.”  
 
    “Perhaps he could assist you, as well?” Malak offered.  
 
    “Malak!” I shushed the Coonag woman.  
 
    “What?” The gray-haired beauty shrugged. “They have a problem, and I’m offering up a solution. You’ve filled all of us up with babies, so it will work for them. It’s the logical conclusion.”  
 
    “That’s not something you just throw out to people who were just trying to kill us an hour ago,” I grumbled, and then I leaned in to whisper in her ear. “And especially since we don’t actually know if our plan will work or not.”  
 
    “Oh, well,” Malak mused. “I already said it. My mouth works faster than my brain sometimes.”  
 
    “I could have told you that.” I winked at the raccoon-woman, and she smiled from ear-to-ear at the suggestive comment.  
 
    “I’m not sure how the rest of your species operate,” Nevar noted. “But we Aviars do not simply jump into the nest bed with the first man we see. Our process of choosing a mate is quite long and tedious, as it involves several ceremonial acts and a well-choreographed mating dance on the part of the male.”  
 
    “Well, I think you don’t have to worry, then,” Mira teased. “Ben isn’t exactly a master dancer.”  
 
    “I’ll have you know I’ve mastered the Macerana,” I snorted. “Plus the chicken dance, the chacha slide, and the Cuban shuffle. And I was working pretty hard to master the whip before I got sucked into the interdimensional vortex that brought me here.”  
 
    “I stand corrected.” The golden-scaled dragonkin winked.  
 
    “Come, Nacut,” Nevar said with a pat on her flockmate’s shoulder. “Our new allies don’t want to hear about our troubles all day.”  
 
    Nacut’s yellow eyes remained locked on the empty nests before her, but she eventually turned around and began to walk down the hallway.  
 
    “These are our rooms,” Teeka continued to act as our tour guide. “They are fairly cozy, with just enough room for us to sleep and store a handful of valuables.”  
 
    “Not to be nosy,” I interrupted. “But what kind of valuables do you even find on an island like this one?”  
 
    “Shiny rocks and gemstones…” Teeka explained with a bubbly demeanor. “Rare plants… Oddly shaped sticks… You know, the normal.”  
 
    I peeked my head into one of the rooms and saw Teeka’s description was spot-on. The sleeping quarters had a bed built out of twigs on both sides, and then there was a small compartment shelf at the back of the room for storage. It honestly reminded me of the hostel room I’d stayed at during my brief vacation to the UK back in the day, where the room’s primary focus was to sleep, and nothing more.  
 
    “As you can see, there are many more sleeping rooms,” Maca explained. “For obvious reasons, they are all empty.”  
 
    “That’s where you will be staying for the night,” Nevar added. “Since there is an abundance of extra space.”  
 
    “What about a dining hall?” Batari questioned. “We brought our own food, but where are we required to eat it?”  
 
    The five Aviar women looked at each other with confused expressions for a split second, and then they burst out laughing.  
 
    “We don’t eat in the nest,” Maca explained. “We always eat our kill right there, where we killed it.”  
 
    “Wow.” Malak grinned. “I think I’m liking these women more and more by the second.”  
 
    “The only exception would be if it was a large kill we intended to share with the rest of the flock,” Nevar added. “In that case, we simply all would devour it just outside, on the ground.”  
 
    “Then the ground is where we’ll sit to eat our dinner,” I confirmed with a nod.  
 
    “I’ve eaten in worse places.” Sela shrugged.  
 
    Even though I knew the experience would be slightly uncomfortable, the last thing I wanted to do was offend the badass bird-women in their own home.  
 
    However, I was still curious as to what was on the second floor.  
 
    “At the risk of sounding like a nosy house guest,” I began as I raised my finger and pointed at the ceiling. “What is up above us?”  
 
    “W-What do you mean?” Nevar’s eyes grew wide, and she seemed to stumble over her words.  
 
    “Well,” I continued. “The ceiling in here is only about half the size of the entire nest… That means there’s still a bunch of space up above, and I’m assuming by your efficient nature that you don’t just leave it empty.”  
 
    “He’s good.” Maca whistled musically. “I wouldn’t have guessed that.”  
 
    “You already know what’s up there!” Kwah hissed, but the red-and-blue-haired woman just shrugged.  
 
    “If you must know…” Nevar refused to make eye contact. “The second level of the nest is divided in two. The first half is made up of my quarters, and the second is made up of Kwah’s.”  
 
    “That’s what happens when you’re royalty,” Maca teased.  
 
    “Royalty?” Valea gasped.  
 
    “Hadn’t you figured it out yet?” Teeka questioned. “Kwah and Nevar share the title of the Feathered Monarch, the highest title that can be bestowed upon an Aviar.”  
 
    “Our father was the Feathered Monarch before us,” Nevar explained, though her tone was so disinterested she may as well have been talking about drying paint. “When he was killed by a skyfish attack, my sister and I inherited the title.”  
 
    “Both of you?” Mira asked. “How does that work?”  
 
    “There’s nothing to it,” Kwah chuckled. “Nevar handles all the leadership stuff, and I just kind of take on the benefits that come along with the title and hope she can handle all of the responsibilities on her own.”  
 
    “So, you’re pretty much a figurehead without much power,” I chuckled. “Like the Queen of England.”  
 
    “I doubt someone with the title of ‘Queen’ would be without power,” Jonas retorted.  
 
    If only the soothsayer knew.  
 
    “Well,” Teeka’s bubbly voice interrupted our conversation. “That’s pretty much it as far as the nest goes. I would offer to take you upstairs and show you the Feathered Monarch’s quarters, but we’re not even allowed to go up there.”  
 
    “No worries, Teeka,” Kwah spoke up. “I will lead the tour up in our space.”  
 
    “You will?” Nacut gasped. “Kwah… That breaks all sorts of Aviar traditions.”  
 
    “How so?” the tan-haired woman inquired. “The law only says regular Aviars cannot enter the quarters of the Feathered Monarch. These people are not Aviars.”  
 
    “The laws of our people don’t say anything about non-Aviars,” Nevar protested.  
 
    “The Aviars who wrote it should have thought of that,” Kwah shot back with a sly grin.  
 
    “Sister…” The dark-haired bird-woman frowned. “We cannot allow commoners into our room.”  
 
    “What about the Draco Rex, then?” Kwah asked. “He is royalty. He should be the exception to the rule.”  
 
    “Skaw help us.” Nevar rolled her eyes and sighed. “I guess that makes sense. You may show him around your quarters, and your quarters only. I will not be involved with this part of the tour whatsoever, and I refuse to let a stranger into my own personal quarters.”  
 
    “Fine by me,” Kwah agreed. “I just wanted to give the Draco Rex a taste of what our lifestyle is like, so he can compare it to his own.”  
 
    “If that’s what you truly want.” The other Feathered Monarch shrugged. “Go ahead.”  
 
    “What do you want us to do in the meantime, Draco Rex?” Batari questioned. “Shall we wait for you to eat our rations?”  
 
    “Don’t wait up.” I shook my head. “Just go ahead and get started without me. I shouldn’t be long, but you’ve all earned a good meal and a long nap.”  
 
    “I’m not sure I’d call our rations ‘good,’” Mira chuckled. “They are mostly dried salt fish and boar jerky.”  
 
    “That sounds damn good to me,” I admitted. “Now, go on, and I’ll meet you guys out there.”  
 
    “Come, Draco Rex.” Kwah perked up as she strutted past me and moved further down the hall. “We have much to explore.”  
 
    I followed the beautiful, tan-feathered woman as she strutted down the corridor with her chest puffed out in front of her, and as we moved further away from the rest of our crew, the doorways on either side of us seemed to dwindle until there was nothing but wall around us. Finally, at the very end of the corridor, there was a set of stairs made up of the same material as the rest of the nest.  
 
    “Why do you guys need stairs?” I observed as the woman took a few steps and then turned around.  
 
    “For the children who don’t know how to fly yet,” she explained. “And in case we ever want to have guests over… I’m just happy my sister bought that excuse.”  
 
    “Excuse?” I raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were just showing me the Feathered Monarch’s quarters, one person of royalty to another.”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I intend to do,” Kwah admitted with a wily grin. “I plan on showing you each and every inch… And I hope you’ll return the favor.”  
 
    Was that a suggestive joke?  
 
    My heart raced in my chest as my pants began to tighten around my manhood, and my mind raced with all the possibilities of what might happen next.  
 
    Kwah turned back around and began to climb the stairs, though this time she went much slower. Her toned, athletic ass swayed back and forth with each step she took, and my eyes were glued to her glutes as I followed them up to the second story of the nest.  
 
    I could hardly wait to see where this was all going.  
 
    I just hoped I didn’t have to do a freaking mating dance. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    As the beautiful, tan-haired woman Kwah led me up the stairs to her quarters, I couldn’t help but wonder what awaited me when we got there. If she wasn’t sending out signals, then I was fucking blinder than a bat.  
 
    When we got to the top of the stairwell, we were met with another somewhat long hallway that stretched the entire length of the nest. However, unlike the hallway downstairs, this one only had two doors, one for each of the Feathered Monarchs.  
 
    “I can’t believe you get half of an entire floor to yourself.” I whistled as I looked around.  
 
    “This is actually small, comparatively,” Kwah explained. “This level of the nest is only split up like this because my sister and I share the title. If we only had a single Feathered Monarch, they would get this whole upper level to themselves.”  
 
    “You Aviars don’t really seem materialistic,” I admitted. “What do you even do with all this space?”  
 
    “Let me show you.” The tan-haired woman beckoned for me to follow her.  
 
    Kwah stepped up to the doorway on the left, popped in open, and then stuck her head out to make sure I was still coming.  
 
    I walked over to her position and then moved into the room, where I immediately was taken aback.  
 
    Inside Kwah’s quarters were several museum-like displays of skeletons, weapons, and various oddities I couldn’t quite put my finger on at first.  
 
    At the very end of the room sat a small bed, similar to the ones downstairs, but about double the size. Next to the bed were two pedestals made of intertwined sticks, as well as a small clothes rack that held a colorful wardrobe made up of different-colored feathers.  
 
    “What is all this, Kwah?” I asked the bird-woman with my mouth agape.  
 
    “It’s my collection!” the Feathered Monarch proclaimed. “The Feathered Monarch is supposed to be in charge of keeping our people’s history and culture alive, and what better way to do that than by preserving important moments in the Aviars’ existence?”  
 
    “This is incredible!” I breathed as I moved closer to a nearby exhibit. “My friend Isla, the dragonkin historian, would go crazy at the sight of something like this.”  
 
    I walked over to the skeleton of an animal about the size of a Saint Bernard dog, but it stood upright on its hind legs. There were giant, curved claws on both its front and back legs, and its spine was scrunched together as if the thing had scoliosis. Meanwhile, its skull was flat at the front, with bulging eye sockets that sat above two pinprick nose holes. The entire figure was propped up by tied-together sticks, which were then placed into the ground of the nest itself.  
 
    “This was the first tunnel-dweller Nevar and I killed,” Kwah sighed as she reminisced. “We were both barely out of our chick stage, only a few season cycles old… I remember pinning it down against the ground while Nevar sliced open its neck. Very good memories.”  
 
    “What about this thing?” I questioned as I walked over to a giant splinter of wood mounted on a stone backing. “Is this the first stick you used to build the nest or something?”  
 
    “Not quite.” Kwah shook her head. “That would be the splinter of a cave troll’s club.”  
 
    “Cave troll…” I gulped. “You have cave trolls here?”  
 
    “Allegedly,” the tan-feathered woman confirmed. “I have never seen one myself, though all Aviar children are told the tales of the horrific beasts that live in the mountain tunnels.”  
 
    “It’s probably just a tactic the adults use to keep the children from exploring the tunnels,” I chuckled. “I tell my kids if they don’t behave, they’ll be gobbled up by the Baba Yaga, but that’s all made-up.”  
 
    “That’s what I thought about the cave trolls,” Kwah mused. “Until we found this outside one of the tunnel entrances. Notice how it looks different than any other sticks we’ve found… It was obviously a piece of something much bigger.”  
 
    “How do you know it’s not just a piece of a tree that got blown off by lightning?” I questioned.  
 
    “Because,” the Feathered Monarch said, “it’s been altered. Natural wood is not this straight, nor is it this smooth.”  
 
    “Huh,” I muttered, even though I wasn’t quite sure if I believed that.  
 
    Then again, I’d been encountering lots of strange, fantasy-type creatures since I first landed in this world. If someone told me ten years ago that dragons of griffins or rhino-women were real, I would have laughed them out of the room.  
 
    “You know…” Kwah noted. “I’m going to have to create a new display very soon.”  
 
    “Oh, really?” I smiled at the beautiful Aviar woman. “About what?”  
 
    “About you and your friends,” she explained. “You are the first sentient beings we have ever interacted with.”  
 
    “The first?” I repeated in surprise. “You’ve never encountered any other sentient beings? Not orcs or goblins or wargs, even?”  
 
    “We know of their existence,” Kwah continued. “We’ve heard stories, and years ago, when we had more people, we used to fly out past this island to explore or scan for potential threats. There were reports of seeing ships of green men, but our people never got close enough to interact with them.”  
 
    “I’m just glad they don’t know of this island’s existence,” I admitted. “Those bastards would have tried to invade by now, especially if they knew a bunch of dragons congregated here on a regular basis.”  
 
    “So, is that what it is?” Kwah questioned. “Our island isn’t known to anybody in the outside world?”  
 
    “Other than the dragons?” I explained. “No. This whole part of the ocean is considered uncharted territory, which is why I was super nervous to be sailing out here.”  
 
    “Fascinating…” the tan-haired Aviar woman trailed off. “So, does that mean there are parts of the world known to multiple people?”  
 
    “There sure are!” I proclaimed. “Check this out.”  
 
    I pulled the backpack over my shoulder, placed it on the ground, and then popped it open. I dug around inside until I found one of the map copies Isla had made for us, and then I pulled it out and unrolled it for Kwah to see.  
 
    The map had been hand-drawn by the dragonkin historian, so it was very basic and minimalistic, with nothing but large circles representing the different islands and a few scribbles with information about each one.  
 
    Still, it was as if I’d shown Kwah a nugget of pure gold.  
 
    “I’ve never been to any of these islands,” the bird-woman gasped. “I-I never realized the world was this big.”  
 
    “Why would you?” I tried to reassure her. “You’ve only ever known this place. I didn’t know the world was much bigger than Florida until I joined the coast guard… It’s a crazy feeling when you discover how small you really are compared to the rest of the world around you.”  
 
    “T-This is fantastic, Draco Rex,” Kwah sputtered.  
 
    “Ben,” I corrected her. “My friends call me ‘Ben.’ And you can keep that if you want. We’ve got two more copies on our ship.”  
 
    “Ship?” The Aviar woman’s mouth fell agape. “Is that how you got here?”  
 
    “How else would we have traveled across the ocean?” I mused.  
 
    “We all assumed you rode in on the backs of your dragons,” Kwah admitted. “We didn’t know you had your own ship.”  
 
    “As much fun as that would be,” I laughed. “There’s no way Tirian and Bungal could have carried us so far. They struggle to handle more than a few passengers at a time.”  
 
    “That settles it, then!” Kwah declared. “This, uh…”  
 
    “Map,” I corrected her.  
 
    “This map will be placed on the wall,” the woman explained with a broad grin. “Right next to the shell of the last Aviar egg to ever be hatched!”  
 
    Well, that got dark fast.  
 
    I watched as Kwah strutted across the room, all the way over to a blank space by her bed.  
 
    The tan-feathered Aviar whistled a musical tune as she held up the map, turned it a few times in her hands, and then gently slid its four corners beneath the slits in the wall. Once she had her new prized possession in place, Kwah took a step back and placed her hands on her hips, and she grinned.  
 
    “See?” I announced as I walked over and held up my hands like a photo frame. “It looks like it was meant to be put up here.”  
 
    “Thank you, Ben,” Kwah sighed longingly. “It had been quite some time since there was a new development in our people’s history, and as you can tell, the most recent one was not something that brings us joy.”  
 
    “I know.” I placed my hand on the woman’s shoulder as I tried to comfort her. “That chapter is over now. Once we get the dragons off your island, then maybe things will go back to normal.”  
 
    “I doubt that,” Kwah chuckled. “Though I appreciate your optimism.”  
 
    “Why not?” I questioned. “Once the dragons are all gone, none of the other creatures will have to compete for resources. There will be plenty to go around for all.”  
 
    “It’s not so simple,” the Feathered Monarch explained as she hung her head. “There are no more Aviar males. Even if things went back to ‘normal,’ our species would not continue.”  
 
    “Says who?” I prompted. “That’s what the rest of those women downstairs thought about their own species, yet here they are going strong, years later.”  
 
    “Are you suggesting we cross-breed?” Kwah’s chocolate eyes lit up at the thought. “Could that even work?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I admitted. “But it’s worked for every other race so far. Just as long as they have a good mating dance, right?”  
 
    “Don’t pay my sister any attention.” The Aviar woman rolled her eyes. “That is an outdated tradition Nevar has grabbed onto for some reason or another. Almost nobody was doing it even when we still had the men alive.”  
 
    “Thank goodness.” I let out a sigh of relief. “Mira was right, I freaking suck at dancing.”  
 
    “Why is that applicable to you, Draco Rex?” Kwah’s mouth twisted into a sly grin. “Were you intending to try and woo one of us over with a mating dance?”  
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “It all depends on if that person wants me to or not.”  
 
    “That point is irrelevant,” she giggled. “You have just explained to me cross-breeding between species is possible… What kind of a Feathered Monarch would I be if I didn’t take the responsibility of repopulation into my own hands?”  
 
    My heart swelled at Kwah’s words, and my manhood throbbed to life when she leaned over and placed her hand against my chest.  
 
    “Soooooooo, is this headed where I think it’s headed?” I teased the tan-haired woman.  
 
    “You tell me,” she purred into my ear, and then she leaned her head against my shoulder.  
 
    Kwah’s hands slowly began to trace my pectorals, and they wandered down to my waistband.  
 
    “Let me get that for you.” I winked as I fumbled around with my belt.  
 
    I unfastened the garment that held my weapons, tossed it off to the side, and then began to run my hand through Kwah’s hair. It felt somewhat stiff, like the stem of a feather on the sidewalk, yet it still was supple under my touch.  
 
    Kwah’s right hand slid into my waistband before she ran a little circle around my pelvis, and then she went in for the kill. The tan-haired Aviar woman grabbed onto my semi-erect cock and began to stroke it in soft, gentle motions.  
 
    “Goodness.” Kwah’s brown eyes turned as big as saucers as she bit her bottom lip. “I can see why all the females on your crew love you so much.”  
 
    “Do you think you can handle it?” I growled into the woman’s ear.  
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” she retorted. “The real question is… Do you think you can handle me?”  
 
    The dirty talk from Kwah sent me onto cloud nine, and my dick rose to full mast in seconds flat. Kwah moaned when she felt my full erection in her hands, and she started to tug on it harder.  
 
    As the beautiful bird-woman stroked me off, I leaned in and pressed my lips against hers. Our passion started off slowly with small, short pecks, but it didn’t take long for it to bloom into a full-on make out session. Our tongues explored each other’s mouths as they interlocked, and our bodies pressed up close, to the point where I could feel Kwah’s rough chest piece pressing into my flesh.  
 
    That needed to change, ASAP.  
 
    I reached up to the woman’s shoulders, slid my fingers beneath the straps of her armor, and then slowly guided them down her soft flesh, but Kwah’s chest piece still stayed in place.  
 
    I wasn’t going to give up so easily.  
 
    I reached around to Kwah’s back and searched around blindly until I found a fastener. I gave it a quick twist, and there was a dry wooden snap as it broke free.  
 
    Kwah’s chest piece fell away to reveal two plump B-cups that were curved into perfect ovals. Her dark-brown nipples were erect with excitement upon her tiny areolas, and there was nothing I wanted more in this moment than to give them both a nibble.  
 
    So, that’s exactly what I did.  
 
    I bent down as I took a handful of Kwah’s right breast with my fingers and then pressed my mouth against the other. My tongue slid out of my mouth as it began to trace circles around the beautiful eagle-woman’s nipple, and she let out a gasp of excitement as I pleasured her. When I finally took the soft nub between my teeth, Kwah’s gasp turned into a deep, powerful moan.  
 
    “You like that?” I whispered as I pulled away for a moment.  
 
    “Y-Yessssss,” Kwah groaned as she threw her head back and continued to pleasure me with her hand. “Keep doing that.”  
 
    “This is just the foreplay,” I warned her. “Just wait until I’m deep inside of you.”  
 
    “What are you waiting for, then?” the bird-woman growled.  
 
    “I want to get you nice and warmed up first,” I retorted, and then I switched my mouth to her other nipple.  
 
    Kwah moaned intensely as I sucked and nibbled on her tender nubs, and when my hand eventually slid down to the straps of her bottoms, the Aviar was practically whining with every breath.  
 
    “Gods, Ben,” she whimpered. “Get this armor off me!”  
 
    “With pleasure.” I grinned, and then I grabbed onto both sides of her pants.  
 
    The snaps fell away without much effort, and within seconds I had her bottoms down around her ankles.  
 
    The bird-woman’s pussy was already dripping wet with arousal, an arousal so intense that the wetness had spread up into the tuft of brown hair at the top. Kwah’s nether regions were quivering when I exposed them to the air, so I wanted to give them the attention they deserved.  
 
    I pulled away from Kwah’s nipples and then dropped to my knees so I was even with her pussy. Then I took a firm handful of Kwah’s ass, pulled her closer, and let my tongue slide into her tender slit.  
 
    “Oh, Ben!” she gasped as her legs turned to jelly.  
 
    Kwah’s juices were sweet like a freshly-cut watermelon, and I couldn’t help but moan as I lashed my tongue up and down her labia. Then I outlined her pussy lips with my tongue before I kissed her inner thighs tenderly.  
 
    However, she knew what she wanted.  
 
    Kwah’s hand grabbed onto the back of my head and guided me back to her tunnel. She let out a slight moan as I retraced her lips, and then an even deeper one when my tongue found the magic button atop her mound.  
 
    I dragged my tongue across her clitoris in a rhythmic back and forth motion, and then I switched into making a cross pattern. Her hands grasped my hair even harder as her body went stiff, which told me I was definitely on the right track. When I started to move my tongue in circles around her swollen button, Kwah screamed out in ecstasy.  
 
    “You taste so fucking good,” I moaned as I briefly pulled away, but then I dived right back in.  
 
    I kept changing up my patterns until I found one that sent Kwah into overdrive. The woman’s entire body went rigid as she pressed both her hands into the back of my head, and she let out a few nearly-silent whimpers. Her moans grew closer and closer together, and I knew she was just about there.  
 
    “B-Ben?” Kwah gasped. “I think I’m close. If you keep doing that I’m-- I’m going to-- Ohhhhhhhhhhhhh!”  
 
    The brunette woman nearly collapsed as she wrapped her thighs around the sides of my head, pushed my face into her as hard as she could, and let out moan after glorious moan. Her labia spasmed as her juices of passion swelled out of her in a tidal wave, and I made sure to lap up each and every drop.  
 
    When she was finally finished, I pulled away, glanced up at her beautiful naked body, and winked.  
 
    “Sounds like you had a good time,” I joked, which drew an unamused smile.  
 
    “Unless your seed comes from your tongue, we’re not done,” Kwah retorted with a hungry look in her eyes.  
 
    “Oh, trust me,” I promised as I stood to my feet. “We’re nowhere near done. But before we go any further, I gotta ask… How does this work?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” The brunette woman raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Like, you have eggs,” I asked. “Real eggs that come out of your body and hang out in a nest for a while. Do you have to lay them first, or does it come out when we’re done, or what?”  
 
    “You fill me with your seed,” Kwah laid out the steps as she counted the steps on her fingers. “Then, if I become pregnant, I will lay an egg in the next few days. After that, it must be incubated for a full week, and then it will hatch! Then, after a few weeks, I will be able to have another egg. Sound simple enough?”  
 
    “Kwah…” I smirked. “You had me at ‘fill you with my seed.’”  
 
    Without another word, I tore off my cream-colored shirt and threw it over with my belt. I then reached down and pulled down my pants, freed my erection from its fabric prison, and kicked my pants off to the side. Finally, I walked over to Kwah and clapped my hands around her firm ass, and then I lifted her up into the air.  
 
    The bird-woman let out a happy giggle as I carried her over to the bed, where I sat her down. She fell back into the comfort of the makeshift mattress of straw and what appeared to be cotton, and I got to work on round two.  
 
    I lifted Kwah’s legs straight up in the air, but I didn’t separate them. Instead, I kept her ankles together so her pussy would stay nice and tight, and then I pressed the head of my cock against her slick labia.  
 
    “Woooowwww,” Kwah moaned. “Even the head is monstrous.”  
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked the naked bird-woman, and she gave me a hesitant nod.  
 
    I slowly pushed my dick into Kwah, and both of us melted into a single body. Her pussy was wetter than a Seattle rainstorm, and her pussy clasped around me like a fleshy vise. The Aviar woman whimpered as I slid deeper into her tight tunnel, but she simply bit her lip and tilted her head back against the mattress.  
 
    When I finally bottomed out against her cervix, I felt my balls jump up into my body. I pulled myself out about three-quarters of the way, shifted my hips, and then pushed in once more.  
 
    “This is incredible,” Kwah groaned as she grasped the sides of her bed. “I want you to go deeper, Ben.”  
 
    “Deeper?” I growled. “Let’s see what I can do.”  
 
    The next time I thrust inside of Kwah, I grabbed onto her wide hips, held them tight, and then shoved myself into her as deep as physically possible. My pelvis touched the bottom of her thighs, and my cock practically bent as it pushed into her cervix.  
 
    Kwah let out a long, intense moan, so I repeated my action.  
 
    I slid my cock out, held her tight, and then glided back into her. This time, it took every inch of my willpower not to blow right then. Her pussy spasmed around my manhood as she moaned and groaned, and the sounds of her ecstasy drove me wild.  
 
    “Wh-- What’s going on?” Kwah gasped. “I-I think I might be able to do it again!”  
 
    “That’s perfectly normal,” I explained. “At least… It is when you’re with me.”  
 
    The woman’s brown eyes glistened with passion as she smiled and prepared for the second big finish.  
 
    I fully intended to give it to her, too.  
 
    I pushed all the way inside of Kwah once again, but this time I changed things up a bit. I let my cock fall out of the beautiful woman, raised it up so it was parallel with her pussy, and then I pressed the bottom against her clit. Her tender button was swollen with arousal, and she nearly screamed when I slowly dragged my shaft across it.  
 
    “Oh, Ben!” she begged. “P-Please, put it back in.”  
 
    “I will,” I promised. “After I get you a little bit more worked up.”  
 
    I dragged my cock across Kwah’s clitoris three more times, and each time she nearly had a freaking aneurysm. Finally, I moved back down to her opening, got into position, and then pushed myself into her tight velvet tunnel.  
 
    That was all she could handle.  
 
    “B-Bennnnnnnnnn!” she screamed as her pussy spasmed around me like a velvet vise.  
 
    The woman’s incredible body twitched and tensed beneath me as she took me all in, and I felt the warm coil in my stomach building up to a crescendo.  
 
    However, I wanted Kwah to have the time of her life, even if that meant it took three rounds to finally blow the big one, so I held back my own release.  
 
    “How about that?” I winked as I slid out of Kwah’s womanhood and lowered her feet back down onto the bed. “Two for one.”  
 
    “It’s two for zero right now,” the beautiful woman harumphed with a frown. “You still haven’t filled me with your seed.”  
 
    “Third time’s the charm?” I taunted the tan-haired beauty.  
 
    “Roll over,” Kwah commanded. “I’m going to finish you off if it’s the last thing I do.”  
 
    I wasn’t going to argue with that. 
 
    I plopped down on the bed beside Kwah, rolled over onto my back, and placed my hands behind my head. Then I watched as the sexy bird-woman got up onto her knees and climbed over to me.  
 
    Her breasts hung down and jiggled with each movement she made, and her nipples dragged playfully across my erection.  
 
    Somehow, some way, that made it grow even harder.  
 
    Once Kwah was in position, she lifted her leg over me, sat up straight, and took my cock firmly in her hands. The sexy Aviar then lowered herself down onto my erection and let out a soft whimper as soon as I began to spread her open.  
 
    She could only get about halfway down on my cock before she had to stop before she stopped with a sharp inhale. She felt tighter in this position, so I had to assume I felt bigger as well. I could see the gears turning in Kwah’s head as she tried to figure out how she was going to fit it all in, but then she quickly figured it out.  
 
    The tan-haired woman spread her legs a bit further out, pressed her hands against my bare chest, and then forced herself down onto me all the way.  
 
    “Ohhhh, shit!” I moaned when I felt the head of my penis touch her cervix. “You’re so damn tight.”  
 
    “It’s only because you’re so huge,” the tan-haired woman gasped.  
 
    Kwah sat up and then leaned back so her back was arched, and her naked body was on full-display. The bird-woman started to grind against my cock in a slow, rhythmic motion, and I knew I wasn’t going to last much longer. Kwah reached up, placed her hands behind her head, and then started to run her hands through her tan locks as she rode me like a racehorse. Her feathers spread out underneath her arms and, for the first time, I could see them in all their glory.  
 
    Of course, the feathers were about the last thing I was paying attention to at the moment.  
 
    Kwah’s beautiful B-cups bounced up and down with a powerful jiggle, completely in time with her pelvic motions. The woman’s pussy clasped around my manhood in a death grip, and for half a second I wondered how we would ever get separated again.  
 
    “Bennnnn.” Kwah let out a few soft moans in rapid succession. She was building back up for climax number three, and I was going to make sure she got there.  
 
    Without warning, I slapped my hands around Kwah’s waist, held her in place, and then began to thrust my hips upward. As I did so, my cock pushed further into the bird-woman, and her mouth fell agape as she took it all in.  
 
    “Ben!” she gasped. “Are you-- Are you trying to make me-- Oh! Oh! Ohhhhhhhhhh!”  
 
    Kwah threw her head backward as she orgasmed a third time.  
 
    I reached up and squeezed her right breast as her velvet tunnel squeezed me like a tube of toothpaste, and that was when the warm coil in my gut snapped.  
 
    “I’m cumming!” I growled as I pulled Kwah back down onto me.  
 
    The room began to spin as my body tensed up and prepared for liftoff. Stars drifted across my vision for a split second, and my balls pulled up into my body as waves of ecstasy spasmed through my erection.  
 
    Then I let loose.  
 
    My cock throbbed intensely as I let out a long, eardrum-shattering moan and unloaded a fucking gallon of my seed into Kwah’s fertile womb.  
 
    “Yesssss!” she gasped as I filled her up. “Give me every last drop of your seed, Draco Rex!”  
 
    The sounds of both of our orgasms mixed together like a carnal duet, and Kwah’s tight tunnel continued to spasm around me as it sucked every last bit of my semen up into her womb. Finally, once my body felt like it was on pins and needles, and my balls were completely drained dry, Kwah fell forward into my chest.  
 
    “Wow,” Kwah panted before she kissed my neck softly. “I can’t believe we just did that.”  
 
    “What?” I teased. “Do you want to go for round four? I totally could make it happen.”  
 
    “Where do you get this energy?” the tan-haired woman chuckled. “No wonder all of your crewmates are pregnant. It’s like there’s no limits on what you can do in the bedroom.”  
 
    “It doesn’t have to only be the bedroom,” I admitted. “It could be in the bath or in the middle of the forest, or even in a lake. Pretty much wherever the mood strikes.”  
 
    I pulled Kwah into my chest, and the two of us cuddled for a few minutes before she finally broke the silence.  
 
    “You know…” the Feathered Monarch spoke up timidly as she moved her finger around my pecs. “If your theory is correct, and your seed took to my womb, our child will be royalty.”  
 
    “I know that.” I nodded. “It’ll be more than that, though. Our child will have dragonkin blood, which means they will have the ability to bond with any dragon of any type.”  
 
    “What is this ‘bonding’ you speak of?” Kwah questioned. “You mentioned it before, but I’m afraid I still don’t understand.”  
 
    “It’s basically where a person and a dragon form a special bond,” I explained. “It can only happen if the dragon likes you, and you have the correct DNA to make it happen. Our child will have that, as will you while you are pregnant. That’s how Batari was able to bond with Swaer, even though she’s not a dragonkin.”  
 
    “Incredible,” Kwah mused. “Forgive me for sounding a bit hesitant, Ben. The dragons have been nothing but trouble to my people for as long as I can remember, so the thought of our child bonding with one? It’s kind of strange.”  
 
    “They’re not all bad,” I reminded the tan-feathered woman. “You see the four we brought along with us. Yeah, they’re all really deadly, but they’re also the gentlest giants you’ll ever meet once they’ve been tamed.”  
 
    “I suppose you could be right.” Kwah nodded. “The Aviar have never once tried to tame a dragon, and I do not believe we ever will.”  
 
    “Never say never,” I reminded the woman in my arms. “Especially if you have a child who’s half-dragonkin. They’re going to want to have a bondmate from day one, just so they can keep up with the rest of their siblings.”  
 
    “Your children have dragons?” she gasped.  
 
    “My two eldest do,” I confirmed. “As for the others? Well… We don’t have enough dragons for them quite yet. That’s what I’m hoping to accomplish while we’re here.”  
 
    “It’s going to be difficult, you know,” Kwah sighed. “Every time we have encountered one of these dragons, they have tried to either eat us or burn us or drown us. Or there was one notable time when a rock dragon attempted to bury us under a rockslide. That was quite the experience.”  
 
    “True,” I admitted. “But you’ve got something you didn’t have last time.”  
 
    “And what might that be, Dragon King?” Kwah teased.  
 
    “Me.” I winked at the naked woman. “And my friends. And my dragons. Between all of us, we’ll easily convince the council to at least give us a chance.”  
 
    “I wish I had your confidence, Ben,” the brown-eyed woman chuckled.  
 
    In all reality, I wasn’t super confident. I was worried as fuck, but I also wasn’t going to just come out and say that to all of my friends.  
 
    For all I knew, these dragons might hate Bungal. Or they might claim he’s a traitor for taking a bondmate. Or hell, they might even just fry us all on the spot, no questions asked.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t let worry consume me right now.  
 
    Right now, I just wanted to lay here and hold this beautiful woman in my arms.  
 
    The next thing I knew, my eyes grew heavy, and I drifted off to sleep.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” the giggling voice of Mira was the next thing I heard. “We wondered what you were up to with Kwah…”  
 
    My eyes shot open, and I sat straight up in bed. I instinctively covered my manhood with my hands as I looked around the room to see what I was dealing with, but thankfully all I saw was a very smug Mira.  
 
    “Good morning,” Kwah yawned as she sat up in her bed beside me and stretched. “I hope you all had a pleasant night.”  
 
    “Not as pleasant as yours,” Mira snickered. “You can move your hands, Ben. I’ve seen it a million times already.”  
 
    “This is for your own good.” I winked. “If you see it right now, you’ll probably get distracted from whatever you came in here to tell me.”  
 
    “Please,” the golden-scaled dragonkin woman continued. “After last night, I’m not sure you could even go for another round. Let me guess… Four times?”  
 
    “Three,” Kwah corrected. “Three wonderful, glorious times.”  
 
    “That’s what I figured,” Mira chuckled. “Now, I hate to be the one to break up you two lovers, but we’ve got some major news. You’ll probably want to get dressed and come outside.”  
 
    “Okay, okay.” Kwah frowned. “I guess we can save the fun for-- Oh, no! Mira, does my sister know what happened?”  
 
    “She hasn’t said anything.” Mira shrugged. “Though it wouldn’t take much for her to put it together.”  
 
    “Please, don’t tell her,” Kwah begged. “She always gets her feathers in a bunch when it comes to ‘breaking tradition,’ which is what I did last night. Big-time.”  
 
    “My lips are sealed,” Mira promised. “Now, get dressed, you two.”  
 
    “Can you at least give me a hint?” I rubbed my temples and yawned.  
 
    “It’s the council of dragons,” the dragonkin warrior explained. “They are not where Bungal thought they would be.”  
 
    “Oh, shit…” I groaned. “Please tell me they’re not on a different island.”  
 
    “This is a good thing, my king.” Mira smiled. “They’re on this island, and they are closer than we originally thought!”  
 
    Holy shit, that was great news.  
 
    I didn’t know how much closer these guys were to us, but anything that could get us there sooner was for the better.  
 
    Now, we just needed to prepare for what came next.  
 
    I was just hoping “next” wasn’t going to involve a long, painful death. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10  
 
    “How in the world did you find all the dragons?” I questioned as Kwah and I followed Mira back through the winding halls of the Aviar nest. “Bungal seemed to be completely in the dark about where they were.”  
 
    “You can thank our new Aviar friends,” Mira explained. “The one with the red-and-blue hair went out on a reconnaissance mission while the rest of us were asleep.”  
 
    “She went out in the middle of the night?” I gasped. “By herself?”  
 
    “That’s Maca for you,” Kwah mused. “I swear that woman would dive headfirst into a cave full of dragons, just because she was bored and thought it would be fun. We know this island inside and out, Draco Rex. We know all the spots where the dragons like to congregate. We have to… If we didn’t, our flock would be likely to accidentally stumble across their entire congregation by accident, and that would not end well for any parties involved.” 
 
    “Because the dragons would easily overwhelm you?” Mira chuckled.  
 
    “They may take a few casualties,” Kwah admitted with a shrug. “But we would surely take just as many. If not more.”  
 
    “Have I mentioned I like this woman?” Mira shot me a smirk.  
 
    Soon, we poked through the entryway of the nest, out to the large, rocky platform that acted as a gathering place for the Aviars. Sure enough, the rest of the flock and my crew were mulling around in various spots. Some of them sat cross-legged on the ground, while others paced back and forth with expressions of concern. Then there were the four dragons, who were simply laying down with their bellies and chins sprawled out across the ground.  
 
    “Sister?” Nevar’s voice suddenly cut through the air, with the tone of a scolding mother. “The tour you gave the Draco Rex of your private quarters took an awfully long time. You didn’t bring him into my room, did you? You know that is forbidden.”  
 
    “I didn’t bring him into your room, Nevar.” Kwah rolled her eyes. “We were just talking about all the interesting things I have in my quarters. The Draco Rex was very interested in all the trinkets I’ve gathered over the years, and he even gave me a new addition to my collection!”  
 
    “I’ll bet he did,” Maca giggled as she nudged Teeka. “Probably a very firm, rigid stick.”  
 
    “Something harder than anything else in her collection, I bet.” Teeka’s blue eyes lit up as she placed her hand over her mouth and chuckled.  
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” Nevar scoffed. “I know what you are insinuating, and there is no way that is what occurred. You heard the Draco Rex’s crew… He doesn’t have the rhythmic ability to perform a mating dance that would be fit for royalty, like my sister.”  
 
    I pursed my lips together and tried with all my might to keep from laughing, and when I looked over at Kwah, the edges of her mouth were twisted into a quarter smile, though she also appeared to be playing it coy.  
 
    “At this point, I would take a mating dance that was the equivalent of a seizure,” Nacut sighed. “It’s been so long since I’ve felt the touch of a man, and it’s been equally as long since I’ve been able to tend to any eggs. It’s like my purpose in life is completely gone.”  
 
    Kwah’s coy smile twisted into a deep frown when she heard her subject’s words, and the brown-and-tan-haired woman shuffled over to Nacut, placed a hand gently on her shoulder, and looked her deep in the eyes. Then the Feathered Monarch leaned in close to Nacut’s ear and whispered something as softly as she possibly could.  
 
    As Kwah spoke, Nacut’s frown turned upside-down, and her mouth fell agape. Then she pulled away from her monarch, wide-eyed, and gave her a look of total disbelief.  
 
    Kwah just smiled and nodded, but she said nothing.  
 
    “What is it, sister?” Nevar questioned.  
 
    “It’s private.” Kwah shrugged. “Perhaps I will tell you someday, Nevar. Perhaps when you decide to finally take the twig out of your--”  
 
    “Kwah!” the other Feathered Monarch hissed. “You cannot talk to your leader like that.”  
 
    “Sure I can.” The brown-feathered woman just winked. “I’m as much of a leader as you are, so we’re equals.”  
 
    I’m very glad the Ceros have a clear line of succession, Batari noted to me telepathically. Having to share the throne with another would be absolute torture.  
 
    I’m just happy to be a regular ‘ol dragon, Swaer added. If I can live out the rest of my life going on adventures with you guys, scarfing down wild boars, and getting an occasional adrenaline rush along the way, I’d say it’s a life well-lived.  
 
    You’re much too young to be talking like that, George chuckled. You were quite literally born a few weeks ago.  
 
    “And you’re not even two yet,” I reminded the blue water dragon via our dragonbond. “I’m not sure you’re the best being to be giving life advice.”  
 
    Egads! Bungal gasped with his chubby hands over his face. You are only two? Now I feel like a complete fossil.  
 
    How old are you, Bungal? Tirian questioned with a quirk of his silver head.  
 
    However, Bungal just crossed his arms, shook his jowls, and huffed.  
 
    That is between me and the universe, my boy, he refused. Though I shall say I have been around for many season cycles, and I was there to witness the birth of your mother and most of the other members of my tribe.  
 
    “Are they alright?” I heard Teeka whisper to her flock with a hint of concern in her voice. “Why are they staring at each other silently?”  
 
    “They’re talking to the dragons,” Nacut explained. “They communicate without speaking, remember?”  
 
    “Ohhhhh, yeah.” Teeka slapped her forehead and giggled. “I forgot they could do that.”  
 
    I guess I shouldn’t have blamed the green-haired beauty for being a little weirded out. My crewmates and I were all just standing there looking at each other silently, with a smile or a nod every now and then.  
 
    We probably looked downright insane to anyone who didn’t know what was going on. 
 
    “We’re, uh… Trying to figure out where these dragons are!” I lied and rubbed the back of my neck awkwardly. “That’s exactly what we’re trying to do.”  
 
    “Didn’t the dragon-lady tell you already?” Maca asked as she pointed to Mira.  
 
    “Mira,” the dragonkin warrior grumbled. “Please call me by my name, which is ‘Mira.’”  
 
    “Okay, okay,” the red-and-blue-haired Aviar woman conceded. “Didn’t Mira tell you already? I already found the giant congregation of dragons.”  
 
    “How in Oshun’s name did you do that without getting spotted?” Jonas inquired. “Dragons have several heightened senses, even in the dark of night, and with all this wind howling across the mountain.”  
 
    “I’m an Aviar.” Maca smirked. “We know how to avoid the gaze of a dragon.”  
 
    “It’s true,” Nevar agreed. “The only reason you saw us in the first place was because you were getting close to our nest, and we assumed your large dragon was going to try and eat us.”  
 
    I say! Bungal snorted. I would never dine on wild Aviar flesh. It is too gamey for my highly sophisticated tastes.  
 
    We’re certainly not going to tell them you said that, Jemma warned. These women already seem very on edge about you dragons, so the last thing we need to do is let them know you’ve eaten something similar to their meat before.  
 
    “Even then, we probably wouldn’t have revealed ourselves,” Nevar continued. “We would have tried to kill you all swiftly, one-by-one, using the environment and striking from the clouds.”  
 
    “The only reason we came out of hiding was because we wanted to steal your water dragon,” Kwah explained. “Otherwise, all you would have heard was a quick shrieking sound before you were hurled off the side of the mountain to your dooms.”  
 
    “I think you are all far too confident in your abilities.” Sela smirked. “I would have seen you coming long before you struck.”  
 
    “Maybe.” Kwah shrugged as she narrowed her eyes at the dragonkin. “Though now we may never know.”  
 
    “I, for one, think we have just the right amount of confidence in our abilities,” Nevar mused.  
 
    “But how confident are you that you can take us to the Council of Dragons?” I questioned as I tried to get us back on topic. “Without getting caught, that is?”  
 
    “Getting there will be the easy part,” Maca explained. “Now, what happens once we actually arrive… That’s going to be a little trickier.”  
 
    Indeed, Bungal confirmed. There will be at least two sentries guarding the entrance to the council’s congregation.  
 
    “So?” Batari asked the Aviar woman. “I thought you said you were pretty much invisible to the dragons.”  
 
    “We are,” Kwah observed. “But we will be traveling with several new people who are… Let’s say… Not as stealthy.”  
 
    “We can be plenty stealthy,” Mira protested.  
 
    “She’s got a point, Mira,” I sighed. “Try as we might, we basically have no option but to climb up to wherever this place is on the mountain. With their heightened senses and eyesight, the sentries will probably see us coming from a mile away. Especially with these four dragons at our side.”  
 
    “Maybe we could… I dunno…” Zerandrie mumbled as she looked down at the ground. “Maybe we could try and use our dragon friends as a distraction? Maybe the council would think they were part of the group that was supposed to be at the meeting?”  
 
    That will not fly, my dear, Bungal admitted. Even though I am a former member of the council, they are quite fastidious about who they let into their meetings. If you are not a current member of the council, they will treat you just like any other stranger. And I can assure you they do not treat strangers with much respect.  
 
    “Could the younger dragons pretend to be lost and looking for their mothers?” Jemma suggested. “Surely the Council of Dragons wouldn’t attack a baby dragon like Swaer or Tirian.”  
 
    I’m not a baby, Tirian huffed.  
 
    You are not too familiar with the temperament of a dragon, are you, Jemma? Bungal chuckled. They may fall for Swaer and Tirian’s facade if they are convincing thespians, but that will not do us much good.  
 
    “He’s right,” I sighed. “We’re still gonna have to get inside the cave, and I doubt the dragons would be careless enough to leave the entire entrance unguarded just because two baby dragons are lost on the mountain.”  
 
    “What options do we have, then?” Sela questioned.  
 
    “Why don’t we just try to negotiate with the sentries?” Jonas suggested. “If we wish to be diplomatic with the Council itself, it’s probably best we simply be upfront with all of our intentions from the start.”  
 
    “I agree with the Soothsayer,” Malak noted. “If we want these beasts to trust us, we can’t start off by trying to trick them.”  
 
    “Well?” I asked the four dragons as I looked between them. “Do you think that could work? Or are they likely to gobble us up like the last M&M in a bowl of Chex Mix before we even get a chance to speak?”  
 
    Yes, and I think yes, Bungal explained.  
 
    Well, that wasn’t very encouraging.  
 
    “This sounds much more difficult than we originally thought,” Mira admitted, and then she turned to me. “There seems to be certain death lurking in the bushes of every single choice…”  
 
    “What shall we do, Draco Rex?” Jonas interjected. “You always seem to know what to do.”  
 
    “Give me a second here to weigh my options.” I held up a finger as I tried to think.  
 
    There really wasn’t any one “right answer.”  
 
    Trying to sneak past the sentries was going to be nearly impossible with the dragons. We could attempt to bargain with the creatures since they were all highly intelligent, but who knew if they would even let us get a word out before their jaws were around our torsos? 
 
    Then there was the third option, which I really didn’t like.  
 
    Brute force.  
 
    According to Bungal there were only two dragons posted at the entrance of the council’s meeting place. There were four dragons in our company, along with fourteen humanoids and a venomous bird-dog hybrid.  
 
    Depending on what sort of dragons we were up against, we might simply be able to overpower them using our sheer numbers.  
 
    Then again, running in guns-blazing didn’t seem like the greatest idea if we wanted to make ourselves seem peaceful. Plus, those orc bastards had made dragons in this world pretty scarce to begin with.  
 
    The last thing I wanted to do was kill the poor creatures.  
 
    Then again, maybe I didn’t have to…  
 
    “Nevar?” I turned to the dark-haired Aviar woman as the lightbulb turned on in my head. “You mentioned your flock knows how to kill dragons, right?”  
 
    “Of course, we know how to kill a dragon,” Nevar scoffed. “We have been dealing with their kind for many moons.”  
 
    Benjamin! Bungal gasped and then let out an angry huff. 
 
    “It’s alright, Bungal,” I reassured the fat dragon with my hand held out to calm him down. “Well… Do you think it’s possible for you Aviars to take down a dragon in a non-lethal way? Like, just knock them unconscious or trap them or something like that?”  
 
    “Why would you want to do that?” the Feathered Monarch questioned. “The only good dragon is a dead dragon in the eyes of an Aviar.”  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks,” Batari growled, and I saw her hand reach down for the hilt of her spear-sword. “You just murder those poor innocent creatures without any regard for their lives, or the holy purpose that the god Tembori put them here for in the first place?” 
 
    “‘Innocent?’” Nevar rolled her eyes. “Tell that to all the flockmates we’ve lost over the season cycles due to their greedy, resource-hogging nature.”  
 
    “Also the ones they devoured,” Teeka reminded us. “Many of our flockmates were eaten alive by the dragons that gather on our island.”  
 
    Dragons wouldn’t eat a sentient creature unless provoked, Bungal muttered to himself.  
 
    “That’s right,” Batari confirmed aloud. “I’m sure you attacked the dragons first, using your stealthy attacks and all.”  
 
    “Guys, guys!” I stepped between the Aviars and the Cero woman and held up my hands. “We can talk about personal philosophies later. Right now, we’re just trying to find a way to gain an audience with the council. Nevar? Can you guys do non-lethal takedowns, or not?”  
 
    “It shouldn’t be too difficult.” Maca shrugged as her bright hair fluttered in the wind. “We normally try to smash their skulls open with large rocks. If you hit ‘em from a high enough altitude, bam! Their brains splatter all over the ground like a ripe cloudberry.’  
 
    I-I think I’m feeling faint… Bungal gulped as he placed the back of his paw against his head.  
 
    The fat brown dragon began to wobble as his wings flapped comically fast, but he couldn’t keep his balance. As Bungal began to fall backward, Swaer’s tiny body zipped around behind him.  
 
    The furry red wind dragon sucked in a powerful breath, inflated his cheeks, and then unleashed a giant gust of wind directly into Bungal’s back. The air storm had enough strength behind it to push Bungal upright, where the fat dragon simply shook his head vehemently.  
 
    Easy there, big fella, Swaer chuckled. You almost just turned us all into one of Hali’s wheatcakes.  
 
    I apologize, Bungal sighed. I just do not do well at the thought of violence.  
 
    “As Maca was saying,” Nevar continued. “We could simply try the same technique, but with smaller rocks. That would still create a devastating impact on the dragons, but in theory it wouldn’t be enough force to actually kill them.”  
 
    “And if we’re wrong, and it does?” Teeka noted. “I guess that’s one less dragon to worry about.”  
 
    Bungal’s eyes bulged out of his head, and Batari looked like she was about to rip these Aviars in two with her bare hands.  
 
    “Friends.” Kwah stepped forward. “We must put our personal opinions on the dragons aside for now. The Draco Rex asks that we do not kill the dragons, so we shall not kill the dragons. This is a decree from your Feathered Monarch.”  
 
    “Woooooow,” Nevar chuckled. “That’s a first, Sister. What exactly did the Dragon King do to you in that room?”  
 
    “Trust me,” Kwah teased her sister with a sarcastic laugh. “You will certainly never know.”  
 
    “I can always smack them with my axe, as well!” Malak cackled as she held her weapon high. “That should put those beasts out for a while.”  
 
    “Maybe we come at it from a few different angles,” I suggested. “The Aviars knock out one of the dragons, and my crew takes out another at the same time. But first, we need to get up there and see what we’re dealing with, exactly.”  
 
    “Then we shall lead the way,” Kwah declared. “Try to keep up, Draco Rex.”  
 
    The brown-and-tan-haired woman spread out her wings before she leapt into the sky and flapped them hard. Teeka, Nacut, Maca, and Nevar were right behind her, and the rest of us just watched in awe as the Aviars flew through the biting wind as if it were nothing.  
 
    “I’ll be able to keep up,” Malak mused as she sheathed her axe against her back. “I can’t say the same for the rest of my crew, though.”  
 
    The gray-haired Coonag woman chittered with glee as she took a running start toward the nearest cliffside, sprang up into the air, and dug in with her claws. Her black tail flicked back and forth like an excited housecat’s as she darted up the rocky wall, and I just shook my head as I thought about the long climb that laid before us.  
 
    One-by-one, the rest of my crew began our ascent, and Tirian and Bungal brought up the rear of the party, just in case anybody slipped, fell, and needed to be caught. The Aviars and Malak were much, much better equipped for this sort of terrain than we were, so they casually looked down on us smugly as we struggled to hoist ourselves up the cliff, inch-by-inch.  
 
    After about twenty minutes of climbing, and the wind began to grow cold and biting. Soon, we were up above the clouds themselves, and there was nothing but blue skies above us and a sea of white mist below.  
 
    “Wow,” I muttered to myself as I took in the pristine beauty of the scenery.  
 
    I’d been in the mountains before, but never anything quite like this.  
 
    We stopped and took a break after five more minutes of climbing, and then we carried on. My crew and I continued this process three more times before finally, I heard Teeka let out a sharp, shrill whistle from above.  
 
    “Stop!” I hissed to my friends as I held out my right hand.  
 
    Soon, the flock of Aviar women floated down so they were at the same level as me and my crew.  
 
    “Your fat dragon is right,” Nevar explained. “There are two dragons standing guard at the entrance of the cave.”  
 
    “An ice-breather and a lightning-breather, if I’m identifying them correctly,” Kwah added. “One on each side.”  
 
    Though the thought had crossed my mind before, it hadn’t really hit me until now.  
 
    Bungal said there was a dragon representative from each of the twenty-six species on this council, and I was only familiar with five. That meant there were twenty-one species in there I knew nothing about, all with their own unique powers.  
 
    It was a bit intimidating, to say the least.  
 
    “Which one is more susceptible to my axe?” Malak asked in an over-enthusiastic tone.  
 
    “If you hit them hard enough?” Maca chuckled. “Either one.”  
 
    I think we would be better suited against the ice dragon, George suggested. Tirian and Bungal’s flames could counter his attack, and that sort of breath would be less devastating if it hit one of you.  
 
    “Then we take the ice dragon,” Mira agreed. “What is the plan, Draco Rex?”  
 
    “Let me take a look at these guys first…” I explained, and then I slowly began to crawl up the side of the cliff.  
 
    Eventually, I came to the edge of a large landing, and I carefully pulled my head up over the side just enough so I could see what we were dealing with.  
 
    Sure enough, before me stood the mouth of a cave that was fucking ginormous. It had to have been at least two or three-hundred feet wide, and at least equally as tall.  
 
    Two dragons stood on either side of the entrance, and my jaw dropped at their appearances.  
 
    The first one stood on his hind legs like a human, which completely exposed his crystal belly. The creature had bright, baby-blue scales all around his arms, legs, and back, and his neck was elongated like that of a deer. His head was triangular in shape, and two silver eyes jutted up out the top of his head like an alligator. Two translucent, whisker-like appendages sprung out from where his ears should have been and hugged his skull as they wisped around to the back of his noggin, and several jagged, see-through crystals poked out in all directions down his spine. The ice dragon’s tail must have been used for balance since it was about as long as his body, and it flicked back and forth behind him in soft, rhythmic movements.  
 
    On the other side of the cave was a much smaller dragon, though his body was still about ten feet in length. The lightning dragon, as its name suggested, was covered from head to tail in bright-yellow scales that shimmered like diamonds under the rays of the sun. The creature was down on all fours like a Komodo dragon, and a tuft of bright-red feathers laid between his side-facing eyeballs and lifted upward to form a colorful plume. Unlike so many other dragons we’d seen, however, the lightning dragon had no tail whatsoever. His body simply stopped when it got to his rear, and he held himself upright on his four thin legs. The creature’s dark-yellow eyes glowed from the energy inside its body, and I quickly pulled myself back down as it looked in my direction.  
 
    Fuck. I really hoped it hadn’t just seen me.  
 
    I climbed a few feet back down to my friends and explained what I saw.  
 
    “I think it is quite wise for us to face the ice dragon,” Jonas noted with fearful, widened eyes.  
 
    “The key is going to be distracting him long enough for us to get into position,” I explained.  
 
    “And about getting into position,” Zerandrie grumbled. “We can’t climb up onto the platform without being spotted.”  
 
    “That’s where our dragons come in,” I explained. “If you four are up for the challenge.”  
 
    What do you need us to do, dear one? George asked.  
 
    “Take a cue from Bungal and put on your best acting hat,” I chuckled. “I want you four to go up there and pretend you got an invitation to the council.”  
 
    I’m afraid that won’t work, Benjamin, Bungal explained. Surely they already have all the representatives here. They’ll see right through our charade in a matter of minutes.  
 
    “Minutes are all we’ll need,” I reassured him. “It’ll give the Aviars and Malak both enough time to get into position, and they’ll both be out before they even realize what’s going on.”  
 
    Are you sure about this? Tirian gulped. Because if you’re not, we’re all doomed.  
 
    “You can do it, Tirian,” Jemma reassured her bondmate. “Just follow Bungal’s lead, and try not to say anything too crazy.”  
 
    “The Draco Rex has gotten us this far,” Batari added. “His plan will surely get us beyond this obstacle.”  
 
    “And if it doesn’t work?” Sela chuckled. “We charge at these two beasts, weapons drawn.”  
 
    “Alright, guys…” I took a deep breath. “Ready?”  
 
    No, Swaer admitted. But I’m going to do it, anyway. 
 
    My crewmates and I all spread out to either side of the cliff to make way for the dragons, and then we scurried up as high as we could go without being seen. Once we were all in position, I looked down at Tirian, George, Bungal, and Swaer and gave them a thumbs-up.  
 
    Bungal took a deep breath before he cleared his throat, slapped himself across the face, and then began to climb toward the edge of the platform.  
 
    I held my breath as all four of the dragons climbed up into the sight of the sentries, who both let out surprised chuffs when they saw the intruders.  
 
    “Now!” I hissed to all of my friends, and we got to work.  
 
    Malak scurried over to the left, far away so she could flank the ice dragon from the side. Meanwhile, all of the Aviar women zipped to the right and then disappeared around the side of the mountain.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as I dared to peek out over the edge of the cliff and see what was going on.  
 
    I am no longer a member of the council? Bungal asked in a fit of overacting that would make Nicholas Cage cringe. This is news to me.  
 
    I am a new member, George explained to the ice and lightning dragons. That’s probably why you don’t recognize me. As for our little friends here? Well… Our mates were killed by those evil green-skinned monsters, so there is nobody to watch them while we venture to the council.  
 
    Both of the dragons made some sort of grunting and huffing sounds, but I wasn’t bonded with either of them, and thus couldn’t understand a word of what they were saying.  
 
    What do you mean? Bungal grumbled. It is perfectly natural for a water dragon to have a wind dragon as their child! Hooooooow dare you, good sir! 
 
    “Come on, guys,” I muttered. I could already tell these dragons weren’t buying it.  
 
    More grumbles rang out as the ice and lightning dragons tilted their heads and looked over at Tirian and Swaer.  
 
    Right back at you, pal! Swaer grumbled. You aren’t exactly a bundle of joy, either.  
 
    There’s no need to alert the council, George chuckled awkwardly. They already know we are coming.  
 
    Suddenly, a bunch of rocks fell down from above and slammed into the lightning dragon’s head. The yellow-scaled creature let out a loud huff as his chin slammed into the rocky ground, and then his body fell over and began to twitch.  
 
    My word… Bungal gagged as he held his hand over his mouth.  
 
    Malak sprang from seemingly out of nowhere with her axe raised above her head, and the gray-haired Coonag woman grinned from ear to ear as she flew toward the ice dragon, slammed the flat side of her weapon into the back of its skull with a sharp crack, and sent the creature stumbling to the right.  
 
    However, the ice dragon didn’t go down.  
 
    Instead, his eyes burned with white-hot rage as the crystal on his stomach started to frost over like icy condensation on a glass. The dragon’s tail whipped around, slammed into Malak, and pinned the raccoon-woman up against the side of the mountain. Then his mouth opened wide, and I knew I had to act.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Without thinking, I pulled myself up over the ledge and drew my sword. If I didn’t do something, Malak was going to be turned into a Coonag popsicle.  
 
    “Hey, Mr. Freeze!” I called out to the dragon. “Why don’t you pick on somebody your own size?”  
 
    The ice dragon’s head whipped around as its eyes narrowed, and then it released Malak from its grasp.  
 
    “What are you doing, Draco Rex?” Kwah declared as she and her flockmates swooped down into view.  
 
    “Get back!” I ordered, but it was too late.  
 
    The ice dragon’s belly frosted over, and then he raised his head to the sky. A blast of icy-white snow shot forth from his mouth like water from a firehose, straight at the Aviar women.  
 
    That was when Bungal jumped into action.  
 
    The ice breath was overtaken by a blast of red-hot flames, and it disintegrated into steam in a flash.  
 
    I say… Bungal growled before he stomped his foot into the ground. Leave my friends alone.  
 
    The ice dragon turned back to Bungal, and all I could do was watch in awe as the two massive creatures went to battle. The crystal-scaled beast let out another shot of ice breath, which Bungal just deflected with a shot of his own fire. Then Bungal sprang forward and tackled the second dragon to the ground, and the two mammoth creatures rolled across the platform for a few feet before Bungal finally came up on top.  
 
    The fat brown dragon suddenly shoved off the ground, hovered up into the air for a few seconds, and then brought his entire body weight down onto the ice dragon as hard as he could.  
 
    The ice dragon’s eyes widened as he let out a wheeze, and then his head went limp.  
 
    “Nadir is going to be very, very jealous she missed that.” Malak clicked her tongue as she pulled herself to her feet.  
 
    O-Oh, no! Bungal sputtered. Did-- Did I kill him?  
 
    “Let me check,” Valea declared as she took a step forward, closed her eyes, and held out her hand to the ice dragon. “Valmatrae mirtulous sinchae”  
 
    “What does that mean?” Nacut questioned as we watched the Spindrel woman get to work.  
 
    “It’s an incantation,” Jonas explained. “It allows Valea to read the auras of any living thing.”  
 
    Valea finished her reading of the ice dragon, and then she turned to the fallen lighting dragon and repeated the process. Finally, the blonde hedgehog-woman turned back to us with a smile.  
 
    “They are both alive,” she confirmed. “Knocked out cold, but still alive.”  
 
    “Whew.” I wiped the sweat from my forehead. “That was really close.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Mira teased. “Now we just have to do it again with twenty-six more dragons.”  
 
    “These were guards,” Jonas noted. “Perhaps the council itself will be a bit more open to guests?”  
 
    Suddenly, from deep inside the massive cave, came an earth-shaking roar. Then another. And then another. Soon, the entire area around us was rattling, and bits of rocks fell down from the sides of the mountains.  
 
    “Bungal?” I gulped as my heart stopped in my chest. “Please tell me that’s part of the normal council proceedings?”  
 
    I’m afraid it’s not, Benjamin, the fat dragon noted as his eyes widened. 
 
    “Then what is it, then?” Jemma demanded as she pulled her bow from her shoulder.  
 
    It’s… It’s a battle cry.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “Tembori’s tusks!” Batari hissed as she drew her spear-sword from her belt. “What are we going to do, Ben? Retreat?”  
 
    “The Coonag never retreat!” Malak declared as she twirled her axe in her hands.  
 
    “Even if standing your ground means certain death?” Mira chuckled as she took a fighting stance.  
 
    “Especially if it means certain death,” the gray-haired Coonag confirmed with a sharp-toothed grin.  
 
    “Prepare more rocks!” Nevar commanded the Aviars. “If we hit them the second they appear through the cave’s opening, we might just be able to kill a few of them before they completely obliterate our flock.”  
 
    “So, this is how it ends?” Nacut mused. “I always figured it would either be the dragons or the snowpouncers.”  
 
    “We can’t take twenty-six dragons head-on, Ben,” Zerandrie protested.  
 
    “Twenty-four, if those were two of them.” Sela nodded to the redhead.  
 
    They are not, I’m afraid, Bungal sighed. These are mere sentries. The council is twenty-six members strong and counting!  
 
    The butterfly-woman was right. If we tried to stay and fight these dragons head on, they would kill us for sure. We basically had two options.  
 
    We could run, or we could stay and try to beg for our lives.  
 
    I hated both of them, but there was no other choice.  
 
    “I say we retreat and then live to fight another day,” Valea noted.  
 
    Or we could try to collapse the cave on them, Swaer suggested. I think if I caught them by surprise, then maybe I could--  
 
    “We’re not killing them,” I repeated. “Even if we somehow could, it would make this entire mission a crashing failure. I-I think I’m going to stand my ground.”  
 
    “Ben…” Batari’s gray hand rested on my shoulder. “That is suicide.”  
 
    “So is trying to run,” I admitted. “You think between twenty-six different dragon species, none of them has super-speed? There’s only one choice here… You guys can try to flee back to the nest if you want, but I’m gonna try something very drastic and very, very stupid.”  
 
    “Then I shall remain with my king,” Mira proclaimed. “I will not let you go into such a foolish decision alone.”  
 
    “I suppose I will stay, as well,” Sela chuckled. “I can’t let someone like Mira show more bravery than myself.”  
 
    “If that is the choice of my king,” Jonas declared. “Then I shall stay, as well.”  
 
    “We all will,” Batari added, though she had a slight tremble in her voice. “We’re with you until the end, Ben.”  
 
    All of my crewmates gathered around me with their weapons at the ready, all while thunderous footsteps grew louder inside the cave.  
 
    “You guys are insane,” Nevar scoffed. “Our flock is out of here. Come on, ladies!”  
 
    Nevar flew up toward the top of the mountain, as did most of the other Aviars.  
 
    But not Kwah.  
 
    The second Feathered Monarch flew down to the ground, planted her feet firmly, and let out a shrill battle cry.  
 
    “What is she doing?” Teeka cried out. “Kwah’s gone mad!”  
 
    “Sister!” Nevar shouted, but Kwah didn’t budge.  
 
    Soon, the shadows within the cave grew closer and closer to the edge, and it was the moment of truth.  
 
    “Guys!” I declared as I looked around at my friends. “Throw down your weapons.”  
 
    “What?” Sela snapped back. “Have you actually gone crazy?”  
 
    “Just do it!” I commanded. “That’s an order.”  
 
    My crewmates looked at each other with much hesitation and doubt, but then they finally followed my lead, and spears, swords, bows, and axes clattered to the ground all around me.  
 
    Finally, I stepped forward and held up my sword. Then I took a deep breath and dropped it to the ground.  
 
    “See?” I shouted into the cave. “We mean you no harm! We just want to talk.”  
 
    That was when a massive, gray-scaled dragon emerged from the mouth of the cave. His head extended upward nearly to the top of the opening, and the creature’s noggin sat upon a massive neck nearly double the size of his torso and composed entirely of oval, gray nodules of a spine. A giant, rocky fin jutted out the very top of his skull like a brachiosaur’s, and his rotund body stood atop four stubby, yet thick legs.  
 
    “You wish to talk?” the creature boomed in a deep, powerful voice. “You tried to kill our sentries.”  
 
    My mouth hit the ground, and my heart jumped up into my throat. How the fuck was this thing talking to me out loud?  
 
    “We thought they were going to eat us,” I continued as I tried to keep my voice from showing any hint of fear. “We only knocked them out… We weren’t trying to kill them at all.”  
 
    “We do not kill dragons,” Jonas explained. “Look at us. We are part dragon ourselves!”  
 
    The rocky dragon looked between Jonas, Mira, Sela, and I, and then he tilted his stalk of a neck to the right. The beast let out a soft snort, and the other twenty-four shadows emerged from the mouth of the cave.  
 
    Another ice dragon and another lightning dragon stepped into the light, as did a purple water dragon, a red fire dragon, a large wind dragon, and a slippery thunder dragon.  
 
    Then came the dragons I’d never seen before, and I was in awe at every single one.  
 
    A massive beast, nearly the size of Bungal but still skinny, slunk out beside the rock dragon. He had a set of giant, spiny wings that stretched out dozens of feet on both sides, and two slick horns traveled back along the length of his dark, oval-shaped head. His flesh was as black as the night, and between each individual scale there glowed a small tendril of neon-red. The dragon’s eyes were equally as red, and smoke billowed off his body at all times.  
 
    Next was a dragon whose feet were so small, it looked like they weren’t even there at all. The squatty beast reminded me a bit like an oversized salamander, since its brown, scaly belly nearly dragged against the ground as it walked. The creature had a very narrow, cone-shaped face, to the point where its snout looked like it could be lethal in the right situations. Upon each of its stubby legs there were two massive, curved claws, and I instantly realized this guy probably did a lot of digging.  
 
    The dragon next to the squat one stood upon his hind legs, and his tan scales were covered from head to toe in patches of dark-green moss. Even though he was a bipedal dragon, this one had no wings, and his neck was practically nonexistent. It was almost comical to see his rounded, plump head atop his torso, complete with arms that would make a T-Rex’s look large by comparison and a rather long tail that held several jagged, wooden spines at the end.  
 
    A very, very tiny dragon sat atop the moss-covered dragon’s shoulder. This little guy was no larger than a human fist, and I wondered how the hell he held his own amongst the crowd of literal giants. Unlike so many of his dragon friends, this dude had bright pink-and-purple scales and four wings that came out in an “X” pattern on his back. His body was lanky and spotted, though it was hard to tell from this distance if he was bipedal or not.  
 
    Next came a dragon about the size of an SUV. It was white, with splotches of brown and tan across its body in a sort of camouflage pattern, but the pattern was the least of our concerns. Every inch of this freaking thing was covered with razor-sharp spikes that sprang forth from his flesh and looked to be at least three feet long each. His head was flat and rectangular atop his quadrupedal body, and his dang tail was so thick it looked to be an extension of his torso.  
 
    Then there was a dragon that looked like something out of a nightmare. He was the same size as Bungal, and his entire body was without flesh. Instead, his entire figure was covered in an ivory, bone-like plated armor. Even his wings were just massive exposed bone appendages with some leathery flesh attached. Then there was his face. The dragon’s eyes were a deep blue, and his teeth rested against each other in a permanent snarl as he looked down on us.  
 
    The air around us turned putrid when the next dragon stepped forth. This guy stood about fifteen feet tall, wingless, and with a long neck that led up to an oval-shaped face. This dragon had no scales, but his simple purple flesh appeared slimy and let off a horrific odor. His four legs were planted firmly in the ground, and the violet dragon had dark-black claws that curved downward and dug into the very rock below. A strange aura of pink trailed off the creature’s back, almost like the smoke cloud you’d see in an old Peanuts cartoon.  
 
    Then there was a dragon that made me do a double-take. The creature looked like a stereotypical dragon out of a children’s storybook, with emerald-green scales, ivory spines, and a triangular face with two giant, curved ear flaps. Two leathery red wings sprouted from this dragon’s back, but there was something very peculiar about them.  
 
    They had an equal curve on each side.  
 
    Even more peculiar was the fact the dragon itself had a second head in the spot its tail should be, and the two-headed dragon walked in an awkward, crab-like manner as its faces snarled at us.  
 
    From behind the two-headed beast emerged a reptilian creature that stood fifteen feet tall, with a sapphire-blue-scaled body. Two thin wings curved back against his torso like a leathery flap of baby-blue flesh, but what really got my attention were the appendages on his head.  
 
    Right above the dragon’s bulbous eyes sat two oversized antlers. They reminded me of a ten-point buck, and they sat parallel to his elongated face and sprouted up in several different ivory tendrils above his body.  
 
    All the way on the far right of the group sat a dragon that looked more mammalian in nature. It stood upon four lanky, hooved feet, and its body was covered in sandy-brown fur. The thing had a long neck and a hump on its back, and the only thing that really distinguished it from an actual camel was its face. Even though it’s body seemed mammalian, the hooved dragon had an oval face with dark-red eyes and teeth that looked like they could tear the flesh right off bones.  
 
    Another dragon scuttled out to the front of the group, though this one only came up to about my waist. Its scaly body and wings were a deep maroonish-red, with a sliver of mossy-green that accented down his back and sides. White spines jutted out from each side of its head, and a small set of spines hung down off its bottom jaw and gave the illusion of a beard. The actual spine of the creature was on full display, and it rose out of his back and was protected by only a thin layer of scaly flesh.  
 
    I heard a slight hissing noise from above, and I looked up to the top of the cave, right into the milky-pink eyes of a freaking albino dragon. The creature was about as large as George or Tirian, and it was covered from head to toe in colorless white scales. He had no wings, though his body was shaped very similarly to Bungal or Tirian, with its triangular head, teeth that stuck out from his closed mouth, and an over all four-legged, lanky figure.  
 
    Another seemingly gravity-defying dragon sat on the wall next to the albino creature. It was bright-red, and its body didn’t appear to be covered in scales whatsoever. Instead, it had a freaking exoskeleton all the way around its rotund, circular figure. The red dragon stood on its hind legs, which were thin and pointed like a crab’s. The crab-dragon had no arms, nor did it have any teeth. Instead, the exoskeleton came down around the edges of its mouth to form a series of jagged points, and a crown of hard, red tendrils sat atop its head, which further gave off a crustaceous vibe.  
 
    Just below the two wall-crawlers floated a massive beast with scales so bright green, they were practically neon. Around its head and all down its back was a plume of bright-red feathers, and each one was nearly the size of my entire body. Six massive, feathered wings jutted out in pairs at variable spots along its torso, and a bony, helmet-like growth sat firm between its eyes. The creature had no arms or legs whatsoever, and it simply floated there like a snake as it looked down at us with its piercing yellow eyes. Worst of all, though? This thing had four fangs as long as a freaking school bus.  
 
    The last beast to emerge from the cave, however, was the most majestic. A twenty-foot-tall dragon floated up into the air behind the rest of the council, and I let out a gasp at what I saw.  
 
    Its body was as wide as a tank, with the wingspan of a small airplane, and it was completely engulfed in an ethereal glow of blues, purples, and whites. The dragon itself seemed to have pinkish-purple scales, though it was hard to tell through the shimmer of magic that surrounded its body. The creature almost looked like it was a spirit of some kind, whose body was made completely out of the same cold energies that surrounded it.  
 
    All this while, the beasts simply looked at us with curiosity in their eyes. They could have easily obliterated us into dust right then and there, but for some reason we were all still alive.  
 
    I was definitely gonna find out why.  
 
    “H-How can you communicate with me?” I asked the rock dragon. “I, uh, I thought people could only speak to a dragon if they were bonded with it?”  
 
    “How typical of a mammal to think that,” the gray dragon let out a scoff that shook the ground. “I am the head of the Council of Dragons… I wouldn’t be able to do my job if I couldn’t speak common.”  
 
    “So, you can speak our language?” Jonas gasped.  
 
    “I can.” The rocky dragon nodded. “Now… Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t command the Council to tear you to bits. Those flying women with you have terrorized us for years, and you have obviously come all this way to seek us out. And you have taken four of our kin hostage.”  
 
    “We’re terrorizing you?” Nevar demanded from above. “You’re the ones that--”  
 
    “Silence!” the rock dragon bellowed, and his deep voice echoed across the platform and reverberated all the way down the side of the mountain.  
 
    Needless to say, we all obeyed.  
 
    If I may, dear Atrix-- Bungal began, but he was cut off instantly by a roar from the rock dragon known as Atrix.  
 
    “Bungal the Mighty…” Atrix trailed off as his eyes narrowed to a sliver. “You are not a member of this council anymore, yet you brought these intruders to our sacred site? Have you finally turned on your own kind?”  
 
    I have done no such thing, my friend, Bungal explained. If you would allow me to--  
 
    “Speak, intruders!” Atrix hissed as he turned back to us. “You have bought yourself a few moments by laying down your weapons, but if you don’t give me a good reason soon, I’m going to let the Council have free rein on your friends.”  
 
    “These dragons aren’t our hostages,” I explained. “They’re our bondmates.”  
 
    It is true, George confirmed as he stepped forward. I am bonded to Benjamin Whitfield, this man before you.  
 
    And I’m bonded with Jemma here. Tirian nodded to the Niralope woman.  
 
    Batari has been my bondmate literally since the day I was born, Swaer explained as he curled around the Cero woman’s neck.  
 
    “Slavery by any other name is still slavery,” Atrix scoffed. “What about you, ‘Bungal the Mighty?’ The last I had heard, your precious bondmate had been killed, and you’d gone mad.”  
 
    I have since bonded with a, uh, kind, gentle woman by the name of Nadir, Bungal explained with a nervous chuckle. I’m afraid I was feral for quite some time, until Benjamin and his friends here found me and saved me.  
 
    “Saved,” the rock dragon muttered. “A life of servitude isn’t being ‘saved,’ but you and your clan never understood the difference, I suppose.”  
 
    My heart was still beating hard in my chest as I watched the two dragons argue, and every word I tried to spew out got stuck on the tip of my tongue. Still, I knew I couldn’t remain silent for much longer. If I didn’t say something, and something good, soon?  
 
    We were screwed.  
 
    Several different options raced through my mind as I tried to choose my words carefully. Did I just come clean and tell them the truth, that we were here because we wanted to find a new home, completely free from orcs and their kind?  
 
    These guys didn’t exactly seem too open with their information, particularly to those they viewed as intruders.  
 
    Or I could try to lie and claim we were great adventurers who had heard tales of the mighty Council and wanted to meet them in person. Then again, we’d just assaulted both of their sentries.  
 
    Fuck it.  
 
    “We came here looking for your guidance, oh great Atrix,” I proclaimed as I bowed my head slightly. “Much like your kind, the orcs have caused damage to our homes, and we wish to find a new one. Bungal believed you would have the knowledge and the wisdom to guide us to a place free from these horrific beasts.”  
 
    The dragons all looked around at each other and released a series of grunts, huffs, and chuffs. A few of them chittered and growled, while others made a strange chirping noise as they mulled over my words.  
 
    Finally, they all started to make a noise I recognized, and my heart fell into my knees.  
 
    They started to chuckle.  
 
    “Help you?” Atrix scoffed. “You think you can track us halfway across the world, attack two of our guards, and then ask us for help? Enough of this nonsense. Kill them.”  
 
    Oh, shit.  
 
    All four of our dragons leapt forward between ourselves and the Council, and the rest of my crew darted for their weapons.  
 
    Please, Atrix! Bungal pleaded. If you would just allow us to explain, you’d see there is no need to resort to such brutish violence!  
 
    “Wait!” Jonas declared as he ran forward and held up his hands. “You cannot kill us!”  
 
    “Quite the contrary,” Atrix snarled. “I think I’ll start with you first--”  
 
    “Dragons have a strict code of ethics, correct?” Jonas argued. “They cannot kill their own kind, unless they are being directly attacked.”  
 
    That’s right! Bungal added before he pointed between himself, Tirian, Swaer, and George. If you kill the four of us, you’d be committing a sin against your own kinsmen.  
 
    “That’s not what I was talking about!” Jonas hissed under his breath.  
 
    “We know the code, Bungal,” Atrix growled. “And we will not kill you four. But there is nothing in the code about these foolish humanoids.”  
 
    “You cannot kill us,” Jonas continued. “For we are Dragonkin. The same blood that flows in your veins also flows in ours. Killing us would be the same as murdering your own kind in cold blood.”  
 
    Atrix tilted his head to the side and narrowed his eyes as a frown spread across his face. The rock dragon opened his mouth to speak, but nothing seemed to emerge.  
 
    Jonas’ Hail Mary seemed to be working.  
 
    Precisely, Bungal interjected. Benjamin, Mira, Jonas, and Sela are all Dragonkin, so you cannot kill them.  
 
    The sand dragon let out a rough, garbled grunt, and Atrix smirked.  
 
    “Even if that were true, and I don’t think it is…” the rock dragon began. “That’s still only four of you. The rest have no bearing on our code, nor do they look anything like a dragon whatsoever.”  
 
    That’s where you’d be wrong, my good sir, Bungal argued. Though they might not look like it on the outside, each and every one of these fine ladies has the heart of a dragon on the inside.  
 
    “Seriously?” Atrix laughed. “There is a reason you were not re-elected to this council, Bungal. Your arguments are flawed, to say the least.”  
 
    “Our friend here might not be the most eloquent with words,” Jonas continued even though he couldn’t hear the fat dragon. “But he is correct. Each one of these women has been taken in by Queen Nerissa and the Draco Rex and are now considered honorary dragonkin.”  
 
    “Please.” The rock dragon rolled his eyes. “Now you’re just stalling.”  
 
    That was when it hit me. They were right.  
 
    “Jonas is telling the truth!” I blurted out as I stepped out between Bungal and George.  
 
    What are you doing, dear one? George gasped. We cannot protect you if you’re out here!  
 
    “It’s fine,” I reassured my bondmate before I turned back to the Council. “Atrix--”  
 
    “Atrix the Destroyer to you, ‘dragonkin,’” the rock dragon spat.  
 
    “Atrix the Destroyer.” I shook my head and huffed sarcastically. “You should really listen to my friends here. Each and every one of these women you see before you bear the fruit of my loins. They are pregnant with dragonkin children, and thus have dragonkin inside of them. You kill them, and you kill one of your own.”  
 
    “Dragonkin are not dragons!” Atrix bellowed, though I could tell by his exasperated expression that we were starting to get to him.  
 
    “Isn’t it?” I raised an eyebrow and continued my argument. “I mean, look at us. The scales, the strange ears? The general dragon-esque appearance?” 
 
    “Oshun created the dragonkin in the image of the great water dragons,” Mira added.  
 
    “We were also created to form bonds with the water dragons,” Jonas noted.  
 
    “The ones that looked like her could bond with dragons, too,” Atrix argued as he pointed to Zerandrie. “Bungal’s former ‘bondmate’ looked very similar.”  
 
    “The Morpho people could only bond with fire dragons,” Zerandrie murmured as she ducked her head shyly.  
 
    And before Benjamin came along, the dragonkin could only bond with water dragons, Bungal argued.  
 
    “Bungal!” I hissed telepathically. “You’re not helping our case.”  
 
    Apologies, Benjamin, the fat brown dragon retorted. I shall remain as silent as a rodent walking through a den of predators.  
 
    “Until the Draco Rex arrived,” Jonas proceeded with the argument. “Now, with his seed inside of them, the lovers of the Draco Rex can bond with any dragon they so desire.”  
 
    “His name quite literally means ‘Dragon King,’” Jemma explained for added effect.  
 
    Atrix’s face fell into a deeper frown, and he looked back at all of the council members behind him. A few of them let out chirps or snorts, and that only seemed to annoy the rock dragon even more. Finally, he turned back to us and lowered his head a few feet.  
 
    “We wish to deliberate on this matter,” he grumbled. “Do not try anything funny while our attention is diverted, or you shall suffer severe consequences.”  
 
    The Council of Dragons all huddled into a large circle at the mouth of the cave, and for half a second I thought we may have actually been in the clear.  
 
    Do we run for it, Ben? Batari demanded. We might be able to make it back to the nest before they realize we’re gone.  
 
    “No,” I said via the dragonbond. “The second we make a move, we’re toast. As much as I hate to say it, we’re at the mercy of the Council now…”  
 
    “You look like you’re planning something, Ben, so I could tell my flock to grab some more boulders,” Kwah offered as she leaned over and whispered in my ear. “We could take out at least four of them if we took them by surprise.”  
 
    “We just have to wait.” I shook my head. “Jonas and I made a pretty convincing argument. I hope.”  
 
    The dragons continued to deliberate over the subject for a bit longer, all while my crewmates and I stood there nervously. After several excruciating minutes, Atrix finally turned back around and lumbered toward us. Then the rock dragon leaned his head down so it was at eye level with my own, and I stared deeply into his dark, yellow eyes.  
 
    “We have come to a decision,” he announced. “By a vote of thirteen to eleven, we shall consider your statement.”  
 
    Thirteen to eleven?  
 
    That was way too close for comfort.  
 
    “That’s only twenty-four?” I asked. “Soooooo… Are you gonna tell the other members of your council to show themselves?”  
 
    “Not bad, Draco Rex.” Atrix smirked. “You are clever for a humanoid. Ghoul?”  
 
    There was a strange “whooshing” sound behind us, and I whipped around to see a medium-sized dragon hovering in the air at our backs. His scales were black, with a milky-white belly, and two wings that looked like torn sheets hanging off a clothesline sprouted from his back. His legs were short and stubby on his egg-shaped body, and his long neck hung over like a swan.  
 
    Egads, a ghost dragon! Bungal declared. He must have been watching us the whole time.  
 
    Clever. Even if we had decided to take off or attack the Council while their backs were turned, we wouldn’t have gotten far. There was literally an invisible dragon that had been keeping tabs on us for the entirety of this exchange.  
 
    “That’s still not everybody,” I mused as I looked around. “Where are the other species of dragon?”  
 
    “The shadow dragon is no longer with us,” Atrix grumbled. “As for the gigadragon? Well… I’ll let your friend Bungal tell you.”  
 
    “So… Are we free to go?” Kwah asked curiously.  
 
    “You would like that, wouldn’t you?” the rock dragon snarled. “You’d love to just walk away now that you’ve discovered our secret location, and then come back with more soldiers to try and enslave us all.”  
 
    “That’s not what she--” Zerandrie began, but she was cut off instantly.  
 
    “Silence!” Atrix bellowed, and I thought the poor Morpho woman was going to get blown in two by the power of his voice. “We voted to consider your statement, not to accept it.”  
 
    “What does that even mean?” I growled as I sheathed my seaglass sword. “How the hell are you going to ‘consider’ the statement that we’re part-dragon?”  
 
    “By putting you through the trials and tribulations of our kind, Benjamin Whitfield.” Atrix smiled somewhat devilishly. “Every dragon on this council must go through a set of tests before they are allowed to claim their seat. We want you to do the same.”  
 
    “This is crazy, Ben,” Jemma hissed. “I know you’re strong, but you’re nowhere near as powerful as a full-grown dragon. I don’t know what these trials even are, but surely they’re not easy.”  
 
    They most certainly are not. Bungal gulped. I barely made it through my own.  
 
    “So, ‘Dragon King?’” Atrix mused in a smug tone. “What say you? Do you wish to attempt to prove your statement, or shall we simply execute you all right here and now?”  
 
    My hands trembled so much I had to put them inside my pockets, and my heart was stuck in a firm lump at the back of my throat. However, I wasn’t going to let my loyal subjects know I was afraid.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded. “Atrix, I shall go through your tests. The blood of a dragon runs through my veins, and I am not afraid of anything your Council can throw at me.”  
 
    Even though I said my statement with a firm poise, there was a faint voice of warning in the back of my mind.  
 
    It said, in a Yoda-like voice, “You will be… You will be.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    This was fucking insane, but I had no other choice.  
 
    It was either go through these major deadly tests designed to be completed by literal dragons, or be executed there on the spot.  
 
    This was quite literally the living embodiment of the “giant douche versus turd sandwich” argument, and I really hoped I’d chosen the lesser of two evils.  
 
    As we trundled deeper and deeper into the Council’s cave, I began to worry more and more as to whether I had made the right choice or not.  
 
    The members of the Council of Dragons surrounded my crewmates and the Aviars as we walked, and they led us through the massive cave they called their temporary home. Even though this was supposed to be their meeting place, the walls were completely bare, save for a few scratches on the surface of the rocks and the occasional crack or crumble. There were no beds or tables or even rooms for the dragons to sleep in.  
 
    It was just a giant, open cave.  
 
    I guess these guys liked to travel light, and they certainly practiced the mantra of “leave no trace” wherever they went. 
 
    “Are you sure there are actual tests?” Sela questioned in a hushed whisper. “Or are they just taking us deeper into the cave so no one finds our bodies?”  
 
    This is the first test, dear lady, Bungal explained to Sela, even though she couldn’t understand him. Believe it or not, this is the simplest of the lot.  
 
    Why didn’t you tell us about these trials before we arrived? Tirian grumbled. Maybe it could have helped Ben prepare for them a little better.  
 
    I did not know Benjamin would be going through the tests himself, Bungal protested. In fact, I couldn’t have known. This entire situation all stemmed from a marvelous bit of improvisation on the part of Jonas, Benjamin, and myself. It was quite a good show, if I do say so myself!  
 
    “Yeah,” I grumbled. “Totally an Oscar-worthy performance.”  
 
    “Where do you think they’re taking us?” Malak asked.  
 
    They are taking us deep into the cave system, Bungal explained. There, Benjamin will be forced to face off against a beast the likes of which he has never seen before… A cave troll.  
 
    “A cave troll?” I gulped as I had Lord of the Ring flashbacks. “What, uh-- What exactly is that?”  
 
    They are quite disgusting, brutish beasts. The fat brown dragon shuddered. Though they are quite weak. I was able to kill mine with nothing but my bare teeth and only took a few bruises to the face as penance.  
 
    “Hold on…” I trailed off as my eyes bulged out of my head. “I thought you said these things were weak, and this was the easiest trial?”  
 
    It is. Bungal nodded.  
 
    “But you just said a cave troll hit you with enough force to leave a bruise,” I shot back.  
 
    It was just a few bruises, Benjamin, the fire-breather chuckled.  
 
    “He hit you hard enough to damage the blood vessels under your scales?” I winced. “That’s really, really hard.”  
 
    Bungal opened his mouth to protest, but then his face fell into a frown.  
 
    I suppose to a humanoid that would be somewhat forceful, he admitted. No matter… I have full faith in you, Benjamin. All you must do is avoid the creature’s stone hammer, and you should be perfectly fine.  
 
    Great. Not only was I about to go up against a giant, ugly monster, but it was a giant ugly monster at least smart enough to make crude weapons. Weapons that could hurt a freaking dragon.  
 
    “How much further do we need to go?” I finally asked the Council.  
 
    “We are almost there, Benjamin Whitfield,” Atrix explained. “At least, we are almost to the point where our paths will separate.”  
 
    “Uhhh, what do you mean?” I demanded. “I have no idea where the hell I’m going.”  
 
    “We cannot follow you too deeply into the cave,” the rock dragon continued. “If you wish to stand a chance against the cave troll, you will need to exercise stealth. That would be next to impossible if you are accompanied by this many bodies.”  
 
    “How do I know you won’t just kill my friends while I’m away?” I growled. “This all sounds like an execution with extra steps.”  
 
    “We’re dragons, Benjamin,” Atrix snorted. “If we wanted to kill you, we wouldn’t be going through all these ceremonial formalities. We would have just killed you right back on that cliff.” 
 
    Well, that was reassuring.  
 
    Our group pressed on for several more minutes until finally, Atrix held his head high and let out a chuff. The Council of Dragons halted right in place, and then he made a gesture with his head. As he did so, the creepy-crawly dragon with the milky eyes scuttled forward, sniffed the air, and looked over in my direction. The cave dragon then let out a soft hissing sound as he flicked his tongue out of his mouth.  
 
    “Okay,” Teeka admitted with a shudder. “That’s really freaky.”  
 
    “Am-- am I supposed to follow him?” I asked Atrix, and the leader of the Council nodded. 
 
    “Garmaah is the only one of us who is intricately familiar with these cave systems,” Atrix explained. “He may not have any vision, but the rest of his senses are heightened, and he can sniff out a cave troll from miles away. He will lead you to your first test, and then he shall remain there until it is done.”  
 
    “How exactly is he going to know when it’s all done?” Mira questioned. “Considering he cannot see and all.”  
 
    “He won’t have to see,” Atrix noted. “Garmaah will be able to hear the screams of the fallen, as well as smell any blood or guts that may be spilled during the process.”  
 
    “And how exactly will you know whose blood and guts it is?” I raised an eyebrow and hoped maybe I could find a loophole.  
 
    The cave dragon looked over at Atrix and made a strange, low, groaning noise. His bottom jaw flicked open and shut as he communicated with his leader, and Atrix simply responded with a chuckle.  
 
    “He assures you he will know,” the rock dragon explained. “Cave troll guts have a very distinct odor to Garmaah, as does its blood. And as for the sounds? Well… He says he will just wait until one of you stops screaming.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I sighed, and then I walked over to the cave dragon. “Alright, Garmaah… Let’s get this show on the road.”  
 
    The dragon with the milky eyes let out another deep groan, and then he began to slowly scamper along the right wall of the cave. Thankfully, he moved somewhat slowly, and I was able to follow him without much issue.  
 
    Good luck, Ben, Mira offered via the dragonbond.  
 
    Know our thoughts are with you, dear one, George added.  
 
    Please be careful, Batari said, and even though she tried to stay strong, I could hear the note of pleading under her words.  
 
    I took one last glance back at my friends before I followed the cave dragon toward my first deadly test, and then we were off. My night sight took a minute to adjust the deeper we moved into the cave, until we came to the point where there was no longer any natural light at all.  
 
    What I could hear, however, were sounds.  
 
    Particularly dull, thudding sounds.  
 
    Footsteps.  
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” I asked the cave dragon, who simply looked at me like I’d just asked him if a snake had legs.  
 
    Then the footsteps grew louder.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    The tunnel we were standing in was still fairly wide, probably around two-hundred feet or so, and places to hide were somewhat scarce. Thankfully, there were a handful of stalagmites jutting up out of the ground, so I quickly drew my sword and ducked behind one of them.  
 
    As I did so, the footsteps drew nearer, and Garmaah scuttled up the side of the wall and up to the ceiling of the tunnel. The albino dragon hung down from above like a bat, and he used his lower legs to cling to the rocks above and twisted his head so it was looking down upon the scene below.  
 
    Not that it mattered, since he was fucking blind.  
 
    I clasped the hilt of my blade tightly as the plodding footfalls continued, and soon the sounds were right up on me. 
 
    Then they stopped.  
 
    I took the stealthiest breath I’d ever taken in my life, and then I carefully peered out from behind my cover.  
 
    There, about fifty feet from my hiding place, stood what I could only assume was a cave troll.  
 
    The hideous beast stood fifteen feet tall, and his sickly-gray flesh was covered from head to toe with warts and skin tags. The troll’s giant gut hung down over the waistline of his pants, which were little more than a thin strip of leather attached to a rope around his waist at both ends. His feet were two bare, massive ham hocks, with putrid yellow toenails that looked like they’d never been cut in his entire life. The monster’s head was comically small compared to the rest of his body, since it was a small sphere with two sunken black eyes, a bulbous nose that oozed with snot, protruded ears, and a smile that made Austin Powers look like the “after” in an orthodontist commercial.  
 
    The creature was completely bare-chested, though he rested his deadly hammer atop his shoulder like a lumberjack. The weapon was about as crude as they came. Its hilt was made out of a long, decaying bone of some sort, and it had a simple rectangular-shaped rock attached to the end.  
 
    Even though it was crude, I definitely didn’t want to find myself on the receiving end of a blow.  
 
    My scales might have offered me some protection, but nothing anywhere near what I would need to fend off a strike from this bastard.  
 
    “Oogala?” the cave troll snorted in a congested voice. “Oogala margwa?”  
 
    I had no freaking clue what this guy was saying, but I figured it was probably something that didn’t bode well for me. Still, I needed to take this fucker out.  
 
    Or did I?  
 
    It wasn’t like the cave troll was being aggressive. In fact, he was probably just coming out to inspect the strange noises he heard echoing through his cave. We were walking right through the poor guy’s home, and I kinda felt bad the Council was making me attack an innocent troll, unprovoked.  
 
    Unfortunately, I remembered what was at stake here. If I didn’t kill a cave troll, I would fail the first test.  
 
    And if I failed any of these tests, my friends and I were all gonna end up as dragon food.  
 
    Begrudgingly, I tightened my grip on my sword, and I lowered myself back down behind my cover as my mind raced with possible battle strategies.  
 
    I had no idea how thick this thing’s skin was, so I wasn’t even sure if my blade would be able to do any damage. Even if it could, I had to be fast on my feet. A blow from the cave troll might only be enough to bruise a full-grown dragon, but it would be more than enough to completely shatter every bone in my body and turn the walls of this cave into a macabre Jackson Pollock painting made out of my viscera.  
 
    This was literally a Viper versus the Mountain, and I really, really wanted to avoid a similar ending.  
 
    If I wanted any chance at killing an opponent this huge, all on my own, I was going to need to use every resource at my disposal. The knapsack of items I’d taken from The Dragon Queen was full of random items, since I had no freaking clue what we were going to encounter on this journey, and I was now grateful for my foresight.  
 
    In addition to the coconut drinking vessels from earlier, I’d tossed in some mole-bat leather, rope, a throat-sack we cut off the thunder dragons that had attacked our home, an extra dagger, a few vials we’d swiped from the dead goblins on our beaches, a homemade stone hatchet, and even a crude fire-starting kit.  
 
    It wasn’t a lot to work with, but I could surely figure out something.  
 
    Could I light the bastard on fire? Maybe I could do double the damage if I dual-wielded the daggers? I didn’t even know what was in those vials, but-- 
 
    Before I could finish my thought process, I heard the creature take a few thunderous steps toward me.  
 
    “Oogala!” the cave troll bellowed.  
 
    Shit. Shitshitshit.  
 
    I stood from my hiding spot and instantly sprang away from the stalagmite. As I did so, there was a powerful smash of rock against rock, and then an explosion of stone surrounded me.  
 
    I used my momentum to tuck into a somersault, and then I popped back up to my feet with my sword at the ready. However, I didn’t even have a chance to regain my bearings before the cave troll came at me once more.  
 
    The monster held his stone hammer back behind his body, and sharp shards of stone flew in every direction as he dragged the weapon across the ground and lumbered toward me. Then he swung the hammer at my head in one sweeping motion, but I was quick to dodge.  
 
    I ducked down and rolled away from the blow seconds before the hammer smashed into another stalagmite and sent it shattering into a million pieces. As I jumped back up, I lashed out with my sword, and the monster let out a yelp as my seaglass blade sliced open the flesh of his arm like a ripe watermelon.  
 
    The cave troll bellowed as he yanked his wounded appendage away and then instantly came at me with his other fist.  
 
    I jumped out of the way seconds before the fist slammed into the ground and created a crater the size of a St. Bernard, but I didn’t have any time to counter because the troll was now in a full-on fit of rage.  
 
    The gray-skinned monster let out a cave-shaking roar as he stomped his heel into the ground and then tried to kick me like a soccer ball. I just barely avoided his meaty foot, and I heard the sound of the air whisk past as I darted over to another stalagmite.  
 
    I pulled the knapsack off my back, reached inside, and then produced the first thing I found.  
 
    The rope.  
 
    I let out a yell of frustration as I was forced to flee my hiding spot, and the stalagmite behind me was turned to rubble.  
 
    What the hell was I going to do with rope?  
 
    Maybe if I had a bit more time, I could have tied it around two of the stalagmites and created a tripwire, but there was no fucking way I was doing that in the heat of battle.  
 
    I could try and create a lasso with the rope, and then wrest the troll’s weapon out of his hands? 
 
    Impossible. He was a million times stronger than me.  
 
    Perhaps I could try and use his stature to my advantage?  
 
    The bigger they are, the harder they fall, after all, and I’d seen Empire Strikes Back a zillion times with the AT-AT scene.  
 
    Now, if I could just get the fucker to fall.  
 
    I darted away seconds before the hammer smashed into the ground where I had stood, and as I ran, I did something incredibly risky.  
 
    I sheathed my sword and focused exclusively on the rope in my hands.  
 
    I continued to avoid the lumbering bastard as I tied up an oversized honda knot at the end of the rope, and then I held it down by my side like a cowboy ready to wrangle a steer. However, I wasn’t going for a living creature.  
 
    I was going for a stalagmite.  
 
    I twirled the rope around my head, tossed it toward a nearby rock formation, and--  
 
    Missed.  
 
    Rocks flew up behind me as the cave troll bellowed, but thankfully I had avoided his wrath for the moment.  
 
    The second time around was much better. I spun the lasso over my body, heaved it forward, and then wrapped it around a nearby stalagmite.  
 
    Now, I just needed to get big, dumb, and ugly to do my dirty work for me.  
 
    I quickly tied up another lasso as the troll chased me in a circle around the tunnel, but I made sure I didn’t get too far away from my tether, since this plan didn’t have a chance if I accidentally dropped the rope or pulled it loose from the stalagmite.  
 
    Eventually, I got the second honda knot tied, and then I set to work.  
 
    I only had one shot at this, so I needed to make it count.  
 
    I spun around and stood firmly in place as the cave troll approached. He was only a few steps behind me, with his hammer raised high above his head.  
 
    “Come on…” I mumbled to myself as I began to spin the lasso over my head. “Just a little closer…”  
 
    I waited until the absolute last second and then hurled the loop of the rope up at the troll’s weapon, right as he began his swing. The lasso hit the head of the troll’s hammer as he brought it down and went taut, but it didn’t have the intended effect I had hoped.  
 
    Instead of halting my opponent’s attack, there was a loud crack as the stalagmite broke loose from the ground. It came hurling forward with the momentum of the troll’s swing, and all I could do was hop away from the attack as it slammed into the ground.  
 
    The shockwave from the blow knocked me flat on my ass, and I whipped around as I prepared for the worst.  
 
    The troll turned to face me, and--  
 
    The freaking stalagmite slammed into the side of his head. It shattered into thousands of tiny pebbles when it hit, and he let out a weak roar as he stumbled to the side. The cave troll fell to his knees and then grumbled as he rubbed his head furiously.  
 
    I totally meant to do that.  
 
    I let out a battle cry as I charged the fucker, and then I whipped out the seaglass blade from its sheath. I slashed it across the cave troll’s stomach as hard as I could, and dark-red blood splashed out onto my feet as he screamed in agony. There was now a deep, wide gash all the way across the beast’s abdomen, but he didn’t seem to be too fazed by it.  
 
    “Martaga shimka!” the cave troll bellowed as he lashed out at me with his fist.  
 
    This time, however, I wasn’t fast enough.  
 
    The giant gray fist slammed into the side of my body, and a wave of pain shot up my right side as I felt a wet crack.  
 
    I was tossed into the air like a ragdoll, and all I could do was flail about as I tried to lessen the coming impact. The next thing I knew, I slammed into the wall of the cave so hard I left a dent in the freaking stone. A sharp pain shot up my back as I fell to the ground, and then there was a dull, painful throb in my side as I pulled myself back to my feet.  
 
    This was supposed to be the easiest challenge?  
 
    Okay, so the rope didn’t work out like I’d wanted it to. Time to dig back into my little bag of tricks and see what I could find.  
 
    It was becoming obvious my sword was only doing minimal damage, so I figured “what the hell?” I pulled out the second dagger from my knapsack, and then drew my pink-stone knife from my belt. I quickly tossed the bag back onto my back and then took a running start toward the cave troll.  
 
    My opponent had blood oozing out of his mouth and nose, as well as his stomach. The red viscera gushed from his wound by the freaking gallon, but he still didn’t seem to be fazed by any of it. Instead, the cave troll just stomped his right foot, roared with anger, and charged me once more.  
 
    I looked over and identified a nearby stalagmite I could use for leverage, and then I waited for the fucker to come at me.  
 
    The cave troll stomped over to my position at the speed of light. He let his hammer trail along the ground behind him as he ran, but eventually he took aim at my body. The troll’s right shoulder twitched as he made his move, and that was when I made my own.  
 
    I ducked down out of the way of my enemy’s attack, and then I took off at full-speed to a nearby stalagmite as the hammer swished over my head harmlessly. The next thing I knew, I used the rocky formation as a springboard. I leapt up into the air, raised both of my daggers over my head, and let out a roar of frustration as I stabbed them into the troll’s right arm.  
 
    The beast roared in agony when gravity took over, and my body weight pulled both of the daggers down his arm lengthwise. Warm, crimson blood sprayed out onto my body like a tidal wave, but even then the bastard was still standing.  
 
    “Batrata!” the cave troll bellowed as he came at me with a backhanded fist.  
 
    I pulled my daggers out of the cave troll’s arm with a wet schluck, and then I sprang backward. The troll’s meaty fist swished past the spot where I’d just stood, but I was quick enough to avoid getting pulverized.  
 
    For now.  
 
    That seemed to do some damage. Still, striking with short, powerful blows wasn’t exactly a viable strategy. It required me to get up close and personal with the behemoth that could smash my skull in a single blow. I may have avoided the cave troll’s wrath up to this point, but it wasn’t a wise idea to keep testing my luck.  
 
    I jumped back and then brought up my boot, straight into my opponent’s shoulder. He screamed in agony when I hit his open wound, and then he made a large, sweeping attack with his hammer.  
 
    I was forced to roll across the ground to avoid the attack, and when I came up from my somersault, I was met with the cave troll’s left fist. The blow slammed into my stomach, and all the air in my body exited my lungs as I was thrown backwards across the tunnel. I gasped as I crashed into the wall, and a wave of searing pain shot up my already-injured right side.  
 
    Fucking hell. I didn’t know how much longer I was gonna be able to do this.  
 
    My body was getting more and more beaten by the minute, and I could already start to feel the fatigue setting in. The longer this fight went on, the less of a chance I had of winning.  
 
    So, if I wanted to stand any chance at victory, I needed to end this soon.  
 
    Even if that meant pulling out all the stops and doing something totally drastic and reckless.  
 
    In one final move of desperation, I tossed my daggers to the ground and flipped the knapsack over my shoulder. Then I reached into the bag and fumbled around until I produced a small metal square that held several vials of unknown chemicals, all of which we’d snatched off the dead goblins on our beaches. 
 
    As the lumbering brute charged me again, I realized just how insane this plan actually was.  
 
    I had no freaking clue what any of these vials were for. Hell, for all I knew, these might have been nothing but a bunch of goblin aphrodisiacs. But maybe, just maybe, there would be something in these multi-colored test tubes that gave me an advantage over my opponent.  
 
    And if I was wrong? Well… I wasn’t going to think about what would happen if I was wrong.  
 
    I took a deep breath as I slid the six tiny vials out of their holders and clasped my fist around them tightly. My heart pounded in my chest as I planted my feet into the rocky ground and stared down the cave troll, who was now barreling toward me like a bat out of hell.  
 
    Then I hauled back my fist and launched the mysterious vials straight at the bastard.  
 
    All six of the glass test tubes struck the cave troll square in the face and shattered upon impact.  
 
    The air was filled with a strange hissing noise as the multi-colored liquids inside splashed across the troll’s face, and he suddenly stopped in his tracks. Then the gray-skinned beast let out a shriek of terror as the combined effects of the chemicals seemed to hit him all at once.  
 
    The entirety of his left cheek started to smoke like it was on fire, and then his flesh literally melted away until there was nothing left but the exposed mandible of his skull. At the same time, a putrid yellow smoke entered his nostrils, and blood began to ooze out of the troll’s nose in two dark crimson streams. The bastard opened his mouth like he was going to scream, but all that came out was a gurgled gasp as he spat up a mouthful of blood.  
 
    Then something took over his nervous system.  
 
    The troll collapsed onto his knees, and then he dropped his hammer and began to slam his fists into the ground repeatedly.  
 
    However, try as he might, he was no match for whatever was in those vials.  
 
    The bastard coughed up another mouthful of blood as he began to twitch and spasm, and then yellowish-white foam started to gurgle out of his mouth. The troll struggled for breath as he started to spasm like a cat with a hairball, and then he unloaded the entire contents of his stomach out onto the cave floor. The troll’s sunken eyes seemed to bulge out of his head as he looked down at the mess before him, and then they rolled back into his skull.  
 
    The troll collapsed into his own filth and just laid there twitching. Within seconds, the life completely drained out of the bastard, and he went stiff.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped to myself as I observed the brutal scene.  
 
    As I looked down at the now-empty vial holder, I was really, really glad I hadn’t accidentally smashed these while they were still inside my bag. I wasn’t one-hundred percent sure what they’d done to the troll, but it was obvious they had some highly fatal effects. 
 
    As I looked over the corpse of the cave troll, I let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    It may have been a true struggle, but test number one was now complete. 
 
    I was one step closer to earning the trust of the dragons, and proving to them that I was worthy of being in their council.  
 
    Now, only one question remained.  
 
    What the fuck was I up against next? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    “So, what the hell do I do now?” I called out as I looked up at the albino dragon on the ceiling. “Do I need to like, cut off his scalp or carry his club back to the rest of the council to prove I actually killed him?”  
 
    The cave dragon simply let out a small snort and shook his head vehemently.  
 
    That was when I heard the sound of distant footsteps, and my blood ran cold.  
 
    The albino dragon up above let out a somewhat concerned chuff, and I didn’t need to know his language to understand he wanted to get the fuck out of here. The milky-eyed creature quickly scuttled down the wall so he was on the ground, and then he lowered himself down and offered me a ride.  
 
    I hesitated for a split second, but then I quickly snapped back to reality when I heard the approaching footsteps growing louder.  
 
    I jumped onto the cave dragon’s back, held on for dear life, and then gave him a little pat on the head to let him know I was ready.  
 
    Garmaah huffed, but then he shot forward like a bolt of lightning. The cave dragon darted over the uneven ground of the tunnel as if it were a perfectly-paved sidewalk, and soon the sounds of the approaching cave trolls grew into nothing but a distant whisper.  
 
    Eventually, I saw a literal light at the end of the tunnel, a light that silhouetted a few dozen figures. 
 
    It was the rest of the Council and my crew.  
 
    Huzzah! Bungal cheered when he saw us approaching. Benjamin is victorious. Hip, hip, hooray!  
 
    Bungal’s celebration was met with nothing but dirty looks from the rest of the dragons, so his second go-around fizzled out at “hip.” The fat brown dragon frowned as he lowered his fist and hung his head sadly, but his eyes were still full of glee as we came up to the group.  
 
    “Well?” Atrix asked without a second thought. “Did the so-called ‘Dragon King’ actually pull it off, or did he flee in terror when he saw the size of the troll he was going up against?”  
 
    “Not a chance.” I shook my head and smirked. “Garmaah led me straight to one of those ugly fuckers, and I killed it like I would have anyone else who got in my way.”  
 
    “Way to go, Ben!” Mira cackled.  
 
    “A cave troll?” Kwah raised a tan eyebrow in my direction. “All by yourself? That is very impressive, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “How did you pull that off?” Nevar gasped. “Even my flockmates and I haven’t ever been able to kill one of those creatures.”  
 
    “I had some help,” I admitted. “Courtesy of the Alchemist and his cronies.”  
 
    “The vials.” Mira smiled from ear-to-ear.  
 
    “Wait a moment,” Nacut interjected. “What vials?”  
 
    “Our most recent enemies fought using magical serums and liquids,” Sela explained. “After we killed them, we looted their bodies and took whatever serums they had left over.”  
 
    “And it appears the Draco Rex has utilized these serums to pass his first test,” Jemma noted.  
 
    “How bad was it?” Malak asked as she stepped forward with eyes the size of saucers, and she rubbed her pregnant belly in a soothing motion. “Was there a lot of blood? Writhing? Convulsions? I want to know every single gory detail.”  
 
    “All of the above,” I admitted. “It, uh… it wasn’t a pretty sight. By the time it was all done, the cave troll’s body was lying in a pool of his own puke, blood, and liquified guts.”  
 
    “Gods…” Malak gasped as a smile spread across her face. “I wish I had been there to see it in all its glory.”  
 
    Glory? Swaer gagged. If that’s what you find glorious, I’d hate to see what actually grosses you out.  
 
    “Is it true, Garmaah?” Atrix raised his rocky eyebrow in the direction of the cave dragon. “Was he actually victorious?”  
 
    The albino dragon tilted its head in a swift, jerky motion like something out of The Exorcist, and then he let out a few gurgled chuffs. All the while, Atrix just furrowed his brow and nodded.  
 
    He’s confirming your claim, Bungal explained. My word, Benjamin… Your experience sounds downright macabre!  
 
    “Congratulations, Benjamin Whitfield,” Atrix finally conceded in a reluctant tone. “It appears you have passed the first test. The second test shall begin at once.”  
 
    “Hold on,” I grumbled. “Right now? Like… I don’t even get a chance to recover for a second?”  
 
    “You just fought a cave troll,” Atrix scoffed. “If you were a real dragon, you wouldn’t need any recovery time from that.”  
 
    Son of a bitch, this dude knew how to make a logical argument. I couldn’t really protest his claim, so it looked like I was about to head into the second test, beaten and battered as I may be.  
 
    “Just wait,” I reassured the rock dragon through a forced smile. “Once I pass the next test, you’ll start to come around.”  
 
    “Perhaps…” Atrix smirked as he trailed off. “Though I do not have high hopes for you on the second test.”  
 
    “What is it?” I questioned. “Do I need to kill some other horrific beast? Or is this more of an ‘errand’ sort of task?”  
 
    “You shall see, ‘Dragon King,’” the rocky beast mused. “Follow me.”  
 
    “Let’s get on it, then,” I said through my gritted teeth.  
 
    Atrix lumbered to the front of the pack and then began to lead us back toward the mouth of the cave. We all followed him as quickly as we could, though I was in fairly rough shape.  
 
    A dull pain shot up my left side every time I took a step, and occasionally it got so sharp my vision tunneled, and I had to rest up against the wall.  
 
    “Are you alright, Ben?” Valea gasped as she placed her hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “No,” I admitted. “But I can’t really stop right now, can I?”  
 
    I gritted my teeth as I peeled myself off the wall and hobbled back to the rest of the group. We ventured onward for nearly ten minutes until finally, Atrix stopped abruptly. The rock dragon glanced upward and used his snout as a pointer, and we all followed his gaze.  
 
    There, on the ceiling of the cavern, was a large vertical tunnel that stretched as far as the eye could see. I could see a pinprick of light at the very end of the rocky hallway, but it was so far away it was like a star in the night sky.  
 
    Several of the winged dragons let out amused huffs before they took to the sky and disappeared straight up the tunnel.  
 
    “How does anyone live on this island?” Jemma huffed as she looked at the climb before her. “I think I’m going to scream if I see one more vertical ascension.”  
 
    “It helps to have wings.” Maca winked at the auburn-haired Niralope, and then she spread out her vibrant wings.  
 
    One-by-one, the Aviars took to the sky and flew up into the darkness above.  
 
    Climb on, guys, Tirian offered as he bowed down. I can carry five of you, and Bungal can take the rest.  
 
    Thank goodness there is no wind in these caverns, Bungal admitted. It’s quite a stark difference from the place we are headed.  
 
    “What exactly am I in store for up there, Bungal?” I asked the fat dragon as I climbed up onto Tirian’s back and dug my heels into his side.  
 
    Even stronger winds, I’m afraid, he elaborated. Strong winds and a massive cliff.  
 
    “Soooooo… Is there some parasite I need to eliminate from the mountainside?” I gulped. “Am I gonna have to climb all the way to the top of the island’s peak?”  
 
    It has been many a season cycle since my younger, wide-eyed self was in your position, Bungal sighed. For all I know, they may have completely changed the content of the test itself. All I know is that when I’m up there, staring down into the blustery abyss below… I feel at odds with nature itself.  
 
    “Damn.” I whistled. “Emerson would be proud, Bungal.”  
 
    Jemma swung her leg over Tirian’s neck and positioned herself right in front of my body. She then pushed her toned ass back against my pelvis, and my manhood sprang to attention as she rubbed it across me teasingly.  
 
    I responded by throwing my arms around her waist and nuzzling into the back of her neck, which elicited a soft coo from the Niralope’s lips. 
 
    “Easy there, you two,” Malak giggled as she approached. “I don’t think Tirian would appreciate you both making love right there on his back.”  
 
    No, I really wouldn’t! Tirian looked back and gave us all a death glare.  
 
    Malak and Batari took their places on the dragon’s back behind me. Then Swear wrapped around his bondmate’s arm, where he nestled into her shoulder like a feathered scarf.  
 
    Jonas, Sela, Mira, Valea, George, and Waeren all climbed aboard Bungal, who let out a loud “oof” when he felt their weight.  
 
    “Come on, Bungal,” Sela grumbled. “You’re the biggest creature here in this cave. This shouldn’t be that much weight for you.”  
 
    You’ll have to excuse me, my dear, Bungal explained, even though Sela had no bond with him. I am still getting used to carrying passengers on my back. It was not something I ever had to do when I was bonded with the Morpho people.  
 
    “I’ll bring up the rear,” Atrix offered. “Now go, Benjamin Whitfield… Your second test awaits.”  
 
    Tirian heaved himself up off the ground, caught himself with his wings, and then flapped them as hard as he could as we lifted up into the tunnel. Bungal and the rest of the crew were right behind us, and we began our ascent up toward the light. The sunshine from above beamed down on us in a ray of pure, serene joy, and it didn’t take long for us to emerge into the daylight.  
 
    The second we were out of the tunnel, however, harsh winds whipped against us. A chill traveled down my spine as my flesh was hit by the biting breeze, and I pulled myself closer to Jemma for some warmth.  
 
    Tirian, unfortunately, couldn’t handle the breeze.  
 
    The dragon let out a surprised gasp as the crosswinds caught his wings, and suddenly the six of us were all tossed backward like a freaking golf ball in a tornado. Tirian pulled his wings up tight against his sides as he twisted in the sky, and all we could do was hold on for dear life as the silver dragon tried to correct his course. Then Tirian spread out his wings and used the wind to his advantage. It caught the flaps of his appendages like a parachute, and our momentum was instantly slowed to a slow crawl for a brief moment. Finally, Tirian pulled his wings against his body, and the adolescent dragon landed on the ground with a dull plop.  
 
    The Council members who were already up on the cliff let out a few snickers at the scene, but Tirian didn’t appear to be fazed whatsoever.  
 
    Bungal was the next one out of the tunnel, and the fat brown dragon did a ballerina twirl as he emerged into the sky. All of the riders on his back let out horrified screams as they were caught by the crosswinds, but Bungal was able to hold his own against the powerful breeze.  
 
    I guess that was why they called him “Bungal the Mighty.”  
 
    “It’s freezing up here!” Zerandrie’s soft voice shuddered.  
 
    I turned around to see the redheaded Morpho woman with her arms crossed around her tiny chest, and she was shivering as if there was ice in her very veins. I instantly slid off Tirian’s back, dashed over to the butterfly-woman, and threw my arms around her tightly.  
 
    Zerandrie let out a small gasp as I pulled her into my chest and proceeded to hug her as tight as I could.  
 
    “We need to tell Dalwen to get you some better clothes,” I observed. “You’re gonna freeze to death on one of these adventures.”  
 
    “I-I’m used to it being warm all the time,” Zerandrie admitted in a flustered voice, and her pale face turned a shade of dark red.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I admitted as I held her close. “All of these islands we’ve been to so far have either been tropical or arid. This is the coldest I’ve been since I spent a winter posted in the North Atlantic.”  
 
    “Are you prepared for the second test, Benjamin Whitfield?” Atrix asked as the rock dragon’s head and shoulders appeared out of the tunnel behind us.  
 
    “I’ll get there!” I spat back at the impatient gray dragon. “Can one of you, like, start a fire or something? One of my crewmates here is freezing.”  
 
    I’m on it, Tirian declared as he shuffled forward.  
 
    The silver fire-breather reared back his head and summoned a bit of white-hot flames into his mouth. Next, he slowly opened up his mouth and unleashed a miniscule amount of fire from his maw. It was just enough of a flame to radiate heat without being destructive, and it didn’t look like it was using up too much of his energy.  
 
    I let go of Zerandrie, who instantly took a few steps back and rubbed the back of her neck awkwardly. Her yellow-and-black wings fluttered with joy as she let out an amused chuckle, but her emerald eyes remained firmly affixed on the ground.  
 
    “Thank you, Draco Rex,” the shy redhead muttered. “But I think Tirian’s got it now.”  
 
    “If you say so.” I winked at the butterfly-woman, and she turned beet-red again. “Now… What’s this all about, Atrix?”  
 
    “Walk over to the ledge.” The rock dragon nodded to the side of the rocky cliff, and then he proceeded to make his way over.  
 
    I followed Atrix to the rocky ledge and let out an audible gasp when I looked over.  
 
    The ground was nearly a thousand feet down, surrounded on all sides by the sides of the mountain. This created a sort of natural wind tunnel, and I could feel the harsh crosswinds as they rocketed through the air around us and whipped the hair on my head into a frenzy. Even though we were so high up, I could see what awaited us down at the very bottom of the pit.  
 
    Jagged rocks, as far as the eye could see.  
 
    It was like a freaking death trap, and I had a bad feeling it had been intentionally designed that way.  
 
    “I think I know where this is going,” I sighed as I looked down at the gusty graveyard below. “What exactly do I have to do?”  
 
    “Well…” Atrix trailed off. “When a potential council member faces their second test, they are given one of two options, depending on whether or not they have the ability to fly.”  
 
    “And this is the non-flyer one?” I gulped.  
 
    “No.” The rock dragon shook his head. “This is the flying option. There was much deliberation about whether or not this was the correct test for you, but this is eventually what we decided was the fairest.”  
 
    “Really?” I growled. “I don’t have wings! This is basically telling me to go bungee jumping without a bungee.”  
 
    “We could always change our course, and go with the non-flying test…” Atrix offered.  
 
    “That sounds like a great idea,” I admitted. “What is it?”  
 
    “You have a large boulder placed upon your back, and then three of the other dragons sit on top of you,” the rock dragon explained. “If you truly are one of the most elite dragons in the world, your scales should hold up against such excruciating force.”  
 
    “Okay,” I conceded. “On second thought, maybe this is the right one for me. What do I need to do to pass the test? Make it across to the other canyon?”  
 
    “You must plummet, Benjamin Whitfield,” Atrix explained. “A member of the Council of Dragons must have the utmost amount of courage, resilience, and control over his own will.”  
 
    “Plummet?” I gulped as I dared to look over the edge. “So, what, I just jump to my death?”  
 
    “This would not be a death sentence for someone with dragon blood in their veins,” the rock dragon protested. “That is, unless this is a concession of your earlier claim…”  
 
    “No, no.” I shook my head, even though my balls were in my throat. “I’ll do it. But that still doesn’t explain how the hell I actually pass the test.”  
 
    “It’s simple.” Atrix clicked his tongue. “You plummet down toward the rocks below, and you must hold your fall until the absolute last second. Should you survive and make it back up to this platform, then we will view your test as a resounding success.”  
 
    “Have other dragons actually died doing this?” I questioned as I glanced back over at the rocky dragon.  
 
    “The skeletons at the bottom of the valley should speak for themselves,” Atrix warned. “We have lost several potentially great council members to this challenge, so be advised it is not for the faint of heart.”  
 
    “I don’t think it was their lack of heart,” I snarked back at the dragon. “I think it may have just been their lack of wing control.”  
 
    Atrix frowned at my comment, and his eyes narrowed as a single row of teeth were exposed to the air.  
 
    “Take your time, ‘Dragon King,’” Atrix retorted with a half-snarl. “We all anxiously await the results.”  
 
    You can’t really be thinking about doing this, right? Tirian asked telepathically. You’re going to get splattered all over the rocks down there.  
 
    “It was either this or get crushed by a boulder,” I admitted to the adolescent dragon. “At least I might actually have a fighting chance with this one.”  
 
    Could you tether yourself to the cliffside with a rope? Jemma suggested. 
 
    That’s not a bad idea, Mira added. Didn’t you grab one from the cargo hold before we got onto the island?  
 
    “I did…” I let out a sigh as I shook my head. “But I used it against the cave troll in there. It’s gone.”  
 
    Fucker of mothers! the golden-scaled dragonkin woman hissed.  
 
    I really wish we had one of the ghost dragons on our side, Batari grumbled. They could have just secretly flown you down.  
 
    What do you have in the bag, dear one? George questioned. Surely there is something that could be of use for this test.  
 
    “Let’s see here…” I mumbled as I pulled the knapsack off my shoulder. “Leather, a fire-starting kit, a hatchet, and--”  
 
    I swallowed my own words when I remembered the final item that remained.  
 
    The throat sack. It was a saggy, grotesque organ currently scrunched up like a fleshy, uninflated balloon. Even though it had dried out a bit since we’d cut it off the corpse of the thunder dragon, it still seemed to bounce right back when I gave it a light pull.  
 
    What’s wrong, Benjamin? Bungal’s voice questioned. Are you standing there thinking about the mortality of man? How he is but a simple vessel for a soul that is longing to be broken free, yet can only do so by shedding its mortal coil?  
 
    “That’s… Not what I was thinking about at all,” I chuckled, and then I gave the throat sack another pull. “I think I may have just found my way out of this situation.”  
 
    The throat sack? Mira asked curiously. Isn’t that just for transporting liquids?  
 
    “That’s what we’ve been using it for,” I admitted. “But it was an inflatable organ when the thunder dragon was alive. It still seems to have its ability to expand, so….”  
 
    Oh, my! Batari gasped. Please tell me you’re not actually thinking of doing what I think you’re doing?  
 
    “I don’t really have another choice,” I grumbled. “It’s either try it with this, or I just fall straight into those rocks and suffer a very painful, very brutal death.”  
 
    Maybe I could try and control the wind? Swaer offered. They wouldn’t know the difference.  
 
    “I have to do this on my own.” I shook my head. “As much as I’d love your help, it looks like I’m gonna have to just take the plunge and hope this crazy idea of mine works.”  
 
    “Is there a problem, Benjamin?” Atrix asked.  
 
    “Nope,” I shot back. “I think I’m ready. Do I just jump off whenever, or…?”  
 
    “At your discretion, ‘Dragon King,’” the rock dragon confirmed.  
 
    “Be careful, Ben!” Valea called out from behind me. “The auras of this place are very, very negative.”  
 
    No shit.  
 
    Even if my plan worked, and this throat sack expanded like a parachute with the wind current, there was a hell of a lot that could still go wrong. If I opened it too soon, all the dragons would see I was nowhere near the bottom, and they would claim I took the coward’s way out. And if I opened it too late?  
 
    There’d be nothing left of me but a mangled corpse on the bottom of the ravine.  
 
    And that was all if this even worked. For all I knew, this makeshift parachute could tear open from the force of the wind or slip out of my hands, both of which would lead to very, very bad things. 
 
    I grabbed onto the two ends of the throat sack, down by its opening, and I held the fleshy balloon in my hands as tight as I could as I laid it up against my stomach and took the deepest breath of my life. My body was trembling with terror as I slowly moved my feet up to the edge of the cliff, and the ice-cold wind whipped against my face.  
 
    “Well…” I looked back at my friends with a weak smile. “Here goes nothing.”  
 
    I clenched my fists, let out a long sigh, and then sprang off into the abyss. My heart jumped up into my throat when I felt the ground disappear from underneath me, and I quickly angled my body so my head was facing downwards, and the wind resistance was minimal.  
 
    This position may have increased my velocity, but the last thing I needed was to have the wind catch a stray bit of my clothes and throw me back into the sides of the cliff.  
 
    I could hear my heartbeat in my ears as my mouth went dry, and my eyes were full of tears from the bitter wind that passed over my face like the breaths of Jack Frost himself. I tried to keep my arms and legs tight up against each other so I could form a solid, angular stick, but it was really damn hard. It felt like I was inside of a jet turbine.  
 
    Then there was the throat sack. I held onto that thing for dear life as I plummeted at the speed of a diving hawk.  
 
    It was my only chance at survival, and I wasn’t about to let it slip through my fingers.  
 
    My body went numb as I continued to fall, and the jagged rocks beneath me kept getting closer and closer. I could now clearly see the skeletons of several dragons, poor suckers who probably tried to show off for the Council and paid the ultimate price.  
 
    If I wanted to avoid ending up like them, then it was now or never.  
 
    I extended my arms and held the throat sack up above my head as firmly as I could. The wind caught it in an instant, and I let out a loud growl of frustration as a shockwave shot through my entire body. My arms felt like they had just been yanked out of their sockets, and the wounds on my sides screamed with sharp, shooting pains.  
 
    Still, I held on with every bit of my enhanced dragonkin strength.  
 
    The sack inflated like a frog’s throat, and soon I had a giant spherical parachute above me.  
 
    Sure enough, my velocity began to slow down. I let out a sigh of relief when my fall eventually came to a gentle drift, and I slowly angled myself so I would land on the ground between the jagged rocks. Seconds later, the harsh ground clacked against my boots.  
 
    My legs were like jelly, and I instantly fell down to my knees and lowered my head to the ground.  
 
    “Holy fuck,” I cackled maniacally. “Holy shit… I’m alive! I’m alive!”  
 
    I may have been in a world of hurt, and I may have literally just seen my life flash before my eyes, but I was alive.  
 
    Against all odds, the Draco Rex was one step closer to a place on the Council. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Even though I may have just survived a massive, few hundred feet freefall down onto jagged rocks, I was far from out of the woods yet. From all the way down here, at the bottom of the ravine, I could hear the roaring hoots and hollers of my friends up above who had watched me take the plunge. I could also just barely make out Atrix’s oversized noggin as it looked down over the edge of the cliff, and I was sure the rock dragon wasn’t very amused with my work around.  
 
    Still, the test wasn’t over quite yet. Atrix had distinctly said I would only pass if I could make it back up to the ledge under my own power.  
 
    That meant I was still in for a bit of rock climbing.  
 
    I folded up the throat sack and shoved it back into the knapsack on my shoulder. Then I began to try and figure out what the hell I needed to do to get out of here.  
 
    The jagged rock formations all around me were at least ten feet tall each, and it created a sort of makeshift, natural labyrinth along the ground. I spent nearly twenty minutes just trying to navigate the maze of giant stone spikes, until finally I was able to reach the incline that would lead me back to my friends and the Council of Dragons.  
 
    I grabbed onto the first handhold I could find on the cliff and dug my fingers into it as hard as I possibly could. My enhanced strength, along with the rigidity of my scales, allowed me to hang on much easier than a regular human could. Still, the sheer force of the wind in the natural funnel around me was gonna make this cliff a bitch to climb.  
 
    The first few dozen feet weren’t too bad. There was a bit of a breeze, but for the most part I just crawled up, hand over hand and foot over foot, for the longest time.  
 
    Once I was up over the jagged rock formations, though, I had to hold on for dear life.  
 
    My drapey, cream-colored shirt was the first thing to be caught in the blustery grasp of the wind. I felt the fabric yank away from my body, and I instantly tightened my grip on my handholds so I didn’t blow away like a paraglider in a hurricane. Only about an inch or two of fabric was getting caught, but with this blustery breeze it was enough to make a hell of a lot of difference.  
 
    I slowly lifted my foot up to the next foothold I saw, and then I raised my entire body about half a foot upward. Next, I took a deep breath, cleared my head, and threw my left arm up to a branch jutting out of the cliffside.  
 
    That was a huge mistake.  
 
    A sudden gust of wind caught my side, and I was thrown violently backward against the jagged edge of the cliff. I let out a grunt as a wave of pain shot through my already-injured side, and my vision tunneled as white-hot agony pounded through my body. I tightened my grip on the rock in my right hand, to the point where it started to crumble beneath the force of my grasp.  
 
    Now that I was only holding on by a literal thread, I was gonna make sure a dragon itself couldn’t pull me away from my handhold.  
 
    I kicked my left leg forward and created a bit of momentum in my lower body, which was enough to swing me back into my original position. I quickly grabbed onto another rock with my left hand, pressed my body tightly up against the side of the cliff, and continued onward.  
 
    The next few feet were incredibly difficult, but soon I was able to find a way to counter the breeze. The wind blew in short, sporadic bursts at regular intervals, so if I timed it just right, there was a break in the bluster every twenty-five seconds that lasted nearly a minute. Whenever such a break occurred, I scurried up as quickly as I could and then held on for dear life as the next gust happened. This worked for several dozen more feet, until I was just a little bit over halfway up the cliffside.  
 
    That was when the real killer winds began to pick up.  
 
    I gritted my teeth as I dug in and pulled myself as close to the cliff as I possibly could. The breeze whipped at my face in cold, sharp blasts, and the fabric of my shirt flapped behind me like a freaking miniature cape. Worst of all, there was no lull in the gusts anymore. Now, the wind battered against my body like a category four tropical storm, and there was nothing standing between me and certain death but the strength of my own body.  
 
    I was deathly afraid to even try and let go of my current hand and foot holds, but I couldn’t just remain here forever. I could try to telepathically ask Swaer to do something about the wind or have Tirian swoop down and pick me up, but either of those would be cheating. If we somehow got caught, the Council of Dragons would have us executed for our treachery.  
 
    If I was gonna do this, I had to do this alone.  
 
    The only thing I could think of was if I tried to inch my way upward and made the fuck sure I had at least three points of grip at all times. There was nothing in my backpack that could have helped me in this situation, either, unless--  
 
    The leather strips and my pink-stone dagger.  
 
    Without loosening my grip, I slowly reached back with my right hand and fumbled around in my knapsack until I found one of the remaining strips of mole-bat leather inside. Then, still using one hand, I reached down and began to tie a girth hitch with the strip. It was horrifically difficult to do with just one hand, and the task was made even more difficult by the fact my fingers were trembling with fear. Sweat beaded on my forehead as I fidgeted with the leather, but I eventually got it in position.  
 
    Once my knot was tied off, there was only one thing left to do.  
 
    The pink-stone dagger had been made specifically for the Draco Rex, and it was allegedly made out of some of the strongest material known to the dragonkin. I’d seen it cut through just about every type of material imaginable, but I’d never tested it on a rock before.  
 
    I guess now was as good of a time as ever.  
 
    I took a deep breath as I drew the dagger from its sheath, and I carefully pulled it back and took aim at the stone above my head. Then I exhaled and brought the weapon forward.  
 
    The dagger stabbed into the rock with a sharp crack, and when I let go, it seemed to hold in place.  
 
    There. Now at least if I made a misstep, I would have a tether to keep me from falling to my death.  
 
    If it held.  
 
    I reached up and grabbed onto my next foothold before I hoisted myself up as fast as humanly possible. Once I got all four limbs where they needed to be I yanked the dagger out of the cliffside, aimed about a foot above me, and stabbed it in again.  
 
    I continued this process for nearly a hundred feet more, until I finally saw the edge of the cliff in view.  
 
    “Come on, Ben!” Valea called down in a panicked tone. “You’re almost there!”  
 
    “You can do it, Draco Rex!” Kwah added to the encouragement.  
 
    I gave myself one final heave upward using all of my strength, and the next thing I knew, my hands dug firmly into the ledge of the cliff. A wave of relief shot over me as I hoisted myself to safety, where I instantly plopped over on my stomach and rolled over onto my back. I let out a long, amused laugh as I stared up the sprawling mountainside before me, which was surrounded by a pristine blue, cloudless sky.  
 
    Benjamin! Bungal gasped. Please tell me you evacuated on the way back up. I know it is quite a scary task, but you certainly don’t want to do it surrounded by all your friends.  
 
    “I’m fine, Bungal,” I snorted. “That’s right… I’m fine!”  
 
    “You’re crazy.” Maca whistled. “I for sure thought you weren’t going to make it.”  
 
    “If I’m being honest,” Teeka added. “I didn’t, either.”  
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence, guys,” I mused as I slowly sat up and rubbed my aching side.  
 
    “I knew you’d figure it out,” Mira purred as she wrapped her arms around me from behind. “You’re the smartest, most resourceful person I’ve ever met.”  
 
    Before I could flirt back with the green-haired dragonkin woman, Waeren’s shaggy, feathered body shot over and placed its paws on my chest, and the slaughtertooth’s mouth was stretched into a toothy grin, which completely showed off all of his venomous chompers. Waeren’s purple tongue flopped out of his mouth and then quickly lashed across my cheek like a dog, and I instantly froze in terror.  
 
    “It’s alright, Draco Rex,” Valea giggled. “Waeren’s mouth only produces venom when he wants it to.”  
 
    “Thank goodness,” I sighed as my body went lax. “That would have been perfect irony… Survive a plummet like that and the ensuing climb, only to be killed by slaughtertooth kisses.”  
 
    Waeren eventually settled down as the rest of my crewmates came over to congratulate me.  
 
    “Clever thinking, Draco Rex,” Jonas noted. “How did you know the throat sack was going to work?”  
 
    “I didn’t for sure.” I shrugged. “But back in my world we have these things called ‘parachutes’ you can use to slow your descent when you jump out of a plane or off a bridge or anything like that. It was the same principle, only a bit more gross and fleshy.”  
 
    “Well, it worked perfectly,” Malak cooed as she ran her hand across her shaved gray hair, and her other hand cupped her pregnant belly. “You were very clever, Ben. And very brave. I hope our child takes after you in those characteristics”  
 
    “‘Clever’ and ‘brave’ are my middle names.” I winked at the Coonag woman, who responded with a happy little chitter. “And between the two of us, our kid is going to be one of the most badass warriors our people will ever know.” 
 
    “I cannot believe this is possible…” Atrix trailed off as he lumbered toward us. “You are standing before us, still in one piece.” 
 
    “You’re gonna have to try way harder than that if you wanna kill me,” I snarked to the rock dragon.  
 
    “It’s not a matter of what I want, Benjamin Whitfield.” The rocky beast shook his head and sighed. “It is a matter of what the Council dictates is fair, and what honors our sacred traditions.”  
 
    “Well?” I raised an eyebrow. “Does that mean I passed this test?”  
 
    “You did.” Atrix nodded, and his boulder-filled neck made a groaning noise as it moved atop his shoulders. “As the head of the Council, I shall be the first to congratulate you. If I am being honest, I did not think you would make it.”  
 
    “That’s what I said!” Maca declared, and I shot her a dirty look.  
 
    Nacut must have noticed the glare, because the yellow-and-green-haired Aviar nudged Maca in the side harshly.  
 
    “So, what happens now?” I questioned as I tried to stand to my feet, and a wave of pain shot through my body.  
 
    I collapsed back to my knees, which caused both Sela and Mira to rush over and toss their hands under my armpits.  
 
    “His body is battered from these brutal trials,” Sela said as she glared at the rock dragon. “I fear if he isn’t given some time to recover, he won’t be in the proper condition to continue.”  
 
    “That is no concern of the Council’s, dragonkin woman,” Atrix retorted. “However, luck has smiled on Benjamin Whitfield today, for the final test traditionally takes place the day after the second is completed.”  
 
    Thank fuck.  
 
    That meant I had at least twelve or thirteen hours to get rested up and to let my body attempt to heal itself. I was sure that wasn’t the amount of time I actually needed to make a full recovery, but it was better than just jumping straight into the next test.  
 
    Here, dear one, George offered as he slunk forward and laid his belly on the ground. I shall carry you to your place of rest.  
 
    “Thanks, George,” I muttered as Mira and Sela helped me over to my bondmate.  
 
    I climbed up onto the blue water dragon’s back and then wrapped my legs around his torso as I leaned down against his neck. My side was now throbbing with a dull ache, and there was a sharp twinge in my back that kept appearing every now and again. Even though I couldn’t see them through my clothes, I was sure there were cuts and bruises all over my body, and on top of it all, I was just freaking exhausted.  
 
    Honestly, I could sleep for twenty-four hours straight if I could, but I knew better.  
 
    The Council of Dragons expected me to go through their tests the exact same way as a full-grown dragon. I couldn’t really blame them, as it was a sacred tradition I was attempting to force myself into via a very, very questionable loophole.  
 
    “So, what is the next test, Atrix?” I asked as George and I approached the head of the Council. “Can you at least give me some idea as to what’s in store for me tomorrow?”  
 
    “You let him ride you, too?” Atrix scoffed as he scowled at George.  
 
    Ben is my friend as well as my bondmate, George confirmed with a nod. He’s in pain right now and can barely walk, so I’m helping him out. I’d do it for anyone who was good to me.  
 
    “Good to you,” the rock dragon muttered. “If you say so.”  
 
    “The trial?” I raised an eyebrow and tried to get us back on track.  
 
    “I can tell you exactly what you’ll need to do, Benjamin Whitfield,” Atrix snapped back. “Tomorrow, you will venture up near the very peak of this mountain, up to the place known as the Valley of Death.”  
 
    “Charming name,” I mused.  
 
    It’s quite the opposite, Benjamin, Bungal explained. It is a place of great sorrow, terror, and-- well, death.  
 
    “That was sarcasm.” I rolled my eyes at the fat brown dragon.  
 
    My apologies, the fire-breather huffed. I find it quite difficult to tell when you humanoids are being facetious. Perhaps some sort of precursor to your sentence? Or some sort of clarification afterwards?  
 
    “What?” I chuckled as I did a terrible Borat impression. “You want me to say ‘not’ at the end of every sentence?”  
 
    Could you do that? Bungal sighed with relief. That would be such a help, Benjamin. In fact, I’m not sure how-- Wait… You’re being facetious again, aren’t you?  
 
    I nodded my head and smiled at the fat dragon, who responded with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “So, the Valley of Death,” I said as I looked over at Atrix. “What’s the deal with that place?”  
 
    “It is home to a colony of very deadly creatures,” Atrix explained. “Creatures second only to a dragon in sheer power, agility, and deadliness.”  
 
    “Snowpouncers,” Nacut gulped, and the Aviar woman then began to stare off into space with hollow eyes.  
 
    “It’s alright, Nacut,” Kwah reassured her flockmate as she patted her on the shoulders. “You don’t have to take part in this. It is Ben’s fight, not ours.”  
 
    “I-I know.” Nacut hung her head. “It’s just… the very name itself brings up truly horrible memories.”  
 
    “The beasts that ate your eggs?” Batari questioned.  
 
    “And many of our men and women,” Nevar confirmed with a growl. “They are horrific beasts, and I do not envy whatever the Draco Rex is tasked with doing.”  
 
    “He must kill one of the beasts,” Atrix explained. “And bring its hide back to the Council. Then, and only then, will the testing period be complete.”  
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad,” I admitted. “I mean, I know those things are deadly, but I’ve killed plenty of giant cats before. Plus, when you compare it to these last two tests? It sounds way easier.”  
 
    “I can assure you it’s not.” Nevar shook her head firmly. “When we would encounter a wild snowpouncer, it would almost always require the entire flock to actually kill it. That was if we were lucky.”  
 
    “You needed your whole flock to kill one feline?” Mira sounded skeptical.  
 
    “Just wait,” Kwah retorted. “I’m not sure what sort of felines you are used to dealing with, but a snowpouncer is just as intelligent as you or I.”  
 
    “And they have razor-sharp teeth and claws as big as the Draco Rex’s sword,” Teeka added. “And they can see in the dark. And through the blizzards they bring with them.”  
 
    “Hold on.” I shook my head as we arrived at the edge of the tunnel that would take us back into the cave. “What do you mean ‘blizzards they bring with them?’”  
 
    “Exactly what she said,” Nacut confirmed through her thousand-yard stare. “That is the first sign they are approaching… You feel an icy chill down your spine, and then the bitter cold bites at your feathers… If you can escape before the chili powder actually arrives, then you might just have a chance at survival.”  
 
    “What is this ‘chili powder’ of which you speak?” Batari questioned.  
 
    “I believe I’ve heard Hali talk about it before,” Sela noted. “It is a type of seasoning she puts on our dishes of wild boar, I think. It comes from peppers.”  
 
    Oh, shit, that’s right… Most of these women were used to tropical or arid environments, so they’d never seen snow before in their lives.  
 
    “It’s called ‘snow,’” I explained to everyone. “Like Nacut was saying, it’s this white, powdery stuff made of frozen water that falls from the sky and covers the ground. It causes the temperature of the air around you to get really, really cold, and if it gets cold enough, it can create this slippery stuff called ‘ice.’”  
 
    “Why would the gods create such a thing?” Batari grumbled. “It sounds dreadful.” 
 
    “Apparently, it’s good for snuggling.” Mira shot me a wink, and I couldn’t help but smile since she remembered our conversation from so long ago. “And something Ben calls ‘hot chocolate.’”  
 
    “I’m afraid there’s nothing good about a snowpouncer,” Nevar interjected. “If you are unfortunate enough to encounter them outside, in the open, the ‘snow’ takes away your vision. Once that happens, and the snowpouncer can hunt you at will? You’re as good as dead.”  
 
    “Even if you get them inside,” Kwah added. “Their agility and sheer strength alone is enough to turn you into nothing but a bloody smear on the ground.”  
 
    “And you want me to kill one of these things?” I asked Atrix with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “That is the final test,” the rock dragon confirmed with a nod. “Kill one of the beasts and bring us its hide. If you somehow manage to be victorious, the hide you collect will adorn your seat at every council meeting.”  
 
    “Wow.” I whistled. “If I didn’t know any better, it’s starting to sound like you might think I can actually pull this off?”  
 
    “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Benjamin Whitfield,” Atrix warned. “You have defied the odds so far, but you cannot rely on sheer luck to get you through this final test. The bird-women are right… We’ve lost full-grown dragons to these creatures before. This is not a task that should be taken lightly.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I agreed. “I’m just grateful you are giving me some time to heal up before I have to literally walk into the freaking lion’s den.”  
 
    “It is the same resting period given to all who wish to join the Council.” The rock dragon shrugged his shoulders.  
 
    Sheesh. I knew this guy had the charm of a wet blanket, but this was something else. I had my charisma slider turned up to “max,” yet I wasn’t getting anywhere with this guy.  
 
    Do not be discouraged, Benjamin, Bungal’s voice announced via the dragonbond. Atrix is like this with everyone. In fact, when I first met him, I thought he outright hated me. After years of serving with him on the Council, however, I discovered he is only annoyed by me.  
 
    And that’s a good thing? George chuckled.  
 
    When it comes to a personality as cold and apathetic as Atrix’s, Bungal muttered, you must take the small victories wherever you can.  
 
    Fair enough.  
 
    The different members of the Council of Dragons all scurried, crawled, and flew down over the edge and back into the cave. The Aviars and Zerandrie were right behind our hosts, and the rest of the crew loaded up onto Bungal and Tirian in a random configuration. Once we were all good to go, the two fire-breathers raised up into the sky, moved over the pit, and slowly began to lower us down.  
 
    The second we touched down in the cave, the rest of the Council was on us, and the different dragons made all sorts of strange noises, from grunts and chuffs to what sounded like squeaks and squeals. 
 
    “Please tell me they didn’t change their minds and decide to eat us,” Jemma gulped.  
 
    Of course not, Bungal clarified. The Council gave us their word that they would let Benjamin finish his tests, and a dragon would never go back on their word. Believe it or not, they simply want to show you to your quarters.  
 
    “Quarters?” Batari blurted out. “I don’t see anything other than a dark cave…”  
 
    The palm-sized member of the Council, the pixie dragon, fluttered forward, and his four wings beat like a hummingbird’s. As he floated toward Batari, he made several adorable tiny chuffs, all of which sounded like a mixture between an angry chipmunk and Cousin It.  
 
    He says our accommodations will be better than the Aviars, Swaer translated. Yeaaaaahhhhh… I’m not sure if I believe that.  
 
    “Then lead the way, my friend.” Batari nodded to the pixie dragon, who instantly let out a happy grunt and began to head off to the mouth of the cave.  
 
    He wants the bird-women to follow him, George explained. As well as Batari and Swaer.  
 
    “Strange combination,” Kwah admitted. “But okay.”  
 
    The smaller, maroon-and-moss-colored dragon scuttled forward and inflated his throat like a frog. As he did so, he let out a small snort, and then he nodded in the direction of Jemma and Valea.  
 
    The sparrow dragon wishes for Valea, Jemma, Malak, and Waeren to follow him, George continued. They have a room that would be perfect for them, apparently.  
 
    “What about the rest of us?” I asked Atrix. “Why are you splitting us up?”  
 
    “I promise you there is no ill-intention behind our reasoning,” the rock dragon explained. “We simply do not have the room to put all of you in the same quarters. Also… anyone with dragon blood in their veins gets to stay in the dragon chambers.”  
 
    “What about me?” the timid Morpho Zerandrie spoke up softly. “Where do I need to go?”  
 
    “Oh,” Atrix noted as his eyes bulged with surprise. “I completely forgot you were even here. There is a smaller room suitable for one or two people. I would advise you to go there.”  
 
    “I-I have to be alone?” the redhead gulped. “In this dark cave?”  
 
    Even though I could tell Zerandrie was trying to be brave, there was a hint of fear in her eyes. Those emerald-green eyes of hers were glistening with tears, and her thin lip was trembling under her own teeth. The frail Morpho’s wings fluttered nervously behind her, and I knew in that moment what I had to do.  
 
    “I’m going with her,” I announced as I slid off George.  
 
    “Nonsense.” Atrix raised a rocky eyebrow at me. “If your claim is to be verified, you must act like a dragon, Benjamin Whitfield. That means you and the rest of the dragonkin should stay in the special quarters.”  
 
    “Zerandrie here is our healer,” I lied. “I know I’m supposed to stay in the special rooms, but can’t I at least have her check me out before I go gallivanting off on another deadly test?”  
 
    Zerandrie’s face turned beet-red when she heard me ask her to check me out, but it was the only plausible lie I could think of. The poor woman was already so timid and nervous, and the last thing I wanted was for her to be all alone in an unfamiliar place, right after witnessing all the horrors she’d seen on the island so far.  
 
    “Fine,” Atrix finally conceded. “But I’m only making this exception because I have very large doubts about how you will fare tomorrow.”  
 
    “After the miracle worker here is done healing me up,” I joked. “My odds will be much better.”  
 
    Atrix made a huffing noise at the Council, and the sand dragon came rushing toward us. The brown-scaled beast halted in front of Zerandrie, and then he wagged his tail back and forth like a dog as he waited for our next move.  
 
    “I think he wants me to follow him,” Zerandrie observed.  
 
    “He wants us to follow him,” I confirmed, and then I slowly limped over to the sand dragon and the Morpho woman.  
 
    “The rest of you will come to the dragon chambers with the Council,” Atrix explained to Jonas, Mira, Sela, and the four dragons. “Follow me, please. As for you, Benjamin Whitfield… Be prepared, for tomorrow at dawn we leave for the final test.”  
 
    “I’ll be there,” I promised the rock dragon, and then I weakly limped back over to Zerandrie.  
 
    “Thank you, Ben.” The redhead looked down at the ground and sighed. “You didn’t have to do that.”  
 
    “The joke’s on you,” I chuckled as I put my arm around Zerandrie’s shoulder. “Now you’re gonna have to try and heal me.”  
 
    “I’ll make it worth your while.” The butterfly-woman’s yellow wings fluttered happily, though her voice trembled. “I promise.”  
 
    The sand dragon made another sound before he began to speed down the cavern and over toward a small tunnel off to the west.  
 
    Zerandrie and I followed him, arm-in-arm, and I couldn’t wait to see what sorts of “healing touches” she had in mind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to come with me, Ben,” Zerandrie whispered as she and I followed behind the brown-scaled sand dragon. “I know you’d probably much rather be with the rest of the dragons in the fancy cavern.”  
 
    “It’s a cave,” I chuckled. “How fancy can it get? Also, you’re dead wrong. I’d much rather be with you than spend another minute with Atrix. He’s kinda got his head stuck up his ass, and he’s a total buzzkill.”  
 
    As the words escaped my lips, the sand dragon let out a muffled snort and a quick chuff. He quickly recovered by letting out a hum, but it was too late, and I couldn’t help but be amused at the fact the rest of the Council felt the same way about Atrix as I did.  
 
    He didn’t really seem like an evil beast or anything like that. He was just a firm believer in his traditions, which happened to be traditions that didn’t want anything to do with me or my crew, so it put him at odds with us.  
 
    “You still didn’t have to separate yourself from your crewmates on my part,” the redheaded butterfly-woman sighed. “I might not have slept well all alone in a dark, echoing cavern, but I would have survived. After all, the rest of the Morphos and I used to stay in swinging houses blown around by powerful storms.”  
 
    “That didn’t scare you?” I raised an eyebrow at the frail woman.  
 
    “Of course, it scared me!” Zerandrie giggled. “But I always had one of the other Morpho women there to put my mind at ease. I was never alone.”  
 
    “And now you won’t be here, either,” I proclaimed. “I’ll do my best to keep your mind off all the creepy crawly things that could be out there in the darkness. Even if that means keeping your mind preoccupied all night long.”  
 
    Zerandrie’s small green eyes grew to the size of dinner plates, and her face turned a shade of crimson even darker than her hair. She glanced down at the ground as she let out a small giggle, but then she just looked forward at the dragon before us.  
 
    “You know I’m really not very good at healing, right?” she said as she obviously tried to change the subject. “I can mend basic wounds, but I’m far from the master of medicine Talise or Anora or Zamwae are.”  
 
    “I know that,” I said. “Even though my entire right side feels like I’ve been hit by a boulder, I don’t think it’s gonna require anything too severe. Probably just a good night’s rest, and maybe a little bit of rubbing.”  
 
    “I’ll make sure to rub you, then,” Zerandrie whispered, but then she froze in place. The butterfly-woman’s face turned even redder as she realized what she’d just said, but she quickly tried to correct her course. “I-I m-mean--” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I interrupted the stuttering woman. “I know what you mean, and I would very much like that.”  
 
    Zerandrie’s thin lips twisted up into a smile, and then she started up walking again. It wasn’t long until the sand dragon skidded to a stop randomly, turned back to us, and let out a huff as he pointed with his pencil-like nose.  
 
    At first I saw nothing. It just looked like a regular old cave wall. Zerandrie, however, seemed to be much more observant.  
 
    “You must be joking,” the woman gulped and pointed down near the floor of the cavern.  
 
    I followed Zerandrie’s finger and, sure enough, down at the very bottom of the wall was another small tunnel. The thing was probably only four feet wide, and only about two feet tall.  
 
    “Is that… Is that the way to the room?” I asked the sand dragon.  
 
    The pencil-nosed beast nodded firmly before he let out a deep breath and began to scuttle away. Now that Zerandrie and I were all alone, all that was left to do was climb down into the tunnel and crawl on through.  
 
    “C-Can you go first?” Zerandrie asked timidly. “Actually no, wait… I want to go first. Just in case something tries to climb in from behind.”  
 
    “It’s alright, Zerandrie,” I reassured the beautiful woman. “There’s nothing in this cave that can hurt you. Other than maybe the cave trolls, but they’re sure as hell not gonna be able to fit into this little tunnel.”  
 
    “I know.” The Morpho woman hung her head. “I just sometimes get irrational thoughts in my head, that’s all.”  
 
    “Tell you what,” I offered. “You go first, and then I’ll bring up the rear. I can promise you, Zerandrie… Once we’re inside that room, nobody’s coming anywhere near the entrance. I think there’s only one way in, and one way out, so I’d kick their asses before they would even realize what was going on.”  
 
    “You have no idea how happy it makes me to hear you say that,” Zerandrie sighed with relief.  
 
    The butterfly-woman got down onto her hands and knees and then slowly crawled into the tunnel. As her petite body passed through the opening, the golden wings on her back pulled themselves down against the side of her body like a makeshift cloak, probably to keep from getting snagged on a loose rock and to protect her frail body from the sharp formations inside. Zerandrie fit into the tunnel with ease, and I took a quick glance at her ass as it wiggled its way deeper into the space, but I didn’t linger on it for too long.  
 
    In the words of the great Jerry Seinfeld, it’s like staring at the sun. If you want to be a gentleman, you get a sense of it and then look away.  
 
    After Zerandrie was completely inside of the tunnel, I dropped down onto my hands and knees and began to follow.  
 
    My body had a lot more mass than the Morpho woman’s, so it was a little more difficult for me to even squeeze into the space. It was wide enough for me to fit inside, but the issue came with the height. Even on all fours, I had to pull the knapsack off my back and hold it at my side, and even then, the top of my head and my scaly back rubbed up against the ceiling of the tunnel. I felt a couple of microscopic pinpricks against my body as the rocks above dug into me, and eventually I figured out I was gonna have to go through in an army-crawl style, down on my stomach.  
 
    I dropped down, took a deep breath, and began to wiggle my way forward. This new form of locomotion was a bit more difficult than simply crawling or walking, particularly with all of the bruises and aches in my body. However, the tunnel itself wasn’t particularly long, and I saw the other end after only about two minutes of travel. When I stuck my head out through the mouth of the new cavern, I saw Zerandrie was already out and about and exploring the room.  
 
    Or, at least, she was trying her best.  
 
    The room was pitch black, and Morphos didn’t have night vision like me and the rest of the dragonkin.  
 
    “Ben?” Zerandrie gasped when she heard me stand up. “Please tell me that’s you.”  
 
    “It’s me,” I confirmed as I looked around the room. “Just let me see if there’s anything we can use as a light source…”  
 
    The cavern itself was about as basic as they came. A lip of flattened rock outlined the room’s entire perimeter to create one elongated chair, while there was another large, flat rock at the room’s very center. Off to the far left sat a small pool of water, as calm and as pristine as the ocean itself.  
 
    Finally, after a minute or two of searching, I found what I was looking for.  
 
    On each side of the cavern was a single stick, covered with some sort of sappy material on the top.  
 
    I walked over to the torch, removed my knapsack, and then rummaged around until I found the fire-starting kit. It wasn’t anything too complex, just two pieces of flint, some fiber for tinder, and some wiry sticks for kindling. I pulled the two rocks and the tinder out, and then I pulled one of the stones back and prepared to strike. The first blow created a visible spark, but it wasn’t enough to light the tinder. I repeated the action two more times until finally, one of the sparks stuck onto the small ball of fibers, and once I saw a small lick of flame, I transferred it to the tarry substance on the torch. Then the fire began to spread its glow across the head of the torch.  
 
    Once the stick was completely ablaze, I yanked it off the wall and waltzed over to the other side of the cavern. I lit up the second torch using the fire from the first, replaced the original stick back where it had laid in the wall, and then let out a small “ta-dah!”  
 
    Now that the chamber was fully-lit, I could see what Atrix had been talking about. The cavern itself was only about the size of a studio apartment, so there was no way it could fit more than two or three people of our stature, max. Still, in a way, it felt kinda cozy.  
 
    Of course, that could have also just been the fact I was sitting in here all alone with a beautiful butterfly-woman.  
 
    “Wow,” Zerandrie gulped as she looked around. “This room is very tiny. I’m glad I don’t have to be in here all alone… This reminds me of my cocoon.”  
 
    “Did you ever have to share your cocoon with another person?” I waggled my eyebrows at the redhead as I slunk over to the long seat and sat down.  
 
    “I don’t think that would work.” Zerandrie shook her head and laughed. “You’d be right on top of each other.”  
 
    “And that’s bad, why?” I winked, which turned Zerandrie beet-red again.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry,” the butterfly-woman stammered and turned away. “I’m just… We Morphos aren’t used to being around men with this sort of charm. All of the Morpho men were very… I don’t even know how to say it… Dull? Devoid of personality? At least, when they were around us they were.”  
 
    “From what Ahwara and Dalwen have told me, they were very ‘wham, bam, thank you, ma’am,’” I noted. “You guys were pretty much just vessels for carrying babies to them, so they didn’t really put any effort into romance.”  
 
    “Romance?” Zerandrie questioned as she looked back over her tiny shoulders. “Is that what you have with so many of the women on your crew?”  
 
    “I’d like to think so.” I smiled as I put my hands behind my head and leaned back against the wall. “I love them dearly, and they seem to love me, too. You guys mean way more to me than just baby-making machines.”  
 
    “Though that is the ultimate goal of yours, is it not?” The woman turned around, and the locks of her bob-style haircut twirled along with her neck. “To repopulate all of our species?”  
 
    “I want to keep you all safe and make your people prosperous once more,” I confirmed as a sly smirk slid up the corners of my mouth. “The repopulation is just an added bonus.”  
 
    “Well, you are well on your way.” Zerandrie nodded. “Dalwen, Ahwara, and Elzara are all quite far along in their birth cycles. I wouldn’t be surprised if they had their larvae one day soon.”  
 
    “Larvae?” My mouth fell agape. “Are you telling me my kids are gonna start off as giant worms?”  
 
    “What?” the yellow-winged Morpho chuckled. “Of course not. That’s just what we call our young.”  
 
    “Whew.” I wiped my brow and sighed. “I mean, I would have loved them either way, but I dunno if I would ever get over the initial shock of seeing a worm pop outta you guys.”  
 
    “You guys?” Zerandrie raised an eyebrow. “You mean the ones you have already impregnated, correct?”  
 
    “Well, yeah…” I trailed off. “Plus any of you who still want to have babies.”  
 
    Zerandrie’s eyes widened as she rubbed her palms against her leather outfit and looked to the ground.  
 
    “I-I guess I should try to heal you now,” the shy butterfly-woman muttered under her breath. “The best I can, since I’m not really a healer or anything.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” I promised the obviously nervous woman. “I’m sure whatever you end up doing will get me feeling as good as new in no time.”  
 
    Zerandrie timidly walked over to the ledge beside me, sat down, and then looked over my body for a moment. Her face turned red once more as I saw the gears working behind her emerald eyes, and then she cleared her throat.  
 
    “Uh- I, uh… I’m going to need you to take your shirt off,” she gulped. “I can’t really see any of the bruises with it on.”  
 
    I nodded at the Morpho woman, and then I reached down and grabbed onto the bottom of my shirt. I grimaced as I pulled it upward, and a wave of pain shot through my side, but I managed to get the damn thing off and toss it over onto the floor.  
 
    When I looked down at the bruise on my side, I couldn’t help but gasp.  
 
    “Fucking hell,” I grumbled. “That’s way worse than I thought.”  
 
    The entire right side of my torso was a deep purple-and-black color, and the bright-blue scales that normally would have been there had been cracked open like walnuts. The ones that weren’t cracked had been knocked away to reveal a few bits of my bloody, human flesh underneath.  
 
    “My goodness…” Zerandrie gasped. “I-I think I may need to go get somebody else--”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I said as I placed my hand on the butterfly-woman’s knee. “We dragonkin heal quickly, so it’ll probably be fine by morning. It hurts like a bitch right now, but that’s why you’re here.”  
 
    “I’m not sure I can help out with this,” the butterfly-woman admitted.  
 
    “It’s more moral support than anything,” I chuckled. “Like I said, I really didn’t want to be alone in a room with all those other dragons. I wouldn’t have gotten a wink of sleep.”  
 
    “Let me at least try the healing touch,” Zerandrie suggested. “It probably won’t do much, but it might at least make you feel more comfortable.”  
 
    “I thought you said you weren’t a healer?” I chuckled through a wince as I ran my fingers over my wound.  
 
    “All Morphos have the healing touch,” the redhead explained. “Our throatsilk has healing properties.”  
 
    “No shit?” I whistled. “Nobody’s ever told me that before.”  
 
    “We haven’t needed it.” Zerandrie shrugged. “Most of our encounters with these monsters end up with us victorious, with only minor injuries. Plus, we have so many great healers on our home island, all who have much better healing techniques than we do. Now, I know this is going to sting for a second, so please be prepared.”  
 
    Zerandrie held up her slender hands about a foot away from her face. Then she cleared her throat a few times, opened up her mouth wide, and sprayed out a thin layer of throatsilk onto her hands. Once they were lightly covered, the redhead turned them around and slowly lowered them down toward my bruises. The second she touched my side, I felt a strong burning sensation, almost like I’d just poured a bottle of alcohol over an open sore.  
 
    “Uhg,” I groaned as the sensation took over.  
 
    I gritted my teeth and let out a soft grunt as Zerandrie moved her hands up and down my side, until eventually the entirety of my right half was enveloped by a soft, warm burning sensation. When the Morpho woman finally pulled away, I saw the throatsilk on her hands was completely gone.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” Zerandrie frowned when she saw my discomfort. “I told you it was going to not feel very pleasant, but I promise it’s for the best.”  
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” I reassured the butterfly-woman. “I just wasn’t expecting it to sting like that. What’s even in your throatsilk, anyway?”  
 
    “Whatever the god Cacoo put in it.” She shrugged.  
 
    Even though I didn’t know what exactly the woman had just put on me, I’d gotten enough alcohol swabs and first-aid sprays to know it was some sort of antiseptic. My entire side may have been swallowed up by a dull burning sensation, but I couldn’t have asked for anything better. Now, thanks to Zerandrie, I was going to heal even quicker.  
 
    “Thank you.” I smiled at the beautiful woman. “This is going to feel as good as new in no time at all.”  
 
    Zerandrie’s eyes were looking up and down my body, but she quickly snapped out of it when she heard my voice.  
 
    “Oh!” she gasped. “You’re welcome. I was just-- Ummmm…”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I chuckled. “I think you look pretty damn good, too.”  
 
    “D-Draco Rex,” Zerandrie giggled through a blush.  
 
    “For the millionth time,” I corrected her. “My friends call me ‘Ben.’ I might be your king, but you’re way more than just a royal subject to me.”  
 
    “I am?” A joyful smile spread across her face.  
 
    “Sure, you are!” I declared. “What, did you think I only brought you on these voyages because you’re another pretty face?”  
 
    “You think I’m pretty?” Zerandrie looked at the ground and kicked her foot back and forth bashfully.  
 
    “Who the fuck wouldn’t?” I continued. “I mean, look at you… Your eyes look like they’re staring into my soul, and you’ve got the body of a freaking goddess.”  
 
    “I’m tiny and frail,” Zerandrie protested. “I don’t know what goddess you’re thinking of.”  
 
    “Yet you’re still one of the biggest badasses I’ve ever met,” I explained. “Back when I was in the Coast Guard, I saw muscular dudes three times your size who would chicken out at the sight of a category one hurricane. Meanwhile, you’re out there fighting off giant frogs and crab creatures and orcs!”  
 
    “Stopppppp,” the redhead giggled. “Now you’re just trying to make me feel better about myself.”  
 
    “Well,” I huffed, “you should. I don’t know how those Morpho men of yours made you feel, but it obviously wasn’t very good. You’re a wonderful woman, Zerandrie, and you deserve to feel like it.”  
 
    “T-Thank you, Ben.” Zerandrie’s emerald eyes now glistened with happy tears. “Ahwara and Holara always tried to tell me the same sort of things, but I never believed them. I always just thought they were trying to make me feel better so I didn’t drag down the rest of the group.”  
 
    “You could never drag down the group,” I promised. “In fact, having you around is like a blessing from Cacoo himself. Especially--”  
 
    Before I could finish the sentence, Zerandrie leaned in and pressed her lips against mine. She kissed me softly on the mouth for a moment, and seconds later she let her tongue slide against mine.  
 
    We made out passionately as her slender hands ran along my exposed chest, and my palms rubbed her exposed, freckled shoulders. Zerandrie’s kiss was as sweet as iced tea in the Florida summer, and I never wanted this moment to end.  
 
    As we kissed, my manhood rose to attention in my pants. Zerandrie’s hand accidentally brushed against the pitched tent between my legs, and she instantly pulled back with a gasp.  
 
    “W-What?” Her green eyes nearly bulged out of her head. “Is that-- Is that your…”  
 
    “It is.” I nodded. “I’m sorry… I guess I was just getting a little too into it all.”  
 
    “Don’t apologize!” Zerandrie gasped. “I-I just have never seen one so large before. How is that… It looks like it could fill me up to my eyeballs.”  
 
    “I mean, we could always test that theory out.” I winked at the Morpho woman.  
 
    Zerandrie bit her bottom lip as her face turned red, and she looked around the room.  
 
    “I-I guess there’s nobody here to walk in on us…” she mused after a moment. “And now I’m very curious.”  
 
    “Ask, and you shall receive.” I shrugged, and then I slid my fingers into my waistband.  
 
    I pulled my pants down around my ankles and exposed my erection to the air. It stood straight up like one of the stalagmites in the cave, and all Zerandrie could do was balk in awe as I tossed my pants over to the side. Instantly, the Morpho woman took it in her hands, and I let out a long, deep groan at her touch.  
 
    “My goodness…” Zerandrie gulped as she observed my rock-hard cock. “I think it might be bigger than my arm!”  
 
    “I bet it would still fit inside you, though,” I purred.  
 
    “It would feel like I was getting split in two.” A smile curled up her lips as she spoke. “Wow. I-I want it, but I don’t know if it would hurt me.”  
 
    “There’s a very easy solution for that,” I explained. “But it’s gonna require you to get undressed first.”  
 
    Zerandrie pursed her lips as she thought it over. She was a very shy woman, and I was sure it wasn’t easy to just show off her naked body to somebody she had only known for a few months, but eventually she stood up and gave me a nod.  
 
    The butterfly-woman’s hands reached up to the straps of leather on her right shoulder, and she grabbed the knot that held her entire wrapped garment in place. She carefully undid the knot before she unraveled herself from the mole-bat leather. The fabric fell away section by section, and it was like the sexiest birthday present I’d ever seen.  
 
    Soon, the strip of leather fell to the ground, and Zerandrie’s face flushed a deep red as her body was put on full-display.  
 
    The butterfly-woman had small but incredibly perky breasts, each one with a tiny, pale nipple that stood erect in the cold of the cave. Zerandrie was covered from head to toe in adorable brown freckles, all the way from her bare shoulders down to her short little toes. Her slit was nestled just below a small tuft of bright-red hair, and it was already wet with excitement. The butterfly-woman’s yellow wings fluttered nervously as she continued to look down at the ground and blush, but I was over the fucking moon.  
 
    “Wow,” I breathed. “You look amazing, Zerandrie.”  
 
    “Really?” She smiled as her green eyes glanced up to meet mine. “You’re not just saying that?”  
 
    “Fuck, no.” I shook my head. “There’s nothing more I want to do in the world right now than bend you over that rock and fill you with my dick until you orgasm.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Zerandrie moaned. “I-I think I’d like that.”  
 
    “But we can’t just jump right into that…” I trailed off as I gestured with my finger for her to get closer. “First, I want to get you good and wet.”  
 
    The butterfly-woman bit her lip and nodded before she walked up closer, and the second she was within my grasp, I reached over, grabbed her underneath her right thigh, and lifted her leg up so it was beside me on the ledge. Before she knew what hit her, I reached around and grabbed a handful of her cute little butt, and I held on for dear life as I buried my face in her womanhood.  
 
    “Oh, my god, Ben!” Zerandrie gasped as my tongue began to lap circles around her clitoris. “You’re so good with your tongue!”  
 
    She hadn’t seen anything yet.  
 
    I made small crisscross motions with my tongue, and I stopped every now and again so my lips could drift over and kiss her inner thigh. Every time I did that, Zerandrie threw back her head and trembled. Then I let my tongue slide out of my mouth as I slowly moved back over to her pussy and traced the perimeter with the tip.  
 
    Zerandrie’s juices tasted as sweet as a ripe strawberry, and I wasn’t about to let a single drop of her love go to waste, so I lapped up her wetness eagerly as I continued to pleasure her with my mouth.  
 
    Soon, the butterfly-woman’s legs tensed up around me, and then she grabbed onto the back of my head, forced me harder against her clit, and moaned intensely as she started to grind her pelvis against my face with the intensity of a lion’s roar. 
 
    Damn. The shy ones were always the kinkiest.  
 
    “Fuck, you taste good,” I said through a muffled moan as I licked, sucked, and kissed every inch of her tender slit. “I can’t wait until you get to taste me.”  
 
    “I can’t, eitherrrrr,” Zerandrie whimpered. “I want you to be inside of me, Ben.”  
 
    “Patience, dear,” I growled as I began to make circles with my tongue again.  
 
    This last motion must have finally sent Zerandrie over the edge because her whole body went rigid, and she froze in place. Gallons of her juices began to drip out from between her pussy lips, and I knew she was on the brink of orgasm.  
 
    When I made a few more motions, she went into a full-on frenzy.  
 
    “Oh, Ben!” she said in a hurried gasp. “Oh, Ben… I-I think I’m-- Ohhhhhhh, fuck!”  
 
    Zerandrie’s sounds of ecstasy echoed through the cavern as she came against my face, and I didn’t let up my tactics until she was good and done. Eventually, the woman’s firm grasp on the back of my head loosened into a soft, sensual rub, and she let out a long sigh.  
 
    “Now, you’re ready.” I pulled away and winked at the beautiful woman. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anybody get this wet for me before.”  
 
    “It’s all for you, Ben,” Zerandrie declared as her chest heaved with exertion. “I want to make sure you can get every single inch inside of me.”  
 
    Holy fuck.  
 
    Somehow, the combination of Zerandrie’s dirty talk and the taste of her on my tongue got to me, and my cock grew even harder.  
 
    “And I want to see you take every single inch,” I growled as I stood up.  
 
    I snatched up Zerandrie in my arms, whipped around, and rested her slender body against the wall of the cave. Her wings flattened up against the rocky surface and then went rigid with excitement.  
 
    “D-Did it get even bigger?” Zerandrie gulped as she looked down at my erection.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I promised. “I’ll take it slow at first. You’re already really damn wet, so it’s just gonna be a matter of getting it all inside…”  
 
    I pressed the head of my cock up against her pussy lips, and we both let out a long, deep moan at the sensation. Zerandrie’s labia was like silk against my cock, and I couldn’t wait to see what the rest of her felt like.  
 
    “Put it in me, Ben,” Zerandrie finally demanded. “I want to feel you inside of me.”  
 
    I wasn’t gonna keep a girl waiting, so I gently pushed myself into her warm, velvet tunnel, and the sensation of her womanhood spasming around me made me weak in the knees.  
 
    “Fucking hell…” I moaned. “You’re so goddamn tight.”  
 
    “Don’t stop!” the woman whined as her chest flushed red. “I-I want to feel all of you.”  
 
    “Just relax…” I kept going until I was about halfway inside the petite woman, and she looked down at our torsos with shock in her eyes.  
 
    “There’s still more?” she whined. “It already feels like you’re soooo deep inside of me. I can’t tell where I end and you begin.”  
 
    “Then just wait until I’m all the way in.” I winked.  
 
    I leaned over and gave each of Zerandrie’s tiny nipples a gentle suck as I continued to push into her. Then I let my mouth wander upward to her chest, her neck, and finally her lips, where I slid my tongue into her mouth once again.  
 
    As we made out, I pushed myself the rest of the way into the Morpho woman, and she let out a long, guttural groan when the head of my cock pushed against her womb.  
 
    Now came the fun part.  
 
    In slow, rhythmic motions, I pulled my dick a few inches out and then gently thrust it back in. I didn’t want to hurt the poor woman, so I made sure to keep it nice and slow. Soon, her petite body became tenser, and her mouth opened as if it were going to let out a scream, but nothing emerged except a soft whimper.  
 
    “Oh, Ben…” Zerandrie purred as I pumped into her gently. “This is incredible.”  
 
    “You’re incredible,” I whispered into her ear before I gave it a light nuzzle. “So fucking tight around me.” 
 
    I felt the warm coil in my stomach begin to build up as I pushed on. My balls seemed to pull up into my body as a familiar tingling sensation started to pass over them, and I wondered just how long I could actually last with this incredible woman.  
 
    The answer, thankfully, was quite a long time.  
 
    Zerandrie and I stayed in this position for nearly fifteen minutes as we simply enjoyed each other’s bodies and melted into one, but finally, we decided to switch things up.  
 
    “I think my back is getting tired,” Zerandrie chuckled as she fluttered her wings weakly. “But I don’t want you to stop. Fuck… I never want you to stop, Ben.”  
 
    “Then I won’t,” I declared. “I’m gonna finish you off, and then I’m gonna fill you up to your freaking eyeballs with my seed.”  
 
    “Yes!” the redhead gasped. “I want you to load me up with your semen.”  
 
    I pulled Zerandrie off the wall, helped her stand upright, and then flipped her body around so I was looking at her from behind. Her back was slender and toned, and her adorable little ass was on full-display.  
 
    We both knew what was coming next.  
 
    I bent Zerandrie over so her butt was up in the air, and she arched her back for me as I approached. Next, I spread apart her legs, so that her wet pussy was presented to me, positioned my cock up against her velvet entrance, and slowly entered her from behind.  
 
    We both let out a moan as I pushed into her, and from this angle it felt like I was in even deeper than before.  
 
    “Goddamn,” I moaned. “I never wanna stop fucking you.”  
 
    “I don’t, either, Ben!” Zerandrie whimpered as she looked back at me over her shoulder. “Please… give me what I want.”  
 
    I grabbed onto the butterfly-woman’s hips and went to work. Like before, I kept it gentle, but it didn’t take long for the coil in my stomach to tense up to a new level of tightness.  
 
    Speaking of tightness, Zerandrie’s velvet tunnel was like a monsoon, and it was gripping me like a vise. She let out several whimpers and moans as I took her from behind, and her tight ass bounced with each thrust I made.  
 
    That was when she let out the big one.  
 
    Zerandrie’s slender hands grabbed onto the sides of the seat as she pressed her face into the hard rock and arched her back intensely, and her entire body trembled as she let out a few hurried, soft gasps, followed by an intense moan.  
 
    “You’re so fucking tight,” I growled. “I can’t wait to--”  
 
    Before I could even finish my warning, Zerandrie reached the promised land.  
 
    “Ohhhhhhhhh, Ben!” she screamed as her pussy spasmed around me, and her thighs clenched tight.  
 
    The sounds of her pure ecstasy finally sent me over the side of the cliff.  
 
    The warm coil in my stomach snapped as I shoved my cock all the way inside of her, and then I prepared for the grand finale. My vision seemed to go black for half a second as I orgasmed, and I felt my entire body go numb. Every muscle in my lower half squeezed tightly as I climaxed, and I couldn’t help but scream as I began to unload my seed deep into Zerandrie’s fertile womb.  
 
    My cock blasted a gallon of my cum into her tight tunnel, and my arms turned to jelly as I painted her walls like a Jackson Pollock painting. My balls ached from the pure amount of semen they were unloading, and my orgasm held for nearly thirty full seconds as Zerandrie squeezed me like a tube of toothpaste.  
 
    Finally, my balls stopped spasming, and I collapsed onto Zerandrie’s back in an exhausted heap.  
 
    “You alright?” I murmured into her ear softly.  
 
    “I’ve never been better.” The redhead smiled back at me.  
 
    I pulled myself out of the butterfly-woman, and a flow of my semen slid out onto her legs like I’d just popped a bottle of champagne. As I stood up, Zerandrie quickly reached down, wiped it up, and then licked it off her fingers with a wide grin.  
 
    “You aren’t gonna let any of that go to waste, are you?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Not if I can help it,” the beautiful woman teased as she flipped around and laid down on her side. 
 
    Zerandrie patted the space beside her on the ledge, so I weakly wandered over to join her. Thankfully, the woman was laying on her left side, so it didn’t cause me any pain to get up and get into the “big spoon” position behind her.  
 
    I wrapped my arms around the frail Morpho from behind before I pulled her ass up against my cock and kissed her neck. She let out a delighted purr as I nuzzled into her, followed by a long sigh.  
 
    “You know,” Zerandrie pondered aloud. “If what we just did worked, this will be the first child I have ever had.”  
 
    “I know,” I mused. “Those asshole Morpho men were infertile, weren’t they?”  
 
    “Thank goodness,” the redhead continued. “Could you imagine if my friends and I were attached to those men for life? We’d much rather be here, with you, where we actually feel respected and loved.”  
 
    “You came to the right place, then,” I chuckled and ran my hand through her bob-style haircut. “So, you said a Morpho child doesn’t look like a giant worm, but what do they look like?”  
 
    “From what Dalwen has said,” Zerandrie explained. “They look like regular Morphos, only without the wings. Then, when they reach the time of great metamorphosis, they get into their cocoon and emerge looking like we do now.”  
 
    “Probably with some sort of auburn hair,” I noted. “Brown and red combo, after all.”  
 
    “Or maybe Cacoo will completely change the game and give us a child with white hair,” the butterfly-woman joked. “Or bright-purple.”  
 
    “One thing’s for sure,” I whispered. “I’m glad I’ll get to have them with you.”  
 
    I pulled Zerandrie in close and kissed her gently, and the two of us spooned for the rest of the night, until we eventually passed out from the sheer exhaustion of the day’s events.  
 
    “Ben!” Zerandrie’s hiss was the next thing I remembered hearing. “Ben, wake up!”  
 
    I groggily opened my eyes and rubbed them hard before I lifted myself upward.  
 
    “Wha-- Gah!” I gasped.  
 
    There, before us, was the goddamn pixie dragon.  
 
    “I think he wants us to follow him?” Zerandrie grumbled as she covered up her nudity with her arms.  
 
    “Dude!” I growled at the tiny dragon. “Give us some privacy! We’ll be out in a little bit here.”  
 
    The four-winged creature just let out an annoyed huff before he turned away and zipped down the tunnel like a crack-riddled squirrel.  
 
    Meanwhile, Zerandrie and I quickly got back up and tossed on our clothes.  
 
    “The Council is very impatient,” the Morpho woman huffed as she wrapped the mole-bat leather around her slender frame. “Couldn’t they have given us a few more minutes of rest?”  
 
    “Or at least not just barged in when we were both in the buff,” I grumbled. “I know it’s a dragon, and it doesn’t really give a shit, but sheesh.”  
 
    The two of us got dressed and then proceeded through the tunnel, back out into the main hallway of the cave. The pixie dragon was still there waiting, and it let out a short, happy snort when it saw us emerge. Then it took off like a bat out of Hell.  
 
    “Seriously?” Zerandrie mumbled.  
 
    The two of us dashed off after the dragon as quickly as we could, until we finally arrived back at the mouth of the entire cave system. There we found all of our crewmates, flanked on all sides by Atrix and the rest of the Council of Dragons.  
 
    “We were starting to wonder if you had taken the coward’s way out,” Atrix noted when he saw us approaching.  
 
    “You wish,” I growled. “So, I’m guessing this is it? We’re heading out for the final test?”  
 
    “You’ll be happy to know that, due to the difficulty of this particular challenge,” Atrix explained. “You will be allowed to take the rest of your crew with you. Minus your dragon friends, of course.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I nodded to the Council in a somewhat sarcastic manner. “Thank you for humbling me with your kind decision.”  
 
    “Don’t push your luck, ‘Dragon King,’” Atrix warned. “The snowpouncers are fierce enough to kill a full-grown dragon. Even with all of your friends, it is quite likely you won’t make it out of here alive.”  
 
    This guy must have been fun at parties.  
 
    We wish you all the best, Benjamin, Bungal declared. I wish with all my heart we could go with you.  
 
    I know you will be successful, dear one, George added. I will humbly await your return.  
 
    Kick its ass, Ben! Swaer growled. Don’t let some overgrown feline get the best of the Dragon King!  
 
    Uhhh, what he said, Tirian chuckled. I know you won’t really need it, but good luck, guys.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure we all get back in one piece,” I promised the four dragons, and then I turned back to Atrix and took a long, deep breath. “Alright. Deadly challenge with an almost certain chance of death? Lead the way.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “Unfortunately, I shall not be the one leading you to the final test,” Atrix explained, and then he nodded back toward the rest of the group. “Nor will most of my councilmen. You will be escorted by the ice dragon, Yoglin, and Daunark, the thorn dragon.”  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Malak taunted. “Are you too afraid to take on the snowpouncers on your own?”  
 
    “Yoglin and Daunark are the two Councilmembers best equipped to deal with the climate and dangers that come along with the snowpouncers,” Atrix growled. “They will not be ‘helping’ you whatsoever. Rather, they will simply be silent observers who will report back to the Council, whatever may happen.”  
 
    “They won’t need to.” Sela shook her head. “The next time you see us, the Draco Rex will have a snowpouncer’s hide upon his body.”  
 
    “We shall see,” Atrix grumbled. “Though I am to remain impartial to the results of these tests, I will admit Benjamin Whitfield’s resilience has been nothing short of impressive. The Council shall remain here until either you return with the hide, or until we hear news of your demise. Now… Councilman Yoglin? Councilwoman Daunark?”  
 
    The ice dragon and the thorn dragon both wandered out of the circle and toward the mouth of the cave. Daunark then looked back over her shoulder, though it was difficult to see her eyes through the thick forest of white and brown spikes that jutted out of her body. However, the thorn dragon let out an annoyed chirping sound before she beat her thick tail into the ground, and it didn’t take a translator to tell me she was ready to go.  
 
    “Alright, guys,” I announced as I pulled the furry cloaks out of the knapsack. “Put these on, and then let’s head out. ”  
 
    “What in the world are these for?” Malak asked with a turn of her head.  
 
    “To keep us warm,” I noted before I started to hand them out. “Just throw them over your shoulders and then tie them off. It’s going to get really, really cold once we get closer to the top of the mountain.”  
 
    My friends and I tossed on the furry cloaks, and I instantly felt like I was inside the skin of a freaking bear. I hadn’t had to wear any non-tropical clothing in months, so it was somewhat of a shock to be reminded not everywhere in the world was sunshine and beaches.  
 
    The morning sun bounced off Yoglin’s crystal stomach and created this strange sort of kaleidoscope pattern on the ground before us, and it acted like a spotlight that lit the way upward as both of the gargantuan beasts grabbed onto the rocky cliff and began to ascend slowly.  
 
    “Guys,” Kwah huffed. “Why don’t we just make this easier on everyone and carry our new friends the rest of the way?”  
 
    “What?” Nevar gasped. “Sister, you remember the law of the Monarch, right? Beasts of the ground are inferior to the Aviar, and we are not to allow them the same privilege of flight that we enjoy.”  
 
    “You can’t be serious right now.” Kwah rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. “Do you have any idea how much time and effort we could save by just flying them up there? We’re going to need all of our strength if we want to kill a snowpouncer.”  
 
    “Precisely,” the dark-haired Aviar argued. “And do you know how much energy we will expend trying to carry them?”  
 
    “A lot less than they’ll exert if they all have to climb!” Kwah growled and motioned up the cliffside. “Why are you being so stubborn about this, sister?”  
 
    “Our father entrusted us with the role of Feathered Monarch, Kwah.” Nevar’s eyes narrowed into two angry slits. “He would want us to uphold the traditions of the flock.”  
 
    “You don’t know that!” the tan-haired beauty retorted. “Father led our people into a new era. Do you really think he did that by never wavering from the old ways?”  
 
    “Our father was the greatest Feathered Monarch to ever grace the Aviar nest,” Nevar snarled. “I will not have you soil his name, sister.”  
 
    “Who’s soiling his name?” Kwah scoffed. “I agree! He was a damn good leader, but that was because he knew there was a time and a place for this sort of traditionalist dragon droppings. Now is not that time.”  
 
    “And what do you all think?” Nevar turned to the other three bird-women. “Do you think we should break from our tradition, as well?”  
 
    “We will do whatever our Feathered Monarch demands,” Teeka clarified. “When they come to an agreement, of course.”  
 
    “We don’t have time for this, guys,” I grumbled. “We need to get up the mountain before we lose the dragons completely.”  
 
    “That’s not a problem for me!” Malak declared as she ran over, jumped up onto the cliffside, and then scurried away.  
 
    “You’re right,” Kwah let out an angry growl. “We don’t have time for this.”  
 
    Suddenly, Kwah twirled around, ran toward me, and flapped her wings as she took to the sky.  
 
    “What are you doing, sister?” Nevar demanded. 
 
    Kwah swooped over to me and wrapped her bird-like talons under my shoulders. She then let out a grunt as she picked me up, and the two of us rose up into the sky in a flash.  
 
    “I’ll meet you up there!” I called down to my crew as we ascended.  
 
    “Kwah!” Nevar roared. “As your Feathered Monarch--”  
 
    “Stick a worm in it, Nevar!” Kwah cackled. “We’re both the Feathered Monarch!”  
 
    My legs dangled below me helplessly as we flew up toward the dragons, and it was a strange sensation, almost like I was on a single-rider hang glider. The biting wind whipped at my face as we soared up to the dragons, who both looked back at us with unamused expressions.  
 
    “Come on, guys,” I teased. “Can’t you go any faster than this?”  
 
    Yoglin and Daunark both grumbled as they turned their heads back toward the peak of the mountain and continued to lumber forward. Kwah and I continued to follow the giant beasts until eventually we arrived at an area of the cliff where the incline became much less steep. Yoglin and Daunark hoisted themselves up onto the ledge, and then they plunked their butts down into the ground and looked at each other.  
 
    “So, this is it?” I questioned as Kwah lowered me to the ground, where my boots squelched into cold snow. “This is where the snowpouncers will be?”  
 
    The ice dragon gave me a long, slow nod.  
 
    “It’s certainly a cold enough place for them to live,” Kwah noted through a shiver. “I just can’t believe they come all the way down the mountain just to hunt.”  
 
    “That’s what happens when an invasive species takes over.” I gestured to the two dragons. “Resources get scarcer, and predators have to travel longer distances to find food.”  
 
    “What did I miss?” Malak’s voice asked happily from behind us.  
 
    I turned around to see the gray-haired Coonag woman as she flipped over the edge of the cliff. Her eyes went wide as her feet landed in the snow, and her black tail trembled rapidly on her ass. She rested her hands on her pregnant belly as she let out a shudder, but then she quickly recomposed herself.  
 
    “Not much,” I explained. “But as you can see, we’re pretty close. This would be that ‘chili powder’ the Aviars were talking about.”  
 
    “I can see why they don’t like it,” Malak grumbled as she shuffled around. “It feels strange on my feet.”  
 
    “Where are the rest of the crew?” I asked as I looked beyond the ledge. “We can’t take on a snowpouncer with just three people. Shouldn’t the other Aviars at least be up here?”  
 
    “My sister is probably still trying to convince them I’m wrong,” Kwah sighed. “She tends to do that quite often.”  
 
    “Well, if it makes you feel any better,” I said as I placed my hand on the Aviar woman’s shoulder, “I think you made the right decision.”  
 
    Suddenly, there was a whooshing sound, and four more Aviar figures appeared over the side of the cliff.  
 
    Four figures that carried other figures in their talons.  
 
    Teeka was all smiles as she held Jonas under his armpits, while Sela and Mira both hung off Maca’s legs like they were bandits riding up a chandelier in an old movie.  
 
    Nacut held both Zerandrie and Batari, though it was quite obvious she was struggling more with the latter than the former. Last but not least was Nevar, who had a hold of Jemma.  
 
    Of course, Nevar’s face told us she was anything but amused.  
 
    The Aviar women dropped the rest of my crew down onto the snowy ground, where I greeted them with a warm smile.  
 
    “I knew you’d come around.” Kwah smirked at her sister.  
 
    “Since their leaders were not in agreement, we put it to a vote,” Nevar harumphed. “I lost.”  
 
    “You gotta love democracy,” I chuckled under my breath. “Where’s Valea and Waeren?”  
 
    “Give it a second,” Mira mused. “They should be here just about…”  
 
    Before she could finish her sentence, the slaughtertooth came barreling over the side of the snowy cliff, with Valea riding atop its back. The blonde hedgehog-woman cackled with glee as they darted over to us, but she quickly tried to recompose herself when they skidded to a stop.  
 
    Her spiny undercut had been completely ruined by the wind, and it now sat atop her head like a golden sea urchin. Still, Valea’s smile was as wide as the Grand Canyon as she slid off Waeren, stumbled a few steps, and then chuckled.  
 
    “We are here,” the naturalist declared. “Now, where are the snowpouncers?”  
 
    “That’s what I was hoping you guys would help me with,” I noted as I turned to the Aviars. “You’re all familiar with the island, right? Where the hell do these things even live?”  
 
    “We actually don’t know.” Kwah shook her head.  
 
    “We have enough issues with the snowpouncers,” Nacut explained. “Why would we be crazy enough to try and go out and find them?”  
 
    Fair enough. Still, I didn’t want to just go into all of this blindly, so I figured we could rely on our resident naturalist.  
 
    “Valea?” I asked the Spindrel woman. “Could you read the auras of the area? That might tell us at least where to start looking. In the meantime… Aviars? Do you want to do a little bit of reconnaissance?”  
 
    “What does that mean?” Teeka tilted her head to the side, and her emerald-green hair fell over onto her shoulder.  
 
    “Uh, it means you guys fly up above the mountain and look for snowpouncers,” I explained. “Or anything that might look suspicious, really. If you see anything, just report back to us.”  
 
    “Oh,” Teeka laughed. “Why didn’t you just say so in the first place?”  
 
    “Reconnaissance it is, then.” Kwah nodded. “We will let you know if we see anything.”  
 
    With that, the five bird-women flapped their arms and darted up into the cloudless sky.  
 
    Meanwhile, Valea raised her right hand toward the snowy landscape and closed her eyes.  
 
    “Valmatrae mirtulous sinchae…” the blonde woman muttered, and as she did so, her hair began to float around like she was underwater. “Valmatrae mirtulous sinchae…”  
 
    Finally, after a few seconds of reading the auras, Valea’s eyes snapped open.  
 
    “What is it?” Batari asked with a hopeful expression.  
 
    “This land is fairly barren of auras,” Valea noted. “There aren’t any plants, and animal life is scarce… But that is a good thing. It means I can be almost certain any aura I find is a snowpouncer.”  
 
    “Okay,” I prompted. “So, what kind of auras are you finding?”  
 
    There was a slight twitch in Valea’s eye as she let out a soft giggle, almost like she didn’t want to say what she read out loud.  
 
    “Valea…” Mira grumbled. “It can’t possibly be that bad.”  
 
    “Well, I’m, uh, I’m sensing fifteen strange auras,” the Spindrel woman gulped.  
 
    My heart stopped in my chest. Just one of these beasts was deadly enough to kill a group of Aviar warriors, or a dragon if they so desired. And now we were walking right into the territory of fifteen of them?  
 
    Still, I was the Draco Rex. I had to retain my composure if I wanted the rest of my friends to stay brave.  
 
    “So, what happens now?” Mira questioned as she glanced at me. “Do we wait and see if the Aviars spot anything?”  
 
    “There may be fifteen of these things,” I announced. “But we only need to kill one of them. If we can use some combination of the Aviars above and Valea’s aura readings, we might just be able to kill one of these bastards before they know we’re here. I’d bet a single bite from Waeren would do the trick, honestly.”  
 
    The little feathered beast must have agreed because he let out a small chirp as he bared his teeth and took a rigid stance, and Valea patted her friend softly and chuckled.  
 
    “Everybody, be on high-alert,” I warned as I drew my sword from its sheath. “You heard what the Aviars said earlier… The snowpouncers are masters at stalking. Hell, there might even be one watching us right now, and we wouldn’t even know it.”  
 
    “Let them try,” Malak chittered before she twirled her stone axe around her head. “I haven’t killed anything in weeks, and my baby needs some bloodshed.”  
 
    “It’s strange not having the dragons by our sides,” Jemma sighed as she checked the string on her bow. “I haven’t been into battle without Tirian since, well… Since he was hatched, actually.”  
 
    “Atrix just had to make it harder for us,” Sela grumbled. “If we had Tirian or Bungal here, they could just breathe fire across the mountainside and burn up any snowpouncers hidden upon it.”  
 
    “They could have melted the ice, too,” Zerandrie added as she snapped open her iron fan-blade. “That would have revealed the snowpouncers to us very quickly.”  
 
    “Shoulda, woulda, coulda.” I shrugged. “It’d be nice to have the dragons, but we don’t. I still believe in us, and I think we can kill one of these bastards. I mean, come on… it’s literally an even fight of fifteen against fifteen.”  
 
    “Even?” Mira raised her jade eyebrows at me. “The dragons fear these things.”  
 
    “And they should fear us,” I declared. “We’ve killed plenty of horrific beasts in our day, including other giant killer felines. I know if we work together, we can take out these fuckers, too.”  
 
    “Have you seen anything about this, Jonas?” Sela asked the soothsayer. “Has Oshun blessed you with any visions of these beasts?”  
 
    “I’m afraid not.” The soothsayer shook his head. “Oshun does not speak to me much anymore. She mostly communicates through Marella.”  
 
    “I don’t need a vision to tell us we will be victorious,” I chuckled and patted Jonas on the back. “Just, uh… Make sure you keep that dagger close to you, okay?”  
 
    Valea held out her hand and began her incantation once again, and then she began to slowly saunter away to the east. The rest of us followed her while the Aviars circled around in the air above.  
 
    We wandered through the cold for several minutes, until eventually I felt the wind become slightly more bitter and biting against my face. As the air around us started to change, I saw a light snow was now falling from the sky.  
 
    We had to be getting close.  
 
    That was when Teeka darted down and landed beside us, which sent a puff of snow up into the air.  
 
    “We see one!” the green-haired beauty announced. “There is a snowpouncer just up the mountain. He’s walking around like normal, so I don’t think he’s noticed us yet!”  
 
    “Then that’s our target,” I decided, and then I looked around at my friends. “Let’s get up there and check it out. Teeka, you guys keep watching from above, okay?”  
 
    “Will do.” The Aviar woman nodded, and then she zipped back up to be with her friends.  
 
    “If we can, we need to take this thing out without direct conflict,” I explained. “Maybe Jemma could hit it with an arrow, and then Waeren could finish it off with his venom while it’s wounded? The one thing we don’t want is to try and sword fight a freaking giant jaguar.”  
 
    “That sounds like a plan,” Jemma agreed. “If we’re lucky, Waeren might not even need to get involved.”  
 
    The seven of us went into full-stealth mode as we crept up the side of the snowy mountain peak. We didn’t see the snowpouncer until we were right up on it, and at that point, I let out a hushed gasp and instantly motioned for my friends to halt.  
 
    The damn thing’s camouflage worked like a freaking charm, and it was only about fifty feet away from us when its spots appeared against the powdery snow.  
 
    I could see why everyone feared these things.  
 
    The snowpouncer was the size of a rhinoceros, with thick, shaggy white fur dotted by small flecks of black. Its fur came out around its body at an angle, similar to a yak, but its most deadly features were anything but hidden.  
 
    Two giant, oversized fangs protruded out of the snowpouncer’s mouth and curled upward like an elephant’s tusks. All around the fangs were smaller, triangular teeth that looked like they could crush a boulder without much resistance, and at the end of the creature’s meaty paws were claws the size of steak knives. Our target walked with a slow, slinky gait, and I didn’t even hear the sound of the snow that crunched under its feet.  
 
    I gave Jemma a silent look, and the Niralope woman placed an arrow in her bowstring. I held my breath as the auburn-haired beauty raised the arrow up to her eye, pulled it back, and took aim.  
 
    The seconds seemed to last hours as Jemma tracked the beast. The tension continued to mount until--  
 
    One of the Aviar women above let out a shrill, panicked caw.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I hissed as the snowpouncer before us glanced upward.  
 
    Jemma used the distraction to her advantage, and she released her arrow straight at the snowpouncer’s neck. There was a sudden spray of blood as the projectile hit its mark, and the creature let out a gurgled hiss as it stumbled over and then fell to the ground, where it proceeded to twitch as it bled out.  
 
    “Way to go, Jemma!” Mira proclaimed. “Nice shot!”  
 
    All five of the Aviar women swooped down and landed next to us as we began to celebrate our victory.  
 
    “Quick thinking,” I admitted to the flock. “If it wasn’t for your distraction--”  
 
    “That wasn’t a distraction,” Nevar retorted. “It was a warning.”  
 
    “What are you--”  
 
    “The creature you see there?” Kwah explained. “The one you just killed? It was a distraction. There are fourteen more snowpouncers coming straight for our position, from every direction.”  
 
    “Son of a bitch…” I gasped as my heart fell into my knees. “It was a trap. These fucking oversized leopards set up a trap for us.”  
 
    “What do we do, Ben?” Batari demanded. “Do we run?”  
 
    “We can’t go back to the dragons empty-handed,” I said. “If we do that, we’re as good as dead.”  
 
    “If we stay here, we’re also as good as dead,” Nevar reminded me.  
 
    “Well…” I sighed. “Then I guess it’s better to go down fighting, then.”  
 
    “Are-- Are you crazy?” Nevar scoffed.  
 
    “Sometimes I wonder.” I shrugged as I turned to the horizon.  
 
    As I did so, I saw what the Aviars had warned us about. There was a snowpouncer dashing across the snowy landscape, and another one about one-hundred feet to its left. Another snowpouncer came at us from one-hundred feet to the left of that one, and the pattern continued eleven more times.  
 
    They had us surrounded.  
 
    “T-Tembori’s tusks,” Batari sputtered. “And here I thought the Skudawar was clever.”  
 
    “You guys and Zerandrie can save yourselves,” I announced to the Aviars and the Morpho woman. “Just fly out of here, and you’ll be safe.”  
 
    “I’m not leaving you behind, Ben,” Kwah protested.  
 
    “Sister…” Nevar trailed off. “I know he is our friend, but we are the last of our kind. We cannot--”  
 
    “He’s the father of my child!” Kwah hissed. “His baby is growing inside of me, and I do not want my kid to grow up without a father like we did. I’m staying, and I’m going to make sure Ben gets out of this alive!”  
 
    Nevar’s mouth fell agape, but she didn’t really have time to process her thoughts.  
 
    “They’re gaining on us, Nevar,” Maca announced. “What are your commands?”  
 
    The raven-haired Aviar took a deep breath before she turned to face her loyal subjects.  
 
    “I am staying with my sister,” she confirmed. “You three are free to go if you wish, but I will not abandon Kwah. Or her future hatchling.”  
 
    “Then we’re staying, too.” Teeka confirmed.  
 
    “Noble,” Sela noted. “But probably not wise.”  
 
    “Everybody keep your eyes on one of these bastards,” I called out. “They’re hard enough to take down one-on-one… If two of them come at you, you’re toast.”  
 
    “It didn’t seem too hard to me,” Jemma mumbled as she readied another arrow.  
 
    “Go for the stomach, if you can,” Nacut explained. “Any time we’ve been able to force a snowpouncer to retreat, it was because we attacked its stomach.”  
 
    “If you can,” Kwah added. “I’m still surprised you lived to tell that tale, Nacut. Usually, when somebody gets that close to a snowpouncer’s belly, it’s already too late for them.”  
 
    “Think of all your training,” I reminded my crewmates. “And whatever you do… Don’t let them get you with those claws or teeth.”  
 
    The fourteen snowpouncers continued to rocket toward us, and all we could do was prepare for an all-out assault.  
 
    Jemma unleashed an arrow at her snowpouncer when it got close, but this time her projectile wasn’t quite on the mark. The arrow stabbed into the right shoulder of the feline, who let out a snarl as it fell to the ground and skidded across the snow.  
 
    Then the beasts closed the gap.  
 
    I let out a battle cry as I lunged toward an incoming beast and stabbed my sword at its noggin. The snowpouncer snarled as it ducked out of the way, and I fell back onto the ground seconds before its razor-sharp claws disemboweled me.  
 
    I used the opportunity to counter, and I flipped my sword around like a helicopter blade. The crystal weapon struck the giant cat right at the wrist, and his paw flew from his front leg with a spray of blood.  
 
    The creature let out a wail of agony as it lunged forward with its teeth, and I rolled out of the way in a flash. As I rolled, I lashed out with my sword again, but this time the beast was too quick.  
 
    The snowpouncer bit down on my sword hard, and then it jerked its mouth around to the left and sent me tumbling across the snow like a ragdoll. I could see the beast running toward me in brief flashes as I careened through the powdery snow, and I knew I wouldn’t even have a second to recover before it was on me.  
 
    Before I even came to a halt, I curled myself up into a ball, slammed my boots down into the ground as hard as I could, and launched myself away from the snowpouncer.  
 
    I heard a muffled crash in the snow behind me as I jumped, and when I rolled upright again I turned to see the snowpouncer stood where I’d just been.  
 
    Blood gushed from the snowpouncer’s stump and painted the snow crimson as it hobbled forward, teeth bared. Its yellow eyes were nothing but slits as it snarled at me, and then the beast began to wiggle its rear like a playing housecat.  
 
    Of course, in this case, I was the catnip mouse about to be ripped apart.  
 
    Then the snowpouncer sprang into the air, and I only had seconds to make my move.  
 
    If I was having this much trouble with the snowpouncer, I couldn’t imagine how the rest of the crew was doing. They needed my help, and I couldn’t do jack shit if I was tied up with my own murder kitten.  
 
    I had to make a stand, even if it was a terrible fucking idea, so I didn’t run or dodge. Instead, I charged forward with my sword at the ready.  
 
    Nacut’s words rang true in my head as I fell down to the ground and slid across the snow.  
 
    Go for the belly.  
 
    I stabbed my sword upward as I slid underneath the beast, and my blade sliced open its belly like a water balloon. The snowpouncer snarled as its white fur was split apart straight down the middle, and its guts fell free from its body like the world’s worst pinata.  
 
    The snowpouncer landed straight down in the pile of its own viscera and twitched as the life drained from its eyes. Its tongue flopped out of its mouth as steam hissed off its exposed organs, and it only took a few seconds for it to go limp.  
 
    Two down, thirteen to go.  
 
    It gave me just a little bit of satisfaction knowing I’d already technically completed the test. However, that wasn’t gonna do me any good if none of us actually lived to talk about it.  
 
    I twirled my sword in my hands as I ran back toward the group, and I already knew who was gonna need my help the most.  
 
    Try as he might, Jonas wasn’t putting up much of a fight against the beast that pursued him. The soothsayer was zig-zagging around the snow full-tilt, and he only occasionally stopped to turn around and swipe at the air behind him. Meanwhile, the snowpouncer was hot on his trail, and he kept only missing the soothsayer by inches.  
 
    Yeah, Jonas definitely needed some assistance.  
 
    I ran at the beast and let out a long, loud whistle to see if I could draw its attention to me. Sure enough, the snowpouncer skidded to a stop and whipped his head around. This particular creature was more muscular than the rest, and he had a rabid look in his eyes as drool spittled out of his mouth.  
 
    Without another moment’s hesitation, the large snowpouncer changed his trajectory and bounded toward me.  
 
    Mother fucker.  
 
    I ran toward the beast, and I was completely prepared to try the same move I’d used on the last snowpouncer, but when I fell to the ground to slide, I made a horrific discovery.  
 
    There were some large rocks underneath the snow, and my body hit them as I slid and skidded to a stop instantly.  
 
    The giant snowpouncer’s shadow appeared above me, and I instinctively held my sword straight up in the air. There was a sickly schluck as my weapon stabbed through the monster’s throat from below, though he continued to snarl and snap as he slid down the blade. His breath reeked of rotten meat, and bits of his spit and metallic blood sprayed out onto me as gravity pulled him down my sword. Then, just inches before his teeth reached my face, the snowpouncer went limp.  
 
    “H-Holy shit!” I gasped with relief when I saw the beast was dead.  
 
    “Let me help you, Draco Rex!” Jonas offered as he ran over and threw his entire body weight against the side of the dead beast.  
 
    Between the two of us, we were able to roll the snowpouncer’s corpse onto its side, and I slid out from under its weight.  
 
    “Thanks for that, Jonas,” I panted and wiped off my sword.  
 
    “Thank you, Draco Rex.” Jonas smiled. “If not for you, I’d be cat food right about now.”  
 
    “If we don’t act quickly, so will the rest of our friends,” I noted as I pointed to the other cats. “Jemma seems to be keeping hers at bay with her arrows, and the Aviars are doing pretty well thanks to their wings. The others need some serious help.”  
 
    “I’ll go and help Sela,” Jonas announced.  
 
    “Uh… What exactly are you going to do?” I raised an eyebrow at the soothsayer.  
 
    “I may not be the best warrior, Draco Rex,” the dark-haired man chuckled. “But if there is one thing I am good at doing, it is acting as bait. Over here, you oversized clucker chicken!”  
 
    Jonas took off like a bat out of Hell as he waved his arms above his head.  
 
    Fucking shit. He may have been old, but at least he still had a lot of heart.  
 
    I surveyed the battlefield and quickly deduced Mira was the one in most desperate need of my assistance.  
 
    Waeren and Valea had double-teamed one of the snowpouncers, and the two of them seemed to be keeping it at bay. They weren’t winning the fight, per se, but at least they weren’t losing it, either.  
 
    Then there was Malak. The gray-haired Coonag woman sat atop her snowpouncer and rode it like a bucking bronco. The white leopard creature tried to shake her off every way it could, but her stone axe was buried deep into its shoulder, and the raccoon-lady wasn’t going anywhere. The beast’s eyes were wide with desperation and fear as it howled and snarled.  
 
    Of course. Leave it to the Coonag woman to actually strike fear into the heart of the island’s most deadly predator.  
 
    Mira it was.  
 
    I ran toward the snowpouncer as I watched it lash out at Mira. The golden-scaled beauty stabbed her spear into the ground, jumped up out of the way of the incoming attack, and then proceeded to kick her opponent in the side of the jaw.  
 
    The snowpouncer let out a furious roar as he turned back to the dragonkin warrior, but she was already on the move. Mira flipped forward and dodged away from the creature’s deadly jaws, and she didn’t stop moving as the creature chased her with a feral glare in its eyes.  
 
    If I played my cards right, maybe I wouldn’t even need to face this creature head-on.  
 
    “Mira?” I called out to my lover via our dragonbond. “I’m coming to help, but I need you to keep that thing facing away from me, okay?”  
 
    That shouldn’t be a problem! Mira huffed as she ducked under a swipe of the monster’s paw.  
 
    The dragonkin warrior continued to sprint away from her pursuer, and I made my move. My enhanced agility allowed me to close the gap in no time at all, and soon I was right up on the beast.  
 
    I held my breath as I sprang forward, lifted my sword in the air, and landed right on the snowpouncer’s back, and the second my legs touched the spotted fur of the beast, I plunged my blade as hard as I could into his spine.  
 
    The snowpouncer let out a hissing roar as blood splattered out of his fresh wound, but I hadn’t quite made the killing blow I’d been hoping for. Instead, the fucker tried to buck me off like a mechanical bull at a country bar, and I was forced to hold onto the hilt of my weapon for dear life.  
 
    My internal organs jostled around inside my body as I was tossed up and down, but I refused to let go.  
 
    If this thing had its attention all on me, it wouldn’t be going after Mira. And honestly, that was all I was trying to accomplish right now.  
 
    With the beast distracted, Mira twirled around and went on the offensive. The dragonkin warrior let out a battle cry as she thrust her spear straight into the bastard’s side, and he snarled as he fell face-first into the snow.  
 
    Now was my chance.  
 
    I quickly pulled out my pink-stone dagger and then reached around to the front of the beast’s throat. I gritted my teeth as I dragged the blade across his jugular, and I cringed when I heard a sickly slicing noise.  
 
    Crimson blood gushed out from the snowpouncer’s throat as he began to gurgle and twitch. Soon, his gurgled cries faded into silence, and the snowpouncer went completely limp.  
 
    “I thought these were supposed to be dragon killers?” Mira noted as she nudged the beast’s corpse. “I’ve seen orcs with more fight in them.”  
 
    “Well, we did bring a small army with us, and we’re pretty badass,” I chuckled as I flicked the blood of my dagger.  
 
    “Mira! Ben!” Jonas screamed from across the battlefield. “Assistance is needed!”  
 
    We both looked over to see Jonas running around like a chicken with his head cut off. A snowpouncer was hot on his heels, and Sela was chasing down the oversized pussycat.  
 
    Mira and I took off toward the soothsayer and his stalker, but we split up when we got a bit closer. Mira picked up her spear and held it like it was a javelin, and she skidded to a stop, closed one eye, and began to track the snowpouncer across the powdery landscape. Then, in one swift motion, Mira hurled the weapon forward and smirked as she watched it hit its mark.  
 
    The spear stabbed straight through the bottom of the snowpouncer’s chest, and he let out a yowl as he collapsed to the ground. The beast’s legs curled up into his chest as his eyes rolled back in his head, and he flopped over to the side like a dead fish.  
 
    And then there were ten.  
 
    “I could have handled that,” Sela scoffed.  
 
    “Yeah.” I shrugged. “But why not speed up the process?”  
 
    When we turned back to the rest of the chaos, Malak was still atop her snowpouncer, while Waeren defended his owner Valea like a loyal pit bull.  
 
    “Malak!” Mira chuckled. “Quit playing around and help us!”  
 
    “Fine, fiiiiiinnnnnnne,” Malak sighed.  
 
    The gray-haired Coonag woman then pulled the stone axe out of the monster’s back, raised it above her head, and took a swipe at the snowpouncer. There was a sickly crunching sound as the blade passed through the beast’s neck, and then a spray of blood as his noggin was separated from his shoulders. Malak stood atop the creature like a surfer as his body hit the ground and slid, all while it gushed blood like a macabre Old Faithful.  
 
    “Whoa.” I whistled. “Maybe we should have brought more Coonag women along. This battle would have been over an hour ago.”  
 
    “Where do you need me, guys?” Malak asked as she skittered over to our position.  
 
    “Well,” I admitted. “There’s a fuck-ton of these bastards over there trying to eat Zerandrie and the Aviars… That’s probably a good place to start.”  
 
    “Wohooooooo!” The Coonag woman raised her axe above her head like a caveman and then took off toward the chaos.  
 
    “Jemma looks like she could use some help,” Mira noted as she pointed to the Niralope. “She’s almost out of arrows.”  
 
    Sure enough, the auburn-haired beauty only had three more projectiles in her quiver. She rolled across the snow before she drew an arrow from her back, placed it in the string, and let it fly. The projectile struck the snowpouncer in the leg, and he growled as he temporarily fell down on three knees.  
 
    However, the beast was quick to get back up again.  
 
    “Flank the fucker,” I commanded, and then Mira and I took off in separate directions.  
 
    Mira ran off to the left, while I ran off to the right. Soon, Jemma let loose her final arrow, which the snowpouncer shrugged off like it was nothing, and as the Niralope reached back to grab another projectile, her eyes went wide.  
 
    “Hold on, Jemma!” Mira reassured the deer-woman. “Backup is here!”  
 
    Mira flipped her spear up so she was holding it above her head, and then she threw it at the snowpouncer like an Olympic javelin thrower. The weapon stabbed into the monster’s back leg, and he collapsed down onto the ground in a heap.  
 
    The beast staggered back up to his feet a moment later, though he was now wobbly and disoriented.  
 
    The perfect combination for a finishing blow.  
 
    I let out a battle cry as I ran into the beast’s side at full speed, with my sword facing out. The seaglass blade pierced his flesh like it was nothing, and the snowpouncer let out a soft whine as the life drained from his eyes. Still, I wasn’t gonna take any chances, so I dragged the sword across his exposed abdomen, and the monster’s intestines spilled out onto the ground with a steamy hiss.  
 
    “Ahahahahahahaha!” Malak cackled from afar, and we all heard a wet crack.  
 
    We turned around to see bits of bone and teeth fly out of a snowpouncer’s mouth, alongside blood and saliva. The creature fell into the snow, where Malak then proceeded to smash in his skull with the blunt side of her axe.  
 
    “I think she’s got things under control over there,” I admitted.  
 
    “That’s great!” Batari huffed to the south. “Because I could really, really use some help right about now.”  
 
    The Cero woman twirled her spear-sword in front of her body in swift, acrobatic motions, almost like she was holding a pair of nun chucks, and the motions seemed to keep the snowpouncer at bay since it just stood there with a snarl on its face and a tilted head.  
 
    It was looking for a lull in Batari’s defenses. One little mistake or misstep, and it would strike.  
 
    “I’ve got this one,” Jemma declared as she pulled one of her arrows out of the nearby snowpouncer corpse. “I won’t even need a second arrow.”  
 
    I watched as the Niralope woman strutted over to the scene with narrowed eyes, and then she placed the arrow in her bow, pulled back the string, and took aim.  
 
    The snowpouncer didn’t even notice her until it was too late.  
 
    Jemma let the arrow go, and it rocketed across the landscape like a deadly shot of crystal death. It struck the snowpouncer at the bottom of his neck, and blood sprayed out of his body like a firehose as his jugular was sliced open. The snowpouncer roared with pain as he fumbled at the wound on his neck, and that was when Batari made her move.  
 
    The Queen Mother ran forward, spun around, and then came up with her spear-sword straight up through the snowpouncer’s jaw. There was a gnarly squelch as her spear popped up through the top of the creature’s head, and its tongue flopped out of his mouth as he went limp.  
 
    “Way to fucking go,” I congratulated the rest of the team. “Now, go help the Aviars and Zerandrie while I go and help Valea.”  
 
    “On it.” Mira nodded, and then she motioned for the other two to follow her.  
 
    As they ran off toward the now-dwindling crowd of snowpouncers, I turned back to the one attacking Valea and Waeren.  
 
    I already had an idea on how to make this fight more even.  
 
    “How’s it going?” I asked the Spindrel woman as I ran up beside her and held my sword at the ready. “Looks like you guys are doing a pretty good job over here.”  
 
    “We’re doing our best,” Valea huffed. “This creature’s auras are very, very negative.”  
 
    “Who would have guessed that?” I joked. 
 
    “Not me.” The blonde woman smirked.  
 
    The snowpouncer let out a growl as it lurched forward with its jaws open wide, and Valea, Waeren, and I all darted off in different directions just as the creature’s fangs snapped at the spot we’d just been standing. As we ran, Valea and I both turned around and took a swing at the beast.  
 
    There were two small sprays of blood as our weapons made contact, but it was nothing major.  
 
    In fact, it probably just pissed him off even more.  
 
    We had to make the next strike count, and I knew just how to do that.  
 
    “Hey, Waeren, buddy,” I said as I held out my sword. “I know this is kind of a weird suggestion, but… Can you bite my sword? Like, bite it as if you were trying to kill it.”  
 
    The slaughtertooth raised a feathered eyebrow in my direction, but he didn’t seem to protest. Instead, he opened up his beak to reveal several rows of razor-sharp, deadly teeth that dripped with purple venom. Waeren bit down on my seaglass blade hard, and the weapon seemed to hold up from the pressure of his bite.  
 
    Several drops of the deadly poison dripped off my sword, and I went into attack-mode when I saw the snowpouncer coming back for me. As it pounced up into the air, I rolled away to the left. Then I spun around, swung my sword, and tore open a slight gash in his arm.  
 
    That was all I needed.  
 
    Thanks to the slaughtertooth venom, the snowpouncer’s leg instantly collapsed underneath his weight. He began to twitch violently as he went down, but apparently that wasn’t satisfying enough for Waeren.  
 
    The feathery beast let out a hiss as he lunged forward and clamped his jaws right on the snowpouncer’s nose. I watched in awe as his teeth injected nearly a gallon of the deadly venom into his opponent’s flesh, and the poor snowpouncer began to convulse wildly.  
 
    Dark-green foam started to spew out of the creature’s mouth as he gurgled on his own spit, and his eyes bulged out of his skull. Soon, his body started to bloat up like a balloon, and he let out a pained groan as he shed his mortal coil.  
 
    Ten down, five to go.  
 
    There was a dull thud behind us, and another snowpouncer head went rolling by.  
 
    Make that four to go.  
 
    By the time Valea, Waeren, and I had gotten back to the rest of the group, there was another snowpouncer corpse littering the ground.  
 
    The Aviars had now gone on the offensive, and they swooped down and lashed out with their raptor-like talons. Each time they dive-bombed the creatures, they seemed to draw blood or leave a large mark, but the beasts were still standing.  
 
    That wasn’t gonna be the case for long.  
 
    “Who wants an assist?” I asked the Aviars as I ran at the snowpouncers.  
 
    As soon as I got close enough, I slid along the ground and took a hearty swing at one monster’s back left leg. It came off with a spray of gore, and the beast snarled in agony as he tried to shift his weight, but before he could do so, Waeren’s jaws snapped shut on his rump. The snowpouncer whipped his lower body back and forth as he tried to shake off the slaughtertooth, but it was no use.  
 
    Waeren was stuck on the fucker like a tick.  
 
    Soon, the snowpouncer grew weak, and he collapsed onto the ground in a fit of convulsions.  
 
    “We outnumber them now!” Nevar declared. “Aviars, pin that fuzzy fool down!”  
 
    The other four bird-women instantly zipped down to the ground. Each one of them lashed out at the snowpouncer with their deadly talons, and they hit him square in the face. As the creature reared his head back in pain, the ladies sprang up, slammed their bodies into his gut, and knocked him flat on his back. Before the snowpouncer could even make a move, the Aviars took his paws in their talons and pressed them firmly against the snow. 
 
    Nevar cawed loudly as she swooped down and twisted her body so her legs were in front of her. She stabbed her talons into the snowpouncer’s abdomen and then continued her trajectory forward. As she did so, steam escaped his newly-eviscerated stomach, and he wailed horrifically as his organs splurted out like the world’s most macabre volcano. Within seconds the fucker’s tongue flopped out of his mouth, and he rolled over, dead.  
 
    And then there was one.  
 
    Suddenly I heard a loud roar of pain, followed by a horrified scream.  
 
    “Ben!” Mira cried out. “The snowpouncer… It got Sela!”  
 
    I twisted my head around to see the beautiful, green-scaled dragonkin warrior laying on the ground with her hand on her chest. Her attacker snarled as it crept toward Sela with its teeth bared and fully intent on finishing the job.  
 
    Not on my watch.  
 
    “Hey, asshole!” I called out as I charged toward the final snowpouncer, but he was quick on the draw.  
 
    The beast flipped up into the air as he lashed out with his claws, and I just barely ducked down before he took off my head. I continued forward as he landed and then stabbed my sword up into his chest. The blade pierced his flesh without much issue, but it had apparently missed his heart.  
 
    The monster let out a roar as it reared back and opened its jaws wide, ready to devour me whole.  
 
    “Ben!” Zerandrie called out.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her folded-up fan-blade flying right at me, so I reached up and snatched it out of the sky, and then I jammed it straight up into the snowpouncer’s soft palate. It let out a surprised gasp when the spike stabbed through its flesh and out through its head, and then another when I popped the damn thing open.  
 
    The fucker’s entire snout was sliced off his head, and all he could do was gurgle helplessly as he went into shock. His tongue and lower jaw were still attached, and the bright red appendage flopped around aimlessly as his eyes rolled back in his skull.  
 
    Never in my life had I wanted to scream “Fatality” more than at this very moment.  
 
    Finally, the snowpouncer collapsed to the ground and went limp.  
 
    It was over.  
 
    We’d killed not one, not two, but fifteen of these so-called “unkillable” beasts.  
 
    “Did-- did we just win?” Kwah smiled from ear to ear as she looked around.  
 
    “I think we did, sister!” Nevar declared as she threw her arms around the brown-haired beauty. “All thanks to the Draco Rex and his crew!”  
 
    “All hail the Draco Rex!” Teeka announced.  
 
    “Don’t hail me yet…” I said as I looked to Sela in a panic. “Sela? Are you alright?”  
 
    “B-Ben?” I heard the dragonkin’s voice ask weakly. 
 
    “Sela!” I gasped as dashed over to the fallen warrior. “Sela, how bad did it get you?”  
 
    “W-Well…” she groaned through gritted teeth. “Pretty bad.”  
 
    I froze in my tracks when I saw the dark stains in the snow.  
 
    Blood.  
 
    Sela’s blood.  
 
    The moss-scaled warrior laid there with her entire lower body covered in the white powder. Her broken spear jutted out of the ground beside her, and she weakly tried to reach for me.  
 
    Worst of all, however, was her chest.  
 
    The dragonkin woman had a giant gash across her chest, and it was oozing blood by the second.  
 
    “Sela!” I cried out as I ran over and pulled her out of the snow. “Shitshitshit. Sela, it’s gonna be alright, okay? I know basic first-aid, so we can get you all healed up…”  
 
    “Ben…” Sela’s emerald eyes were full of fear. “I-It hurts, Ben…”  
 
    “I know, I know,” I reassured her as I kissed her gray-blue hair. “We’re gonna help you get better.”  
 
    “Oh, Gods…” Jonas gasped when he saw the state of our friend and his granddaughter.  
 
    “Just hold tight,” I reassured the dragonkin woman as I reached down and sliced off a massive part of my shirt. “We need to get the wound cleaned up and then stitched closed. I know this isn’t the most sterile thing in the world, but it’ll at least soak up some of the blood. Mira? Can you get into my backpack? I think that healing cream from Talise and Anora is still in there…”  
 
    Mira walked over behind me, opened up my knapsack, and fumbled around until she pulled out a small bag the size of a baseball.  
 
    “Is this it?” she asked as she handed it to me.  
 
    “Yep.” I nodded to confirm. “I’m sorry, Sela… This might hurt a little bit.”  
 
    Then I popped open the bag, scooped up some of the white cream in my fingers, and began to rub it over Sela’s blue skin.  
 
    “Oshuna’s left labia, that hurts!” she blurted out as she slammed her fist into the snowy ground.  
 
    “I’m sorry!” I said as I continued.  
 
    After a few seconds of rubbing, Sela’s head began to rock back and forth woozily. Then she slumped back against the ground, closed her eyes, and passed out.  
 
    “Is she going to be okay?” Mira asked.  
 
    “She’s passed out from the pain,” I explained. “But she’ll be fine once she wakes up. I think Anora said the paste would heal wounds, but I don’t want to take any chances, so can you get into the backpack and grab the needle and thread in there?”  
 
    Mira dug around in the bag for another second or two before she finally pulled out a little orc figure made out of fabric and stuffed with straw. Two bone sewing needles had been jabbed into both sides of its skull, and the thread was tied around his throat. The figure’s eyes were little “X”s, and its tongue hung out of its mouth.  
 
    “Cute,” Mira grumbled as she handed it to me.  
 
    “It was Talise’s idea,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    Thankfully, Sela had already passed out, so she didn’t react when I pressed the end of the needle into the upper “lip” of her wound. I tied the string into the eye of the needle and slowly, methodically sewed the two flaps of flesh back together. Once I was finished, I used my dagger to cut the string off, and then I put everything back into the bag.  
 
    “There,” I sighed. “She should be alright now. She just needs to get some rest.”  
 
    “I can’t believe what just happened,” Nacut explained. “We’ve never killed a snowpouncer before today. Now, we have aided in the demise of fifteen of them!”  
 
    “You’re acting a litttttllle too happy about all this death and destruction, Nacut,” Teeka giggled. “Don’t tell me you’ve finally snapped.”  
 
    “It’s just… a good feeling.” Nacut nodded. “I feel like I have finally avenged all of our flockmates who lost their lives to the claws and fangs of these monsters.”  
 
    “You have avenged them, Nacut,” Nevar agreed as she placed her hand against the back of Nacut’s head and pressed their foreheads together. “They are looking down on you today from the great nest in the sky, smiling as brightly as the sun.”  
 
    “Well,” Mira noted as she looked around the battlefield, “I don’t think it’ll be too hard to get a single pelt back to the council.”  
 
    “Let’s hurry up and get these things skinned, then,” I announced. “I don’t want to be up here any longer than we have to be, especially if there are more of these guys hiding up at the peak of the mountain or something.”  
 
    My friends and I all got to work peeling the hide off these snowpouncers, and we were careful to preserve them as best as we could. Of course, it was kinda difficult to “preserve” them when several of them were missing their heads, or other parts of their bodies.  
 
    The entire process took about an hour, but when we were finally done we loaded the pelts up into my knapsack and headed back toward Yoglin and Daunark. Teeka and Nacut helped by carrying the injured Sela, who was still far too weak to move on her own.  
 
    When the two dragons saw us approaching, they looked completely dumbfounded.  
 
    “That’s right,” Jonas laughed. “We survived. All of us.”  
 
    Yoglin and Daunark exchanged an impressed glance, and then they both let out a chuff. The dragons nodded their heads back down the mountainside before they turned around and began to slowly descend over the cliffside.  
 
    We followed them cautiously, and this time we simply decided it would be best to just climb down rather than worry about the logistics of flying. The journey took us about an hour and a half, but soon we arrived back at the mouth of the cave where we’d started.  
 
    Jemma! Tirian smiled when he saw his bondmate. You’re alive!  
 
    “Of course, I am,” the Niralope teased her dragon. “Did you really think I was going to make you go off and find another bondmate?”  
 
    Dear one… George smiled at me longingly, and I could see his large eyes were full of happy tears.  
 
    “I told you I’d bring us all back in one piece,” I reminded the water dragon.  
 
    “So?” Atrix’s deep voice demanded. “It appears most of you are covered with blood, and your friend there is obviously injured… Is the council to assume you retreated, and thus failed your test?”  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile as I pulled the knapsack off my back, popped it open, and then yanked out the pelts. The look on Atrix’s face was priceless when I tossed almost fifteen full snowpouncer pelts down at his feet, one at a time. Finally, once the last one was thrown, I looked up into his dark eyes.  
 
    “You tell me.” I smirked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    “H-How is this possible?” Atrix stammered as his eyes bulged. “You killed all of these snowpouncers?”  
 
    “That’s right.” I nodded firmly. “My crew and I took out fifteen of the furry bastards.”  
 
    The rest of the dragons on the Council began to chuff, chatter, and grunt amongst themselves, until Atrix finally spoke up.  
 
    “Order, my friends!” the rock dragon bellowed. “I will be the first to admit this is quite an impressive feat, but we must confirm it.”  
 
    “Confirm it?” I growled. “There are fifteen pelts right in front of your blind eyes! What more confirmation do you need?”  
 
    “Did Benjamin Whitfield and his friends actually kill these beasts?” Atrix asked Yoglin and Daunark.  
 
    The ice dragon and the thorn dragon both nodded in confirmation, and Atrix blinked rapidly like he was taken aback. He shook his head furiously atop his elongated neck, but eventually his disbelief turned into an amused chuckle.  
 
    Oh, dear, Bungal gasped. I always feared this day would come… Atrix is going mad. It is time to rise up, my brothers and sisters!  
 
    Atrix’s face turned to a scowl, and he shot Bungal a glare that could peel paint off a wall. Bungal’s eyes bulged out of his head, and he crossed his stubby arms across his chest as he faded back into the crowd.  
 
    “It is settled, then.” The rock dragon nodded. “Benjamin Whitfield… You have passed all three of the Council’s tests. There is no longer any doubt you have the blood of dragons coursing through your veins. Thus, it is with the utmost pleasure that I welcome you to the Council of Dragons!”  
 
    The second the words left Atrix’s mouth, the rest of the Council broke out in a chorus of happy chuffs. Then, after a few seconds of their excitement, their expressions all turned somber.  
 
    Ohhhhhh! Bungal clapped his hands together and shot me a toothy smile. This is always my favorite part!  
 
    “Come, my new friends,” Atrix proposed as he took a step backward. “Come, and accept your new place amongst your peers.”  
 
    My friends and I, including the four dragons, took a step forward, and as we did so, the rest of the Council formed a large circle around our position. Then, once they were all set, they lowered their heads and began a synchronized dragon hum.  
 
    The sound was soothing and calm, to the point where I was just about lulled off to sleep right then and there. The dragons’ hum joined together to form a perfect symphony, and the acoustics of the cave caused the sound to reverberate back at us like a Gregorian chant in a monastery.  
 
    Eventually, the dragons all went silent and raised their heads back up, and I noticed each and every one of them was smiling.  
 
    “I am sorry for the hostility earlier, Benjamin Whitfield,” Atrix apologized. “You must understand we are very protective of our dwindling species, particularly with the ever-expanding threat of the green men.”  
 
    “Orcs,” I corrected. “They’re called ‘orcs,’ and we all hate the fuckers, too. Trust me, I want nothing more than to wipe them all off the face of this world.”  
 
    “That is actually why we came to you in the first place,” Mira added.  
 
    “It is?” Atrix raised a rocky eyebrow. “You wished to recruit us into your army?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” I admitted. “But, I mean, if you’re offering…”  
 
    “That is a given, Benjamin Whitfield.” Atrix smiled. “You are a member of this Council now. Should you ever need our assistance, simply call on us, and we will be there.”  
 
    “Well, shit.” I whistled. “It’s that easy? Maybe we should have come to you guys earlier.”  
 
    “Not without the dragons,” Jonas chuckled nervously. “If it weren’t for our dragon friends, I’m not sure how far we would have made it.”  
 
    “I’m sure you would have been fine,” Jemma noted. “You went on all sorts of adventures before you had Tirian and Swaer and Bungal. And Huwar. I always forget about Huwar.”  
 
    Maybe if he’d get off his lazy butt and come on the ship with us, Swaer grumbled. I swear, that dragon is the most sedentary creature I’ve ever met.  
 
    “So, what is it you came to us about, besides these orc men?” Atrix questioned. “I remember you mentioning something about your home?”  
 
    “Yeah.” I nodded to confirm. “We currently reside on the dragonkins’ island. There are a lot more of us, of all species and age and gender. But it’s not safe there anymore… The orcs have attacked us multiple times, and each time they get more and more bold. I’m worried if we stay there for too much longer, they’re eventually going to launch a successful invasion.”  
 
    “That is why we wish to know of a secret location,” Valea chimed in. “A location you know of that is far away from the orcs and that would not be on their maps.”  
 
    “I’m afraid I’m not sure how much help I can be.” Atrix shook his head. “I do not know what is on these orc ‘maps’ of which you speak, but--”  
 
    Before Atrix could finish his sentence, the bone dragon leaned in and let out a few raspy grunts and chuffs. Atrix nodded with a frown and amused eyes as he listened to his peer’s comments, but I couldn’t understand a single word they were saying.  
 
    “What’s going on, Bungal?” I asked the fire-breather telepathically. 
 
    That’s a brilliant idea! Bungal declared. Why didn’t I think of that?  
 
    “Think of what?” I continued, but it was too late.  
 
    “Perhaps we can help you after all, Benjamin Whitfield,” Atrix announced. “Have you ever heard of Seashuna?”  
 
    “Of course, he’s heard of Seashuna,” Mira scoffed. “What sort of a dragonkin would he be if he hadn’t?”  
 
    “That’s right,” I lied. “I totally know what Seashuna is. But, uhh… Maybe you should explain it for all the non-dragonkin here who don’t?”  
 
    “Seashuna is a gigadragon,” Atrix elaborated. “One of the last of her kind, and the only one who has been an active member of the Council for several hundreds of season cycles.”  
 
    “So, where is she, then?” Batari questioned. “Can she help us find a new home island?”  
 
    “You misunderstand, my friend.” Atrix shook his head and chuckled. “Seashuna isn’t going to help you find a new home. She is going to be your new home.”  
 
    “Okay, now I’m just lost.” Malak rubbed her chin and frowned as her black tail flitted back and forth. “We’re going to live on a dragon?”  
 
    “Precisely,” the rock dragon confirmed.  
 
    “Seashuna is a very, very well-known legend for the dragonkin people,” Jonas explained with wide eyes full of awe. “Isla can probably tell the tale in greater detail, but essentially it goes something like this… The goddess Oshuna was lonely in the vast sea, so she created a pet for herself. It was a massive dragon as large as the largest island in the ocean, but she was completely sentient. We dragonkin have always been in search of the great Seashuna, but to this day we have never found her.”  
 
    “All you had to do was ask,” Atrix chuckled.  
 
    “That still doesn’t explain how we’re going to live there,” Valea continued. “So, it’s a giant dragon. What do we eat? Where do we go for shade? How can we plant crops? Is she going to mind if we build houses on her back?”  
 
    “Seashuna’s back is an entire ecosystem all to itself,” Mira noted. “The legend states that, after years of wandering the ocean, seagulls and turtles and other beasts kept dropping things on her back. Eventually, these things turned to sand and dirt, which sprouted plants and trees.”  
 
    “So, she’s essentially a living island…” I trailed off as a smile spread across my face.  
 
    “I’m sure she wouldn’t mind you taking residence on her back,” Atrix confirmed. “You are all so small that she would barely even know you were there, and she is always willing to help out her fellow Council members.”  
 
    “But the dragonkin have been searching for years,” I sighed. “You know where to find her?”  
 
    “My friends,” Atrix laughed and shook his stony head. “The reason she has never been found by your people is because she does not wish to be found by your people. Whenever she sees a ship passing by, she buries her head and tail in the ocean and just pretends to be a regular island. I bet your people have landed on her back many times and never even knew it.”  
 
    “But she’s constantly in motion, correct?” Mira asked.  
 
    “Somebody didn’t pay attention during our history lessons,” Sela’s voice giggled weakly. “Of course, she’s always in motion.”  
 
    “Sela!” Mira gasped, and then she ran over and hugged the emerald-scaled warrior. “You’re awake.”  
 
    “And very sensitive,” Sela grunted. “Please, loosen your grip.”  
 
    “Oh,” Mira chuckled as she let go. “Sorry.”  
 
    “A living island constantly on the move,” I pondered aloud. “That sounds like the perfect place to set up a permanent home, especially if Seashuna is willing to have us.”  
 
    “I’m sure she will be, Benjamin Whitfield,” Atrix confirmed. “However, I must warn you getting to her current location is somewhat… risky.”  
 
    Of course, there’s a catch, Tirian mumbled.  
 
    “Of course,” I reiterated his sentiment. “Where do we have to go, Atrix?”  
 
    “If you wish to find Seashuna,” the rock dragon explained. “You must cross over the Tainted Sea.”  
 
    “Well, that sounds pleasant,” I snarked. “Do I even want to know why it’s called that?”  
 
    “It is where those hideous green monsters dump their waste,” Atrix sighed. “Though it was called the ‘Tainted Sea’ long before they ever rose to power.” 
 
    They call it that because they are cursed waters, Bungal jumped in. Every single island located within the Tainted Sea has no plant life, and the creatures that inhabit them are beyond anything you’ve seen in your travels so far.  
 
    “Then we won’t stop on the islands,” Mira mused. “Simple fix.”  
 
    “I’m afraid not, my friend.” Atrix shook his head. “For the islands form a large chain that can only be navigated through, rather than around.”  
 
    “How the hell did Seashuna get around them, then?” I questioned.  
 
    “She is the pet of the Ocean goddess,” Atrix grumbled. “The laws of this world do not apply to her.”  
 
    “So, we have to go to the Tainted Sea and navigate through these deadly islands?” I half-asked, half-announced. “And when we get to the other side, we’ll have a literal living island that will welcome us with open arms?”  
 
    “That is the point I was making, yes.” The rock dragon nodded.  
 
    “What do you think, Draco Rex?” Jonas asked. “Do you think it’s worth the risk?”  
 
    “What do I think, Jonas?” I smirked at the soothsayer and then looked around at my beloved crewmates. “I think we need to set sail for the Tainted Sea, ASAP! Well, actually, maybe after we all rest up from this giant battle we just had. But after that, we head toward Seashuna!”  
 
    My friends all let out a happy round of cheers at the suggestion, though I couldn’t keep down the pang of nerves I felt in the pit of my stomach.  
 
    We’d faced down killer cats, ghosts, chemical-tossing goblins, and literal dragons since I’d been crowned as the Draco Rex. Yet, for some reason, I couldn’t shake the feeling this next adventure was going to be our most dangerous one yet.  
 
    But for now, I needed to celebrate.  
 
    We’d just won a massive victory, and I was a part of the Council of Dragons. Now, should we ever need them, we had a literal small army of dragons on our side.  
 
    I didn’t know what would happen next, but for right now, everything was practically perfect.  
 
    Next stop? Seashuna, the living island.  
 
      
 
      
 
    End Book 13 
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thanks for reading Monster Girl Islands 13! I’ll start working on a book 14 when this book gets 100 reviews, so please leave me a nice review here. 
 
    Do you know I have a Patreon? It’s true, and it’s amazing. When you join, you’ll get advanced chapters of my books to read and listen to BEFORE they come out. You’ll also get advanced sketches of covers, super sexy versions of my covers, and I even have an audiobook tier where you get 3-4 audiobooks a month at a steep discount. Everyone is joining, so you should too. Click on this link right here, or search for my name on Patreon.com 
 
    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. 
 
    Copyright © 2021 by Logan Jacobs 
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