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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 
 
    “We’re almost ready to head out, Draco Rex!” the auburn-haired deer-woman, Jemma, called up from the bow of The Dragon Queen as I stood on the rocky cliffs above her.  
 
    Our quartermaster, and her dragon, Tirian, had decided to go down and do a quick inventory of our supplies before we headed home.  
 
    Meanwhile, the rest of us stood on the very bottom of the mountainous island, surrounded by the Council of Dragons and the five lethal bird-women we had met on our journey.  
 
    This is quite exciting, Benjamin, Bungal, the fat dragon, said. The next time there is a meeting of the Council, the two of us can come out here together. It will be the perfect social experience, my friend. Just two strong, eligible beasts out on the open sea… Nothing but each other’s company and the crystal-blue waves to enjoy… I truly think it will bring out the best in us.  
 
    The bone dragon let out a dry, annoyed huff, followed by a soft grumble.  
 
    “Yes, I’ll tell him,” Atrix the massive rock dragon chuckled. “Bungal… Benjamin Whitfield may now be a member of this Council, but your term ended quite some time ago. When the next meeting comes around, I’m afraid he will be the only one who is needed.”  
 
    I see. Bungal nodded, though his eyebrows were twisted upward in an expression of hurt. Perhaps I could just be a silent observer, and Benjamin’s transport? There is no use in bringing the entire ship out here to--  
 
    “Bungal,” Atrix sighed. “Your time on the Council has come and gone, my friend. Perhaps you will be chosen as a representative next cycle, but for now, Malrun represents the fire dragons.”  
 
    The red-scaled fire-breather took a few lumbering steps forward before he twisted his head toward Bungal and let out a slight growl. As he did so, smoke billowed out of both his nostrils, and Bungal took a giant step back.  
 
    I say, the fat dragon gasped. No need to be so rude about it.  
 
    “I, for one, can’t wait for my first official meeting as a member of the Council,” I said with a smile. “What the hell do you guys even talk about during these things, anyways?”  
 
    “Strategies for seclusion,” Atrix explained. “Along with potential battle strategies, cycle reports of new births and deaths, new member initiations… Outside of that, it could just be about whatever we get to talking about. This cycle’s meeting took a very unexpected turn, for example, but it was probably one of the most entertaining meetings we’ve ever had.”  
 
    “So, we have to wait an entire season cycle before we see you again?” the blue-haired warrior Sela asked. “There may be a lot that happens in between then and now. What if the orcs decide to launch an all-out war against us in that time?”  
 
    “Then we’ll crush their skulls into dust!” the overzealous, heavily pregnant Coonag, Malak, declared.  
 
    “When it comes to those dastardly green men, do not hesitate to contact us,” the rock dragon mumbled. “We wish to see them eliminated, as well, and we will gladly assist however we can.”  
 
    How will we contact you, though? Swaer asked from his perch on Batari’s shoulder. You’re all going to be spread out across the world.  
 
    “The Council has actually already deliberated on that issue, little one.” Atrix smiled down at the wind dragon from atop his rocky neck. “Ethala? Do you wish to introduce yourself?”  
 
    One of the smaller dragons of the group, the one with deep maroon scales whose spine seemed to show through the green flesh on its back, scuttled forward and gave us a smirk. The bright white spines that rested behind the dragon’s ears and on its chin were nearly crystal-esque under the rays of the sun, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at how much they made it look like an old dude with a white beard. The dragon was only about the size of a Labrador, but the firm, twisted scowl on its face told me it meant business.  
 
    However, the scowl slowly turned to a warm smile when the dragon looked around at all of us, and then it let out a few happy chuffs before it glanced in my direction and began to hum. The creature’s curved, maroon wings lowered down flat against its back as it made the joyful noise, and soon it walked over and rubbed its head up against my leg.  
 
    She really likes you, dear one, George said with a smirk.  
 
    “This is Ethala,” Atrix explained. “She is the representative of the sparrow dragons, who hails all the way from the floating isles.”  
 
    “Why is she suddenly all touchy feely?” I asked. “I thought you dragons were cautious of anyone who wasn’t your own?”  
 
    “I never knew a dragon could actually be so loving,” the Aviar leader, Nevar, scoffed.  
 
    “You are one of our own, Benjamin Whitfield,” the rock dragon said. “That argument was put to rest when you slayed fifteen snowpouncers. The Council has agreed to send a ‘live-in’ representative back with you, my friend. She will act as your point of contact with the Council in the coming season cycle, and she will also be a guide to help you find Seashuna the living island.”  
 
    “The gigadragon…” Jonas trailed off, with his eyes wide and full of wonder.  
 
    It was almost like looking at a kid who had just walked into the Magic Kingdom for the first time.  
 
    “There is only one thing left to do, then,” Atrix explained. “Ethala? Do you wish to choose your bondmate?”  
 
    “Bondmate?” Mira gasped. “You’re actually going to let one of your Council members bond with us?”  
 
    “Don’t make me regret my decision,” the rock dragon warned. “I still do not believe in the concept of a dragon being subservient to a humanoid, for any reason whatsoever. That said, I have seen how you treat your dragons. You treat them as if they are members of your own clan, as if they were your equals. And, if we wish for you to communicate with her, she must form the dragonbond with someone on your crew.”  
 
    “Not me, unfortunately.” Mira shook her head. “I’m already bonded.”  
 
    “I am, as well,” Batari said as she patted the head of the fuzzy wind dragon on her shoulder.  
 
    “What about the older man?” Atrix suggested as he nodded to Jonas. “He seems to be wise, and he seems to know much about the world of dragons.”  
 
    “I’m afraid I am not eligible,” Jonas sighed. “Dragonkin can only bond with water dragons. Unless they bear the child of the Draco Rex, of course.”  
 
    “And he definitely doesn’t have that going for him!” I laughed and slapped the soothsayer on the back. 
 
    “How about the woman with the fur-covered tail?” Atrix asked.  
 
    “Yeahhhhhh,” Malak trailed off. “No offense, but I was saving myself for a dragon that was more… big? Strong? Powerful?”  
 
    “Ethala is very powerful,” the rock dragon argued. “Though she does have quite a timid personality. Perhaps she would not be the ideal bondmate for you.”  
 
    “What about Zerandrie?” Valea, the beautiful naturalist Spindrel woman, offered. “I think she would be adorable with Ethala as her bondmate.”  
 
    “Me?” Zerandrie gasped at the sudden shift in attention. “I-I’m not--” 
 
    The frail butterfly-woman’s eyes drifted to the ground as she turned beet-red and began to stutter over her words.  
 
    “Yes, you are, my dear.” Valea grinned. “I’ve been reading your auras ever since you came out of that room with Ben. Congratulations, my dear… You will soon be the mother of a dragonkin child.”  
 
    “What?” The redhead’s eyes grew wide, but a smile twinged up her thin lips. “Y-You think I’m pregnant?”  
 
    “I know you’re pregnant,” the Spindrel woman confirmed as she placed her hands on her hips. “I’ve never read an aura wrong in my life, you know.”  
 
    “Ben?” Zerandrie looked over at me with her jaw on the floor.  
 
    “You’re pregnant!” I cheered as I ran over, scooped the slender woman up in my arms, and lifted her Dirty Dancing style. “We’re gonna be parents, Zerandrie!”  
 
    “I can’t believe it,” the butterfly-woman said as her yellow wings flapped happily. “It all happened so quickly. Well… uhhh… not the sex part. That was long and… ahh… satisfying. Ohhh, eeek!”  
 
    I lowered the blushing Morpho woman down to the ground and then kissed her passionately, but after a few seconds of sharing the love, Atrix’s booming voice let out a loud, awkward cough. We pulled away from each other, giggled playfully, and then turned back to the Council. 
 
    “Sorry,” I chuckled. “We’re just excited, that’s all.”  
 
    “It’s alright.” Atrix nodded. “We just did not wish to witness your attempt for child number two.”  
 
    “We’re pretty open about our passion in dragonkin society,” I explained. “But we’re not quite that open.”  
 
    Ethala wandered over to Zerandrie and I cautiously, like a puppy investigating a new person in their house. Then the sparrow dragon reached out her stubby snout and sniffed at us a few times before she took a few steps toward Zerandrie.  
 
    “It’s alright, little girl,” Zerandrie whispered as she stepped forward and stuck out her hand. “I won’t hurt you.”  
 
    Ethala tilted her head to the side and opened her eyes wide. Then the dragon took another step forward and placed the top of her head against Zerandrie’s open palm. The sparrow dragon looked up at Zerandrie with her small, round yellow eyes, and the butterfly-woman seemed to melt from the cuteness.  
 
    Eat your heart out, Toothless.  
 
    “I believe Ethala has chosen her bondmate,” Atrix said.  
 
    The sparrow dragon took a few steps backward before she raised her head high, and the muscles on her back began to spasm. Ethala’s body shuddered for a moment before she leaned her neck forward, opened her mouth, and spat out a maroon-colored stone onto the ground.  
 
    “It’s so beautiful…” Zerandrie murmured as she picked up the stone and cupped it in both of her hands. “Is this for me?”  
 
    Ethala let out a snort as she looked up at the Morpho woman.  
 
    “You must swallow it,” Mira explained. “And then the bond between you and the sparrow dragon will be completed.”  
 
    Zerandrie hesitated for a moment as she looked down at the stone in her possession. It was nearly the size of both her hands put together, and I was sure she was wondering how she was going to actually get that thing in her stomach. Finally, though, the redhead took a deep breath and raised the stone to her mouth, and we all watched with bated breaths as Zerandrie opened her lips wide, slid the maroon morsel onto her tongue, and then gulped it down with an uncomfortable swallow. Her face fell into a grimace, and her wings shuddered as the stone passed through her gullet.  
 
    All the while, Ethala just stood there with a tilted head and a smirk on her dark red face.  
 
    “Did-- did it work?” Zerandrie shuddered as she patted her belly.  
 
    You tell me, a fruity, feminine voice echoed through my head. I can feel your thoughts, Zerandrie. Can you feel mine?  
 
    “Yes!” the butterfly-woman gasped. “Is that you, Ethala?”  
 
    At your service. Ethala bowed. I know I am not the largest or strongest member of the Council, but I will do my best to guide you toward your new home.  
 
    “Don’t let her fool you,” Atrix chuckled. “Ethala is one of our more humble members, but she is just as deadly as myself or Bungal.”  
 
    “I can’t wait to see her in action,” I admitted. “Welcome to the crew, Ethala.”  
 
    I am glad to be here, Benjamin Whitfield, Ethala said. Especially now that I have been bonded with this sweet, lovely flower of a woman.  
 
    “Stop it,” Zerandrie giggled. “You’re gonna make me blush.”  
 
    “That usually doesn’t take much,” Kwah snickered as she elbowed her sister.  
 
    “Indeed.” Nevar frowned. “I appreciate all these new developments in your journey, Draco Rex, but there is still one thing pressing on the minds of the Aviars…”  
 
    “Really?” Kwah scoffed as she turned to her sister and shot her a dirty glare. “We’ve talked about this, Nevar. Are we really going to do this in front of everybody else?”  
 
    “Ohhhhh, boy.” The green-haired bird-woman, Teeka, whistled.  
 
    “Get ready for a show,” Maca laughed under her breath.  
 
    “I simply wanted to run the idea past everyone, and get their opinions.” Nevar shrugged. “It’s what a good Feathered Monarch would do.”  
 
    “Noooooo.” Kwah shook her head furiously, and her brownish-tan wings puffed out from her sides. “A good Feathered Monarch would keep these sorts of issues private. Maybe it’s a good thing I’m leaving, since our styles always seem to clash.”  
 
    A collective hush swept over the five Aviar women, and Kwah’s eyes went wide as she realized her Freudian slip.  
 
    “You’re leaving us, Kwah?” Nacut demanded with a frown. “Why? After all we’ve been through together?”  
 
    “It’s nothing personal,” Kwah said. “It’s just that… I am the first pregnant Aviar in a long time. I want to be able to continue our heritage, and I worry raising a child on this island is too dangerous. Then there’s the fact that I don’t want this to be the last Aviar child born, either. You’ve said it yourself many times, Nacut. Our species simply cannot continue if we remain here, even if this has been our home for several generations.”  
 
    “So, I’m guessing this means the other half of our leadership is against the idea?” Maca asked as she turned to Nevar and placed a hand on her hip.  
 
    “This island has been the home of the Aviars since the dawn of time,” Nevar argued. “I agree our prospects look grim if we stay here, but our forefathers would be mortified if they knew we were even considering leaving the island.”  
 
    “Our forefathers don’t care,” Kwah scoffed and folded her arms across her chest. “Because they are all dead.”  
 
    “Kwah!” Nevar gasped. “Do not speak of the dead in that way!”  
 
    “What?” The tan-haired woman just shrugged. “It’s true. Besides, our forefathers had no idea we would end up in this situation. If it was a choice between saving the Aviar species and sticking with tradition, I’m sure they would choose option one every single time.”  
 
    “If it helps any,” Batari offered. “My friends and I were very scared to leave our home island, as well. Much like the Aviars, the Cero people had dwelled on that island for several hundred season cycles. Yet, here I am. My loyalty to Ben and my desire to be a mother outweighed everything else. Even our sacred traditions.”  
 
    “Scandalous,” Nevar huffed under her breath.  
 
    “Hey, I have an idea!” Maca proclaimed as she clapped her hands together. “Since our leaders are torn, why don’t we put it to a vote?”  
 
    “Oh, no.” The raven-haired Aviar hung her head. “That never bodes well for my case.”  
 
    “Don’t think like that, Nevar,” Maca chuckled. “I don’t know what any of my friends here are thinking. You could easily win this one!”  
 
    “Alright,” Nevar said with a roll of her eyes. “Everybody who wishes to remain on the island, raise their hands.”  
 
    Nevar raised her right hand high in the sky, but the rest of the Aviars all kept them down, and the Feathered Monarch frowned deeply as her brown eyes looked over her subjects with fervor.  
 
    My word, Bungal said. It appears Nevar has been outvoted!  
 
    “Any abstentions?” Nevar asked in a broken tone, but she was met with nothing but shaking heads. “Okay… Who wants to leave the island and go with the Draco Rex?”  
 
    All four of the other Aviar women raised their hands, and I couldn’t help but smirk at the scene.  
 
    Of course, they wanted to come back to the dragonkin island with me. I was going to offer them a fresh start with a new, safe place to live and warm, fresh food on the table every single day. Plus, they would no longer have to indulge in just each other’s company. There would be plenty of new friends for them to make, and plenty of new adventures for them to go on. Plus, Kwah was right…  
 
    If they came back with me, I’d eagerly impregnate each and every one of them.  
 
    A huge sacrifice, but I was willing to make it.  
 
    “It looks like it’s settled, then,” Kwah said with a smug smile. “We go back with Ben. Are you ladies ready to head out to the open sea?”  
 
    “Not really,” Teeka admitted. “But you know me, always willing to try anything once.”  
 
    “Have you even asked the Draco Rex?” Nevar demanded in one last Hail Mary attempt.  
 
    “She doesn’t have to,” I said. “You are all welcome to come home with my friends and me. There’s plenty of room on our island right now, and I’m sure there will be even more when we get to Seashuna.”  
 
    “There will be,” Atrix confirmed. “Seashuna is quite literally ten times the size of the island we are standing on right now, and that is a rough estimate.”  
 
    “That sounds like plenty of room, then.” I smiled at the rock dragon. “Thank you for letting Ethala join our crew, and thank you for giving us a chance to prove ourselves.”  
 
    “I’ll second that notion,” Jonas chuckled. “Thank you for not executing us on the spot.”  
 
    “If it makes you feel any better,” Atrix mused, “I am now glad I did not. You have done something not many have done before, Benjamin Whitfield… You have shocked the Council of Dragons with your bravery, ingenuity, and pure talent. We have never quite seen a council member like you before, and we shall probably never see one again.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I bowed slightly. “I can’t even put into words what that means to me.” 
 
    “The ship is ready, guys!” Jemma’s voice called out. “Hop on whenever you want to head back home!”  
 
    “I think that’s our cue to leave,” I said as I looked over the Council one last time. “Thank you, guys.”  
 
    “Thank you, Benjamin Whitfield.” Atrix nodded. “And please, whenever you decide to finally launch an assault against the ugly green men, let us know. The Council will be there.”  
 
    “We will,” I confirmed. “When that happens, we’re gonna need all the help we can possibly get.”  
 
    “Until next time, then.” Atrix smiled.  
 
    Farewell, my loyal statesmen! Bungal declared before he sprang up into the air, caught himself on his wings, and zipped out over the water.  
 
    The rest of the crew said our goodbyes to the Council before we climbed down the side of the mountain onto The Dragon Queen.  
 
    Nevar was the last one to make the descent, and she stood at the top of the cliff and stared up at the rocky mountain for several minutes. Finally, she took a deep breath, popped out her dark wings, and fell backward. The bird-woman allowed herself to free-fall for a few feet before she spread out her feathered appendages and used them to glide down onto the deck of our ship.  
 
    “Alright, crew…” I called out to everyone aboard the vessel. “Let’s make haste! Strike the anchor, drop the sails, and let’s go home!”  
 
    My crew let out a happy cheer, but then they quickly got to work. In no time flat, the combined efforts of Sela, Batari, Swear, and George had raised our anchor off the seafloor, and then the dirty white sails fell from their masts. The sails caught the wind instantly, and The Dragon Queen lurched forward as we were pulled forward.  
 
    We were off.  
 
    The Aviar women all stood at the ship’s stern and gazed longingly at their island. It was still massive from afar, but after nearly an hour of sailing, it shrunk down until it was nothing more than a pinprick out on the horizon.  
 
    Once their homeland was out of sight, all five of the bird-women turned around and sat down on the ship, cross-legged. There they remained for the next leg of the trip, which was much smoother sailing than I would have expected.  
 
    The water around us was as blue as crystal, and the waves it gave us only came up in small, choppy thrashes. Compared to the voyage out here, this was a piece of cake.  
 
    Unfortunately, the smooth sailing didn’t last very long.  
 
    Ben? Tirian said via our dragonbond. I’ve got some bad news for you… Look off to the west.  
 
    What the fuck was it now? Another sea serpent? A giant crab-wolf mixture?  
 
    When I actually saw what was on the horizon, I froze, and my heart fell into my knees as I tensed up and swallowed a massive gulp.  
 
    There were seven flying figures of various sizes and shapes, and they all had massive leathery wings and scaly, elongated bodies.  
 
    Dragons.  
 
    The dead giveaway, though, was the largest of the bunch.  
 
    A massive dragon with golden scales that glistened in the sunlight.  
 
    “It can’t be…” I breathed.  
 
    M-Mom? Tirian blubbered. Is that really my mom, Ben?  
 
    It had to be. She looked exactly like I remembered her, and she was traveling with seven other dragons. There were seven remaining dragons in Tirian and Bungal’s clan, so it only made sense this would be them.  
 
    What really made me shit a brick, though, was the creature following them.  
 
    Behind the seven dragons was an even larger beast. Its body was long and legless, like a snake, with bright green scales. Multiple dark red feathers jutted out across its body and down its back, and atop its head was a bony, crown-shaped growth.  
 
    The creature snarled as it chased after the fire-breathers, and the fire dragons glanced back over their shoulders with panicked expressions.  
 
    I recognized this thing from the Council of Dragons. It was a feathered dragon.  
 
    And, by the looks of it, the creature wasn’t exactly a friendly face.

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “Are those the dragons I think they are?” Jemma asked over her shoulder as she stared at the scene in the distance.  
 
    Mom! Tirian laughed happily.  
 
    The dragon sprang forth from his spot atop the crow’s nest and started to fly out toward the distant figures, but Bungal quickly snatched him out of the sky with his meaty mitts.  
 
    Do not engage, Tirian, the fat brown dragon warned. Remember your mother is still in a state of madness due to the loss of her bondmate. Even if she recognizes you, there is no telling how she might react.  
 
    She’s still my mom… Tirian argued and tried to wiggle free. I’ve never even really met her.  
 
    You will in time, my dear. Ethala swooped up beside both the dragons and rubbed her head against Tirian. It’s just too dangerous right now, especially with the feathered dragon chasing them.  
 
    “I want to know where the orcs got a fucking feathered dragon,” I growled.  
 
    Are you certain he’s working for the orcs? Ethala asked.  
 
    “Well, I can’t be one-hundred percent sure,” I said. “But they’ve been after this clan of dragons for months now, and we know they already had thunder dragons and wind dragons on their side.”  
 
    On their side? the sparrow dragon scoffed. You mean those green men keep them as their slaves.  
 
    “That’s definitely a more accurate description,” I said. “Either way, we’ve seen before that the orcs have some of these dragons at their disposal, and they’ve already shown they’re willing to use them to do their dirty work.”  
 
    Horrific beasts, Ethala spat.  
 
    “What can we even do about this, Ben?” Zerandrie asked. “Getting between two groups of fighting dragons doesn’t seem like a good idea.”  
 
    “We can’t just let the situation play out,” I argued. “Even if Tirian and Bungal’s clan ends up victorious, they could be killed or severely injured by the fight. I don’t know about you, but I don’t intend to let that happen.”  
 
    Me, either, Tirian growled. I’m going to go up there and kick that feathered dragon’s rear!  
 
    He’s ten times our size, Swaer’s high-pitched voice gulped. I think he’d swallow us down like one of Hali’s coconut treats before we could even get in one swipe.  
 
    “I’m with Ben,” Malak said as she raised her stone axe toward the beasts. “We need to get in on the action!”  
 
    “She’s mad,” Nevar mumbled, to which almost everyone on the ship nodded in firm agreement.  
 
    “Not to sound like I’m doubting you or anything,” Maca chuckled as she sauntered over to my position behind the wheel. “Buttttt… What exactly are we going to do against these creatures? Without the heavy boulders or any sort of large projectiles, they will wipe us out in seconds.”  
 
    See? Swaer interjected. I knew I wasn’t the only one who thought that.  
 
    “We can still do plenty of damage,” I said. “We’ve got cannons and harpoons we can launch, plus we’ve got a few dragons of our own who can join in the fight.”  
 
    “So, what’s the plan?” Sela asked. “Because once we make our first move, the dragons will be on us in seconds.”  
 
    “Ethala?” I looked up to the floating sparrow dragon. “Bungal? You two know the other dragon species best. What the hell are we even dealing with here with the feathered dragon? Like what are their powers, and do they have any special traits we need to worry about?”  
 
    Well… the sparrow dragon trailed off. Feathered dragons have the strongest bite of any of my brethren. He is actually one of the few creatures of this world that could bite through Atrix’s flesh as if it were nothing. Then there’s the blinding lights they can emit from their eyes, mouth, and feathers.  
 
    “Is that it?” Mira scoffed. “That sounds like a fairly weak dragon, if you ask me. Just avoid his jaws and don’t look straight into his beams of light.”  
 
    “You say that as if we’re not sitting in a giant, awkwardly-moving ship that’s going up against a freaking flying serpent with the agility of a snake,” I reminded her. “There’s no way we can outmaneuver this guy, even if we wanted to.”  
 
    “Then that’s where we come in,” Kwah said. “My Aviar sisters and I can try to distract him while you get into position.”  
 
    “Sister!” Nevar gasped. “I appreciate your boldness, but do you have a death wish?”  
 
    “Do you have any better ideas?” Kwah raised an eyebrow at the second Feathered Monarch. “If we are airborne, where we are agile and swift, then we may at least stand a chance at avoiding the feathered dragon’s jaws. If all of us stay down here on the ship, we’re going to be little more than floating targets. More importantly, it will take the dragons’ eyes away from Ben and his vessel.”  
 
    “Are you sure that will work?” Nacut questioned. “We don’t even know what the Draco Rex is planning.”  
 
    “He’ll figure something out,” Kwah argued, and then she shot me a wink. “From what I’ve seen, he always does.”  
 
    “This plan sounds completely insane,” Maca said with a smirk. “I love it.”  
 
    We’ll be up there fighting with you, too, Swaer reassured the Aviar women. We won’t let those big, bad dragons gobble you up.  
 
    “Swaer says they’ll be fighting alongside you,” Batari translated for the non-dragonbonded.  
 
    “We can’t just go flying right into this.” I shook my head. “We need a plan… George? How high can you jump?”  
 
    About as high as a sapling tree, George explained. I’m afraid I’m not as light on my feet as some of my other dragon friends.  
 
    “Not from the ground,” I clarified. “How high can you jump if you come up from the water?”  
 
    I’m afraid I’m not following, dear one, George said. I-- Wait… You mean if I propel myself out of the depths like an attacking animal? 
 
    “That’s exactly what I mean,” I confirmed.  
 
    Well, if I’m doing it that way, then perhaps as high as a large palm? The water dragon changed his tone.  
 
    “Perfect.” I smirked. “Then you’ll attack from the depths so you won’t get blinded by his lights. Swaer? I want you to use your wind to disorient this bastard. Blow him off course, blast up funnels of water in his face, anything that’ll keep him away from Tirian and Bungal’s clan. Ethala, I want you to… Well, what exactly is it you sparrow dragons can do?”  
 
    Let me be the one to worry about that, Ethala said. You shall find out in due time, Draco Rex. 
 
    “Bungal and Tirian?” I asked up to the two fire-breathers. “You guys do what you do best.”  
 
    Put on a performance so powerful that his jaw is on the floor and his eyes are full of tears? Bungal tilted his head curiously.  
 
    “N-No.” I facepalmed. “Light his ass up with your fire breath.”  
 
    With pleasure, Tirian growled. Now, let me go, Bungal. Ben gave me permission to attack!  
 
    Very well, little one, Bungal sighed, and then he released his grip on the silver-scaled dragon. Do not get too overzealous.  
 
    I don’t even know what that word means, Tirian huffed as his upper lip curled back into a snarl. I just know I’m gonna make this guy pay for trying to hurt my mom.  
 
    With that, Tirian darted up into the sky and toward the feathered dragon. Bungal let out a surprised gasp before he took off after his adolescent friend, though he was much less agile and lingered about twenty feet behind Tirian at all times.  
 
    “You guys get into position, too,” I announced to the rest of my friends. “This is gonna take a coordinated effort if we want any chance at bringing this thing down and saving those fire-breathers.”  
 
    I’m on it, dear one, George said from beside the ship before I heard a loud splash, and the sea was clear enough that I could see George’s aqua-blue figure as it shot through the water and toward the upcoming battle.  
 
    Come, small one, Ethala beckoned Swaer. Let’s show them it is not size that matters.  
 
    “Be careful, Swear,” Batari warned her bondmate in the tone of a concerned mother. “We’ll be right behind you.”  
 
    The Cero woman gave the wind dragon a longing scritch under his chin before she patted him on the head and sent him on his way, and Swaer had a sad but determined look in his eyes as he unraveled himself from Batari’s arm, took to the sky, and then floated up by Ethala.  
 
    Then the two dragons turned toward the battle and zipped off like two bats out of Hell.  
 
    “Soooooo, what are we doing?” Malak asked as she cradled her baby bump in one hand and her axe in the other. “Don’t tell me we’re all just going to sit around and watch the battle from afar. Our baby needs to experience the heat of battle from an early age if he is to become a fine warrior, Ben.”  
 
    “Of course, we’re not sitting on our asses,” I said. “We’re gonna try the same technique we used on the wind dragon before. Once we get into position, we rock The Dragon Queen back and forth until the cannons can aim toward the bastard, and then we light him up.”  
 
    “What if our friends are in the way?” Sela asked.  
 
    “They won’t be,” I assured them. “Aviars? That’s where I’m gonna need some expert communication on your part. Once you see us get into position, tell everyone to get the hell out of the way.”  
 
    “Sounds easy enough.” Teeka shrugged. “Ready, girls?”  
 
    The Aviar women all let out a shrill battle cry that sounded like a cawing bird, and their vibrant wings sprouted from underneath their arms. Then the bird ladies ran over to the side of the ship, sprang up into the air, and flew away into the crystal-clear sky, off to face almost certain death.  
 
    “Good luck,” I muttered under my breath before I addressed the rest of my crew. “If you’re on the masts, stay where you are. Everyone else, get down below and start prepping the cannons!”  
 
    “Right away, Draco Rex!” Sela said before she motioned for Jonas, Batari, Valea, Waeren, and Zerandrie to follow her.  
 
    Mira, Malak, Jemma, and I remained up top, where we began to chart a course full-speed ahead. I spun the wheel of The Dragon Queen to the left as hard as I could and then caught it when we began to make a sudden lurch to the right. The moment I did so, Malak and Jemma released the sails fully, and the wind caught us from behind.  
 
    Our vessel flew forward from the sudden gust of wind. Or, at least, as fast as an orc-built schooner vessel could go.  
 
    As we traveled toward Tirian’s clan and their pursuer, I saw the battle begin to unfold.  
 
    I held my breath as the feathered dragon glanced back over his shoulder and saw his approaching attackers, and my heart hammered in my chest as I waited to see if he’d noticed those of us on the ship or not.  
 
    Thankfully, it didn’t matter.  
 
    Before they were even upon him, Tirian unleashed a blast of flames straight toward the green dragon’s face.  
 
    The feathered dragon thrust his entire midsection upward like a contracting worm and let the fire pass under him harmlessly. He then let out a strange hissing sound as his eyes began to glow yellow, and he opened up his blocky jaw wide.  
 
    A brilliant, blinding yellow light radiated from deep within the beast, and I instantly turned away as my eyes began to burn.  
 
    Fuck. Even from back here, it was like staring straight into the sun.  
 
    The Aviar women screeched as they were blinded by the blast, and then they swooped downward in a hurry to avoid whatever was coming next.  
 
    I couldn’t even imagine what it was like to be up close.  
 
    When I turned back to the battle, I gulped as my blood ran cold.  
 
    The feathered dragon was darting straight for my airborne friends, all of whom appeared to be blinded by his light.  
 
    “Shit,” I cursed. “Can’t this thing go any faster?”  
 
    “The sails are down as far as they can go, Ben!” Mira gasped.  
 
    The feathered dragon let out another inhuman hiss as his jaw unhinged like a snake, and he flew straight for Tirian.  
 
    “Tirian!” Jemma cried out. “Get out of there!”  
 
    “Fuck…” I growled and clenched my fingers around the wheel spokes in my grasp.  
 
    We were all helpless as the feathered dragon approached our friends, with his mouth open wide and his crimson-feathered crest fanned out like a striking cobra.  
 
    That was when we saw the splash from below.  
 
    George’s scaly body flew up like a breaching whale as he blasted out from the depths just in front of the feathered dragon, and as he flew up in the sky, the blue dragon unleashed a giant beam of ice-cold water straight into his opponent’s face.  
 
    The feathered dragon hissed as the blast knocked him off course, and his jaws snapped shut just a few feet away from Tirian’s body.  
 
    Tirian, he’s on your left! Jemma said through her dragon bond. Let him have it.  
 
    Tirian may have still been blinded, but he instantly whipped his head to his left and let loose a blast of white-hot flames. The fire smashed into the feathered dragon’s neck, and smoke billowed from his flesh as he hissed and shrieked in agony.  
 
    Without even looking, the feathered dragon swung his head like a baseball bat and slammed it into both Tirian and Bungal.  
 
    The two fire-breathers let out a pained grunt as they were tossed through the sky, but they both caught themselves fairly quickly.  
 
    Unfortunately, that put them right in the path of the other fire dragons.  
 
    The elderly-looking fire-breather let out a snarl when he saw the two “strangers,” though Bungal didn’t have a hint of fear in his demeanor.  
 
    Uncle Balrow? the fat dragon gasped. Is that your lovely voice I hear?  
 
    The elderly dragon let out a roar as he opened his mouth and blasted at Bungal with a beam of fire.  
 
    Heads up! Tirian cried out as he flew down and slammed into the old dragon, which knocked his head to the right and sent the blast of fire harmlessly into the ocean.  
 
    My word… Bungal shook his head, and I assumed his vision was returning. Was I this grouchy when you found me?  
 
    You tried to burn us all alive, Tirian said. So… Yes.  
 
    “You guys stay with your clan,” I ordered our two fire-breathers via the dragonbond. “We can’t let them get away, and you two are the only ones who may have a shot at getting them to calm down.”  
 
    Great, Swaer huffed. So, we all get to deal with big, dumb, and green over here?  
 
    Don’t let his appearance fool you, Ethala chuckled. Feathered dragons may be deadly under the right circumstances, but they are pushovers once you actually learn their tricks. Watch this… I’m sure he will turn his head up and try to blast me with blinding lights. 
 
    The sparrow dragon suddenly darted upward in the air. She twirled like a ballerina as she ascended, and the feathered dragon took a snap at Swaer.  
 
    Gah! the wind dragon gasped as he just barely avoided his attacker’s teeth.  
 
    I watched with curious interest as Ethala’s body flew up into the clouds, where she disappeared into nothing but a small round shadow. Then the shadow paused in mid-air and hung in place weightlessly for a moment, before it finally began its descent. As Ethala reappeared through the mist of the clouds, I could have sworn her body was moving at the speed of sound. A layer of visible air resistance rippled around her body like a jet about to go supersonic, and then the sparrow dragon let out a loud bellow as she tucked her wings into her body and shot forward like a rocket, head-first.  
 
    The feathered dragon’s eyes glowed bright as he began to open his mouth and raise his head in the direction of his opponent, but he was way too slow.  
 
    Ethala’s body slammed into the feathered dragon head-first, and there was a sonic crash as her opponent’s head whipped downward violently. Ethala simply bounced off her enemy like a rubber ball, caught herself in the sky, and let out a smug huff.  
 
    “Ohhhhhh!” Maca cackled as she and her Aviar sisters cringed. “That looked really painful.” 
 
    Meanwhile, the feathered dragon shrieked in agony as his entire body plummeted into the ocean and sent a series of giant waves rippling across the horizon.  
 
    Waves that were headed right in our direction.  
 
    “Brace for impact!” I commanded my crewmates. “Choppy seas ahead!”  
 
    If I wanted The Dragon Queen to have any chance of coming out of this in one piece, I was gonna have to change my course of action quickly. We were trying to flank this bastard to the east, which meant we were currently parallel with the waves headed our way. If those things caught us in our current position, our ship would be rocked violently back and forth until it capsized.  
 
    And, if we were to capsize, I wasn’t sure even Bungal would be able to get us back upright.  
 
    Plus, we’d all be sitting ducks.  
 
    If we wanted a shot at this, we had to hit these waves head-on, bow-first, and hope we broke up the surface tension. There was still a pretty major chance the ship would be tossed around like a toy tugboat in the bathtub, but at least this gave us a fighting chance.  
 
    I twisted the wheel of the ship to the left in a firm, but steady, motion, and then held on for dear life as The Dragon Queen turned as fast as she could to face the incoming danger. As we squared ourselves up with the waves, I watched the feathered dragon begin to lift himself out of the water with a furious roar.  
 
    He didn’t get very far before George was on him like white on rice.  
 
    If you know what’s good for you, the water dragon warned as his head popped up from the depths. You’ll stay down!  
 
    George sprang out of the water and body-slammed the feathered dragon’s head back down beneath the surface. The action caused even more waves to erupt, but at least it was keeping the hideous monster distracted while we got into position.  
 
    Come on, George! Swaer cackled. Let him come up. I want to show him he messed with the wrong dragons!  
 
    It’s much safer if we keep him down like-- George began, but then his blue body was launched up out of the water. Gah!  
 
    George’s figure was tossed nearly fifty feet up into the air by the feathered dragon, who then raised his head up above the surface.  
 
    Ethala and the Aviars started to fly down to counter, but they were hit full-on by a blast of blinding yellow light.  
 
    Ahhhhh! Ethala cried out as she twisted and spiraled chaotically in the air.  
 
    “Evasive maneuvers, Aviars!” Nevar commanded, and all five of the bird-women fanned out in opposite directions.  
 
    Meanwhile, George was helpless as he plummeted back toward the feathered dragon’s jaws.  
 
    The green beast below rose up completely out of the water and then opened his mouth like a snake as he prepared to swallow George whole.  
 
    Back off, ugly! Swaer shouted as he sucked in a bunch of air.  
 
    The little red wind dragon huffed and puffed, and then he blew that fucker away. Swaer’s gust of wind struck the feathered dragon in the chest, and the bastard grunted as he was forced backward. Swaer then shifted his attack downward at the ocean below, and his blustery breath created a tsunami wave as big as a freaking semi-truck.  
 
    The wave crashed into the feathered dragon, which knocked him completely off course and back down into the sea.  
 
    George landed safely back in the water with a large plop, but my crew and I were still in for the worst of it.  
 
    “Here it comes!” Jemma called out from the ship’s bow.  
 
    We were far enough away from the action still that the first wave was only a few feet tall. We went over it like a watery speed bump, and my insides thumped against my feet when we landed back in the ocean with a crash.  
 
    Still, we were in one piece.  
 
    “That wasn’t so bad,” Malak said. “Where’s the good stuff?”  
 
    “Still on its way,” I promised as I gritted my teeth and prepared for wave number two.  
 
    The second and third waves were only about as bad as the first. They whipped us around and tossed us a foot or two out of the sea, but overall it was kind of just like going on a kiddie coaster ride at the state fair.  
 
    While the feathered dragon was down and the waves were not that bad, I glanced over to see how Bungal and Tirian were faring with the fire-breathers.  
 
    One look told me the answer was “not very good.”  
 
    Both the fat brown dragon and the smaller silver beast dodged the claws, tails, and fireballs of their clanmates like flies in a carwash. Though they seemed to be holding their own, they also didn’t seem to be making any progress.  
 
    Still, the fire-breathers were preoccupied, and they weren’t trying to escape.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks!” Batari gasped from the cannon port. “Here comes the big one!”  
 
    Sure enough, the next wave that approached us was nearly fifteen feet tall, and I knew it was gonna hit us hard.  
 
    “Brace!” I commanded my crew. “I hope everybody’s tethered, because that one’s coming over the side.”  
 
    “Tethered!” Mira said as she pointed to the rope around her waist.  
 
    Jemma, Mira, and I had all tethered ourselves to the ship in some form, but Malak simply hung upon the mast like Gene Kelly in Singin’ in the Rain.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to tether yourself?” Jemma demanded, but Malak just shook her head.  
 
    “My claws are deep into the wood,” the gray-haired Coonag explained. “The force of the wave would have to be stronger than a dragon’s tail-whip to actually knock me off.”  
 
    Now, had that been Nadir or Lezan, they would have just said something along the lines of “I’ll be fine” or “bring it on.” It was interesting to see a Coonag who had a logic behind her madness.  
 
    She was still mad as a hatter, but at least she could explain all the crazy shit she was doing.  
 
    Before we knew it, the wave was upon us. It crashed against the front of The Dragon Queen and sent our whole ship upwards. We hung in the air for a brief second, and my heart was frozen in time. Finally, we crashed down against the ocean with a hard, wooden crash, and water washed over both sides of our schooner.  
 
    The ice-cold wave smashed against my legs with the force of an NFL linebacker, and they were both washed out from underneath me. I hit the deck of the ship hard and slid toward the starboard side until my tether snapped taut, and my momentum was instantly halted as I pressed my palms against the deck and lifted myself back to my feet. The ship’s wheel spun helplessly, and I felt our entire ship start to turn to the left.  
 
    Then my heart sank when I saw another wave approaching, and this one was even larger than the last.  
 
    I ran over to the wheel, grabbed onto it as firmly as I could, and growled as I held it in place, and I had to hold on for dear life as The Dragon Queen’s body came to a juddering halt. The second we stopped, I whipped the wheel in the opposite direction and prayed to every god I knew that we would be in the right position when the next wave hit.  
 
    As we turned back toward the battlefield, the next wave slammed into us with the full fury of Poseidon himself. It pushed our ship upwards a bit, but the water engulfed us before we could pass over it.  
 
    My body was hit full-on by a twenty-foot tidal wave, and I was instantly knocked away from the wheel and to the literal end of my rope. Sea water filled my lungs, and my vision seemed to go white for a moment as I choked upon the salty spray of the ocean. Try as I might, the force of the wave kept me on my stomach, and all I could do was hold on and hope this rope was strong enough to withstand the assault.  
 
    Finally, after a few seconds that felt like hours, the wave subsided. I pulled myself up to my hands and knees and coughed up some briny phlegm, but I didn’t really have time to recompose myself.  
 
    The wheel was loose once more, and I had to stop it before we went careening out of control.  
 
    I sprang forward and grabbed onto the wheel, and once it was stopped, I began to survey the damage.  
 
    Jemma and Mira were just getting back on their feet, and they were drenched. Several barrels and crates had been washed overboard, and I could see many more had been dislodged from their original positions.  
 
    Then there was Malak, who clung to the interior wall of the deck like her life depended on it.  
 
    “What happened to ‘my claws will keep me safe?’” Jemma teased the Coonag woman.  
 
    “T-They should have,” Malak sputtered with wide eyes. “By all logic and my calculations, I should still be on that mast.”  
 
    “That just goes to show you,” Mira chuckled. “When it comes to the might of Oshun, nothing is predictable.”  
 
    “How is everybody down below?” I called out to my friends below deck.  
 
    Waeren’s strange hissing growl answered, though he sounded very annoyed.  
 
    “We’ve been better,” Sela’s voice shouted back. “But we are all alive.”  
 
    Everybody might have been a bit shaken up, but at least they were alive and well.  
 
    “Are you alright, Dragon King?” Nevar asked from above.  
 
    “We’re fine,” I confirmed, and then I spoke to the dragons telepathically. “Maybe stop knocking him into the water? You’re really not helping us down here.”  
 
    Don’t hit him into the ground, Ethala said. Got it. I’ll just have to knock his skull up into the clouds, then!  
 
    The sparrow dragon darted out of the way of the feathered dragon’s bite and then shot up into the air. She began her free-fall once more as Swaer and George both distracted their opponent, and again her body was surrounded by the supersonic g-forces that made her attack so deadly.  
 
    This time, however, she went for a different approach. Instead of smacking the feathered dragon from above, Ethala plummeted straight down past him and then, at the last second, jerked her body upward.  
 
    Ethala slammed into the feathered dragon’s lower jaw, and there was a wet crack as the bastard backflipped through the air and disappeared into the clouds.  
 
    Wow. Swaer whistled. How do you do that?  
 
    We sparrow dragons have very thick skulls, Ethala bragged.  
 
    I’m afraid he’s going to not be very happy when he comes back down, George said. Perhaps we should try to figure out how to end this battle sooner rather than later? 
 
    “You guys have to work together,” I said to the three dragons and the Aviars. “Until we can get in close enough for a kill shot, you have to just keep fucking this guy up. There’s eight of you, and one of him. He might be bigger, but you are way stronger when you work together.”  
 
    Maybe we can pin him, George? Swaer suggested. I can hit him from above, and you can hit him from below?  
 
    And then, while he is pinned between your attacks, I can go in for another strike, Ethala finished.  
 
    It’s worth a-- Incoming! George gasped, and then the water dragon reared his head back and sucked in a breath.  
 
    On three, George, Swaer commanded before he inhaled deeply. One, two… Three!  
 
    The feathered dragon let out a beam of blinding light, but George and Swaer were already one step ahead of him.  
 
    A blast of salt water shot up like a geyser and slammed into the feathered dragon’s face, and the beast let out a gurgled gasp as the pressurized water soaked his body and stopped him right in his tracks.  
 
    At the exact same time, Swaer and Ethala flew up above their opponent. The baby wind dragon stopped a few feet above his target, while Ethala continued until she was out of sight beyond the clouds.  
 
    Swaer then unleashed his blustery blast of breath down onto the feathered dragon, and the creature let out a grunt as the force knocked him further onto George’s water cannon.  
 
    Now, the fucker was sandwiched between the two attacks.  
 
    “Swarm him, sisters!” Kwah said.  
 
    The five Aviar women let out a cawing battle cry as they shot around to the feathered dragon’s back and began to tear into him like vultures on a carcass. Bits of blood sprayed out into the air as their talons tore at his flesh, and a few of them even ripped hunks of skin and muscle off his bones.  
 
    That was when Ethala’s body zipped down from above, switched up its trajectory, and smashed into the feathered dragon head-first. The sparrow dragon did a backwards somersault as she bounced off his skull with a wet crack, and her opponent let out a deep, pained groan.  
 
    The feathered dragon’s eyes rolled back in his head as his body went limp, and George and Swaer released their attacks.  
 
    “Victory!” Nevar declared with her head raised high. “Good job, ladies.”  
 
    “Did-- did they just kill it?” Mira gasped.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Whatever they did, though… It worked.”  
 
    The feathered dragon’s body fell into the water with a huge splash, and massive waves erupted around where it had landed.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    “Everybody, brace!” Mira called out to us as we watched a giant, twenty-foot wave heading straight for The Dragon Queen.  
 
    It was too late to turn the ship in the right direction, and it was sure as anything going to hit us square on the starboard side.  
 
    Hold on, dear one! George gasped, and then he began to swim in our direction.  
 
    Even then, he wasn’t quick enough.  
 
    The wave slammed into the side of our boat, and the next thing I knew I was knocked off my feet. At the same time, the entirety of our ship began to creak and moan as it was rocked back and forth, and my heart stopped when I felt us tipping to the left.  
 
    This was it. This wave was going to topple us, and then we’d all be sitting ducks for the feathered dragon or whatever other monsters lurked in the depths below.  
 
    Then there was a series of loud “thunks,” and our motion stopped in an instant.  
 
    When the wave finally splashed back into the sea from which it came, I pulled myself to my feet and spat out the salty liquid, and my heart swelled with pride when I turned around and saw what had saved us.  
 
    Swaer, Ethala, and all five of the Aviar women had their hands up against the port side of The Dragon Queen, and their faces grimaced as they pushed it back into its original position.  
 
    “You saved us…” Jemma trailed off, and her voice was full of disbelief.  
 
    Of course, we saved you, George chuckled from somewhere in the water on the port side of the ship. Who would there be to feed us wild boars if you were all dead?  
 
    “I’m sure that’s the only reason,” I said with a relieved smile. “Thanks, guys.”  
 
    “Just remember this when you’re picking out our rooms on the new island,” Maca teased. “The Aviar women get the best view.”  
 
    “You guys can fly,” I reminded the red-feathered woman. “You can get the best view anywhere.”  
 
    “Do you think you actually killed him?” Malak asked as she surveyed the ocean around us from the starboard edge of the deck.  
 
    I’m not sure, Ethala said. It sounded like I cracked through his skull when I hit him.  
 
    “Well,” I chuckled. “If he’s not dead, then I bet he at least has a concussion. Or a really, really bad headache.”  
 
    I shall check, George said, and then there was a splash as he dipped back into the sea.  
 
    There was a tense silence as George explored the depths, and we all simply waited to see if we could declare victory or not.  
 
    Meanwhile, Bungal and Tirian were still trying to keep the other fire-breathers at bay.  
 
    I know you remember me! Bungal gasped as he slapped away the two baby dragons. Who could forget their pleasantly plump yet charming Uncle Bungal?  
 
    Yeah, they were gonna need some help.  
 
    Suddenly, the ocean below us lit up with a light as bright as the sun itself. My vision went white as the blast surrounded us, and I couldn’t see jack shit as I whipped the wheel around and prayed we could avoid any incoming attack.  
 
    “Swaer!” I commanded the wind dragon. “Give us a boost, now!”  
 
    My heart pounded in my chest as I awaited Swaer’s gust, but sure enough the little guy pulled through. There was a powerful blast of wind at my back, and I heard it catch our sails with the strength of a storm front. The Dragon Queen lurched forward in a hurry as it was launched out of the way, and just in the nick of time.  
 
    A loud splash erupted from behind us as the feathered dragon emerged from the ocean, and the resulting wave knocked me forward against the ship’s wheel. I was able to keep myself upright this time, but I was literally sailing blind. My eyes were still readjusting to the light as I straightened The Dragon Queen out and hoped we were on the right course.  
 
    There was another sharp crack behind us, followed immediately by the sound of flapping wings and cawing battle cries. After another few long, drawn-out seconds, my vision returned to normal.  
 
    I whipped my head around to see the Aviars, Ethala, and Swaer were all engaged with the feathered dragon, but the flamboyant bastard had no desire to tango with them.  
 
    His yellow, cat-like eyes were focused solely on The Dragon Queen.  
 
    Son of a bitch. He must have figured out I was the one giving the orders, and now he wanted to cut off the figurative head of his opponent.  
 
    “Ben?” Jemma gulped as she drew an arrow from her quiver.  
 
    “Everybody, get into position!” I ordered. “We might have to fire on this motherfucker from the hip.”  
 
    “Where exactly is the ‘hip’ on a ship?” Mira asked.  
 
    “It’s a figure of speech!” I rolled my eyes and gripped the rungs of the ship’s wheel. “Everyone, get below deck and be ready to fire.”  
 
    “We’re loaded and ready!” Sela shouted back. “Just give us the command, Draco Rex.”  
 
    The Aviars tore at the feathered dragon’s flesh, but he paid them about as much attention as a cow would the flies on his rear end.  
 
    Then the dragon unhinged his jaw like a snake as he shot forward, right at us.  
 
    “Fuckfuckfuckfuck,” I gulped as I spun the wheel as hard as I could to the right.  
 
    I won’t let him get you, Benjamin Whitfield, Ethala declared as she darted for the slithering beast.  
 
    Seconds before Ethala slammed into the feathered dragon’s head, the bastard whipped his face toward her and unleashed a blinding flash of yellow light.  
 
    Ethala let out a frustrated cry as she completely whiffed on the attack and splashed down into the ocean with a harsh plop.  
 
    Then Swaer blasted at the feathered dragon with another gust of wind, and the beast was temporarily distracted.  
 
    “George?” I asked my bondmate telepathically. “Can you get us into position?”  
 
    Me? the water dragon gulped. W-What-- How can I do that?  
 
    “When I give you the signal, just jump up and grab onto the edge of the deck,” I said.  
 
    Won’t that capsize your ship? he argued.  
 
    “It’s the only way we can hit a target in the air,” I continued. “Frankly, it’s worth the risk.”  
 
    I will try my best, dear one, George said, and then he ducked underneath the water.  
 
    Meanwhile, Swear and the Aviars did their damnedest to keep distracting the feathered dragon, though he was quickly seeing through their ploy.  
 
    The serpent threw his head forward, and Swaer was just barely able to avoid the razor-sharp teeth that snapped down at him. Then, before the poor little guy could even respond, the feathered dragon whipped his head upward and knocked Swaer away.  
 
    Ahhhhhhh! Swaer cried out as he was tossed up into the clouds like a fly ball at a baseball game, and he disappeared out of sight.  
 
    The feathered dragon smiled a toothy grin as he turned back to our ship.  
 
    “Uh, George?” I gulped. “Are you in position, buddy?”  
 
    I am ready whenever you are, dear one, the water dragon said.  
 
    “Gunners?” I asked the crew down below. “On your marks!”  
 
    Even though my heart was racing at the speed of sound, I decided to try and intimidate the fucker. I locked the wheel in place before I turned to face the feathered dragon, and I made sure I locked my eyes right into his.  
 
    He let out an amused chuff when he saw my attempt at dominance, and then he just continued to grin as he unhinged his jaw and slowly slithered forward.  
 
    It was now or never.  
 
    The feathered dragon shot forward with a horrific, inhuman snarl and a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth that was as wide as a double-decker bus.  
 
    Now came the hard part. I had to wait until I had a perfect shot.  
 
    If I gave the command too early, we would only cause minor injuries. Too late, and we would be his afternoon snack.  
 
    There was only a small window of opportunity right now, and I needed to make sure we hit it.  
 
    My heart seized up as I clenched my fists and tightened my jaw. I felt completely helpless as the fucker came at us, but there was nothing I could do but watch until the time was right.  
 
    “Now, George!” I commanded my bondmate.  
 
    There was a loud splash in the water behind me, followed by the thud of claws against wood. The Dragon Queen was suddenly rocked backward on its seaboard side, until I was only a few degrees away from being parallel with the water.  
 
    “Ben?” Malak gasped as the dragon got closer.  
 
    “Fire!” I bellowed.  
 
    Miniature explosions rang out below the deck, and then four cannonballs blasted forward toward the feathered dragon. All four of the projectiles seemed to hit their mark, and two of them tore through the flesh of his upper jaw as the other two disappeared into his throat.  
 
    The feathered dragon let out a roar of agony as he twisted upward and out of the path of the attack.  
 
    You got him, dear one! George congratulated me as he let go of the ship, and we rocked back into an upright position.  
 
    “I’m not sure that was a kill shot, though,” I growled. “Load them up again, guys!”  
 
    “I wouldn’t worry too much about it, Draco Rex…” Valea giggled as she suddenly appeared on deck. “My cannon had a special cannonball inside of it, courtesy of Waeren.”  
 
    “What do you--” I began, but then the realization dawned on me. “You poisoned it?”  
 
    “See for yourself,” the blonde Spindrel woman said as she pointed up at the dragon.  
 
    The feathered dragon coughed out a large mouthful of blood as he shook his head and tried to recompose himself. Then the bastard looked down on The Dragon Queen and unleashed an earth-shaking roar. He tilted his head to the side and opened his mouth like a snake once more, and then--  
 
    His body began to convulse, and frothy white foam started to ooze from his gullet. The feathered dragon’s eyes went wide as he tried to make sense of what was going on, but it was pretty obvious.  
 
    Valea and Waeren’s poison cannonball was doing its job.  
 
    As the feathered dragon trembled and spasmed, Ethala returned to the surface. The sparrow dragon then rocketed up into the sky, observed the situation before her, and smirked. 
 
    Did you sneak a poison dragon off the island? Ethala mused.  
 
    “Even better,” I said. “We have a slaughtertooth.”  
 
    Ethala’s eyes narrowed as she stared down her opponent. She then shot upward into the clouds, banked around, and dive-bombed her enemy.  
 
    The feathered dragon weakly attempted to send out another blast of blinding light, but all he could do was choke on his own tongue as his eyes lit up with a dull glow.  
 
    Ethala slammed into the dragon at the speed of sound, and his head whipped backward.  
 
    There was a wet crack as his neck bent awkwardly, and his body continued to convulse as he fell down into the ocean with a powerful splash.  
 
    Not this time, Swaer’s high-pitched voice proclaimed as he swooped down and blasted the incoming wave with his gusty breath.  
 
    Swaer’s attack slammed into the twenty-foot-tall wave and instantly pushed it back onto the feathered dragon’s body.  
 
    The feathered dragon disappeared beneath the waves, and I held my breath as I waited to see if he was going to come back up or not.  
 
    He did.  
 
    However, it wasn’t the same as before. This time, when the feathered dragon emerged from the depths, he was facedown in the water.  
 
    He was doing the dead man’s float.  
 
    A collective sigh of relief washed across The Dragon Queen and the surrounding area when we saw the monster was dead.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was the cannonball to the esophagus that did him in, or if it was Waeren’s poison or Ethala’s blunt force trauma. Either way, the bastard was dead, and we were all still in one piece.  
 
    I never doubted us for a minute, Swaer chuckled as he lowered himself down to the deck.  
 
    “Really?” Batari asked as she and the rest of my crew came back onto the ship’s upper level. “Because I thought we were going to die about four different times.”  
 
    “We’re not out of the woods yet,” I reminded everyone as I pointed over my shoulder.  
 
    Bungal and Tirian were still engaged with the fire-breathers, but the clan had seemingly stopped attacking their former friends. Their eyes were completely focused on the dead feathered dragon as they listened to Bungal and Tirian pleading with them, but there didn’t seem to be any progress being made.  
 
    “Get over there and help them,” Kwah commanded her flock.  
 
    “No!” Nevar growled. “Return to the Draco Rex. Going after that many fire-breathers is suicide.”  
 
    “What exactly do you think we’re gonna be doing?” I scoffed. “We’re headed straight for those guys.”  
 
    Kwah looked at her sister with a smug grin, while the color drained completely from Nevar’s face.  
 
    “T-To the dragons, I suppose,” Nevar gulped, and then the Aviars darted over toward the crazed fire-breathing dragons.  
 
    They didn’t really stand a chance against the killer beasts. Which meant, against my better judgement, we were going to have to get involved.  
 
    As I turned the ship in the direction of the fire-breathers, I let out a long sigh.  
 
    Killing a dragon was one thing. Getting them to change their minds about killing you, though? That was an entirely different challenge altogether.  
 
    And it was a challenge we were all about to face.  
 
    Again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    … And that is why Benjamin is such a good leader, Bungal explained to his former clanmates as we sailed up to the group. If you were to join him, he would make sure you are well taken care of, with all sorts of wonderful dishes that, get this, you would not have to hunt for! Doesn’t that sound marvelous?  
 
    None of the dragons seemed to be paying attention to the fat beast. Instead, their eyes were all focused on us as we approached.  
 
    “Jonas?” Zerandrie whispered. “Can you tell us what’s going through these dragons’ heads right now? Are they going to burn us to a crisp?”  
 
    “You would know that better than me, I’m afraid,” Jonas said. “Your people were the ones with the fire dragons. I’ve mostly dealt exclusively with the water variety.”  
 
    “Valmatrae mirtulous sinchae…” Valea trailed off as her golden hair floated around her head in slender, weightless strands. “I cannot tell you what they are thinking, exactly, but I can tell you their auras are very, very tense right now.”  
 
    “But are they aggressive?” I questioned the naturalist.  
 
    “I’m not sensing aggression,” Valea said. “More like a… cautious curiosity.”  
 
    “I’ll take it,” I sighed.  
 
    Before us in the sky were the seven remaining members of Bungal and Tirian’s clan.  
 
    The elderly dragon, the one Bungal had referred to earlier as “Barlow,” floated in the air with his face twisted into a scowl. Wrinkles covered his golden skin, and the small white horns on his head were missing several chunks out of them. Two small tufts of white hair stuck out beneath the horns and gave him a strange, Einstein-esque appearance. Even funnier was his expression, which looked like a grumpy old man who was annoyed his coffee was taking too long at Starbucks.  
 
    Next to him were the twin dragons with purple scales and red accents. They looked practically identical, though one of them had a giant scar over its left eye and the other had one extra spine on its tail. Otherwise, there was no way in hell anyone was telling them apart.  
 
    Then there was a pearl-colored dragon who was only about the size of Tirian, and it rested on the back of a pitch-black dragon with crimson red eyes and a snarl that told us he meant business.  
 
    At the very back of the group was an emerald-green dragon who was larger than even Bungal, but the green dragon didn’t look overweight. Rather, he was simply built bigger than any of the other dragons.  
 
    Lastly, at the very front of the group, was Tirian’s mother. Her golden scales shone brilliantly in the light of the sun, and a pale-blue light shone through the skin of her chest as her purple eyes observed the dead creature in the water.  
 
    I don’t understand… Tirian had tears in his eyes. Why doesn’t my mom recognize me?  
 
    “She’s never met you, dear,” Mira explained in a motherly tone. “You have to remember the orcs scared her away when you were still in your egg.”  
 
    Still, she’s my mom, the silver dragon sighed. She should just… know who I am.  
 
    Listen, Ralea, Bungal interjected as he addressed Tirian’s mother. I will tell you once more this strapping young lad is your child, and he adores you with all of his heart.  
 
    Tirian’s mom glared at Bungal as she let out a few huffs.  
 
    It’s not a trick, Tirian promised. Mom, it’s me.  
 
    Frankly, I am quite offended, Bungal gasped and placed his chubby paw against his chest to feign shock. I was one of the founding members of this clan! You think I would try to trick you, just because you haven’t seen me in a few moon cycles? I am still the same Bungal, my friends! I have just discovered how joyous it is to be in the company of Benjamin.  
 
    Tirian’s mother didn’t look convinced, and her purple eyes floated across the rest of the group as she stared at the Aviars and then ended with myself.  
 
    When Ralea locked eyes with me, however, her head tilted with curiosity.  
 
    Did she recognize me?  
 
    The dragon started to look back and forth between myself, Mira, and Malak, and I knew in that instant there was some sort of recognition going on, even if it was only subconscious.  
 
    “I’m the one who saved your egg,” I said to the golden dragon. “Way back on the jungle island. The orcs were trying to capture you and steal your baby, but we killed them and took your egg for safekeeping.”  
 
    The dragon’s eyes widened slightly, and she let out a curious chuff.  
 
    I think it’s working, Mira noted telepathically.  
 
    “This is Tirian,” I continued as I gestured to the silver dragon. “He’s telling you the truth, you know. He is your son. We’ve taken real good care of him in the last few months, while you were gone.”  
 
    Hi, Mom… Tirian tried once more as he looked up with soft, tear-filled eyes.  
 
    “I was there, as well,” Mira said as she placed her hand against her chest. “As was the Coonag woman over there.”  
 
    “Hi,” Malak said with a playful wave.  
 
    Ralea looked back at the rest of her clan and let out a soft grunt, to which they all responded with a chattering chorus of chuffs and snorts.  
 
    “What are they saying, Bungal?” I asked the fat dragon telepathically.  
 
    I-I cannot believe it, Bungal sputtered. The Council has awarded me the ‘best debater’ award six times, yet these fools were wooed by a simple appeal to their emotions? We truly do live in uncivilized times….  
 
    “Bungal!” I hissed.  
 
    Oh! the fat dragon chuckled. Right. They are saying we are not their enemies. In fact, Ralea is telling the rest of the clan right now that she believes you can actually help them get out of their current predicament.  
 
    “Tell them we sure as hell can,” I ordered. “Tell them Jonas can rebond them to my crewmates, and that we can make sure they’re back to their old selves in no time at all. Just as long as they don’t try to eat us or burn us to a crisp or anything like that.”  
 
    Bungal translated my message to the dragon clan, and Ralea simply let out an amused chuff. She then began a series of chirps, growls, and snorts, all while Bungal nodded in agreement.  
 
    I see. The fat brown dragon whistled, and then he clapped his blubbery paws together. Oh, happy days! Benjamin… They have come to the conclusion that, because you saved Ralea’s egg and killed the dragon the orcs sicced on them, they can trust you. They believe that, if you are good enough for her child, then you are good enough for the rest of the clan.  
 
    “Oh, thank fuck.” I let out a sigh of relief as I wiped my brow.  
 
    That could have gone way, way worse.  
 
    “Hello, my new friends,” Jonas said as he stepped forward. “My name is Jonas, and I will be the one to deliver you from your current state. However, I cannot do that without the proper tools and time, as well as your agreement to participate in the ceremony. I believe that, with a participant who is there willingly, we may be able to speed the process up quite a bit.”  
 
    “It’d definitely be quicker than what we had to do with Bungal,” I chuckled. “I swore he was going to destroy the whole damn island before we knocked him out cold.”  
 
    That is absurd, Benjamin, the fat dragon huffed. I merely wanted to devour every living creature that lived on it. Where in the devil would I live if I burned the whole thing up? 
 
    “We can get you back to normal,” I promised the clan. “I know you’ve all been very confused and scared since your bondmates were killed, but we can fix it.”  
 
    Ralea turned to Tirian, and then a small smile twisted up both sides of her mouth. She floated over to the small dragon before she wrapped her neck around his body and pulled him close in a loving embrace.  
 
    Mom… Tirian sighed longingly as he rested against his mother’s neck. I never thought I’d see you again.  
 
    “This makes me so happy,” Jemma laughed, and her eyes were full of joyful tears. “I know it’s just killed him to not have his mother around.”  
 
    “Well,” I said. “If all goes according to plan, then he’ll never have to be without her ever again. So, dragons… Is that a ‘yes?’ Will you come back to our home and let Jonas rebond you with some of our friends?”  
 
    The dragon clan all looked at each other for a moment, but then they nodded their heads with a short chuff.  
 
    Holy fuck. We’d done it. I never thought this day would come. If all went well in the next few days, we’d have seven new fire-breathing dragons on our side.  
 
    Then there was the fact we had the Council at our backs, too. In the last twenty-four hours, we’d added a whopping thirty dragons to our list of allies.  
 
    The next time the orcs tried to fuck around with us, we were gonna wipe them off the face of this world. Hell, we had enough dragons at our disposal to charge right up to the Orc Island, burn all the ugly green fuckers to a crisp, and then claim the place for ourselves.  
 
    I quickly realized, however, that I was getting ahead of myself. We knew nothing about the orcs’ home island other than maybe where it was located. For all I knew, they had fifty dragons of their own, or anti-dragon artillery posted around the perimeter of the island or something like that.  
 
    Even though I was beyond pumped right now, we couldn’t just charge in there guns blazing.  
 
    That was the surest way to end up dead.  
 
    But we could still savor this victory.  
 
    “Thirty dragons.” I whistled to myself. “Thirty fucking dragons.”  
 
    “You seem very proud right now, Ben,” Mira said as she looked me up and down. “As you should be.”  
 
    “Damn straight.” I nodded. “Now… Let’s head home. Everybody, get back into your positions.”  
 
    The rest of my crew took their spots at the various masts, sails, and postings while I unfastened the tie on the ship’s wheel. Then I cranked the wheel back to the right, and we headed off for the dragonkin island.  
 
    As we traveled, the flying beasts remained in the sky behind us. Bungal tried to make small talk with all of his former clanmates, but none of them seemed to want to give him the time of day.  
 
    Honestly, I wasn’t sure if it was because they still didn’t trust him, or if this was simply the way it always was between the members of the clan.  
 
    As we sailed home, I wondered just how treacherous our next journey would be. Atrix had mentioned the Tainted Sea was not a place for the faint of heart, and even the dragons feared the creatures that dwelled in it.  
 
    Still, whatever perils awaited us, we needed Seashuna.  
 
    Even though we had more fire-breathing dragons to fight back against the orcs, wargs, and goblins who wanted to kill me and steal my women, the dragonkin island was quickly losing its luster.  
 
    Our list of allies was growing by the day, which meant our population was growing, as well. It wasn’t going to be long before our island ran out of resources, and we ended up just like the sad story of the Aviar people.  
 
    Even worse was the fact the orcs knew where we lived. Sure, I was confident we could fight them off every time they attacked us, but it would be better if we just moved to a place where they just didn’t attack us in the first place.  
 
    Seashuna the living island was the solution to many of our problems, and we had no choice but to seek her out ASAP.  
 
    Eventually, after several long days of sailing through calm seas, we saw our home beach on the horizon.  
 
    “There she is, guys,” I announced to the dragons and the Aviars. “The beautiful sandy shores of the dragonkin island.”  
 
    “It’s so warm here,” Teeka observed. “I’m not sure if we’ll even need to use our feathers for warmth!”  
 
    “There are many things this island lacks,” Sela chuckled. “Warmth is not one of them.”  
 
    As we drew closer, I saw two more familiar faces looking down at us from atop the protective wall.  
 
    Zarya and Darya, the tall, lean dragonkin twins, were on opposite sides of the wall, and they both waved happily when they recognized the ship. 
 
    We sailed up a bit closer before we dropped anchor, climbed down the side of the vessel, and headed up to the shore of our home. Then my crew and I climbed up the natural wooden rungs of the stairwillow until we reached the top of the structure, where we were promptly greeted by the twins.  
 
    And I nearly had a heart attack when I noticed their pregnant bellies were gone.  
 
    “Ben!” Darya threw her hands around my neck and held me tight.  
 
    I ran my fingers through the woman’s hay-colored hair as I kissed her on the forehead, and then I gave Zarya a peck on the lips to say “hello.”  
 
    “So…” I chuckled awkwardly. “We came back with a bunch of new company this time.”  
 
    “I see that.” Zarya grinned as she looked over the dragons. “Queen Nerissa will be most pleased.”  
 
    “Yeah, but first you know I want to know about, well--” I patted Darya on the tummy.  
 
    “I think you already know what has happened, Draco Rex,” Darya purred. “There are two new members of the royal family.”  
 
    My heart swelled with happiness at the thought of having two more beautiful children, and I couldn’t wait to meet them.  
 
    “I-I…” I cleared my throat and tried to compose myself. “Where are they?”  
 
    “In the nursery, with the rest of the children,” Zarya reassured me. “Talise and the rest of the caregivers have their hands quite full right now.”  
 
    “Especially with Jarin, Hokir, and Terra,” Darya giggled. “Those little sea runts are driving them crazy.”  
 
    “I bet,” I said. “But you know I wouldn’t trade them for the world.”  
 
    “That’s what makes you a good father, Ben,” Darya sighed longingly. “It is also why I was so proud to carry your baby and would love to do it again.”  
 
    “You’ll get a chance,” I said as I traced her shoulder with my finger. “I’m sure both of you will. But first, I want to introduce everyone to our new friends and meet the two newest members of the Whitfield clan.”  
 
    Darya and Zarya led us down the other side of the wall and then up to the beach where the original dragonkin huts were located. There, we saw a large number of our friends lounging around, and they were basking in the sun and playing with their kids.  
 
    Then my jaw dropped when I realized just how big all my children were becoming.  
 
    Marella stood next to her mother, Talise, and I was completely taken aback by their resemblance. Honestly, if not for their variance in scale color, I wouldn’t have been able to tell them apart.  
 
    My baby girl had grown in the short time I was gone, and she was now a full-grown dragonkin.  
 
    Just down the beach, I saw my three Coonag children huddled in a semi-circle, right next to the water dragons Malkey and Cerin. Although they were only a few months old at this point, all three of the little rapscallions were now the size of a three-year-old toddler, and they watched with pure violent joy in their eyes as their eldest brother Arrick sparred with the Spindrel boy, Kehlaan.  
 
    As the two boys tangoed with their wooden weapons, I couldn’t help but be taken aback by how much older Arrick now looked.  
 
    His tan skin was covered with dirt and sweat as he blocked a few of Kehlaan’s attacks, and his blue scales were aglow in the sun. His silver locks were now long and intertwined with seashells as they hung down around his shoulders, and they looked like they hadn’t been washed in days. Then there was his face, which had several splotches of facial hair that tried to peek out from behind his acne-covered flesh.  
 
    Yep. He definitely was at the “teenage” point of his life.  
 
    Lizzie, Oshuna, Meer, and Amaria all played together in the sand, and they built structures out of the grainy material and then showed them off to the Council of Queens.  
 
    Well, every queen except for Ainsley.  
 
    The lovely deer-woman was just down the shoreline with my two Niralope children, Algon and Nirali. Both of the kids attempted to walk as they held Ainsley’s hand, though it was kind of like witnessing a baby deer trying to take its first steps. Their long legs wobbled beneath them as they both tried to march forward, and Ainsley had to hold them upright at times.  
 
    Wow. I go away for a few days and come back to an entirely different island.  
 
    “The Draco Rex has returned,” Dalwen, the yellow-haired butterfly Queen, announced in a formal tone.  
 
    “Ben!” the Spindrel leader, Pae, giggled as she stood from her chair and ran toward us.  
 
    The silver-haired hedgehog-woman slammed into me with the speed of a cheetah, and she nearly fell onto the ground when her momentum was stopped in place.  
 
    I threw my arms around her and kissed her passionately, which drew a few teasing woops from the rest of the women.  
 
    “Come on, guys,” I teased. “I’ll get to you shortly.”  
 
    “Welcome home, Ben,” Nerissa said as she strutted over to us. “I suppose that--”  
 
    Before she could finish her sentence, the Queen’s jaw hit the ground, and her eyes practically bulged out of her skull as they looked over the seven new dragons we had behind us. She looked like she wanted to say something, but all that came out were a few labored gasps.  
 
    “They’re beautiful, aren’t they?” Jonas finally broke the silence. “And after the ceremony is completed, they will be bonded to the Draco Rex’s allies and kin.”  
 
    “Impressive,” Dalwen noted. “After seeing how angry the dragons were when their bondmates were killed, I am very surprised you were able to get them back here in one piece.”  
 
    “Haven’t you learned anything by now, Dalwen?” Pae chuckled. “Ben can do anything.”  
 
    “Not quite,” I said. “I’m still not one-hundred percent sure how to do the Cha-cha slide. I always get lost around the ‘walk it by yourself’ part.”  
 
    “And who are these lovely ladies?” Nerissa raised an eyebrow and pointed to the Aviars.  
 
    “My name is Nevar.” The dark-haired bird-woman stepped forward and gave Nerissa a bow. “I am the Feathered Monarch of the Aviar people.”  
 
    “Now wait a minute,” Kwah huffed. “She’s only half of a Feathered Monarch. I’m the other half.”  
 
    “Two Queens?” Dalwen mused. “Fascinating. How do you split up your responsibilities as royalty?”  
 
    “Not very well,” Kwah snarked. “Not very well at all.”  
 
    Nacut, Maca, and Teeka all introduced themselves, as well, and they were welcomed with open arms.  
 
    “Any ally of Ben is an ally of ours,” Nerissa said. “You are welcome to stay here as long as you want, even if that ends up being ‘permanently.’”  
 
    “Well, that’s the thing…” I trailed off as I tried to formulate my words in my head. “I don’t know how much longer we’ll be staying here.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” the pearl-scaled queen gasped. “This is our home, Ben.”  
 
    “Let me explain,” I began, and then I launched into the entire story.  
 
    I told the Council of Queens all about our adventures on the mountain island, from the way Malak raced us to the top, to the encounter with the Aviar women, and then the Council of Dragons. I explained the different tests I had to go through and how I solved each one, as well as how I was appointed as an official member of the Council.  
 
    Most importantly, however, I told them about Seashuna, and how moving to her would solve so many of our current problems.  
 
    “I’m not sure, Draco Rex…” Nerissa said once I was done, and her eyes were full of doubt. “The dragonkin people have lived on this island since the beginning of time itself.”  
 
    “So had the Cero,” Batari argued. “Yet here we are. Same with the Spindrel, and the Aviars.”  
 
    “It’s not that we couldn’t do it,” the Dragon Queen sighed. “It’s that I’m not sure we should. We have built a nice home here, Ben. We have lots of resources and fortifications that can protect us against the orcs.”  
 
    “But wouldn’t it be nice if we didn’t have to defend ourselves against the orcs at all?” I asked. “If they didn’t know where we were, then they would never bother us again. The only time we’d see their miserable asses would be if we ran into them on a random island, or if we decided to take the fight straight to them.”  
 
    “Leaving your home is not as bad as it sounds,” Dalwen said as she rested her hand on her pregnant belly. “Particularly when you are with the man you’ve dreamed of having your entire life.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “As long as we’re together, we’ll always be home. Even if that sounds like a sappy greeting card.”  
 
    “I shall dwell on the issue further.” Nerissa nodded. “You make a compelling argument, Ben, and you always know I respect your opinion on everything. But I need some more time before I make a decision this big. Besides… How would we even get everybody there? Between the dragonkin, Niralope, Coonag, Morpho, Cero, Spindrel, and now Aviar, there are so many bodies that will need to be transported.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about that.” I shook my head. “We’ve got plenty of space for everybody. The Dragon Queen can hold way more people than it looks like, and we still have that other, much larger ship we stole from those orc bastards. Plus, we have not one, but nine large dragons that can fly, and they would gladly help us carry people to Seashuna.”  
 
    “I will pray to Oshun for guidance,” Nerissa said with a thoughtful expression. “Though I do not know how long it will take for her to hear my prayers.”  
 
    “Take all the time you need,” I reassured her. “I know you’ll come to the right decision eventually.”  
 
    “Why don’t you come and meet your newest children, then?” Zarya suggested. “Perhaps the Queen will have a change of heart while you are at the nursery?”  
 
    “Please.” I smiled at the two beautiful dragonkin twins. “I want to see them.”  
 
    “Could-- could I come, as well?” Nacut interjected as she stepped forward timidly.  
 
    “Nacut!” Nevar gasped. “That is quite forward of you.”  
 
    “I know.” The yellow-and-green-haired woman nodded. “I just… I just wanted to see what sort of rooms are available here. I will need to get back into my old flockmaid habits once Kwah has her egg.”  
 
    “You impregnated one of the Aviar women?” Pae giggled. “It’s good to know your seed is still as strong as ever.”  
 
    “I bear the Draco Rex’s child,” Kwah confirmed as she rested her hand on her belly. “And I cannot wait to raise this royal child with him.”  
 
    “Get in line,” Dalwen teased. “I believe he has impregnated each and every Queen he has encountered.”  
 
    “Technically not,” Nevar said with her head held high. “I am the Feathered Monarch, and he has not impregnated me.”  
 
    “Yet,” Nerissa joked. “He hasn’t impregnated you yet.”  
 
    “We shall see.” The dark-haired bird-woman narrowed her eyes. “I am not as easily wooed as my sister. If the Draco Rex wishes to have me as his mate, he’s going to have to go through all the traditional Aviar mating rituals.”  
 
    “I don’t see Ben as the type to pull out a mating dance, sister.” Kwah rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Seriously,” I laughed. “Didn’t you hear me earlier? I struggle with the freaking Cha-cha slide.”  
 
    “If you want it bad enough, you’ll figure it out.” Nevar winked at me, and for the first time I felt like she may have been flirting.  
 
    Well, shit. Maybe I needed to bust out my old middle school moves, after all.  
 
    But that could wait. For now, I just wanted to meet my children.  
 
    “Come on, Nacut,” I said as I motioned for the Aviar woman to follow. “You can come with us. It’s a great nursery.”  
 
    The bird-woman gave me a firm nod and a grin, and then Darya and Zarya led us back down the beach and to the concrete pathway that would take us through the jungle.  
 
    As we passed underneath the tropical foliage, I couldn’t help but notice Nacut had eyes as wide as saucers. Her head whipped back and forth as she observed the strange new plants all around her, and she clasped her hands over her chest as she walked through the humid climate.  
 
    Eventually, we came to the dragonkin castle, where we were promptly greeted by a few more women before we sauntered inside. Darya and Zarya led us through the winding hallways of the palace until finally, we came to the room that had been labeled “child care” in the native dragonkin tongue. Darya grabbed onto the handle of the thatched door, opened it slowly, and then gave us a “shush” signal as we crept inside.  
 
    The stone walls of the nursery were lined with several cribs, each one made out of wood, straw, old coconut husks, and a mattress stuffed with straw and fabric. Most of the cribs were empty, though the healer Anora stood between two at the very right side of the room, and she smiled as she waved at us from afar. As we got closer, the green-haired beauty pointed between the cribs on either side of her body and then tucked her arms against her body happily.  
 
    When I got to the two cribs, my eyes were filled with happy tears.  
 
    On the left was a little boy who was somewhat chunky, with golden scales like his mother and dark brown hair like his father. The infant’s eyes were a bright blue, and his skin was so bronze it nearly blended in with his scales.  
 
    On my other side was a little girl who was so skinny, I thought for a moment my sword blade may have been wider. She had a wisp of hay-colored hair atop her hair, and piercing purple eyes glared back at me through heavy eyelids. Her body was completely covered with maroon scales, which shimmered under the light of the nearby window hole.  
 
    “T-They’re beautiful,” I whispered to the dragonkin twins. “Have you thought about names yet?”  
 
    “Of course.” Darya nodded. “But we didn’t want to make them official until we talked to you.”  
 
    “I would like to name our son ‘Teku,’” Zarya offered. “It comes from one of the servants of Oshun, the mighty dragonkin warrior who was said to unite the tribes into a singular people many, many season cycles ago.”  
 
    “Sounds like a badass,” I said as I looked over at my beautiful little boy. “Welcome to the world, Teku.”  
 
    “I was thinking ‘Falthra,’” Darya explained. “It is the--”  
 
    “‘Peace,’” I finished the thought for the dragonkin warrior. “It means ‘peace’ in your language, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “It does,” Darya said with a smile. “It is what every warrior hopes to achieve at some point in their lives.”  
 
    “Then we shall have our own little ‘Peace,’” I chuckled. “She’s beautiful, Darya. And so is Teku.”  
 
    “Of course, they are,” the dragonkin warrior teased. “They take after their father.”  
 
    “Come on, now,” I laughed. “We all know they get their beauty from their mothers. Now, if they end up being badass warriors or something like that, then I’ll take the credit. Since I’m way more of a badass than you guys are.”  
 
    “Excuse me?” Zarya whistled. “Are you hearing this, sister?”  
 
    “Perhaps this should be settled out on the posts?” Darya mused. “In front of an audience?”  
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “Though I’d hate for the entire island to see you embarrassing yourselves.”  
 
    As the dragonkin twins and I flirted back and forth, I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Nacut was wandering aimlessly around the room. The bright-haired woman dragged her hands longingly across the cribs as she hummed a somber tune under her breath, and she kept glancing into the furniture as if she thought something was going to be there.  
 
    “You probably should go talk to her,” Anora said to me as she watched Nacut. “She doesn’t look very happy.”  
 
    “That’s because she was the flockmaid back on her island,” I explained. “She was supposed to take care of all the babies, but the eggs were eaten by predators who were desperate for food.”  
 
    “That is simply awful.” Zarya placed her hand against her mouth. “I-I couldn’t even imagine the sort of pain that would cause.”  
 
    “It makes me cherish what we have here, sister,” Darya sighed as she reached into the crib and picked up Falthra in her arms.  
 
    The dragonkin woman whispered something in her native tongue to the baby to keep her asleep, and the little girl just nestled closer into her mother’s chest.  
 
    Meanwhile, Zarya scooped up Teku and turned to the dragonkin healer.  
 
    “Take a break, Anora,” Zarya ordered. “You’ve been watching these babies for a while, and you must be exhausted.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” The woman tilted her yellow-scaled head. “It doesn’t bother me at all.”  
 
    “We will take over,” Darya said. “In fact, I wanted to take her down to the beach, anyways. She is not truly a dragonkin until she’s had her first taste of the beach.”  
 
    “We shall go together, then,” Zarya chuckled. “I wish for these two to be as close as we are, Darya. We should get them doing things together while they are young, and this sounds like a great first opportunity.”  
 
    “I mean, if you two are offering…” Anora trailed off. “I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in several sun cycles.”  
 
    “Go get some rest,” I said to the healer. “There’s a lot of crazy shit ahead of us, and we’re gonna need everybody to be at the top of their game. You can’t do that if you’re sleep-deprived.”  
 
    “Okay.” Anora shrugged. “Just remember I offered.”  
 
    We watched as the yellow-scaled healer strolled out of the room, and then Darya and Zarya were right behind her.  
 
    I began to head toward the door, but I quickly stopped when I realized Nacut wasn’t coming.  
 
    The Aviar woman still stared at the rows of cribs with a sad expression on her face, and every now and then she would let out a soft sigh.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Nacut?” I asked the bird-woman as I walked over and placed my hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “I-I think I’ve made a decision, Draco Rex,” the woman with the multi-colored hair said.  
 
    “Okay…” I raised an eyebrow. “A decision about what?”  
 
    “I want to have a baby.” Nacut turned and looked me right in the eyes. “And I want that baby to be yours.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “My baby?” I asked as the beautiful Aviar woman leaned back against the edge of one of the cribs. “When did you come to that decision?”  
 
    “Just now,” Nacut said. “I-I’ve been a flockmaid for so long, Draco Rex… I’ve always taken care of other people’s children, yet the irony is I’ve never once had one of my own.”  
 
    “Why not?” I questioned. “If you wanted a baby so badly, why didn’t you just find some random Aviar dude and ask him to knock you up?”  
 
    “That’s not how it works, Draco Rex,” Nacut chuckled. “You heard what Nevar has talked about… Courtship in our culture is somewhat complicated. It involves a lot of time, effort, and traditionalism, all of which I couldn’t be bothered with while I was busy taking care of everyone else’s eggs.”  
 
    “Well,” I laughed. “You’re in luck. All the courtship rituals I know are fairly simple and fun. Like going out to dinner and a movie or going to a carnival. The only time any sort of ‘mating dance’ was put on display was on the rare occasions when the other crewmen would bring me to a club. And let me tell you… I have the rhythm and coordination of a three-legged gator.”  
 
    “Is that a good thing?” Nacut raised a neon eyebrow.  
 
    Oh, yeah. She had no clue what an alligator even was.  
 
    “Not even close.” I shook my head. “It’s like… A big four-legged reptile, about the size of Waeren. They’re really, really slow and pretty awkward already, so taking away one of their legs would just make them even worse.”  
 
    “So, what you’re saying is a mating dance is off the table?” the yellow-and-green-haired woman giggled.  
 
    “Trust me.” I whistled. “You don’t want to see my mating dance. Besides, what makes you think you’d even want to mate with me anyway? I’m not a member of your species, and I’m sure Nevar would have an aneurysm if she found out another one of her flockmates went against the traditional ways.”  
 
    “The traditional ways…” the flockmaid trailed off and averted her eyes to the cribs again. “I’ve been following the ‘traditional way’ of doing things for several season cycles, Draco Rex. Look at where it’s gotten me. All of our eggs are gone, and our race is on the brink of extinction.”  
 
    Man, Kwah and Teeka were right. Nacut really did beat herself up over this a lot.  
 
    “You know it wasn’t your fault,” I reminded the Aviar woman. “You know that--”  
 
    “How could you know anything?” Nacut cut me off with narrowed eyes. “You weren’t even around that day, when the snowpouncers single-handedly wiped out the last hope for the Aviar race.”  
 
    “No, I wasn’t,” I said. “But your flockmates have told me all the details. They told me if you had been there, the only thing that would have ended up any differently would be you were killed, too. Those snowpouncers were starving, and they weren’t going to let anything get in the way of their next meal. You couldn’t have fought them all off, even if you tried.”  
 
    “Maybe not.” Nacut shook her head. “But at least I would have died with honor, and I wouldn’t have had to sit back and watch my species slowly die out over the season cycles.”  
 
    “Your species isn’t going to die out,” I promised. “Kwah is pregnant with my child, and there is no way I’m going to let anything happen to her or the baby. Just give it some time, and the Aviar people will be as populous as ever.”  
 
    “That is what I was hoping you could help me with,” the woman said as her face flushed as red as Maca’s feathers. “I’m tired of being a passive observer, Draco Rex. I wish to become an active participant in the preservation of my people.”  
 
    “You, uh… You do know what that means, right?” I asked as my pants grew tight around my crotch.  
 
    “Of course, I know what it means,” Nacut chuckled. “How exactly did you think Aviar women got pregnant before?”  
 
    “I had no idea.” I shrugged, though I was partially teasing. “For all I knew, you could have all been artificially inseminated or some shit. Or it could have been like the Ceros, who just had never really seen a man before. Or the Morpho people, whose men were pretty much just walking impregnation robots.”  
 
    “I assure you, Draco Rex,” the yellow-and-green-haired woman cooed. “The Aviar women know what we are doing. I’m sure you found that out when you laid with Kwah, no?”  
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said as my heart began to beat at a rapid speed. “That woman reeeeaaalllly knew what she was doing.”  
 
    “The tan half of the Feathered Monarch is quite a rebel,” Nacut admitted. “I bet she was quite a handful in the throes of passion.”  
 
    “We both had a handful of something, alright,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I hope I do not disappoint,” the neon Aviar said. “It sounds like I may have some stiff competition.”  
 
    Something was definitely stiff right about now, and it wasn’t the competition.  
 
    “Not to sound like a total downer or anything,” I muttered as I looked around the room. “But you weren’t planning on doing it right here, were you? In the nursery? Like, I get it’s a big part of your history and everything, but I really don’t feel comfortable making new babies in the same room where a bunch of my current babies are supposed to be sleeping.”  
 
    “So, you are willing to give me a child?” Nacut’s yellow eyes glowed intently at the thought.  
 
    “Nacut.” I clicked my tongue. “I was ready to give all five of you children the second I saw you on that platform. Just… not here. It’s too weird.”  
 
    “Now that you mention it, you’re right,” Nacut said as she looked around. “Back on our island, the nursery was just full of incubating eggs, so it wasn’t any different than being in a room with a bunch of figurines or carvings. But this is where living, breathing babies sleep… Let’s find another room.”  
 
    “That shouldn’t be too difficult.” I smirked as I turned and headed for the door. “There are so many rooms in this palace, and a lot of them aren’t even in active use right now.”  
 
    As Nacut followed me out into the hallway, I realized there were still a few rooms of this palace that, even though I had been the Draco Rex for nearly two years now, I’d never once set foot in. I was always busy going out on adventures or building new fortifications for the island, so if a room wasn’t a part of my daily routine, it just kind of never even registered on my radar.  
 
    That was when it hit me this may be one of the last days I actually had in this palace.  
 
    If all went according to plan, which I really hoped it did, then within the next few days, the dragonkin island would become a ghost town. These hallways would remain empty for the foreseeable future, until the stone crumbled away and nature swallowed the whole palace back into its ground. Maybe the orcs would come to pillage it in the meantime, but they wouldn’t find anything.  
 
    We’d all be long gone, as will anything we have of value to those fuckers.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t help but feel a bit sad as I thought about all the memories my crewmates and I had made on this island, and how it was the dwelling of the water dragons and the ancestral home of the dragonkin race.  
 
    Oh, well. We’d start all over. No longer would there be any “dragonkins” or “Niralopes” or “Spindrels” or anything. We’d all be one people, living together in harmony, and our children would lead the way.  
 
    Of course, that all depended on us finding Seashuna first.  
 
    “I don’t see how you find anything in this place,” Nacut said as she looked around the stony walls. “An Aviar nest is very straightforward, with just one pathway that connects each and every important room in the building. This is like a maze.”  
 
    “It’s better that way,” I promised the neon-haired beauty. “There’s less of a chance somebody will walk in on us.”  
 
    “It’d be nothing they haven’t seen before,” Nacut chuckled. “Especially since I hear you are quite the ladies man.”  
 
    “What can I say?” I shrugged nonchalantly. “There’s a lot of me to go around.”  
 
    “That’s what I’m hoping for…” Nacut bit her lip.  
 
    My cock sprang to attention in an instant, and it started to feel like it was going to just rip right through my pants.  
 
    We continued on until we eventually came to a door I wasn’t familiar with. I reached up to the wooden knob on its right side, gave it a good shove, and then used my body weight to push it open with a soft groan.  
 
    On the other side of the doorway was a room about the size of your average master bedroom. Most of the room was bare, with nothing but furniture carved out of stone. Hollowed out, round nooks surrounded the perimeter of the space just a few inches below the ceiling, while an entire wall of shelves made up the westernmost wall. There was a small straw bed in the corner of the room, as well as a small washing basin atop a pedestal. A fireplace sat next to the bookshelf, as a few unlit torches hung on the walls.  
 
    “This looks like somebody’s quarters,” I pondered aloud as we entered the room and shut the door behind us.  
 
    “It used to be,” Nacut said as she ran a finger along one of the shelves and inspected the dust on it. “Either that, or whoever lives here needs a serious lesson in cleaning up after themselves.”  
 
    “I bet it was one of the elders,” I said. “Look at all these shelves. Those would be a perfect place to store ancient texts or artifacts or whatever the hell the elders of the dragonkin race used to think was important.”  
 
    “You don’t know the history of your own race?” the neon-haired woman asked with a tilt of her head.  
 
    “I wasn’t originally a dragonkin, remember?” I reminded Nacut since I’d mentioned some of my history to the Aviars before. “I used to be a human. Much to Isla’s dismay, I’m still trying to learn the old stories and ways of the elders and all the gods and all that. Honestly, I bet Marella or Arrick knows more about that stuff than I do at this point.”  
 
    “You’ve been off doing more important things,” Nacut purred. “Like traveling the world and saving all these helpless, lonely women.”  
 
    “It’s a difficult job,” I teased with a wink. “But somebody’s gotta do it.”  
 
    “I’m just glad there is a bed in here,” the neon-haired woman said as she waggled her bushy yellow eyebrows. “I was afraid we were going to have to stand the whole time.”  
 
    “Man.” I whistled. “You’re really taking this whole ‘wanting a baby’ thing pretty seriously, aren’t you?”  
 
    “What?” Nacut giggled. “It’s the natural way to have a child. We may as well have some fun while we’re doing it, right?”  
 
    A-freaking-men.  
 
    Nacut strutted seductively over to the bed, where she then sat down and crossed one leg over the other. She patted the empty space beside her, and I ran over in a flash. No sooner had I sat down beside her, though, and her hand grabbed onto my right knee. Nacut made a strange, musical whistle as she ran her slender hands up my leg, until she got to my inner thigh and then finally, my manhood.  
 
    “Oh, my god…” I moaned when she brushed past my erection.  
 
    “Oh, my gods is right,” the neon-haired woman gulped. “I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t that…”  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I winked. “I thought you said you wanted to have fun? The bigger, the better.”  
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that.” Nacut grinned, and then she began to stroke me through the fabric of my pants.  
 
    My dick rose to full mast at her touch, and I could feel the cool drops of pre-cum as they oozed out against my clothes. My balls tightened up with eager anticipation, and I leaned over to seal the deal.  
 
    I pressed my lips against Nacut’s, and we started to kiss passionately. As we made out, I ran my hands along the soft, exposed, tan flesh of her arms, and she responded with a happy coo. Eventually, I got up to the top of her wooden top, but I had to stop when I realized I had no freaking clue how to get it off.  
 
    “Uh… Is there a strap, or--” I began, but Nacut just giggled.  
 
    “The Aviars are not that sophisticated,” she said.  
 
    I watched with a pounding heart and throbbing erection as Nacut reached down, grabbed onto the bottom of her wood armor, and then slowly pulled it up over her head.  
 
    Her perky, curved b-cups plopped down as they were exposed to the air, and her pale nipples stood at full attention, just practically begging to be sucked.  
 
    I wasn’t gonna wait for an invitation.  
 
    I leaned over and took Nacut’s left nipple between my teeth and gave it a soft bite. At the same time, I caressed her right breast in my palms, and the neon-haired woman went wild.  
 
    “Ohhhhh, Ben,” she moaned as she gripped onto the back of my head.  
 
    I traced her nipple with my tongue before I gave it another soft bite, and I moved over and repeated my actions with the other one. Then, after I’d gotten Nacut all good and worked up, I started to kiss down her body. I pecked at her chest, then her tight tummy, and finally the area just below her belly button.  
 
    Next, I reached up and took hold of her wooden waistband, and I yanked it down with a firm tug.  
 
    Nacut raised her legs and giggled as I freed her womanhood, and my mouth instantly began to water when I saw how fucking delicious it looked.  
 
    The tender slit between Nacut’s legs was swollen with arousal and already sopping wet. She must have been really excited, because I could already see her clitoris poking out from the top of her pussy, even through the delicate flower of yellow hair that sat above.  
 
    “Wow,” I gasped. “Do you have any idea what I’m about to do to you?”  
 
    “I don’t.” Nacut shook her head and smirked. “But I can’t wait to find out.”  
 
    Before I could make my move, the Aviar woman’s legs wrapped around the back of my head and pulled me toward her tender slit, so I grabbed onto her thighs from below as I buried my face in her warm mound and got to work.  
 
    I dragged my tongue along each side of her labia before I moved over and gently kissed down her inner thigh. She must have fucking loved that, because each time I did it, her entire body tensed up, and Nacut released a soft groan of pleasure. 
 
    That was nothing, though, compared to the sound she made when I went for her clit.  
 
    I pushed my tongue flat against Nacut and then slowly dragged it across her clitoris, and the bird-woman went wild.  
 
    “Oh, fuck, Ben!” she gasped and writhed against me. “You’re so damn good with your tongue.”  
 
    I licked her sensually a few more times, and then I started to make tiny little circles around her swollen button. Nacut’s legs wrapped around my head like a vise, and she was trembling as she held me against her womanhood so hard I wondered if she was going to crush my skull.  
 
    I continued to pleasure the neon-haired woman with my tongue, but then I decided to add another layer of fun to the experience. I took my index and middle fingers, pressed them together, and slid them gently into Nacut’s velvet tunnel.  
 
    Nacut let out a long, deep moan as my fingers pushed into her, and then another when I began to plunge them in and out slowly.  
 
    “God, you taste so good,” I growled as I started to finger her more intensely.  
 
    “Ben?” Nacut gasped, and her face was flushed a deep red. “I-I think I’m almost on the verge of-- of reaching the end.”  
 
    “Are you, now?” I teased. “It’s okay… I’m going to make sure this isn’t the only one.”  
 
    “Really?” Nacut’s eyes rolled back in her head as she tried to focus. “I-- Oh, fuck. Y-Yes!”  
 
    “Ready for the big finale?” I joked, and then I got back to work with my tongue.  
 
    Nacut tasted sweeter than maple syrup, and the sounds of her ecstasy made me so fucking hard I thought I was about to bust right then and there.  
 
    Then, as I made another pass at her womanhood, Nacut hit the mountaintop.  
 
    “Oh, Ben!” she screamed. “Oooooohhhhhhhhhh!”  
 
    The Aviar woman’s pussy trembled around my fingers as her love poured out by the gallon. Nacut’s right hand took a hold of my hair in a death grip, and she pushed my face into her tender slit as she orgasmed against me. Finally, once her moans had begun to subside, and her body relaxed, I pulled my fingers out of her and glanced up into her beautiful yellow eyes.  
 
    “How was that?” I questioned with a wink.  
 
    “F-Fucking incredible,” she panted, and then her eyes narrowed. “But we’re not done. Now, it’s your turn.”  
 
    Nacut gave my arm a gentle squeeze as she motioned for me to stand up, so I obeyed, and the second I was on my feet, the neon-haired woman slid off the bed and got down onto her knees. Her slender fingers slid underneath my waistband, and then the next thing I knew my pants were around my ankles and my cock was rested gently in her right hand. The Aviar woman’s eyes widened when she saw just how large I was, but her surprise quickly turned into determination.  
 
    “You sure you can handle that?” I whispered as I pulled off my shirt. “It’s okay if you need a little practice first.”  
 
    “I know how to use my tongue just as good as you do, Draco Rex,” Nacut giggled, and then she got to work.  
 
    The yellow-and-green-haired woman slowly stroked me as her long, slender tongue flopped out of her mouth, and she let out a happy chirping noise. Nacut licked the pre-cum off the head of my cock with a “yum” sound before she lifted it up, licked her way down the left side, and then started to suck on my balls.  
 
    “Holy fuck…” I moaned as she pleasured both parts of my manhood at once. “You’re fucking magic with that thing.”  
 
    Nacut just looked up into my eyes with her yellow ones as she continued to lick, stroke, and tease my rock-hard dick. Finally, once she seemed to get bored of the foreplay, she slapped both her hands around the bottom of my shaft and positioned my cock in front of her face.  
 
    “It even takes two hands just to hold it in place,” she purred as she licked her thick lips.  
 
    Nacut opened her mouth wide and then slowly leaned forward to swallow me whole, but the Aviar woman only got about halfway down my shaft before she had to stop. She let out a quick gag before she took a deep breath, relaxed her throat muscles, and took me in all the way down to where her hands were stationed.  
 
    “Oh, Nacut…” I moaned as I leaned back and looked up at the ceiling.  
 
    My knees felt like rubber, and my balls were so tight they were all the way up in my body.  
 
    Nacut then took another deep breath, removed her hands, and forced herself the rest of the way down on me. When I felt her warm, wet throat muscles squeeze around my cock, I just about exploded right then and there.  
 
    The warm coil in my abdomen started to tighten up, and I wanted nothing more than to fill this beautiful woman with my seed.  
 
    I was pretty sure that was what Nacut wanted, as well, because she instantly got to work sucking my dick. I watched her feathered, multi-colored mohawk as it bobbed up and down on my manhood, and my body tensed up with each gentle gulp she took. Nacut refused to break eye contact with me the entire time, so I got to stare into her pretty golden orbs as she licked, sucked, and swallowed me down like the fucking goddess she was.  
 
    “How am I doing?” Nacut winked as she let my dick slide out of her lips. “Because from down here, it looks like I’m doing a good job.”  
 
    Before I could answer, the neon-haired woman swallowed me whole, and I felt my erection bottom out in the back of her throat.  
 
    That was it. This was the spark that lit the fire, and I was about to fucking blow.  
 
    “Ohmygod!” I gasped. “O-Oh! Ohhhhhhhhh, fuck!”  
 
    I ran my fingers through Nacut’s neon locks as the world began to spin around me, and my legs turned to Jello. I tensed up every muscle in my body as the warm coil in my stomach snapped, and I felt my manhood tremble as it began to unload.  
 
    I let out a long, deep, guttural moan as my semen assaulted the back of Nacut’s throat, and her warm, wet mouth took in every single drop. Nacut made a “mmmmm” sound as she gulped down my seed, and then she curled her tongue around the bottom of my shaft to form some sort of funnel.  
 
    Fuck, that felt good.  
 
    I came for what felt like a solid minute before I finally went dry, and Nacut let my dick slide out from behind her pink lips.  
 
    “You taste so delicious.” The Aviar woman licked her lips.  
 
    “So did you,” I said. “Fuck…”  
 
    “Unfortunately, that’s not the way to get pregnant,” Nacut sighed. “As fun as it may have been.”  
 
    “Nope,” I confirmed. “We still need to go another round if we want to finish the job.”  
 
    Nacut raised herself up onto her knees so her chest was level with my semi-erect cock. Then the Aviar woman took my dick in her hands, pressed her B-cups together, and slid my cock between them.  
 
    “This should do the trick.” Nacut winked as she began to pump her cleavage up and down on my manhood.  
 
    The sensation was a strange one, but fuck me if it didn’t drive me wild. Every now and again, Nacut would stop, lean over, and give my cock a soft suck, and before long I was back to full mast.  
 
    Once the neon-haired beauty saw my reformed erection, she giggled and stood back to her feet. Then she shot me a wink and laid back on the bed.  
 
    “Ohhhhh, no,” I growled as I leaned forward and scooped Nacut up in my arms. “I want you to be on top.”  
 
    “On top?” Nacut gasped. “I never thought you’d ask…”  
 
    I laid down on my back, and my cock stood straight up like the trunk of a tree.  
 
    Nacut looked a tad concerned as she positioned herself over it, and then she took a deep breath.  
 
    “It’s okay,” I promised the beautiful bird-woman. “You already showed me you can handle it. Just take it slow.”  
 
    “I know I can handle it!” Nacut growled seductively. “I’m just worried about whether or not you can handle me.”  
 
    Fucking hell, that was hot.  
 
    Out of all the Aviar women, I never would have guessed Nacut was the freak in the bedroom.  
 
    Nacut slowly lowered her pussy so it was right up against my tip, and we both let out moans of excitement as our carnal flesh pressed against each other. The neon-haired woman’s juices dripped down onto me like a monsoon, and I couldn’t wait to be inside of her any longer.  
 
    I reached up, grabbed her around the waist, and then guided down onto me.  
 
    “Fuck!” I gasped when her tight tunnel wrapped me up in a death grip.  
 
    “Gods, Ben!” Nacut moaned. “It feels so much bigger now that it’s inside of me.” 
 
    The woman leaned forward and pressed her naked body against mine as I continued to lower her down onto me. Soon, I felt myself bottom out against her cervix, and Nacut let out a soft whimper before she started to nuzzle on my neck.  
 
    I ran my hands up and down Nacut’s back as she ground her hips against me, and every time I got down to her cute ass, I made it a point to push her down onto me as far as she could go. Each time, we both let out a happy, surprised moan, and then we would continue enjoying each other’s bodies.  
 
    Our two figures seemed to meld into one as we made love, and in this moment we felt like a single body. Two lovers, who cared about nothing else in this world but each other.  
 
    Eventually, Nacut sat back up, placed her hands onto my abdomen, and started to ride me like a cowgirl. Her wet pussy slid up and down my shaft without any sort of resistance, and her velvet tunnel felt like silk against my throbbing hard cock. Nacut’s breasts bounced with each motion that she made, and the Aviar woman kept biting her bottom lip as she furrowed her bushy eyebrows and focused on the task at hand.  
 
    The warm coil in my stomach returned to its previous tense position, and I knew I wasn’t long for this world.  
 
    “Fuck me…” I groaned. “If you keep riding me like that, I’m gonna fill you up to your eyeballs.”  
 
    “Really?” Nacut whimpered, and then her mouth fell open in a silent moan. “Because I want to be so full of your seed that it oozes out of every orifice in my body.”  
 
    Oh, man. She really was a freak.  
 
    Still, it was totally working.  
 
    I watched Nacut’s breasts bounce as she rode me raw, until finally her body began to tense up, and her moans became more and more hurried. Soon, the Aviar woman’s head whipped back, and her entire figure froze in place.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I growled. “Too much for you?”  
 
    “G-Gods…” Nacut sputtered. “I think I’m going to-- I think I-I-- Ohhhh, shit!”  
 
    Nacut’s eyes rolled back in her head as her tight tunnel gripped me like a vise, and I knew the end was near. Then the bird-woman let out an eardrum-shattering scream, and I hit my peak with her.  
 
    “Fuuuuuuuuuck!” I moaned as the coil in my abdomen snapped.  
 
    I pressed Nacut down onto me as far as she would go, and my vision tunneled down to two little pinpricks as my cock pulsated and my balls tensed.  
 
    Then they released.  
 
    I felt a powerful, warm sensation all throughout my body as my cock blasted my seed into Nacut like a firehose in a cereal bowl.  
 
    The woman’s eyes grew wide when she felt my cum inside of her, but she was still mid-orgasm.  
 
    Nacut’s tight pussy squeezed me like a tube of toothpaste until every single drop of my seed was safely inside her womb, and for a split second I thought I was going to pass out.  
 
    Finally, once we had both reached the end of our excitement, Nacut collapsed down onto my chest.  
 
    “Wow,” she panted as I ran my hand through her neon locks. “That was every bit as good as Kwah claimed it would be.”  
 
    “A big part of that was you,” I promised the beautiful bird-woman. “I mean, shit… I think that was one of the most intense lovemaking sessions I’ve ever had.”  
 
    “So, what happens now?” Nacut asked as she playfully traced my pecs with her index finger. “Do we tell everybody else, or do we keep it a secret?”  
 
    “It might be kinda hard to keep it a secret,” I said with a chuckle. “Especially when an egg comes popping out of you later on down the line.”  
 
    “Batari is pregnant, right?” Nacut questioned. “She seems to be hiding it very well.”  
 
    “I don’t know about her,” I sighed. “She’s the first Cero woman to ever get pregnant, so I don’t know when she’s even going to start showing.”  
 
    “I just don’t want to deal with Nevar’s judgement.” The Aviar rolled her eyes. “Our lovemaking was many things, Ben… ‘Traditional’ wasn’t one of them.”  
 
    “I think she’ll get over it,” I predicted. “Besides, if not for us, your species would die out.”  
 
    “I’m curious as to what our child will look like,” Nacut admitted. “Aviar babies are already quite… strange-looking creatures.”  
 
    “What do you mean, ‘strange looking?’” I asked.  
 
    “When they hatch, they have no hair,” the bird-woman explained. “They are like tiny little pink, hairless creatures.”  
 
    “Now, add some scales to that,” I chuckled. “But seriously, don’t worry about it. No matter what the baby comes out looking like, it’ll be beautiful. You know why? Because it will be ours.”  
 
    “No wonder so many of these women love you, Ben,” Nacut sighed as she laid her head against my bare chest. “You always know exactly what to say to make us feel good.”  
 
    Nacut and I cuddled together for several more hours. We laid there with our naked bodies melded together as one, until we eventually both passed out from the pure exhaustion of the day. When I finally came to, Nacut was still blissfully asleep on my chest, so I ran my hands through her neon locks and then kissed her on the forehead.  
 
    How was a guy like me this lucky?  
 
    “Ben!” a distant, musical voice called from off in the distance. “Ben? Where are you?”  
 
    I recognized it instantly as Talise.  
 
    “Sorry, Nacut,” I sighed as I gently rolled the Aviar woman off me and onto the mattress.  
 
    She didn’t even respond. Nacut just let out an annoyed groan before she smacked her lips and then passed out once more.  
 
    I slid out of bed, tossed on my pants, and then ran over to the door. I pulled it open gently and stepped out into the hall, where I saw Talise’s figure off in the distance.  
 
    “Ben?” she gasped when she saw me, and then she sprinted over like an Olympic runner. “Thank goodness I found you. I’ve been looking all over!”  
 
    “What’s going on, Talise?” I asked my original lover. “Is something wrong?”  
 
    “Quite the opposite, Ben.” The dark-haired dragonkin woman smiled. “Something very, very extraordinary is happening right now… Batari and Zikiu are both in labor!”  
 
    My jaw hit the fucking floor.  
 
    “Labor?” I gulped. “But… They don’t even have a baby bump yet. Are you sure?”  
 
    “I’ve seen it a million times before, Ben,” Talise reassured me. “They’re in labor.”  
 
    “Well, shit,” I said. “Give me a second, and I’ll be right there.”  
 
    I quickly ran back into the room and shut the door behind me, and as I did so, I couldn’t help but let out a long, happy laugh.  
 
    We were about to witness the first two live Cero births in the history of the world, courtesy of the Draco Rex. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “How is this even possible?” I demanded as Nacut, Talise, and I made our way down the hallways of the dragonkin palace. “Batari and Zikiu weren’t even showing yet. How could they be in labor?”  
 
    “We know absolutely nothing about Cero pregnancies,” Talise explained as she hustled two feet ahead of me. “For all we know, this could be a false labor or even just a regular part of the process.”  
 
    “That happens with Aviars all the time,” Nacut said. “The symptoms of an Aviar woman about to lay an egg are the same as a variety of other ailments, including things like a sore belly or an inability to pass waste. Most of the time, it all makes for a very confusing situation.”  
 
    “I just hope everything is alright with them both.” I frowned.  
 
    The Cero women had never been pregnant before, and even they themselves didn’t know exactly what to expect. This was surely a very scary experience for them, even though we had all agreed the end result was more than worth the risks.  
 
    We pressed on until Talise eventually led us to the infirmary area of the palace. There, we saw all of the Cero women huddled around Batari and Zikiu, who were both flat on their backs with their legs spread out wide and propped up.  
 
    The dragonkin healer Anora sat in front of Batari as she inspected her lady parts, while both Valea and the golden-haired butterfly-woman, Candara, looked over Zikiu. Swaer was up above Batari’s head, with his furry snout rested comfortingly against her white locks.  
 
    “There they are,” Rikuri chuckled when she saw us enter. “And here I thought the Draco Rex was going to miss out on this major occasion.”  
 
    “It took me a while to find him,” Talise said as she walked over to Batari’s side and placed her hand on the Cero woman’s white hair. “She was kind of panicking that you weren’t here.”  
 
    “No, I wasn’t,” Batari argued through a few labored breaths. “I just thought--”  
 
    “Save your breath, dear,” Talise shushed the Queen Mother. “You’re going to need it soon.”  
 
    “So, this is what every other race has to go through to repopulate?” Zikiu huffed as she blew a bit of her brown hair out of her eyes. “I’m thankful Tembori sculpted us out of the clay of the Earth.”  
 
    “You need to remain calm,” Talise reassured the Cero woman. “This entire process is difficult enough, and you’ll need to save your energy for when it comes time to push.”  
 
    “If we even have to push,” Batari scoffed. “It feels like this little guy is threatening to tear a hole through my abdomen!”  
 
    Don’t worry, Batari, Swaer promised. You just need to listen to the healers. They know what they’re doing. 
 
    “Your dragon is very fluffy,” Talise chuckled. “It might do you some good to pet him for comfort.”  
 
    What? Swaer shot Talise a dirty look. I’m not a pet. I’m a mighty wind dragon, terror of the skies and--  
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, Batari’s gray hand reached up and began to scritch him under the neck. Swaer’s eyes rolled back in his head as his noodly whiskers twitched with excitement, and all the tension in his body seemed to disappear in an instant.  
 
    Talise’s suggestion seemed to do wonders for Batari, as well. The Cero woman suddenly closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and then let out a long sigh.  
 
    “That’s great,” Zikiu mumbled. “I don’t have anything to pet.”  
 
    “You could try my wings,” Nacut suggested as she popped her yellow and lime-green wings out from under her arms. “They’re not exactly fuzzy, but they are incredibly soft.”  
 
    Nacut walked over to the woman in labor and then held her arms up above her head like a diver about to go off the high-dive. As she did so, her beautiful wings spread out all along the sides of her body to create a vibrant, neon plume. Not to mention, the position she was in put her beautiful, slender body on full display and accentuated each and every one of her slender curves. Then Nacut stepped over to Zikiu’s side, though the Cero woman didn’t seem very enthralled.  
 
    “Isn’t that a little strange?” Zikiu asked with a grimace. “We’re both grown women.”  
 
    “And?” Nacut raised a bushy eyebrow. “If it works, what does our age matter?”  
 
    Zikiu let out another labored breath before she narrowed her eyes. Then she slowly reached out to Nacut’s feathers, where she began to stroke them in a soft, rhythmic motion.  
 
    I could almost feel the tension leave her body when she touched them.  
 
    “Okay, okay…” Zikiu sighed. “They are very soft.”  
 
    “How long have they been in labor?” I asked all the healers in the room.  
 
    “Maybe an hour,” Anora guessed. “We were waiting for you to return, but when the pain started to get more intense, I sent Talise looking for you.”  
 
    “I’m glad she found you,” Valea said as she looked back over her shoulder. “I’m starting to see a head.”  
 
    “What?” Zikiu gasped, and all the tension returned. “What do you mean you can see the head?”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I promised, and I quickly moved over so I was behind Zikiu. “This is all part of it.”  
 
    I placed my hands on the Cero woman’s shoulders and then began to massage as gently as I could. There was so much tension in her body that it felt like I was trying to pull the knots out of a metal rope, but I did my best to keep her mind at ease.  
 
    “I think this is happening now, Zikiu!” Candara gasped with a smile. “In a few moments here, you’ll need to push.”  
 
    “This is a momentous occasion, my tribe…” Zamwae proclaimed as she held out her hands wide. “A blessing from Tembori is upon us!”  
 
    The shaman’s knee-length brown hair splayed out behind her like an organic cape, and she started to chant in her native tongue as she lowered her head. Rikuri, Ashanti, and Baratu all took the same position as they began to pray to their god, and soon their chanting echoed off the walls of the infirmary room.  
 
    “Alright, Zikiu!” Valea finally announced as she held her hands forward. “The time has come. It’s time to push!”  
 
    “I-I don’t know if I can!” Zikiu’s eyes were now full of tears.  
 
    “You can do it,” I said into her ear as I leaned forward. “Remember all those breathing exercises Talise showed you? Now’s the time to use them.”  
 
    Zikiu frowned, but then she gave me a somber nod. The brown-haired Cero woman started to make short, deep breaths with a large emphasis on the exhalation, and her face became covered with sweat.  
 
    “That’s it!” Candara reassured Zikiu. “Push!”  
 
    “Come on…” I whispered as I rubbed her shoulders. “You can do it.”  
 
    Zikiu’s hands gripped into the sides of the table she was on, and the wood seemed to splinter from her grasp. She let out a scream as she tensed up her entire body, and both Candara and Valea smiled intensely.  
 
    “Almost there, Zikiu,” Valea continued. “Come on… Just one more big, strong push!”  
 
    Zikiu’s labored scream rang out across the room as she gave one final push, and the next thing I knew, I heard a soft, high-pitched cry from below. Zikiu’s head fell back into my arms as she let out the deepest breath of her freaking life.  
 
    “Is that what’s going to happen to me?” Batari gasped, and her eyes were wide and full of terror. “I-I’m not sure if I want to--”  
 
    I think it’s a little too late for that, Swaer chuckled. Just relax, Batari… 
 
    “See?” I smiled down into Zikiu’s eyes as I ran my fingers through her hair. “It’s over.”  
 
    “I-I want to see my baby…” Zikiu begged weakly.  
 
    “It’s a little girl!” Candara giggled. “Congratulations, new parents.”  
 
    “A little girl.” Zikiu smiled up at me, though the bags under her eyes were massive. “We have a little girl, Ben.”  
 
    Candara’s spotted green wings fluttered happily as she stood up and approached us, and in her arms was a small figure who was swaddled with a piece of furry leather.  
 
    Our child.  
 
    “Here you go, Mom and Dad.” The golden-haired Morpho smiled as she offered the bundle to Zikiu. “Meet your daughter!”  
 
    Zikiu held the little girl in her arms, and I leaned over her shoulder so we could both get a good look at her.  
 
    My mouth twisted into a bright smile as nostalgia swept over me like a tidal wave.  
 
    My sister. The little girl looked a lot like my sister, Lizzie.  
 
    That is, if my sister had gray skin, horns, and scales. The newborn’s hair was still faint, though I could distinguish hints of chocolate-brown in her locks. She had a small button nose like a cartoon character, and thin pale lips that I was sure would grow more vibrant over time. Her skin was the same color as her mother’s, a deep gray, and surrounded by pearl-colored scales on her sides, cheeks, and arms.  
 
    Most surprising of all, however, was her horn.  
 
    Our baby girl had two stubby, blunt horns that jutted out from her forehead. They sat one on top of the other, and they were opaque, almost like seaglass.  
 
    Then there were the tattoos. On each one of the infant’s scales was a very small red tribal symbol, similar to what each of the Cero women had all up their arms and legs.  
 
    “They’re born with those symbols?” I gasped. “I thought those were tattoos you guys put there?”  
 
    “Nope,” Zikiu joked. “We’ve all had those symbols on our bodies since the day we were created.”  
 
    “She’s beautiful, Zikiu…” I trailed off as I looked down at my daughter. “Hi, little girl.”  
 
    The Cero baby must have recognized my voice, because she opened up her eyes to reveal two orbs of dark, almost sapphire-blue.  
 
    “How do you feel about the name ‘Zaerwa?’” Zikiu asked as she looked up at me.  
 
    “I’m guessing it means something significant in your language?” I raised an eyebrow. “It sounds beautiful.”  
 
    “It is beautiful,” Zamwae interjected. “It means ‘Miracle’ in our native tongue.”  
 
    “Because she is our little miracle,” Zikiu giggled as she kissed our baby on the forehead.  
 
    “Curious,” Nacut said as she looked over at Batari and rubbed her chin. “You both went into labor at the same time, but Batari doesn’t seem anywhere near close to having her child yet.”  
 
    “Wonderful,” Batari huffed before she flicked her head to the side and tossed her white bangs off her forehead. “So I could be at this for several more minutes?”  
 
    “Several more hours, possibly,” Talise said. “There is no way to really tell… When the baby is ready, it will come.”  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks…” Batari grumbled. “Give me strength, oh, great ivory god!”  
 
    It’s alright, Swaer comforted his bondmate. No matter how long it takes, I won’t leave your side. You can sit here and scratch my head for the rest of the moon cycle, if you have to.  
 
    “Thank you, Swaer.” The Queen Mother smiled up at the wind dragon.  
 
    “I’m not going anywhere, either,” I promised. “I want to be here when our child comes into the world.”  
 
    “We shall remain, as well,” Zamwae said. “We have already witnessed one of the Goddess Guruwae’s miracles, and we wish to bear witness to yet another.”  
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Ashanti muttered under her breath. “I know this is an important moment for our people, but I didn’t expect childbirth to be so… graphic?”  
 
    “What did you expect?” Rikuri chuckled and placed her hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Did you think it was just going to plop on out when it was ready?”  
 
    “Maybe.” The rhino-woman with the shaved head shrugged, and she shot Rikuri a dirty look. “It just makes me a little nervous for when my time comes, you know?”  
 
    “I wonder why you didn’t go into labor?” Candara asked. “We’ve all come to the conclusion that Batari and Zikiu started their labor at the same time as part of some strange… What did you call it, Valea?”  
 
    “An interconnected aura event,” Valea nodded.  
 
    “Uhhhhh,” Ashanti trailed off. “In common, please?”  
 
    “It’s a phenomenon where the auras of two living things become synchronized,” the blonde hedgehog-woman continued. “In this case, your pregnancies had become synchronized, so when one of you went into labor, your auras forced both of you into labor.”  
 
    “Surprise, surprise,” Rikuri cackled. “Ashanti here wasn’t synched up with either of you. If her ‘aura’ is anything like her, it isn’t gonna get along with anybody else’s!”  
 
    “Unlike you,” Ashanti snarked. “Who’s just about as much fun as a widehorn’s back side.”  
 
    “I’m sure there’s people out there who could have a lot of fun with a widehorn’s backside,” the hornless Cero woman retorted without missing a beat. “Take the orcs, for example. I bet they get lonely stuck on a ship with a bunch of other men day in and day out…”  
 
    “Ew.” Ashanti gagged. “That’s an image I definitely don’t want in my head.”  
 
    “Could we please not talk about the orcs?” Baratu sighed. “The names of those ugly mudwallowers shouldn’t even be mentioned at a time like this.”  
 
    “I agree with Baratu.” Zamwae nodded. “We should not taint this glorious moment with discussion about such filth.”  
 
    “Well, we should taint it with something!” Batari argued. “I need something to take my mind off all this pain…”  
 
    So, that was exactly what we did. We all sat around and enjoyed each other’s company as we shared stories of past children, adventures we’d been on together, and even several details about our lives before we’d even met. The minutes soon turned into hours, and I started to wonder if Batari was having a false labor.  
 
    All the while, Zikiu held Zaerwa tight against her chest. The rhino-woman cuddled and nursed our child as the time went on, until eventually I could see her eyes were starting to droop closed.  
 
    That all changed, of course, when Batari hit the climax of her labor.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks!” the Queen Mother gasped as she grabbed her stomach. “W-What’s this sharp pain in my abdomen?”  
 
    “I think this might be it!” Talise smiled widely as she moved over to Batari’s bottom half. “It is! I see some crowning going on.”  
 
    “You know what to do,” Anora reassured the Cero woman. “Remember the exercises… Push.”  
 
    Instantly, I dashed over to Batari’s side and grabbed her hand.  
 
    “Whenever you feel pain, I want you to squeeze,” I said. “I don’t care if you do it so hard that you crush every bone in my hand… Whenever you feel the pain, squeeze.”  
 
    Just make sure it’s his hand, Swaer gulped. And not my neck.  
 
    Batari took me up on my offer almost immediately. The Queen Mother let out a mixture of a growl and a scream as her hand tightened around mine, and she gripped me so hard I felt the circulation fade away. Still, it was nowhere near as bad as the pain I’d suffered at the hands of some of my enemies, so I just grinned and bore it.  
 
    “Almost there, Batari…” Talise encouraged the rhino-woman. “Push!”  
 
    My hand went numb from the sharp stranglehold Batari had on it, and the Queen Mother let out another painful scream. She stopped for one moment before she took a deep breath, recomposed herself, and then pushed again. Her mouth opened wide, and her eyes were wide with determination as she yelled at the top of her lungs.  
 
    Soon, her scream was drowned out by the sound of a wailing infant.  
 
    “You did it!” Anora gasped.  
 
    The yellow-haired dragonkin woman pulled out her seaglass dagger and held it up to the child’s umbilical cord. She sliced it free in one swift motion, and then she sheathed her tool as she held the baby up close to her scaly body. Anora then looked it over with her large, almond-shaped eyes.  
 
    “What is it?” Batari panted. “What has Tembori blessed us with?”  
 
    “It’s a beautiful, healthy baby boy!” Anora said, and the Cero women erupted with cheers.  
 
    “The first Cero male!” Baratu gasped before she swept Rikuri up in a bear hug.  
 
    Rikuri just frowned and let out a short grumble, which made Baratu release her in an instant, but the hornless Cero woman’s smile quickly returned to her face.  
 
    “Something told me you’d have a boy, Batari,” Rikuri teased. “You were always the one to go against the natural will of the gods.”  
 
    “On the contrary, Rikuri,” Zamwae corrected. “This is a sign from Guruwae and Tembori that our people are truly his chosen people. He has blessed us with something we have never had in our entire history… The ability to procreate.”  
 
    Anora swaddled the little fella and then brought him over for Batari to hold. Swaer and I both crowded around Batari as she pulled the baby up against her bosom, and I felt myself getting emotional.  
 
    We had a son.  
 
    A son who was going to grow up to be the first-ever King of the Cero tribe.  
 
    What would his title even be? King Father? Emperor? Just “King?”  
 
    No matter what, Batari and I were going to raise the rhino-prince to be the best damn leader he could possibly be.  
 
    Just like his sister, my son had gray skin like a Cero. His horn, though, was a simple ivory color and, unlike his sister’s, it was really freaking long.  
 
    Like, his horn was nearly a quarter the length of his body, and it jutted out above his wispy white hair and up into the sky. The boy had piercing green eyes, as well as a series of black scales that outlined his body. His ears were pointed like that of a dragonkin, though lines of tribal markings ran up and down each of his arms.  
 
    “Wow…” Batari smirked. “I’ve never seen a horn this big before.”  
 
    “Well, we both know he gets that from me.” I winked, and the Queen Mother rolled her eyes.  
 
    “And those scales!” Talise observed. “Black scales are a very rare trait in dragonkin, Ben. They make us stick out from the jungle and the ocean, which means we are easily spotted by predators.”  
 
    “Great,” I said. “I guess we should have a babysitter on him twenty-four-seven.”  
 
    “You misunderstand, Draco Rex.” The dragonkin healer shook her head. “This is a wonderful sign.”  
 
    “Dragonkin who have black scales are said to be the most fearless, powerful beings to walk the planet,” Anora explained. “Oshun blesses them with such colors because she knows they need not fear predators… They are the predators.”  
 
    “With a horn like that, I believe it,” Ashanti said. “I wouldn’t want to fight a Cero who looked like him.”  
 
    “Tuquaar,” Batari announced. “I wish to name him ‘Tuquaar.’”  
 
    “Quite a fitting name, Queen Mother.” Zamwae nodded.  
 
    “What does it mean?” Nacut asked. “Is it another word for ‘miracle’ or ‘blessing?’”  
 
    “There is not a word for it in common,” Batari explained as she ran her hand along Tuquaar’s head. “The closest thing I can think of is something along the lines of ‘crowned king’ or ‘crowned savior.’”  
 
    “Because of his impressive horn?” I smirked.  
 
    “Indeed,” the Queen Mother said. “But also because he will be the savior of the Cero people. Even now, the simple fact that there exists a Cero male will inspire the rest of our sisters back on our home island, and they will quickly rally around their new king.”  
 
    “Easy there, Batari,” Ashanti chuckled. “The little guy was just born, and you’re already talking about his coronation festival.”  
 
    “There is no reason not to talk about it,” Batari argued through her exhausted expression. “He is royalty, so it’s only a matter of time before he takes over as the King Father.”  
 
    “King Father,” I laughed and shook my head. “I figured that’s what he’d be called. But Ashanti’s right. We can worry about all that shit later. For now, just revel in the fact we have a son!”  
 
    And the fact that I’m an uncle now! Swaer added.  
 
    “Indeed you are.” Batari patted the wind dragon with her free hand. “Would you like to come closer to your new friend, Swaer?”  
 
    How fragile is he? Swaer gulped. I, uh… I don’t want to accidentally hurt him.  
 
    “You won’t,” I promised. “He’s a tough cookie.”  
 
    The furry wind dragon slowly crawled down Batari’s left arm as he stared at the child like a dog watching a fleeing bunny. He cautiously approached Tuquaar, inch by inch, until finally the infant opened his eyes.  
 
    Tuquaar let out a happy squeal when he saw Swaer, and the wind dragon yelped as he jumped off Batari into the sky.  
 
    “He likes you, Swaer,” I cackled. “I can already tell you two are gonna be best friends.”  
 
    Sorry, the furry wind dragon laughed awkwardly. I’m just a little skittish around loud noise.  
 
    “He won’t be loud forever,” Batari said, though that drew a laugh from Rikuri.  
 
    “He’s your son, Batari,” the hornless Cero snickered. “He’s never gonna shut up when he gets older.”  
 
    “And that’s fine,” Batari argued as she stuck out her tongue. “A good king leader must always make their presence known, and they must command every room they walk into. You call it ‘loud,’ but I just call it ‘charismatic.’”  
 
    “Same thing.” Rikuri shrugged.  
 
    “I just can’t believe this,” I sighed as I looked back and forth between the two rhino-women. “The first two Cero children to ever be born…”  
 
    “You know what this means, don’t you?” Baratu prompted.  
 
    “Yeah,” Zikiu grumbled. “That we’re so exhausted we’re going to sleep for several days straight.”  
 
    “Not quite.” Zamwae shook her head. “It means it is time for us to do what we do best.”  
 
    “A festival?” Batari had a mile-wide smile on her face. “To commemorate this wonderful moment in our people’s history?”  
 
    “Exactly what I was thinking, Queen Mother,” Zamwae said. “But it will also be a celebration of the Draco Rex’s most recent accomplishments. A whole Council of dragons at our side, as well as multiple fire-breathers and incredible, strong flying women? Any one of those alone would be cause for celebration.”  
 
    “Let’s get on it, then,” I said as I ran my hands through my son’s white hair. “We’ve had a pretty rough couple of weeks here on the dragonkin island… A festival is probably just what everybody needs right about now.”  
 
    “Then a festival is what we shall plan!” Zamwae clapped her hands together happily.  
 
    “Okay, guys…” Talise shushed the shaman. “I know this is all exciting, but you’ll have to leave here pretty soon. Both the babies and the mothers are going to need to get some rest.”  
 
    “Of course,” the brown-haired shaman agreed. “We shall begin the preparations at once.”  
 
    “This makes me much more excited than I should be,” Rikuri said. “One of Zamwae’s festivals? On this island? With all the people that live here? It’s going to be a blast.”  
 
    “We’ll see about that,” I chuckled as I gave Batari a peck on the forehead and then rubbed my son’s face longingly. “Hopefully, it’s not too much of a ‘blast.’ Don’t forget we’re gonna have to make some major decisions about our future, and we can’t really do that when we’re all hungover.”  
 
    “I do not know of this ‘hangover’ of which you speak.” Zamwae shrugged. “Though it sounds unpleasant.”  
 
    “I’ll say.” I shook my head. “It takes you out of like, half the next day.”  
 
    “We shall be cautious, then.” Zamwae winked at us. “I will not allow things to get too crazy.”  
 
    “Oh, I fully plan to,” Baratu giggled, and the chef rubbed her hands together excitedly. “Hali and I are going to have so much fun coming up with new food combinations!”  
 
    The blonde Cero woman turned around and darted out of the room, presumably back to her kitchen so she could make us some tasty treats. The second she was gone, we all just looked at each other and chuckled.  
 
    “Welp,” I laughed. “I for one cannot wait to taste some of their combined cooking. Best chefs I’ve ever had.”  
 
    “That may be true,” Ashanti warned. “But Baratu’s not exactly the greatest when it comes to experimenting or trying new foods.”  
 
    “I’d even go as far as to say she’s pretty terrible at it,” Rikuri added. “Love her dearly, but she needs to stick to things that are a bit more traditional.”  
 
    I walked over to Zikiu and Zaerwa, who was now conked out against her mother’s breast, and I gave each of my girls a soft kiss on the cheek before I stroked their hair and said goodbye.  
 
    “I’ll get out of here,” I promised. “That way, we can let you get some peace.”  
 
    “We shall leave, as well,” Zamwae said. “I will need to spare lots of time if I want to make this a proper Cero festival.”  
 
    “By all means,” I said. “Let’s go get the preparations ready, and then the new moms can come out later to show off their babies.”  
 
    With that, everybody but the two new mothers, Anora, and Talise headed out.  
 
    I wasn’t sure exactly what to expect from a festival celebrating something this big, but one thing was for sure.  
 
    With Zamwae in the driver’s seat and Baratu in the kitchen, I knew we’d be in for something special.  
 
    But, for now, we needed to let the new mothers and infants rest.  
 
    Still, I was at peace. In a few short days we’d been able to gain multiple dragon allies, in addition to reuniting Tirian and Bungal with their clan. And now? There were two new beautiful rhino-babies who would grow up to be strong and powerful leaders, just like their old man.  
 
    Things were looking up for Benjamin Whitfield.  
 
    Now, I just hoped nothing else was going to get in the way.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    The next ten hours were a freaking blur. Zamwae needed no time at all to whip together a festival in celebration of the new Cero births, and the rest of the island went along with it without even a second of hesitation.  
 
    We set up the courtyard with all sorts of wooden tables, torches, a dance floor, stage, and colorful shell decor, and there every single person on the island converged. Baratu and Hali threw together a feast of delicious, fatty fish and fried lemon-grass turnips, upon which we all feasted as we partied the night away.  
 
    Cero toasted with Morpho and Cero alike, Niralopes broke bread with Spindrels, and dragonkin and Aviars enjoyed each other’s company as they chit-chatted together over their meals.  
 
    Even though this was a festival meant to celebrate the births of the first Cero children, we all knew deep down we were celebrating something somewhat somber.  
 
    This was going to be the last feast and festival we ever had on this island. I’d already decided we would set sail for Seashuna at the end of the week, so we would start to pack up the ships tomorrow morning. I hadn’t told anybody yet, but they all knew it was coming sooner rather than later.  
 
    But, for now, all I wanted to do was enjoy the festival.  
 
    I sat at the “head table” in the courtyard, next to the silver-haired Queen Nerissa and our gung-ho teenage son, Arrick. On the other side of Nerissa was our little girl, Meer. The princess sat in the highchair made out of wood and throatsilk, which was a gift the Morphos had built her forever ago.  
 
    “You know,” Nerissa chuckled as she looked out at her loyal subjects. “I believe this is the first time you have sat at the royal table without any qualms.”  
 
    “What can I say?” I shrugged with a sly grin. “I’m a man of the people. I like to be out there, mingling amongst my subjects. I hate the whole ‘ceremonial, holier-than-thou’ sort of stuff that comes along with being a ruler.”  
 
    “It’s a shame,” the Dragon Queen purred as she looked at me with her aquamarine eyes. “Because I love it.”  
 
    “I’m glad you do,” Arrick harumphed. “I’d way rather be up on the stage, acting out Dad’s awesome fight against the dragons.”  
 
    “I didn’t fight them,” I corrected the prince. “We would have been toast if we tried to. Sometimes, son, the best solution is a diplomatic one… One where you have to use your brain instead of your brawn.”  
 
    “That sounds lame,” my son said with a roll of his gray eyes.  
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But that’s what it takes to be a leader sometimes. It isn’t always about war and glory and battles--”  
 
    “And sleeping with beautiful women?” Arrick interjected, and I pursed my lips and fought back a smirk.  
 
    “Nope.” I shook my head as I did my damnedest not to laugh. “Sometimes you have to be diplomatic and kind. It’s-- Well, I think I’ve mentioned this to you before, but it’s Machiavellian. A good ruler always has to ask himself the question ‘Is it better to be loved, or feared?’ I know what I’ve chosen, and it’s worked out pretty damn good so far.”  
 
    “But, Dad…” My son raised an eyebrow at me and tilted his head to the right. “If you’re always trying to be loved, how do you keep your enemies at bay?”  
 
    “There’s another adage from my world that I’ve always loved,” I explained. “‘Speak softly and carry a big stick.’”  
 
    “What does your dick size have to do with anything?” Arrick questioned with a grimace.  
 
    “What?” I laughed. “That’s not-- It means you should treat everybody nicely and be civil at first… But be ready to fuck them up if they cross you. The ‘big stick’ is a weapon, not your-- well, you know.”  
 
    “So, the next time Kehlaan bothers Marella, I should clock him?” the Dragon Prince asked as he narrowed his eyes and looked over at the table that held his sister.  
 
    My daughter, now a beautiful young woman, nibbled like a rabbit on the meal before her. She had her little sister Oshuna on her knee, and she bounced the toddler gently while the kid screeched with glee.  
 
    At the same table as Marella was Oshuna’s mother, Careen, as well as Jonas, the Niralope Nima, the stoic Coonag woman Trin, the Spindrel women Ura and Shala, and the heavily-pregnant Morpho woman Elzara.  
 
    Plus, of course, the Spindrel teenager Kehlaan.  
 
    “You really should be nicer to that boy,” Nerissa somewhat scolded our son. “He is the only surviving male of his race.”  
 
    “I know that,” Arrick grumbled. “But why does he always have to be hitting on my sister?”  
 
    “He’s a teenager, son,” I chuckled. “That’s… Kinda what they do. I was totally obsessed with girls when I was his age--”  
 
    “When you were his age?” Nerissa giggled. “Ben, you’re still obsessed with beautiful women.”  
 
    “Hey, now,” I teasingly warned as I pointed my finger at the Dragon Queen. “Most of them come onto me first. Plus, I’ve been called for a much higher duty… Somebody’s gotta help them repopulate, and it’s certainly not gonna be Jonas.”  
 
    “It could be Arrick someday, though,” the silver-haired beauty argued. “And Kehlaan, as well. As long as neither of you end up murdering him first.”  
 
    “You know I wouldn’t do that,” I laughed. “I give him a lot of shit since he’s crushing on my daughter, but I would never actually hurt Kehlaan. He’s actually a pretty good kid, and a damn good warrior.”  
 
    “I’m a damn good warrior, too,” Arrick said. “Probably better than Mr. Spiky Hair.”  
 
    “I watched ‘Mr. Spiky Hair’ kill several orcs on his own and stand up against a crazed Bungal,” I reminded my son. “I wouldn’t sleep on his abilities.”  
 
    “With that toothpick of a weapon?” Arrick scoffed. “Maybe he’s crazier than I thought.”  
 
    “Brave,” I corrected. “The word I think you’re looking for is ‘brave.’ I mean, hell… I don’t think I’d have the balls to stand up to Bungal on my own!”  
 
    “You mean that Bungal?” my son cackled as he pointed over to the fat brown dragon.  
 
    Bungal was currently sitting with his haunches flat against the ground and an annoyed expression on his face. Meanwhile, Jarin, Terra, and Hokir, all of my Coonag children, scuttled up and down his body like he was a living jungle gym. Then there were my twins, Lizzie and Amaria, who stood atop the dragon’s head and repeatedly bounced up and down like he was a trampoline.  
 
    I say, Nadir? Bungal huffed as he glanced over at his bondmate. Could you perhaps inform your children to settle down a little bit? Or at least to be mindful of my sensitive zones when they are utilizing their claws? 
 
    “I can tell them, but they won’t listen.” The Coonag leader shrugged. “I think you’re doing a great job, though. Most of the time Coonag baby watchers end up in much worse shape than you are right now.”  
 
    W-Worse shape? the fat dragon gasped, and then he let out a pained grunt as Hokir skittered across his chest like a squirrel on crack.  
 
    “You should have seen some of the baby watchers when our species was flourishing,” Trin, the “straight man” of the Coonag women, said. “There were so many missing eyes… Broken limbs… Deep wounds… Severed ears and fingers…”  
 
    Oh, my. Bungal gulped, and then he looked down at the raccoon-children. Mind your claws, children!  
 
    “He wants you to watch your claws, kids,” Nadir translated.  
 
    “No!” all three shot back in unison.  
 
    “How else are we gonna climb, mama?” Terra frowned.  
 
    “That’s between you and Bungal.” Nadir just shook her head. “Just try not to eviscerate him while you’re at it.”  
 
    “We’ll try!” Jarin cackled, and Bungal’s face fell.  
 
    T-Try? the fat dragon sputtered.  
 
    “See why that doesn’t impress me much, Dad?” Arrick chuckled as he observed the scene.  
 
    “You weren’t there, Arrick,” I reminded the child. “When Bungal was still in his non-bonded state, he was a total maniac.”  
 
    “I know, I know…” the Dragon Prince said. “I remember how scared shitless Jonas was when the orcs woke them up.”  
 
    “Exactly!” I chuckled. “If I remember correctly, you came rushing out of the volcano screaming ‘fuck’ and ‘shit’ repeatedly.”  
 
    “We didn’t know what they were going to do,” Arrick argued. “I wanted to get the fuck out of there before--” 
 
    “Arrick!” Nerissa hissed. “What did I tell you about minding your language?”  
 
    “Dad doesn’t do it!” Arrick’s voice cracked as he huffed. “Dad swears more than anyone else on this island.”  
 
    “Your father is the Draco Rex,” Nerissa reminded our child in a soft tone, and then she picked Meer up out of her highchair. “You are still just a prince.”  
 
    “She’s right,” I agreed. “As shitty as it is, you need to listen to your Queen. When you become King someday, I promise you can swear like a fucking sailor.”  
 
    “Your conversation makes me curious, though…” the Dragon Queen trailed off. “If Bungal was raving mad when you ran into him in the wild, then why are the dragons you brought back to our island so calm?”  
 
    I looked over at the other side of the courtyard, where Tirian and Bungal’s clan had clustered together on the sandy ground. Tirian sat atop his mother’s golden back, and the little guy wore a smile the size of Texas as he rested his head against his mom.  
 
    Meanwhile, the other infant dragon, who we had come to know as Gaia, slumbered atop her father, the massive, green-scaled beast Strowsh. The black-scaled adolescent dragon, Kursh, hopped back and forth in front of the two red-and-purple twins Plysho and Pleasha.  
 
    Then there was the dragon Bungal referred to so lovingly as “Uncle Balrow.” The elderly, white-haired beast laid out flat against the ground as he slumbered. His golden jaw was open wide as he slept, and the dude snored so loudly he kicked up sand every time he exhaled.  
 
    Though I was sure these beasts would all one day be bonded with my crewmates, this was probably the first time they’d been around so many new people. Tirian and Bungal were there to try and ease the transition, but the last thing I wanted to do was rush them into something that would make them feel uncomfortable.  
 
    “I think it’s a combination of things,” I admitted as I tried to answer Nerissa’s question. “For starters, I think we had enough members of their own clan to keep them from just killing us instantly. Even though they were pissed and tried to attack him, they seemed to recognize Bungal, and then they backed off when Ralea recognized Tirian and me. When we ran into Bungal, the only fire-breather we had with us was Tirian, and he hatched way after Bungal lost his first bondmate.”  
 
    “Fascinating.” The Dragon Queen nodded. “So, do you think Ralea is the leader of this clan?”  
 
    “She must be,” I confirmed. “Every single one of them literally backed down when she gave the command.”  
 
    “Dragons are such a fascinating species,” Nerissa chuckled.  
 
    “Dwagons!” Meer cackled with glee.  
 
    “That’s right, Meer.” Arrick smiled at his little sister. “And when you get old enough, you’re going to have a dragon all your own.”  
 
    The little girl’s silver eyes widened, and her mouth fell agape as she went silent.  
 
    “D-Dwagon?” the toddler sputtered and pressed her chubby finger against her chest. “Me?’  
 
    “She’ll have to get in line, Arrick,” Nerissa chuckled. “The dragonkin custom is that you are bonded to a dragon in the order of your age.”  
 
    “She won’t have to wait very long, then.” The prince shrugged. “Marella and I already have dragons, and Lizzie and Amaria are the only ones older than her.”  
 
    “Oshuna, too,” I reminded the boy. “She’s technically older than Meer, but not by much.”  
 
    “I just hope the dragon population keeps up with your… Reproductive activities, Ben,” Nerissa giggled.  
 
    “You kidding?” I winked at the beautiful Dragon Queen. “Between Tirian and Bungal’s clan and all the dragons on the Council, I think I could have fifty more kids and still have plenty of dragons to go around.”  
 
    Arrick! Malkey’s somewhat choppy voice called out. Arrick! You want to come over and help Algon and Nirali with these sand castles? They’re getting really mad that they can’t keep them standing.  
 
    “They have to start with a wide base and then-- You know what?” Arrick sighed. “I’ll be there in a second. Is that okay?”  
 
    “Go play with your siblings.” I nodded.  
 
    Nerissa and I watched as Arrick stood up from our table and then ran over to a small spot in the sand where the Niralope toddlers played. Malkey loomed large over the two small children as they grumpily pouted with their arms crossed, and they sat before a large pile of sand I assumed had been their castle.  
 
    George and Nixie sat behind the scene with their necks intertwined lovingly, and they alternated between looking at each other and their son as they smiled from ear to ear.  
 
    “I wonder how the new mothers are doing?” Nerissa questioned as she looked out at the sea of wooden banquet tables before us.  
 
    The dragonkin warrior twins Darya and Zarya sat next to each other, each with their newborn in their arms. Despite their normally-stoic demeanors, both of the twins looked down at their children with the warmest, most caring eyes I’d ever seen in my life.  
 
    “Wow.” I whistled to my Queen. “I never thought I’d see the day when Darya and Zarya were tamed.”  
 
    “Don’t be mistaken.” Nerissa clicked her tongue. “They are just as deadly as ever. Actually, I’d even argue that they will be even more deadly on the battlefield now, since they have something to fight for back home.”  
 
    Our other two new mothers, Zikiu and Batari, were not as passive as their dragonkin counterparts. The two rhino-women stood at the center of a dancing circle with the babies held high, and they twirled slowly and stomped their feet in unison. Meanwhile, the other four Cero women all stomped their feet in a different pattern as they shook their hands above their heads and chanted in their native tongue. Ashanti, Zamwae, Rikuri, and Baratu all moved in a counterclockwise motion as they danced, and the two little Cero babies just looked like they were confused as all hell.  
 
    Honestly, I was waiting for them to burst out in The Circle of Life at any second now.  
 
    “That Zamwae certainly knows how to throw a festival,” Nerissa said. “I don’t think I’ve ever met a woman with such a penchant for planning.”  
 
    “Believe it or not, Zikiu is the planner,” I explained. “Back on her home island, she was responsible for entire freaking cities full of buildings that looked like our palace. But there were dozens of them.”  
 
    “She will be in charge of the planning for our new home on Seashuna, then,” the Dragon Queen said before she kissed Meer’s silver locks.  
 
    “I’m actually glad you brought that up…” I said as I looked over my friends and family before us. “Because… Well… I think it’s time.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” the Dragon Queen asked. “You wish to leave right now, in the darkness?”  
 
    “No, no.” I shook my head. “Of course not. But I think we should start to load up the ships first thing in the morning, and we should have a meeting of the Council of Queens as soon as we possibly can.”  
 
    “Then that is what we shall do, my King.” Nerissa nodded, though I saw a shimmer of sadness behind her bright aquamarine eyes.  
 
    Nevertheless, the Dragon Queen held up a hand and whistled to one of the servers, a dragonkin woman with dark brown scales and jet-black hair.  
 
    “Yes, my Queen?” the server asked with a bow.  
 
    “Send word to Queen Dalwen, Batari, Nadir, Ainsley, Pae, and Nevar,” Nerissa commanded. “The Draco Rex demands a meeting of the Council of Queens.”  
 
    “You’d better include Kwah in there, too,” I warned. “She’s half of the Aviar leadership.”  
 
    “I shall inform them right away, your highness,” the server said. “And I shall be sure to include Kwah.”  
 
    The dragonkin woman gave us another bow, and then she scuttled away.  
 
    “Weeeeeee!” Oshuna’s high-pitched laugh rang out from somewhere above us.  
 
    I whipped my head around just in time to see my daughter zip past us from above. The little girl sat atop Ethala, and her hands were high up in the air as she screamed with glee.  
 
    The sparrow dragon did a quick lap around the perimeter of the courtyard before she slowed her motion, hovered to a stop at the very center of the space, and then lowered herself and Oshuna down to the ground easily.  
 
    It looks like the little one enjoyed her ride, the water dragon Cerin mused. 
 
    “Again!” Oshuna proclaimed as she clapped her hands together. “Again!”  
 
    I’m just going to pretend like I don’t understand her, Ethala panted. I think if I go around the courtyard one more time, my heart may just explode out of my chest. 
 
    “Again!” my daughter demanded with a giggle. 
 
    Honey… Ethala sighed as she looked back at her rider, even though my daughter couldn’t actually hear her. I’m tired.  
 
    “Again?” Oshuna’s face fell into a frown, and her voice sounded as pathetic as a kicked puppy.  
 
    I-I… Fine, the sparrow dragon conceded. I will do it again. But only once more.  
 
    Surrrrrreee, Cerin teased. This little girl’s got you wrapped around her finger, Ethala.  
 
    I’ve always had a soft spot for children, Ethala said. Even if many of them go on to become adults who terrorize dragons.  
 
    The sparrow dragon let out an excited chuff, and Oshuna instantly pressed her pink-scaled body down against the dragon’s back. Then the little girl squeezed her bare heels into Ethala’s midsection, and the dragon took off like a rocket.  
 
    Oshuna screamed happily as she zipped around the courtyard.  
 
    “The dragons sure are getting along with the children,” I chuckled before I looked down at Meer. “Isn’t that right, baby girl?”  
 
    “Dwagon,” Meer stated with a firm nod and a furrow of her brow.  
 
    I just about fell out of my chair laughing so hard. Thankfully, I recomposed myself, leaned over, and scooped my daughter out of her mother’s hands. I proceeded to hold Meer up in the air as I sang The Bear Necessities to her, all while the little girl just smiled and cooed with glee.  
 
    Right about as the song ended, I saw several figures approaching our table.  
 
    “We heard you wished to have a meeting?” the beautiful butterfly-Queen, Dalwen, asked.  
 
    “Uhhhhhh,” I chuckled as I placed Meer on my knee and started to bounce her like a horse. “I didn’t think we were gonna do it right now.”  
 
    “Why not?” Pae asked as she flipped a few silver locks off the right side of her cheek. “We have all of our subjects present now. Whatever you wish to discuss, it will be much easier to spread the message while they are all in one area.”  
 
    “Oh, my goodness!” Nadir gasped as she looked closely at the baby in Batari’s arms. “Is that your little boy?”  
 
    “It is.” Batari smiled as she held up our son for Nadir to see. “Say hello to Tembori’s blessing, Tuquaar.”  
 
    “Look at his horn…” Nadir’s lips twisted into a sharp grin. “I bet he could skewer a whole orc with that thing!”  
 
    “We hope so,” Batari chuckled. “When he grows up, he’s going to be the most powerful Cero who has ever existed. His enemies will fall before his mighty Kablae sword, and all of the Cero women will yearn for his attention due to his massive horn.”  
 
    “Is that what you actually call that weapon of yours?” Kwah asked as she nodded to the sword on Batari’s hip. “A Kablae?”  
 
    “It quite literally translates into ‘sharp stick’ in our language,” Batari chuckled. “We found it was a fitting name for such a multi-purpose, deadly weapon.”  
 
    “Shall we commence this meeting?” Dalwen interjected in her most formal tone. “I believe each and every Queen is accounted for.”  
 
    “Magnus Dux,” Pae corrected.  
 
    “And Queen Mother,” Batari added.  
 
    “And don’t forget the Feathered Monarchs!” Kwah and Nevar said in unison.  
 
    “Plus, whatever me and Ainsley are,” Nadir chuckled as she thumbed toward the strawberry-blonde deer-woman. “Neither of us have any sort of titles.”  
 
    “You are all Queens in spirit,” I chuckled. “You’re all the leaders of your respective peoples, so in essence you all fulfill the same role. Hence why we call this the ‘Council of Queens.’”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Nadir dismissed with a swipe of her hand. “Let’s just get to the good stuff.”  
 
    “The Draco Rex has a major announcement to make,” Nerissa explained. “And he wants the leaders of his respective peoples to hear it from him first.”  
 
    All eyes turned to me, and I felt a twang of nerves in my stomach as I tried to think of the right words to say.  
 
    “We’re going to set sail for Seashuna in the next few days,” I announced in the most confident tone I could muster. “We need to mobilize all of our people and start packing up the ships, as well as figuring out how to transport everyone.”  
 
    There was a shared silence for several seconds, and for a brief moment I thought maybe the Council wasn’t on board with my decision.  
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about transportation,” Ainsley finally said as she tapped a finger to her lips. “Aside from the dragonkin women there are only-- What? Thirty or so other travelers?”  
 
    “Forty-four, to be exact,” Dalwen confirmed as she rested her right arm on her pregnant belly. “If we don’t include the dragons or the Mieraks or Waeren.”  
 
    “We should,” Pae argued. “They are all beings in need of transport, as well.”  
 
    “The Dragon Queen is fairly small,” Nadir pondered aloud. “But that other ship of yours is way bigger. I bet it could fit most of the remaining crew, couldn’t it?”  
 
    “It most certainly could,” Ainsley said. “We also have to remember we now have several flying beasts who could carry our friends, as well.”  
 
    “The Aviars won’t contribute to your numbers.” Nevar shook her head. “We can fly the whole way.”  
 
    “Now, just hold on there for a second, sister…” Kwah chuckled. “We can’t know that for sure. There still needs to be room for us to land and rest, even if we have to take turns or something.”  
 
    “That is what my people shall do,” Dalwen agreed. “Three Morphos will fly at a time, while the others remain on the deck of the ship or on the back of a dragon. Pregnant ones will obviously have to fly less.” 
 
    “I’m gonna be honest here,” I admitted in pure disbelief. “You are all handling this much better than I expected.”  
 
    “Why wouldn’t we handle this well?” Kwah asked as she cocked her head in a bird-like fashion. “We literally just got here.”  
 
    “Precisely,” Batari added. “This is our new home, but it’s not like we haven’t had to move before.”  
 
    “We’re with you wherever you decide to go, Ben,” Ainsley agreed. “I don’t care where that is, just as long as we can be with you and all of our friends.”  
 
    “Then it is settled,” Nerissa said through a cracking voice. “We shall begin to load up our things tomorrow morning.”  
 
    I looked over at the silver-haired dragonkin Queen and saw tears billowing down her cheeks.  
 
    “Hey,” I comforted her as I wrapped my arm around her shoulder and pulled her in so she, Meer, and I could do a group hug. “Heeeeeyyyyy. It’s alright, my love. I know this is going to be hard for you.”  
 
    “Ainsley is right, though.” Nerissa sniffled. “All that matters is we are with you, Ben. It still doesn’t make it any easier.”  
 
    “I know,” I said. “I was pretty damn homesick those first few months here on this island, you know… It was a tough bit of time, but eventually I came around. Especially once I had those little bundles of joy in my life.”  
 
    I pointed to both Arrick and Marella as I spoke, and Nerissa couldn’t help but smile warmly.  
 
    “It’s a fresh start,” the Dragon Queen said. “For all of us. Actually, it may be better to be off this island after all. Even though there are many good memories here, I can never quite push down all the bad ones that dwell in my mind, either.”  
 
    “Of course not.” I shook my head and then kissed the dragonkin woman on the head. “And you never will. No matter how hard you try. But that’s why a fresh start may be exactly what you need.”  
 
    “Maybe.” Nerissa pulled away, and her eyes were still full of tears. “Maybe it’s what we all need. I will make the announcement first thing in the morning.”  
 
    “Good call,” I agreed. “We should let all of our subjects have one more happy, wonderful night of celebration before we break the news to them.”  
 
    “You guys are talking like this is a bad thing,” Kwah scoffed. “If the Council of Dragons is to be believed, then Seashuna is like a paradise.”  
 
    “I hope so,” I said as I looked out at my partying friends and family.  
 
    Tomorrow, we would take the first step out into a bigger world. Tomorrow, we left the dragonkin island and started on the next chapter of our lives.  
 
    I just hoped it was a happy chapter. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Much like my discussion with the Council of Queens, the formal announcement of our departure was met with a mixture of enthusiasm and hushed somberness. After everybody was done partying for the night, when the fires of the torches had begun to fade away, and everyone was groggy and ready to turn in, the Council of Queens and I all got up on the main stage and called everyone to attention.  
 
    I was the one to make the announcement. I stood at the front of the stage and told everyone in the courtyard that the next chapter of our lives was now upon us, a chapter that would hopefully be free of orcs and other invaders. There were whispers throughout the crowd as I spoke, but nobody seemed to have any sort of qualms about what I was saying.  
 
    Afterwards, we all went to bed, and by the time I woke up the next morning, the Coonag women were already packed up and raring to go.  
 
    Unfortunately, nobody else was quite that fast, so the inhabitants of the dragonkin island spent the next few days gathering up their belongings and loading them into wooden trunks for the long expedition ahead. It was somewhat amusing to see what everybody decided was “essential” for them to start over on a new island.  
 
    Obviously, Baratu and Hali packed up as much of their cooking utensils as they could. Heavy trunks full of pots, pans, spoons, knives, and platters were loaded onto the ship, and I wondered just how much we’d actually be able to handle. On top of it all, we had to harvest the remaining yield of crops we’d grown over the last few months, and we needed to gather up the chickens and load them onto the ship.  
 
    Isla and Nerissa made sure each and every book, scroll, and map in the palace library found its way onto the ship. They wanted to make sure the future generations would be able to study the history of the dragonkin people, as well as anyone else who might have had questions about their myths, stories, and the like. Isla was also adamant we take any and all materials that could be used to make clothes, armor, blankets, mattresses, and other essential items.  
 
    The warriors of the crew were all about their weapons. Sela, Mira, Darya, and Zarya packed away so many spears and daggers that I wondered how they’d even gotten so many in the first place. Meanwhile, Ashanti and the Niralopes loaded literal trunks full of arrows into the cargo hold of our larger vessel. They also made sure we packed up any of the weapon-making materials we’d gotten from the creatures we’d killed, such as the sharp parasite legs and the teeth of the giant alligator.  
 
    My children mainly packed up their clothes and toys, as well as any trinkets they had collected for their rooms over time.  
 
    Zikiu inspected all the structures and booby traps of the island, and she ordered we load up any building materials small enough to fit on the ship that could be reused.  
 
    I was never one to have a lot of material possessions. My sword and my knife were already on my person, so all I really had were some clothes, the picture of my sister and nephew I’d kept in my room, and a few souvenirs I’d picked up from my many adventures.  
 
    The whole process took us nearly four full days, but by the time we were done, the castle and the huts looked like a grocery store before a hurricane. There was absolutely nothing left other than the things that were too heavy to carry by hand.  
 
    Finally, on the morning of the fifth day, every single inhabitant of the island met out on the beaches just beyond the wall.  
 
    Mira, Jonas, and the various Queens and leaders stood by my side at the shoreline, while everybody else clustered together up on the sandy ground.  
 
    “Alright, everyone…” I announced as I clapped my hands together and addressed my loyal subjects. “I know your emotions must be running high right now, and I don’t blame you. For at least half of you, this is the only home you have ever known. But now it’s time to head off on a new adventure, and to a new island that will hopefully be safer, with more resources, and one where we can choose our own destinies.”  
 
    “Here’s how it’s going to work,” Mira projected as she stepped forward. “The Draco Rex will captain The Dragon Queen, and I will captain our larger vessel. The Dragon Queen does not have much cargo inside of it, and thus it will be the primary passenger boat.”  
 
    “It holds about fifty people comfortably,” I explained. “The Council of Queens and their families were already given a place on this vessel, and Jonas will keep track of how many more may board.”  
 
    “The second ship should be able to carry most of the rest,” Mira proclaimed. “Though if you wish for a more exciting voyage, you may also ride the dragons.”  
 
    “Zikiu, Isla, and Alvee will be in charge of traffic control,” Nerissa added. “Please follow their instructions, and go to them with any questions you may have.”  
 
    “Can’t promise I’ll answer,” the curt, stoic Spindrel Alvee huffed as she crossed her arms.  
 
    At this point, Zikiu came out in front of the crowd atop her Mierak, and she made the ant pace back and forth in front of our ranks as she spoke.  
 
    “Everybody, get into two lines!” the rhino-woman commanded from her mount, and then she twirled her Kablae around in an attempt to start guiding people.  
 
    The crowd murmured as it broke in two, and then they began to head in the direction of the ships’ ramps.  
 
    “You sure you’re ready to make the jump to captain?” I teased Mira as we watched our people board from the shore. “You’ve only ever sailed The Dragon Queen in short, few hour spurts.”  
 
    “And those few hour spurts were completely smooth sailing.” The jade-haired woman winked. “In fact, I’m starting to think I might be getting better at it than you.”  
 
    “There’s way more to being a captain than sailing the ship,” I chuckled, but Mira just smirked.  
 
    “Of course, there is,” she said. “And I’m completely confident I will be able to handle that, as well. Besides… I have Malak and Jemma on my ship. Those two alone will give me an advantage.”  
 
    “The Dragon Queen is a schooner, though,” I reminded Mira. “It’s gonna go way faster than your ship, even on its best day.”  
 
    “I prefer a much slower, steady pace,” Mira purred. “But you already know that.”  
 
    “Not everything has to be a competition, Mira,” Nerissa grumbled as she shot her sister a glare. “We are all going to the same place, after all. Also, our ship must lead the way, as Zerandrie and Ethala will be communicating with the Draco Rex.”  
 
    “You really gotta suck the fun out of everything, don’t you?” Mira snarked, and Nerissa just rolled her eyes and turned to the ship.  
 
    “In all seriousness, though,” I reassured Mira as I turned back to her. “Good luck. If Atrix was right, and this sea is as dangerous as he claims… We’re gonna have to stay close if we want any chance at survival.”  
 
    “I’ll be right behind you.” Mira nodded. “You know I’d never leave your side.”  
 
    In one quick motion, I tossed my hand around the small of Mira’s back and pulled her up against me, and we kissed softly as I held her tight and ran my hand through her emerald, seashell-braided hair. When I finally pulled away, the dragonkin woman’s eyes lit up with glee.  
 
    “Try to keep up, Captain Mira.” I winked as I let her go and turned toward The Dragon Queen.  
 
    “Keep up?” I heard her scoff as I walked away. “I’m going to be the one who has to slow down for you!”  
 
    I followed the small crowd of people up onto the loading ramp of The Dragon Queen, and I felt like I was a cow being herded into its pen. Soon afterward, Jonas let out a sharp whistle.  
 
    “We are all full, Zikiu!” the elder soothsayer called down to the Cero woman.  
 
    “You heard him, everyone!” Zikiu declared. “Everybody else, head over to the other ship.”  
 
    The loading process was fairly straightforward, and fairly painless, and before long, the shores of the dragonkin island were bare, save for Zikiu, Alvee, and Isla. All three of the organizers then walked over to the second vessel, climbed aboard, and turned around to watch as the ramp was raised back into the ship.  
 
    Then dead silence.  
 
    We all looked back at the sands of the dragonkin beach in one final, silent goodbye, but after a minute or two of remembrance, I forcefully recomposed myself and walked over to the wheel of the ship.  
 
    “Okay, crew…” I began. “You know the drill. Raise the anchor, drop the sails, and let’s get going!”  
 
    “Ethala?” Zerandrie asked her bondmate timidly. “You know the way, correct?”  
 
    Like the back of my hand. The sparrow dragon nodded. Follow me. If you get lost? Well… Just look for all the giant dragons that’ll be in the air around me.  
 
    Ethala was right. In the sky around her were all seven of the dragons from Bungal and Tirian’s clan, including our beloved friends themselves. George, Nixie, Cerin, and Malkey all swam along our vessel in the water, while Huwar and Swaer remained with their bondmates on deck.  
 
    We definitely didn’t have a shortage of fire-breathers anymore.  
 
    Honestly, I kinda hoped some random orc fleet would be stupid enough to attack us. We’d have their boats turned to ash before they could even get off a single cannon shot.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t get too cocky. It was clear the orcs had their own small army of dragons on their side, and the last thing I wanted to do was go into battle with a chip on my shoulder.  
 
    The wind caught the backs of our sails, and after a few seconds, The Dragon Queen began to lurch forward through the waves of the pristine blue ocean. Once we were about a mile out from shore, Ethala took to the sky, and the little maroon and green dragon began to guide us toward our new home.  
 
    Though Mira and I gave each other some crap about who would be faster, in the end our two ships actually ended up sailing side-by-side. We pressed on for a few hours, under the guidance of Ethala, until there was nothing around us at all.  
 
    No islands. No other ships. Not even any sand bars.  
 
    Our two ships were completely alone, and they were completely at the mercy of Oshun.  
 
    “Draco Rex?” Jonas’ voice asked softly as the soothsayer approached. “I hate to bother you, but Queen Nerissa seems to be getting a bit seasick. I’ve tried to have her turn in the direction of the bow, and I’ve asked her to sit down rather than stand… Neither seems to be working.”  
 
    “Damn.” I whistled. “I completely forgot this is the first time Nerissa has actually been out at sea.”  
 
    “The first time since she was a child,” Jonas corrected. “If I recall correctly, King Arrick said she didn’t do so well then, either.”  
 
    “Try to get her to munch on something,” I explained. “Even if it’s just some stale bread or some boar jerky, that should hopefully help with her stomach issues. How’s the rest of the crew holding up?”  
 
    “The dragonkin women who have not been out to sea before seem very nervous,” the raven-haired elder explained. “Everybody else, though? They seem happy as can be.”  
 
    “That’s good to hear.” I nodded. “We need to keep their spirits as high as possible until we find Seashuna.”  
 
    “I must admit, Draco Rex…” Jonas trailed off as he stared blankly at the horizon. “I am a bit worried about the Tainted Sea.”  
 
    “So am I,” I said. “If it’s all polluted because the orcs are dumping shit into it, then that means we’re going to be in very, very close proximity to some sort of orc civilization.”  
 
    “Then there are the deadly creatures,” the soothsayer gulped. “Atrix was very clear there was no way to avoid the horrors that await.”  
 
    “It’ll be worth it,” I promised. “If we can get through the Tainted Sea and find Seashuna? We’ll be set for the rest of our lives.”  
 
    “‘If’ is the key point, Draco Rex.” Jonas nodded with a grim expression, and then he turned and walked away to attend to his Queen.  
 
    As Jonas walked away, Ainsley approached with Algon in her arms.  
 
    “I wondered if I would ever get back on this ship again,” the strawberry-blonde Niralope chuckled.  
 
    “You’ve never been on this ship,” I corrected her before I nodded over to Mira’s. “That’s the one we sailed to your island.” 
 
    “I honestly can’t tell the difference.” Ainsley shrugged with a sly grin. “I don’t think this little guy can, either.”  
 
    “How’s he enjoying the ride?” I asked as I reached out and placed my palm atop my son’s head.  
 
    Algon let out a happy giggle at my touch, and he wrapped his hand around my wrist in a firm death grip. The little fella refused to let go, and I had to play a bit of tug-of-war to free my hand from his grasp.  
 
    “I’d say he’s doing pretty well,” Ainsley laughed. “He just wanted to come over and see what Dad was up to.”  
 
    “We’d better get him learning about this now,” I explained. “Someday, I want all of my children to be great sailors.”  
 
    “Here,” the Niralope woman mused as she held out Algon. “Could he maybe take the wheel?”  
 
    “With supervision,” I teased. “We really don’t want to capsize ourselves, especially with just about our entire population on board.”  
 
    “Good call,” Ainsley retorted with a smug nod.  
 
    I used my free hand to scoop up Algon and hold him with his rear tucked into the crook of my elbow. The Niralope-dragonkin child was still fairly small, so it didn’t take much to hold him steady as I held tight to the ship’s wheel with my other hand.  
 
    “Okay, buddy…” I instructed my son. “It’s pretty simple. You just have to grab onto these little wooden handles here-- I like to do ten and four-- and then you hold her steady until you need to turn.”  
 
    Algon’s little, blue-scaled hands reached out and grabbed onto the wheel at eleven and one, and my son laughed with glee as he tried to turn the ship to the left. Thankfully, he was still just an infant, and I was easily able to keep him from moving the wheel at all. Still, Algon seemed to be having the time of his life. He made strange raspberry noises with his mouth as he pretended to captain the ship, and his brow narrowed with determination.  
 
    Meanwhile, I felt Ainsley’s soft blonde locks against my neck as she laid her head against my shoulder.  
 
    “I love being a mother,” the Niralope leader sighed. “Almost more than I love having a mate.”  
 
    “Well,” I mused. “Lucky for you… Right now you have both!”  
 
    The three of us stayed right where we were until finally, Algon seemed to get bored with the wheel. My son pulled his hands away from the wooden nubs before he looked up at me and quirked his head, and tears began to build in his eyes.  
 
    “What’s wrong, my dear?” Ainsley asked, and Algon responded with a sudden outburst of screaming.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I tried to calm the boy as I bounced him in my arm. “Look! Look! See the pretty birds up there in the sky?”  
 
    Still, it was no use.  
 
    “He might be hungry,” Ainsley said as she picked him up out of my arms. “He ate this morning, but he’s a bit out of his routine.”  
 
    “I think we all are,” I agreed. “It’s kind of a stressful time right now.”  
 
    “Tell me about it,” Kehlaan’s voice grumbled as the Spindrel boy walked up to us. “I think I only got about nine hours of sleep this morning.”  
 
    “I don’t think it’s gonna get much better,” I teased the teenager. “We’ve got nothing but smooth sailing right now, but I know it’s going to get rough here eventually. I doubt any of us will get much sleep over the next few days.”  
 
    “What makes you say that?” Ainsley asked as she rocked Algon on her shoulder.  
 
    “Just a feeling,” I said. “We’ve still got a really long way to go, and I know we won’t be lucky enough to get all the way to Seashuna without any sort of obstacles. Trust me. The Whitfield luck doesn’t work that way.”  
 
    “You know,” Kehlaan suggested. “I could always steer the ship if you needed me to. Like if you needed to sleep?”  
 
    “I appreciate it.” I shook my head. “But we’ve already got a rotation going here. Sela is going to take over when I get sleepy, and Lezan is our backup if she’s not available.”  
 
    “I’ve seen how Lezan handles herself,” Kehlaan joked. “You’d really rather put our lives into her hands than you would mine?”  
 
    “No offense, dear,” Ainsley argued with the Spindrel boy. “It’s just that… Have you ever sailed a ship before?”  
 
    “No.” The brown-haired teenager shook his head with a harumph. “But you know me, Draco Rex. I’m always willing to learn. Besides, maybe if I can be a mighty captain then--”  
 
    Kehlaan cut off his sentence in an instant, though I had a feeling I knew where he was going with it.  
 
    “You want to impress the girls, don’t you?” I guessed.  
 
    “N-No!” Kehlaan argued, but the crimson in his cheeks told me otherwise. “I just think being able to sail a big ship like this is really great.”  
 
    As much as the overprotective Dad in me wanted to lash out at the boy, I couldn’t help but think back to the talk I’d given Arrick. Kehlaan might have been a hormone-driven teen, but I wasn’t so much different from him when I was that age. Hell, I wasn’t even that different than him now, if I was being honest.  
 
    “Alright.” I nodded. “I’ll try to teach you.”  
 
    “You will?” Kehlaan’s brown eyes widened as a smile twisted up his lips.  
 
    “I’ll do my best,” I said, and then I raised my index finger and started in with my best stern tone. “But you don’t get to steer the ship unsupervised. At all. Got it?”  
 
    “Y-Yes, sir!” Kehlaan smiled from ear to ear. “When can we start?”  
 
    “Well…” I said as I looked all around us. “There’s literally nothing here for you to crash into right now, so there’s no time like the present.”  
 
    “Right now?” the Spindrel boy gasped.  
 
    “Right now,” I said, and then I took a small step to the left.  
 
    Kehlaan ran over to the wheel and grabbed it just as I had held it before.  
 
    “I think I’m going to let you boys get to it,” Ainsley chuckled. “Algon’s starting to get more fussy, and I really don’t think it’ll be good for my stress levels to stand here and watch this happen.”  
 
    “What, you don’t think I’ll be a good teacher?” I waggled my eyebrows at the Niralope.  
 
    “I’m sure you will be an excellent teacher, Ben,” Ainsley reassured me. “I’m more worried about the two of you getting at each other’s throats. It’s not good for Algon to hear that sort of language so young.”  
 
    “Wow,” I chuckled and shook my head at Kehlaan. “She’s got a lot of faith in us, doesn’t she?”  
 
    Ainsley walked away, and I got to work explaining the basics of sailing to Kehlaan. I gave him a basic run-through of all the nautical terms I knew, including parts of the boat and words for the different types of wind and waves and clouds. The entire time that I taught the kid, I let him handle the wheel. He was under my strict supervision, of course, but I soon found out Kehlaan was a natural.  
 
    And I had to admit, after I got to know him a little more, he wasn’t that bad.  
 
    He was just a young boy looking for a father figure.  
 
    We continued our lessons on and off for three whole days, and by mid-way through day three, Kehlaan was barking out sailing commands for the rest of the ship.  
 
    Sure, every now and again he would confuse words or call out the wrong command, but I was there to quickly fix the issue before it led to a disaster.  
 
    “Quite impressive, Ben,” Pae’s soft, musical voice purred as she joined us up near the wheel. “I never would have thought my little Kehlaan would be a ship’s captain, but here we are.”  
 
    “He’s still got a long way to go before he’s a captain,” I reassured her as I patted Kehlaan on the shoulder. “But he’s doing a damn good job. He’s a quick learner.”  
 
    “He always has been.” The Magnus Dux smiled. “I remember when Shala and Alvee began training him for combat. Shala gave up after a few weeks.”  
 
    “Because he wasn’t learning?” I asked.  
 
    “Because I kept beating her in one-on-one sparring,” Kehlaan snickered. “She’s still annoyed about it to this day.”  
 
    Land! Ethala’s heavenly voice rang out in my head. I see land up ahead!  
 
    Huzzzah! Bungal interjected. My wings are beginning to get quite sore, and I do believe a good rest would get me back to my spry, normal self.  
 
    Spry? Tirian teased. I don’t think that’s the right word to-- Uhhhh… What’s that?  
 
    “What’s wrong, Tirian?” I asked. “What do you guys see up there?”  
 
    Am I the only one who’s worried about the black water? Tirian questioned as he looked at the rest of his clanmates.  
 
    There is nothing to be worried about, Ethala reassured the silver fire-breather. It is just the Tainted Sea. The water may look very unappealing, but it’s not dangerous at all.  
 
    That’s not what Atrix was worried about, George’s voice said. 
 
    “Ahhh, shit,” I growled. “Sorry, Kehlaan, but I think I’m gonna need to take back over for a while.”  
 
    “Why?” the brown-haired boy asked. “I thought I was doing well?  
 
    “You’re doing great,” I reassured him as I placed my hands on his shoulders and slowly moved him away from the wheel. “But we’re about to get into some rough territory. I’m not even sure if I’m experienced enough to get through this in one piece.”  
 
    “Got it.” Kehlaan’s eyes widened, and he held up his hands as he stepped away from the wheel.  
 
    “What is it, Ben?” Pae asked as she looked out to the horizon. “What are we sailing into?”  
 
    “The Tainted Sea,” I explained. “That patch the Council of Dragons warned us about… Ethala? When you say ‘land’ what exactly are you seeing? Is it something we could sail around?”  
 
    Not a chance, Draco Rex, Ethala sighed. Unless you wish to add another week to our trip, at minimum.  
 
    “I thought you said you knew the way?” I demanded.  
 
    If it’ll add a week to the trip to sail around, then why did you bring us this way? Mira asked telepathically.  
 
    I promise I have not led you astray, Ethala reassured us all. This is the most direct route to Seashuna.  
 
    “How is that?” I continued. “What the hell are we going to have to do to get past this giant mass of land?”  
 
    You’ll have to sail through it, Ethala said. There is a strait that runs through the center of this island… A strait just large enough for your two ships to pass through.  
 
    Ben… Zerandrie trailed off via the dragonbond. Didn’t Atrix tell us there would be deadly creatures on the island?  
 
    “He sure as fuck did,” I growled. “Everybody, keep your eyes peeled. I have no idea what’s coming our way.”  
 
    As we sailed further, I saw the landmass in question as it came into view, but it didn’t have any of the tropical features so many of the other islands around us had. There weren’t any palm trees, nor were there any sprawling beaches or waterfalls or anything of that nature. Instead, it appeared to be just a series of mossy green rolling hills, with several gray cliffsides. It honestly kind of reminded me of the Scottish Highlands or the hills of New Zealand.  
 
    Then there was the water. All around us, the ocean began to fade from its pristine, crystal-esque blue color and into a murky, muddy black.  
 
    “I wish Valea were on our ship,” Pae said as she looked down at the water. “I cannot imagine how she would even begin to read these auras.”  
 
    “Hey, George?” I asked my bondmate telepathically. “You might wanna get your family deck side. I don’t think it’s a good idea for you guys to be down in that stuff.”  
 
    Way ahead of you, dear one, George said. Visibility is beginning to become clouded, as well.  
 
    George, Nixie, Malkey, and Cerin all climbed up onto The Dragon Queen, and the ship tilted back and forth violently from the sudden change in weight. Thankfully, the rocking only lasted for a moment or two, and then we were back in business.  
 
    Well, kind of.  
 
    We moved a bit further, and the water around us became pitch-black. If I hadn’t known any better, I would have assumed we were sailing through tar. However, the fact that its viscosity remained light and watery told me it was more the pollution than anything else.  
 
    Atrix’s claims of pollution were confirmed when the smell of putrid sulfuric stench assaulted my nostrils, and my eyes watered as I pulled the top of my shirt up over my nose and gagged.  
 
    What is that? Swaer’s voice spat. It smells worse than clucker bird poop!  
 
    Indeed, my little friend. Bungal shuddered. I do believe this is the worst odor I have ever encountered in my life.  
 
    You can thank the orcs for that, Ethala grumbled. It never smelled like this until they started dumping their wastes into it by the bucket.  
 
    When you say “waste…” Mira asked Ethala telepathically. What exactly do you mean?  
 
    I mean waste, the sparrow dragon said. Sometimes bodily. Sometimes rotted food. Even buckets full of strange liquid or powder that comes from their large buildings. And bodies. They have dumped many bodies in the Tainted Sea.  
 
    Does that mean the orcs are close by right now? Zerandrie asked with a gasp.  
 
    No, dear, Ethala clarified. They sail ships out here from their home island, just to dump their waste.  
 
    “Sounds like an awful lot of trouble,” I admitted. “Then again, they’re orcs. They’re about as sharp as a baseball bat.”  
 
    We pressed on through the smelliness of the Tainted Sea, until eventually Ethala led us to the strait she’d been talking about.  
 
    It was definitely wide enough to let us through, but only if we sailed one-by-one. Massive, rocky cliffs rose up about thirty or so feet out of the ocean on either side, and it created a perfect little natural passage for us to go through.  
 
    Still, there was something eating away at the back of my mind.  
 
    This seemed way too easy. Surely all this danger wasn’t derived from the fact that it smelled really bad, right?  
 
    Flying dragons can pass overhead, Ethala explained. We will need to be your eyes in the sky, anyway.  
 
    “For what?” I asked. “What aren’t you telling us, Ethala?”  
 
    Ben… Ethala trailed off. I simply do not wish to worry you. Between all of your warriors and your dragons, I think--  
 
    “Ethala?” I growled. “What aren’t you telling us?”  
 
    This… This is the part that gets most sailors, Ethala sighed and hung her head. To my knowledge, no ship has ever made it through this strait in one piece.  
 
    Not a single ship? Mira demanded. Why? It looks pretty straightforward to me.  
 
    Look closer on the shores, my friends, Ethala huffed. They are already waiting for us.  
 
    I followed her line of sight, and I saw what she was talking about.  
 
    At first, they only showed up as glowing orange eyes contrasting against the green of the hillside, but as we got closer, I saw them for what they truly were.  
 
    All along the banks of the island, as far as the eye could see, were these horrific-looking creatures with pitch-black skin. They stood upon two feet and looked to be nearly six feet tall each. Their bodies were rounded like an oval, with eight slender, shadowy tentacles distributed across each side equally. Their mouths twisted into toothy snarls as we approached the strait, and even from back here, I could see the whites of their razor-sharp teeth.  
 
    That was when they all made their move.  
 
    The creatures let out inhuman hisses as they turned away from the shoreline and scurried up the nearest hill, and my heart sank into my knees as I watched them rush up the hillside and then over to the cliffs along each side of the strait.  
 
    The dinner bell had been rung, and we were apparently walking right into an all-you-can-eat buffet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “What are those things, Ben?” Pae gasped as she placed her hand over her mouth.  
 
    “I have no fucking clue,” I said. “But whatever they are, they don’t look very friendly.”  
 
    “And it looks like they’re waiting for us,” Kehlaan observed as he pointed up to the cliffs, where the shadowy tentacle creatures had gathered in a line.  
 
    “So, this is what’s kept people from sailing beyond the Tainted Sea?” I asked Ethala. “A bunch of walking squid?”  
 
    The octomurks are much deadlier than squid, Draco Rex, Ethala explained. That is why the Council of Dragons always just flies over this island and tries not to deal with them.  
 
    “Well, we don’t really have a choice in the matter,” I growled. “We have to pass through this strait, and that means we’ll be sitting ducks when those bastards attack.”  
 
    “Honestly, it’s a good strategy,” Kehlaan said. “I’m just angry it’s being used against us.”  
 
    Does this mean we have to fight our way through? Nadir’s enthusiastic voice echoed in my head.  
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “If plan A doesn’t work, that is.”  
 
    What’s plan A? Mira questioned via the dragonbond.  
 
    “You’re gonna like this one, Nadir.” I smirked. “Bungal? Tirian? Tell your clan to light these guys up!”  
 
    Ohhhhhhhh… Nadir moaned semi-erotically. You know how much I love a good light show! Burn them to a crisp, Bungal the Mighty! 
 
    I shall do my best, bondmate. Bungal nodded, and then he turned to the rest of his fire-breathing friends. Now, you know how much I despise violence, but my friend down there has suggested we make a preemptive strike on those heinous beasts. I concur with his assessment. I believe the only way to prevent a total bloodbath is to--  
 
    Ben wants us to burn them with our fire breath, Tirian interjected with a snicker. 
 
    Well, yes, Bungal chuckled. That is the gist of it.  
 
    As we approached the opening of the strait, I could see the octomurks in more detail. Their flesh was completely smooth like a salamander’s, and it glistened with some sort of clear secretion. The monsters had no lips, so when they closed their mouths, their teeth just clasped together like the eye of a camera.  
 
    The worst part of all, though, was the sound.  
 
    The creatures seemed to communicate in deep, guttural grunts and snarls, and it sounded like somebody was choking to death on their own spit.  
 
    “Alright, dragons…” I announced to my flying friends. “Hit them now!”  
 
    Right on command, Bungal let out a powerful roar, and then he swooped to the front of the clan. Tirian and the rest of the fire-breathers were right behind him, and they split off into two small groups so they could each take one side of the strait. Their mouths glowed with orange and yellow death as they opened their jaws wide, and then they blasted jets of white-hot flames down onto their opponents.  
 
    The octomurks let out gnarled hisses as their bodies were engulfed by the flames, and the dragons passed over them without much fanfare. Even when the flame breath subsided, the monsters’ bodies were still aglow with fire.  
 
    For a split second, relief washed over me.  
 
    Then I saw the octomurks weren’t going down.  
 
    In fact, they were all just standing there as if nothing had even happened.  
 
    What in the world? Tirian huffed. They should all be ash in the wind right now!  
 
    “Ethala?” I gulped as dread overtook my very being. “Please tell me these guys aren’t fireproof.”  
 
    I-I do not know, the sparrow dragon admitted. I’ve never directly engaged with them before, since we always just fly over.  
 
    Fuckers of mothers! Mira hissed. They’re still standing, Ben!  
 
    “I know,” I said. “I know….”  
 
    Should we turn the ships around? the dragonkin captain suggested.  
 
    “And do what?” I asked. “This is the only viable way to get a ship past the Tainted Sea… If we turn back now, this whole journey will have been for nothing.”  
 
    Yeah! Nadir said. Also, what are we, clucker birds? We never retreat from a good fight.  
 
    I don’t think I’d call this “good,” Jemma’s voice interjected. There are… A lot of these things.  
 
    Fuck. This was one of those moments that would define my reign for centuries to come. If we turned around, I may be able to find another solution, one with less bloodshed and that wouldn’t require us to charge headfirst into near-certain death. However, did I really want to be the Dragon King who cut and ran in the face of danger? These creatures looked deadly, but not so much more than any of the other bastards we’d fought before.  
 
    They just had the high ground in this case. And the numbers. And they were immune to dragon fire, which up to this point had been our greatest weapon.  
 
    This decision was one of the hardest of my entire life, with major ramifications on the survival of my people, and I had to make it in a matter of minutes.  
 
    Ben? Mira asked again. What do you want us to do?  
 
    We can try to torch them again, Tirian suggested.  
 
    “Don’t waste your breath.” I shook my head. “Literally. If they’re fireproof, all you’re going to be doing is pissing them off even more.”  
 
    What do we do, Draco Rex? Zerandrie sounded afraid.  
 
    This was it. I had to make the call, and I had to make it now.  
 
    “We… We fight,” I said with a clenched fist. “Alright, crew! Battle stations. We have no fucking idea what we’re up against here, so be ready for anything.”  
 
    “Battle stations!” I heard Mira’s voice ring out on the ship at our side. “You heard the Draco Rex. We’re going through!”  
 
    “Sailors, try to stay at your positions as best as you can,” I continued. “You and I have the most important jobs right now, and that’s making sure this vessel doesn’t crash into the rocky cliffs of this strait. Dragons? You may not be able to set them on fire, but there’s still plenty you can do to turn these bastards into worm food.”  
 
    I hope they don’t taste too foul. Tirian shuddered. I spend way too long trying to fry out the nasty bits of orc after every battle.  
 
    “Swaer and the water dragons?” I asked the five mystical beasts. “I need you guys to make sure the fire doesn’t spread across the decks of the ships. If the octomurks are still on fire when they jump down, that could spell disaster for all of us.”  
 
    Do we just need to put out the fire? Malkey questioned. Or do you want us to turn them into floating bodies, too?  
 
    I told you his bloodlust was growing, George whispered to Nixie. I think we may need to sit down and have a talk with him soon…  
 
    “I’ll leave that up to your discretion,” I explained. “Just make sure the fire doesn’t spread onto the ship.”  
 
    What about me, Draco Rex? Ethala asked. And Huwar?  
 
    “You two do what you do best,” I clarified. “Smash into things as hard as you freaking can. Now, Mira? I think The Dragon Queen should go through first.”  
 
    “Raise the sails!” Mira commanded. “Get us behind the Draco Rex’s ship!”  
 
    This is going to be good, Nadir cackled with glee.  
 
    “You think you guys are up to this fight?” I asked Pae and Kehlaan. “There’s plenty of room down below if you or any of your people wish to sit this one out.”  
 
    “We shall do no such thing.” Pae shook her silver head furiously. “The Spindrel may be a peaceful race, but we shall not abandon our allies in their time of need.”  
 
    “What my mom said,” Kehlaan repeated as he pulled his pointed, double-sided stick from his back. “A Spindrel man always fights with honor.”  
 
    “I need you guys to be my bodyguards, then,” I said. “As much as I’d love to join in the battle, my place is here, behind the wheel. That’s gonna leave me pretty vulnerable to attacks.”  
 
    “Then we shall defend you, Draco Rex,” Pae confirmed. “As you helped defend us from Bungal when he was mad.”  
 
    “A chance to earn some good will from Marella’s dad?” Kehlaan mused. “You know I’m not going to pass up this opportunity.”  
 
    “I’m trying to come around to you, dude,” I warned the Spindrel boy. “Don’t push your luck.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t dream of it.” Kehlaan winked.  
 
    Honestly, I couldn’t even be mad at the kid. He had a smooth, laid-back charisma when he wanted to, and I could see reflections of myself in his actions. 
 
    Little reflections, but reflections nonetheless.  
 
    The two Spindrel warriors held their ground as the rest of my crew got into position. Soon, The Dragon Queen was upon the strait, and it was too late to turn back.  
 
    We were headed straight into the fucking meat grinder.  
 
    Thankfully, the dragons took a bit of the pressure off us by attacking first.  
 
    Ethala swooped up high in the sky and then reappeared with the speed of a falling space capsule. The sparrow dragon let out a grunt as she jerked her body upward so it was parallel to the ground, and she used her momentum to slam right into one of the octomurks.  
 
    The octomurk screamed as its entire torso exploded from the impact, and a spray of black tarry liquid splashed onto the creatures around it.  
 
    Okay, so it looked like these things could be killed, after all.  
 
    The other octomurks looked at their fallen friend with curious expressions, but those expressions quickly turned into ones of pure rage. The octomurks let out gurgled roars as they began to shift their weight toward the edge of the cliff and clustered up to it like a herd of lemmings. As they wedged themselves together, the fire spread out across the entirety of the group, and soon they were all engulfed in flames.  
 
    And they were coming right for us. 
 
    “Prepare to be boarded!” I snarled as I drew my sword and raised it in the air. “Don’t let them take the ship!”  
 
    My friends let out battle cries as they raised their weapons high, and then the first octomurk plummeted down onto the deck of The Dragon Queen. A blast of water from Nixie knocked the fucker over the edge of the ship in an instant, and there was a wet crack as his neck bent awkwardly against the rocky cliffside before his body went limp.  
 
    The next few creatures all fell in unison, and George and Cerin were on the case.  
 
    Fan your spray out with me, Cerin, George commanded his daughter. We can put them out before they even hit the deck.  
 
    The two water dragons lifted their heads back, pursed their lips together, and then sent a gentle, wide mist of sea water out into the air. It was dense enough that it was able to fall like rain against The Dragon Queen, but it was light enough that it didn’t cause us to slip around or lose our grips on our weapons or anything. Instead, it simply doused the octomurks in its cold embrace and put out the flames in an instant.  
 
    Still, the creatures were pissed.  
 
    Two of them lurched forward at Sela, who instantly skewered one with her seaglass spear. The green-scaled warrior then proceeded to knock the second octomurk off its feet, and she finished it off with a spinning plunge of her spear right between its eyes.  
 
    The creatures continued to rain down like they were falling from the sky itself, and soon the entire deck of our vessel was littered with the fuckers.  
 
    “Aviars and Morphos!” I commanded. “Get up there and try to take these things out before they even get down here.”  
 
    “You heard the man,” Kwah answered. “To the skies!”  
 
    I watched as Kwah, Nevar, Maca, Zerandrie, Dalwen, Elzara, and Holara all flew up under the power of their own wings and began to attack. The butterfly-women darted back and forth through the air with their fan-blades at the ready, and they sliced open the falling octomurks’ throats as they plummeted.  
 
    The three Aviar women, on the other hand, took a more intimate approach. Nevar let out a screech as she tossed out her feet and dug her talons into the tentacles of one of the octomurks, and the Feathered Monarch used her momentum to slam the fucker into the side of the cliff, where she proceeded to tear the dark creature’s tentacles right out of their sockets. As he screamed and plummeted downward, Nevar swooped down and caught him again. This time, the Aviar caught the octomurk torso with one leg, and then she slammed him repeatedly into the rocks until he went limp.  
 
    Meanwhile, Maca had her talons jammed violently into the eyes of an octomurk, who flailed and screamed as tarry black blood gushed from his orifices. The red-feathered woman then did a full-body twirl and launched the fucker into the rocks, where he was skewered onto one of the more pointy formations.  
 
    Then there was Kwah, who was much less traditional about it.  
 
    The tan-haired woman sunk her talons into an octomurk’s torso and held on tight as she flew over to the side of the strait. She then proceeded to press the fucker up against the wall and fly up as fast as she could.  
 
    The octomurk let out a gargled scream as a trail of blood poured out onto the rocks behind his body, and eventually the beast went limp.  
 
    At least we had some air support.  
 
    Still, there were just too many of the damn things.  
 
    “Somebody needs to get over to the other ship,” Batari reminded us. “They don’t have any water-breathers over there.”  
 
    I’m on it, Swaer announced as he slithered up into the air.  
 
    The little wind dragon slunk between the falling octomurks with ease as he shot past my position and over to Mira’s vessel. Almost instantly, I heard Swaer take a deep breath, and then I glanced over my shoulder just in time to see him blast a shot of his powerful gust breath up into the air.  
 
    The gust threw a bunch of the octomurks off their trajectory, and they screamed as they missed their mark and plopped into the water below. However, the flames were extinguished, which meant Mira’s crew had a fighting chance.  
 
    Meanwhile, we still had our own problems to deal with.  
 
    Despite the best efforts of my crewmates, we were getting absolutely swarmed by these nasty beasts. For every two or three that were killed, two more took their place.  
 
    We were literally fighting a war of attrition here, and that almost never worked out well for the side with fewer soldiers.  
 
    “Get back!” Nadir snarled before she cut an octomurk in half straight down the length of his body.  
 
    The dark-haired Coonag woman jumped up onto her mast with a rope in her hand, pressed her feet into the wood, and then used it to propel herself forward. Nadir used her momentum to slam her stone axe into another octomurk, who snarled as a giant chunk of his body was removed from his torso.  
 
    Nerissa, Jonas, and all of my children were huddled together at the center of the ship, with a giant protective circle around them. Zarya and Darya led the charge, but there were dozens of more dragonkin and Niralope warriors who stood their ground to protect their queen and kids. Alvee and Erel fought alongside the dragonkin warriors, as did the Cero chef Baratu, Batari, and the stoic Coonag Jira.  
 
    Niralope and dragonkin arrows plunged into the octomurks between the eyes, but they just kept coming.  
 
    I watched with crippling fear in my chest as the swarms of monsters descended on my friends, who did their damnedest to fight them off.  
 
    Alvee and Erel twisted, twirled, and stabbed their way through the crowd like a pair of deadly acrobats, and they only stopped their momentum to deliver a death blow before they moved on to the next target.  
 
    Baratu, Batari, and Jira stood at each other’s backs as they took swings at the incoming creatures. It didn’t take long for the three combatants to become overwhelmed by their opponents, but thankfully the dragonkin women were there to back them up.  
 
    It was no surprise to me that Zarya and Darya fought in perfect unison. The dragonkin twins worked together like a well-oiled machine as they disarmed, de-legged, and cut down octomurks in a swift fashion.  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, though, when I watched the brutality that Arrick and Malkey showed.  
 
    “Eat my blade, motherfucker!” Arrick snarled as he rode atop his water dragon’s back.  
 
    My son used his sword to slice off an octomurk’s tentacle, and then Malkey snapped up its entire upper body in his jaws. Malkey shook the octomurk violently, like a dog with a chew toy, until there was a wet pop, and the creature went limp. The second the first beast was dead, Malkey tossed his corpse overboard, and he and Arrick went to work on another enemy.  
 
    That’s my boy.  
 
    “Watch out!” Kehlaan gasped as one of the falling octomurks landed behind us.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder as the dark creature charged at me, with its mouth opened wide. I wasn’t really in a position to attack, so all I could do was lift up my boot and kick backward as hard as I could. I felt my heel connect with something, but the next thing I knew there was a slimy tentacle around my leg.  
 
    “Fuck!” I growled as the beast tried to pull me off my feet, but I clung onto the wheel for dear life.  
 
    There was a wet “schluck” sound, and then the monster’s grip released. The dull thud on the ground behind me signaled that the octomurk was dead, so I scrambled back to my feet as I tried to keep The Dragon Queen headed in the right direction.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” Kehlaan teased, and then I saw the kid do a handless cartwheel over to my right.  
 
    The Spindrel boy parried two octomurk tentacles in a quick “one-two” motion, and then he ducked down just as two more came for his head. While still in a crouched position, Kehlaan stabbed one end of his stick up into the monster’s belly with a dull plop, and he placed the other end of his staff against the deck of the ship, threw out his feet, and took out the octomurk’s legs. Then Kehlaan flipped backward and watched gravity take its course.  
 
    The creature’s tentacles flailed helplessly as he fell forward, and his body weight pushed him down onto the skewer even more. Blood poured out of his wound as the beast slid down the pointed stick, until his eyes rolled back in his head, and his body became lifeless.  
 
    Without missing a beat, Kehlaan pulled the bloody stick out from his opponent’s corpse, spun around, and then stabbed it into another octomurk with a vengeful roar.  
 
    Okay… Maybe I was a bit too rough on this kid. He was kicking ass. 
 
    Then again, his mother appeared to be kicking just as much ass, so it obviously ran in the family.  
 
    Pae kicked an octomurk down to the ground and then cartwheeled away from another one’s tentacles seconds before it snatched her up. As the Magnus Dux jumped away, she lashed out with her pointed stick and jabbed it straight into the fucker’s eyeball. There was a sickly squelch as the point dug into the flesh of his orange eye, and the octomurk’s tentacles flailed wildly as he screamed in pain. Without removing her stick, Pae used her weapon as leverage as she jumped up, twisted her body, and spun around her opponent. The Spindrel woman yanked the stick out of the octomurk’s body and twirled like a ballerina, and then she stabbed it through his body from behind.  
 
    The octomurk fell to his knees as his tongue flopped out of his mouth, and he collapsed onto the ground, dead.  
 
    Thank fuck my ship was filled with competent warriors.  
 
    Still, as I turned my attention back to the strait, my mind raced with anxiety.  
 
    About half a mile up the crevice was our first turn. Keeping the ship straight was hard enough with all the chaos going on. Banking it around at the correct speed, without crashing into the rocks? That was going to take nothing short of incredible skill and expert captaining.  
 
    I guess it was time to see what Mira and I were really made of.  
 
    “Nadir! Lezan!” I called out to the Coonag women across the ship. “Incoming turn. We need to slow down a bit.”  
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Lezan growled seconds before she bit into an octomurk and tore out its throat with her teeth.  
 
    I watched as the multi-color-haired woman smashed the blunt end of her axe into another monster’s head and then flipped back onto the mast with a chitter. Lezan scurried up away from the battlefield as several octomurks reached up at her with their spindly tentacles, but she was far out of their range. The Coonag woman then grabbed onto the rope that controlled the sails, yanked them hard, and slowly began to raise them up.  
 
    Nadir, on the other hand, stuck to multitasking. The Coonag leader kicked away one of the octomurks with the mast’s rope still in her hand. The momentum from her attack sent her backward, and she spun around the mast like a tetherball as she held out her axe and slashed it into several more octomurks. They all fell backward with a spray of dark blood, and the sudden lull in the assault allowed Nadir to raise her sails ever so slightly.  
 
    The Dragon Queen slowed a little bit, though we were still going too fast for my comfort. 
 
    Now, it was all up to me.  
 
    I held steady as Kehlaan and Pae fought off the octomurks around me, and I prepared to make the trickiest turn of my entire life. The ship drew closer and closer to the rocky cliffside, so I slowly turned the wheel opposite of the direction we needed to go.  
 
    “That’s it,” I muttered. “Slow and steady wins the race.”  
 
    “Ah!” Kehlaan gasped, and then I saw his body get launched backward and out of my sight.  
 
    Which meant that now, there was nothing between me and the octomurks.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    I wasn’t done turning the ship yet, but the slimy fuckers were already stomping toward me with their mouths open and their tentacles out like a bunch of grotesque, slithering snakes.  
 
    I held the ship’s wheel with one hand as I drew my sword and lashed out with the other. I was swinging completely blind, but I was soon rewarded with the sound of slicing flesh and the gurgled cry of an octomurk.  
 
    One of the creature’s tentacles plopped down onto the deck, but that wasn’t going to keep them at bay for long.  
 
    Suddenly, I saw a dark shadow dart forward, and a slimy tendril wrapped around my neck. I gasped for breath as it closed around my throat and attempted to yank me away from the wheel, but I wasn’t letting go. I tried to stab into the fucker with my sword, but another one of his tentacles wrapped around my arm and held it in place. Three more of the slimy tentacles came at me, and they caught me around my other arm and my legs.  
 
    The fucker tried to pull me away from the wheel, and there was nothing I could do but try and hold on as we approached the turn.  
 
    Then my hand slipped away, and my heart sank into my stomach.  
 
    “No!” I gasped as the wheel began to turn on its own, and the ship started to twist with it.  
 
    Then my body was yanked around so it was facing the octomurk, and the creature opened its jaws wide as it prepared to take a bite out of me.  
 
    I wasn’t going down that fucking easily.  
 
    I let out a frustrated roar as I thrust my head forward and slammed it into the spot right between the fucker’s eyes.  
 
    He snarled in pain as he stumbled backward, and his grip loosened just enough to give me the advantage I needed. I used all of my might to thrust my sword forward, and it stabbed into the bastard with a wet shluck.  
 
    The octomurk’s tongue flopped out of his mouth as he collapsed into a pool of his own blood, but I didn’t have time to savor my victory.  
 
    There was still one more bastard on me, and the ship’s course needed to be corrected.  
 
    As I started to turn back to the wheel, the momentum of The Dragon Queen was suddenly halted, and the sudden lurch caused everybody to fall down onto their hands and knees.  
 
    “Kehlaan!” I shouted. “Get the wheel!” 
 
    “I’ve got it, Draco Rex!” Kehlaan declared from behind me. “We’re not crashing today.”  
 
    I quickly glanced over my shoulder to see the Spindrel boy behind the wheel of our ship. He’d saved us from going completely off course and getting stuck between the walls of the strait, but we were far from out of the woods.  
 
    However, before I could return to my position behind the wheel, the second octomurk came at me.  
 
    I dodged the first two tentacles he threw my way and then twisted my sword around so I could lop off the third. Blood sprayed out of his bloody stump as I separated one of his tentacles from his body, and then I ducked down before he could hit me with another. I took a swing at the bastard’s left leg, and it came off like I was pressing a hot knife against a stick of butter.  
 
    The octomurk snarled as he awkwardly fell to one side, and I finished him off by stabbing my blade into his brain.  
 
    As I turned my attention back to the task at hand, my blood ran cold. We were approaching the turn quickly, and there wasn’t time for me to regain control of the wheel.  
 
    Kehlaan had to make the turn himself. If he didn’t, our ship was as good as fucked.  
 
    I just really, really hoped my sailing lessons had actually stuck with the boy.  
 
    The Spindrel teenager’s eyes were narrowed and focused as he pursed his lips and slowly, methodically turned the wheel to the right. As he did so, The Dragon Queen followed his commands, and she slid into position.  
 
    Luckily, the strait was wide enough that the turn didn’t have to be one-hundred percent precise, it just needed to be timed correctly. I held my breath as our boat slowly drifted portside, and all I could do was hope Kehlaan hadn’t made his move too late.  
 
    The port side of The Dragon Queen kept moving toward the rocky cliffs of the strait, and my heart hammered in my chest as I watched it go, but I finally took a breath when I saw the stern clear the rocks.  
 
    “Yes!” I pumped my fist into the air. “Good job, Kehlaan!”  
 
    “Behind you!” The Spindrel boy pointed as his eyes widened.  
 
    I spun around and rolled out of the way seconds before a bunch of tentacles slammed into the deck where I had stood. As I got back up to my feet, one of the fuckers lashed out at me with his slimy appendages and slammed into my stomach.  
 
    I let out a grunt of pain as my body flew backwards over the side of the ship’s quarterdeck. The air was knocked completely out of my lungs when I slammed into the deck below, but I didn’t have time to even catch my breath.  
 
    The second I landed, five more of the octomurks were upon me.  
 
    “Motherfucker!” I growled as I lashed out blindly at these fuckers and knocked away their tentacles. “These things are relentless.”  
 
    “I’ll say,” Alvee’s gruff voice grunted as the spiky-haired hedgehog-woman skewered an octomurk. “Too many of them.”  
 
    “It’s like there’s a freaking endless supply,” I agreed as I rolled away and jumped to my feet. “Where are they even coming from?”  
 
    I sliced off another enemy’s tentacles before I drew my pink-stone dagger and stabbed it into another one’s eye, but as my opponent went down, a tentacle wrapped around my leg and yanked me back to the ground. I lopped it off with a quick swipe before I plunged my seaglass sword through the fucker’s stomach and watched his blood spray out like a Yellowstone geyser.  
 
    Alvee flipped over my prone body and stabbed her stick into the octomurk’s head. The Spindrel warrior then proceeded to pull out her weapon, twirl around her enemy, and jab it repeatedly with her wooden spear in short, rapid motions. Blood oozed out of the octomurk’s body as it began to wobble, and then it fell over, dead.  
 
    Literally death by a thousand cuts.  
 
    “I gotta get back up there,” I announced to Alvee. “Kehlaan’s doing well, but he can’t handle this by himself.”  
 
    “Follow me.” The brown-haired Spindrel nodded. “I’ll get you there.”  
 
    Alvee ran toward the staircase of the quarterdeck, which currently was occupied by about six octomurks. Right before she hit the first step, she sprang forward and did a Darth Maul twirl as she passed over the octomurks’ heads.  
 
    As she landed, however, one of the bastards caught her foot and yanked her to the ground.  
 
    “Gah!” Alvee grunted as she slammed into the wooden deck.  
 
    I charged up the stairs at the creatures and took them out in any way I knew how. I slammed my boot into one of the octomurks and sent him flying out over the side of The Dragon Queen, where he disappeared into the water with a satisfying plop.  
 
    Then I ducked down out of the way of another set of tentacles and sliced my seaglass sword across another octomurk’s stomach, and his innards splashed out onto the deck as he fumbled to keep them in his body.  
 
    My next opponent had his back to me, so I simply rammed my blade through him from behind and then tossed his lifeless body overboard. I took aim at the fucker that was attacking Alvee, and then I jumped forward and raised my sword above my head. I brought it down onto the octomurk’s tentacle as hard as I could, and the bastard’s tentacle was separated from his body.  
 
    Before he could even react, I drew my dagger, turned to him, and plunged it right between his eyes.  
 
    In my peripherals, I could see the remaining two octomurks as they lunged forward, but Alvee was on it.  
 
    The Spindrel woman stabbed her weapon into the side of one of the fuckers’ heads and watched him go limp. Then, without missing a beat, she cartwheeled around to my other side and stabbed her weapon into the second octomurk’s stomach.  
 
    I pulled my dagger out of my now-dead opponent and then finished off Alvee’s enemy with a slash of my sword across his face. A gnarly gash appeared across the octomurk’s head, and a bit of his pink brain oozed out as his eyes rolled back in his head while he fell to his knees.  
 
    “Teamwork makes the dream work,” I joked to Alvee as I sheathed my dagger.  
 
    “Hmm,” was all the Spindrel would say, and then she turned her attention back to the chaos of the deck below.  
 
    Alvee dashed back down the stairs and into the heat of battle, so I returned back to the quarterdeck. Kehlaan was still behind the wheel, though now the Spindrel teen was frozen with fear while his mother fought off three more octomurks all on her own.  
 
    “Stay. Away. From. My. Son!” the silver-haired woman bellowed as she stabbed her stick through one of the creature’s shins.  
 
    The beast roared in agony as it went down on one knee, and Pae twirled away from its jaws as she lashed out with her weapon. Her pointed spear sliced the octomurk across his face, but it didn’t seem to be the kill-shot she’d been going for. Pae flipped backward as the other two slimy bastards came at her, and I dashed over by her side.  
 
    “You want the ugly one?” I joked.  
 
    “Sure,” Pae agreed. “If you can tell me which one that would be.”  
 
    The two octomurks came at us, and I severed two of my enemy’s tentacles with a twirl of my blade. While my opponent was stunned, I tossed my boot up into his face, knocked him backwards, and then eviscerated him with a slice of my seaglass sword.  
 
    Meanwhile, Pae finished off her attacker by slamming her hilt into its face and then spinning around, thrusting her stick behind her back, and skewering it through the torso.  
 
    Ouch. Right in the Qui-Gon.  
 
    With the creatures in our immediate vicinity defeated, Pae and I both ran over to Kehlaan.  
 
    “Great job, kid,” I declared as I patted him on the back. “Seriously, I don’t think I could do better if I tried. But I think it’s time to let me take back over, okay.”  
 
    Kehlaan didn’t say anything. The boy just looked over at me with wide, terrified eyes, and then he stepped away from the wheel.  
 
    His mother pulled him into a hug instantly as she ran her hands through his hair.  
 
    “It’s alright, my child…” she cooed. “You were very brave.”  
 
    Now that I had a second to take a breath, I surveyed my surroundings to see what the hell the score even was. The deck of The Dragon Queen was littered with octomurk bodies, though my friends were still cutting them down by the second.  
 
    Up above I heard the roar of the dragons as they attacked any of the bastards still up on dry land, and I saw the rest of the Aviar and Morpho women had joined in the battle.  
 
    Mira’s ship was still in one piece, though its deck was just as chaotic as ours, and I saw several octomurks fall from the side of the ship as Huwar knocked them away with powerful, sweeping strikes from his bulky neck.  
 
    I couldn’t see many of the combatants from afar, but two of them stuck out like a sore thumb.  
 
    Ashanti and Rikuri were both up on the quarterdeck by Mira, and they seemed to be defending the captain from the octomurks that came her way. Swaer hovered beside them, and the little dragon blew away his enemies with short, concentrated blasts of wind.  
 
    Yeah, they were doing alright.  
 
    Most importantly, though, was the hailstorm of octomurks that had been coming down from above was now just a trickle. A handful of the slimy bastards still came over the edge of the cliffs and plopped down onto our ships, but for the most part, their swarm had died down.  
 
    Good. This meant victory was within our reach.  
 
    I grabbed onto the wheel of the ship and steadied it as we moved forward through the strait, but within seconds, I saw we were in for an even bigger challenge.  
 
    About one mile ahead was another turn, and this one was much steeper than the first.  
 
    “Uhhh…” Kehlaan trailed off. “How are we gonna make that?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I grumbled. “I’m trying to figure that out.”  
 
    Ben? Mira’s voice called out to me via our dragonbond. Do you see what I see?  
 
    “Sure as fuck do,” I said. “You got any bright ideas?”  
 
    I was hoping you’d have one, the dragonkin warrior sighed.  
 
    Even if I slowed our ship to a crawl and tried to ease us into the turn, there wasn’t enough distance between us and the cliffside. We’d crash into the rocks, and our vessel would be essentially destroyed.  
 
    Then we’d be stranded on this island, alone with these creatures from the deepest depths of my nightmares.  
 
    If only-- Wait. Maybe that would work.  
 
    “Okay, Mira,” I announced. “This is gonna sound crazy, but I think I have an idea.”  
 
    What’s that human expression? Mira chuckled. I’m a body of ears?  
 
    “All ears,” I corrected her. “You’re all ears. And here’s what I’m thinking… We have to release the anchors. Right now. Skimming them across the seafloor maybe, just maybe, might slow us down enough to make it around that curve. And that’s if we start turning right fucking now.” 
 
    Maybe, Mira said. But we cannot let the anchors fully out. That would whip our ships around and almost certainly cause us to crash.  
 
    “We don’t have to lower it all the way,” I explained. “As long as it’s not all the way down on the seafloor, it won’t hinder us from moving.”  
 
    I guess we don’t have much of an option… the dragonkin captain sighed. I’ll follow your lead, Draco Rex.  
 
    “Everybody!” I called out across the chaos of the battle to anyone who could hear me. “I need bodies on the capstan, ASAP!”  
 
    A few of the dragonkin women must have heard my plea, because they fought their way through the crowd toward the capstan in a hurry, and a couple more of the women surrounded the device and tried to fight off any octomurks that dared get close to them.  
 
    My crew is in position, Mira said. Just give me the signal, and I’ll do it.  
 
    “When I give the order, I want you to release the anchor and let it fall, but not all the way,” I explained to the dragonkin women. “Got it?”  
 
    My random subjects nodded in agreement, and then they took their spots on the capstan.  
 
    I held the boat steady as we approached the turn, and I couldn’t help but wonder if this was going to be the crazy stunt that finally did me in. Sure, I’d pulled this sort of thing before, but that wasn’t in such a narrow passageway, with only literal inches being the difference between success and failure.  
 
    My heart pounded in my chest as I stared down the incoming turn, and I didn’t even notice the octomurks coming up the stairs at first, not until Pae and Kehlaan jumped into action and took them out.  
 
    My attention was fully on the task at hand.  
 
    I couldn’t mess this up. I had to be one-hundred percent sure of myself before I gave the order, and then I had to trust Mira to make an equally good judgement.  
 
    We got to about a thousand feet away, and I made the call.  
 
    “Drop the anchor!” I commanded my crew.  
 
    The dragonkin women quickly began to run around in a clockwise motion, and there was a loud mechanical clang as the anchor chain descended. The women started off slow, but once they got their pace figured out, they practically sprinted around the device. At the same time, I began to twist the wheel to the starboard side, and the ship quickly started to turn.  
 
    The change in direction forced everybody off their feet, and I saw a few of the octomurks go tumbling over the edge of the ship.  
 
    “Fucking hell,” Arrick snarled as he slid off the side of Malkey and tumbled around the deck.  
 
    “Hold!” I commanded before I even was back on my feet. “Keep holding!”  
 
    The dragonkin women all pushed their heels into the deck as hard as they could, and the capstan halted in place. The ship’s velocity slowed down to a crawl, but I still wasn’t sure if we had enough clearance.  
 
    There was a soul-crushing scraping noise as the stern of the vessel dragged along the rocks, but then it pulled away and was back on the straight and narrow.  
 
    “Did we crash?” Pae gasped.  
 
    “I don’t think so.” I shook my head. “We just scraped the side. I really hope those rocks didn’t cut too deep.”  
 
    That was when I saw it. The end of the strait.  
 
    About half a mile away, the tunnel opened back up into the open sea. We were almost home free.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t help but worry about Mira and her crew. I glanced back over my shoulder and watched as our second ship attempted the same maneuver, but since it was a much larger vessel, its turn was much, much slower and wider.  
 
    I held my breath as we watched the ship lumber around the corner, and I nearly had a heart attack when I saw its side pass inches away from the portside cliff. However, it seemed to clear it.  
 
    Halle-fucking-lujah.  
 
    Is that the exit? Mira’s voice asked.  
 
    “It sure is,” I said. “Now, we just have to finish off these tentacled fucks, and we’re all good.”  
 
    “Incoming!” Teeka’s voice called out from above, and then the green-haired Aviar swooped down with an octomurk in her grasp.  
 
    I whipped out my sword, held it up above my head, and heard a sickly slicing noise as Teeka dragged her opponent over my blade. When I glanced back at the bird-woman, she held one half of the fucker in each talon.  
 
    “T-That was awesome,” Kehlaan sputtered.  
 
    “Nevar wanted me to deliver you the good news,” Teeka explained as she ran over and tossed the corpse overboard. “There are no more incoming octomurks.”  
 
    “You guys killed all of them?” I gasped. “Impressive.”  
 
    “Not quite,” the bubbly Aviar giggled. “But they are in a full retreat at the moment.”  
 
    “I feel sorry for these poor bastards,” I said as I nodded out to the battle before us. “Their friends all abandoned them the second things got tough.”  
 
    “They’re the ones who wanted to board our ship.” Pae shrugged. “Now, they are paying the price.”  
 
    “If everything’s good up above,” I explained. “Then we need you Aviars and Morphos down here. There’s still a bunch of these guys to take care of.”  
 
    “I’ll be sure to let them know.” Teeka winked, and then she spread her bright wings and took off.  
 
    A few more of the octomurks tried to approach the quarterdeck, but Kehlaan and Pae cut them down in an instant.  
 
    Soon, The Dragon Queen emerged from the strait, out into a calm, pristine blue ocean.  
 
    “Alright, motherfuckers…” I growled as I placed the pin in the ship’s wheel to keep it going straight. “Now, there’s all hands on deck.”  
 
    I drew my sword as I ran down the stairs and lashed out at an octomurk, and I sliced him open like an overripe watermelon before I kicked his lifeless body over the side of the ship.  
 
    “We heard you needed backup?” Kwah called out as she and the rest of the Aviars swooped down.  
 
    “Need?” I teased as I parried a tentacle. “Probably not. But it’s gonna make this whole process much faster.”  
 
    Kwah threw out her legs and stabbed her talons into one of the slimy bastards. She then flew out over the ocean, let him go, and watched with a smug grin as he plopped down into the water and sank like a rock.  
 
    It seemed these guys couldn’t swim.  
 
    Teeka landed on the deck and instantly ducked down, and then she spun her body around like a dancer as she lifted up her left leg and roundhouse kicked the nearest octomurk in the face. Her talons left three massive gashes across his body, and the octomurk gurgled with rage as he stumbled backward. However, his sounds were quickly silenced when Teeka eviscerated him with her middle talon.  
 
    We fought on for several more minutes, until finally, there was nothing but bodies left on the deck of The Dragon Queen.  
 
    “Is… Is that all of them?” I questioned as I looked at the makeshift graveyard in front of us.  
 
    “Must be,” Alvee said. “Don’t see any more.”  
 
    “Awwww.” Nadir frowned. “I was just getting started.”  
 
    “Mira?” I asked telepathically. “What are things looking like on your ship?”  
 
    I am happy to report we were victorious, Mira proclaimed. Thanks to the assistance of the Morphos, of course. 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” I nodded. “How much damage or losses did we take?”  
 
    A few scrapes, cuts, and bruises, the captain said. Nothing life-threatening, though.  
 
    “What about you, dragon clan?” I asked my friends up above.  
 
    All present and accounted for, Benjamin, Bungal said. That was actually quite fun, you know. Not being able to use my fire breath as a tool was… How can I describe this feeling? It was… quite liberating. It was like I had to come out of my shell and learn new, unique ways of sparring with my foes!  
 
    That’s easy for you to say, Tirian scoffed. You’ve got a bit of a size advantage here. You were squashing those things dead just by sitting on them.  
 
    I have worked very hard on this figure, thank you, Bungal snorted. It seems only appropriate that I utilize it to the best of my abilities.  
 
    “I’m just glad everybody’s okay,” I sighed. “Now, I hate to be the one to say it, but--”  
 
    “We need to dispose of the bodies,” Arrick answered before I could finish. “Way ahead of you, Dad.”  
 
    My crew and I spent the next hour or so dragging octomurk corpses over to the side of the ship and then tossing them down into a watery grave. There really wasn’t anything left to even try and salvage off these things. Their skin was kind of like a snakeskin, but we already had much better materials to work with.  
 
    And honestly? I didn’t even want to think about harvesting them for meat.  
 
    If they tasted even half as gross as they looked, I would have puked the second it touched my mouth.  
 
    Eventually, we got the deck cleared, and I got back into position.  
 
    “So, Ethala?” I asked the sparrow dragon. “How much longer do you think we have to go?”  
 
    Not far, Ethala promised. Seashuna is around here somewhere.  
 
    “What do you mean ‘somewhere?’” I laughed. “She’s a living island. I don’t think we’re just going to pass her by nonchalantly.”  
 
    You’d be surprised, Ethala said. Unless her head or tail is above the surface, she looks like any other island you may pass by. 
 
    The sparrow dragon guided us around the open sea for nearly another hour, but eventually I could feel the troops starting to get restless.  
 
    “I hope Atrix didn’t lead us astray,” Jonas sighed from his position beside me.  
 
    “It should not be taking this long,” Nerissa said. “We should have found the living island by now.”  
 
    “I wonder if Ethala is a spy who’s trying to sabotage us?” Dalwen suggested, but I instantly shut that down.  
 
    “The Council of Dragons wouldn’t have let her bond with Zerandrie,” I explained as I shook my head. “It’s way too stressful of a process to put a dragon through to be used as a ploy.”  
 
    I’m just glad the smell is gone, Swaer said. This part of the ocean smells like nothing but salt and flowers.  
 
    The little wind dragon was right. Now that we were beyond the Tainted Sea, we were sitting in the most crystal clear, clean water I’d ever seen. Hell, I could see all the way to the bottom of the ocean floor in these parts, even in the places that were hundreds of feet deep.  
 
    “We’ll find Seashuna,” I promised my friends. “The hardest part of the journey is behind us.”  
 
    We continued onward until we came to a large island, whose shoreline stretched on for miles and miles. Ethala flew off toward the island to inspect it, and then she came back with unfortunate news.  
 
    That is not the gigadragon. The dragon shook her head and sighed.  
 
    So, we continued on, and we sailed toward the horizon until we found another island even larger than the first.  
 
    “Maybe this is her?” I suggested. “It definitely looks like the size of a giant dragon.”  
 
    I shall go in closer to check, Ethala said.  
 
    However, she didn’t have to.  
 
    Before any of us could make a move, the water at the west and east ends of the island began to rumble, and surface tension mounted on either side of the land mass as two long, narrow appendages raised up out from the depths with literal waterfalls of liquid running off them as they rose.  
 
    My jaw hit the floor when I saw just how giant this creature was.  
 
    By the time it had raised its neck fully out of the water, it was the height of a freaking skyscraper. Oversized white scales sat on the underside of the beast’s neck, while the rest of its throat was covered with crystal-esque, ruby-red scales. Atop the gargantuan neck was a triangular head the size of an aircraft carrier, complete with solid yellow eyes and two ear fins that would have dwarfed a football field. Its tail was just as massive as its neck, though it was much more thin and narrow. That said, it was still as thick as the Washington Monument.  
 
    “Ben?” Nerissa gulped. “Is that… Is that…”  
 
    Honestly, I was at a loss for words. All I could do was look over at the Dragon Queen and smile intensely.  
 
    Before us was none other than Seashuna, the living island. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “Seashuna,” I finally breathed after a solid minute of staring at the living island. “We found her. I-I can’t believe it.”  
 
    “We found her, Ben!” Pae declared as she threw her arms around me and bounced up and down. “We found our new home!”  
 
    “I knew Oshun would smile upon us today,” Nerissa added with a smirk. “We are her chosen people, after all.”  
 
    I can’t believe what I’m seeing, George said. I didn’t even know dragons could get that big.  
 
    That’s a gigadragon for you, Ethala explained. They have become a rare breed over time, though there are still a few left.  
 
    “They do a damn good job at keeping themselves hidden,” I chuckled. “That’s for sure. I wouldn’t have even known it was her if she hadn’t breached the surface.”  
 
    That’s why she remains out here, Ethala confirmed. She can breach any time she wishes, without fear of anyone seeing her.  
 
    Now I feel quite rude, Bungal said. We are encroaching on her, Benjamin.  
 
    “Well, if all goes well, we’re gonna be living on her,” I reminded the fat dragon. “If she’ll have us.”  
 
    Leave that to me, Ethala promised. Zerandrie and I will go and speak with her.  
 
    “That thing can talk?” Batari’s mouth fell open as she stared up at Seashuna.  
 
    It can, the sparrow dragon said. Just like any other dragon species, you simply must know how to speak its language. Now, Zerandrie? Shall we?  
 
    Zerandrie rose up off Mira’s ship as her vibrant green wings flapped in the breeze. The butterfly-woman flew over to her bondmate and then hovered next to her, like a human waiting on their puppy at the park.  
 
    “What shall we do in the meantime?” Jonas questioned.  
 
    Go and drop anchor, Ethala suggested. Seashuna is not a hostile creature, so she won’t mind you setting up there until we at least get a chance to talk to her.  
 
    “I’m glad she’s not hostile.” I shuddered. “There’s literally no defense against a creature of this size.”  
 
    Hence why they are still prosperous, despite every other dragon species being in danger, Ethala sighed.  
 
    “You want us to drop anchor,” I tried to clarify. “But… Won’t Seashuna just swim away? What happens then?”  
 
    There is a spot on her back, down near her right leg, where there is a small lagoon, the sparrow dragon said. It feeds directly to the ocean, but if you drop anchor there you would be secured to Seashuna herself, rather than the ocean floor.  
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do,” I confirmed. “Good luck.”  
 
    I won’t need luck, Ethala chuckled. Seashuna and I go way back. She loves me.  
 
    With that, Zerandrie and Ethala flew away.  
 
    “Did you get all that, Mira?” I asked the second captain of our fleet.  
 
    I’m just going to follow you, she said. I only understood about half of what was being said. 
 
    I set a course for Seashuna’s back right leg, and then I ordered Nadir and Lezan release the sails in full. The wind caught our backs, and we were launched full-speed ahead across the gentle blue ocean. We traveled for nearly thirty minutes, and the entire time I was nervous the gigadragon was going to turn on us, but it never happened.  
 
    Eventually, we made it around the living island, and we came to the spot Ethala had mentioned.  
 
    There, right up on the beaches of Seashuna, was a river that ran up into a lake. We hit a small bump of a sand barge as Mira and I sailed up to the lake, but it was nothing too serious. Once we were over the bump, we sailed into the giant body of water, and I commanded us to drop anchor there.  
 
    The dragonkin women ran in a counterclockwise direction as they lowered the iron weight down into the water, and it hit the lake bottom with a soft thud. Mira must have made the same command, because her boat stopped in its tracks, as well.  
 
    Now that we were safely stopped, I ordered my crew to lower the loading bridge, and the entire population of the former dragonkin island funneled down onto the shore of the lake and then up into the grassy clearing just to the east.  
 
    Once we were all assembled together, I tried to make sense of what was around us.  
 
    Though there was plenty of sand around the perimeter of the lake, the actual edges of Seashuna had no beach. I guess that made sense, as she was always on the move, and nothing could ever accumulate.  
 
    Even then, the scenery around us was pure serenity. Several massive palm trees lined the perimeter of the land where we’d entered, while behind us there was a lush, green jungle with so many plants I couldn’t even recognize.  
 
    “It’s incredible, Ben…” Mira trailed off.  
 
    “It’s home, Sister.” Nerissa smiled widely. “We are home.”  
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I reminded the dragonkin women. “We still need to get permission to be here.”  
 
    “Let’s hope we do,” Nevar chuckled. “I would really hate to have come all this way for nothing.”  
 
    “Regardless of what Seashuna thinks,” I began. “We should set up a camp here. Even if she doesn’t want us to stay permanently, it’s way too late for us to try and head back today.”  
 
    “Good idea,” Zikiu agreed. “While we were sailing in, I already identified the perfect spots for a fire pit, a medical tent, and a food storage area.”  
 
    Damn, this woman was scarily good.  
 
    “You heard the Cero lady.” I whistled to my subjects. “Let’s start setting up our shelters.”  
 
    In preparation for this journey, I’d tasked Isla with building some makeshift tents. They were nothing fancy, rather just a bunch of giant pieces of thick leather stitched together from smaller pieces. Sure, it wasn’t exactly “glamping,” but at least there would be some sort of roof over our heads to protect us until we found a more permanent solution.  
 
    A few of us headed into the very edge of Seashuna’s forest to look for any sort of sticks or branches that could be used for structural support. Meanwhile, those who stayed behind were tasked with setting up a campfire and unloading the bare essentials off the ships.  
 
    “Wow,” the golden-haired Morpho woman Candara whispered. “This place is gorgeous.”  
 
    She wasn’t wrong. Now that we were inside the forest, we were experiencing it in all its glory.  
 
    There weren’t as many tall trees in this landscape, which meant everywhere was pretty much permanently covered in the bright glow of the sun, and I could see the baby blue sky wherever we went. The trees were mostly palms and mid-sized flowering trees like the dogwood or pimentos. Then there was the ground itself, which was completely covered by wildflowers and green, leafy plants. I could hear buzzing insects and chirping birds all around us, but none of that seemed to bother me.  
 
    For whatever reason, it felt like I was at peace in this place.  
 
    I really, really hoped Seashuna would at least give us a chance.  
 
    After about thirty minutes of searching, my group had collected enough large sticks to account for all of our shelters. Sure, many of us were going to have to share, but that was okay.  
 
    Needless to say, we were all very comfortable with each other.  
 
    My friends and I dragged the sticks back to our camp, where we saw the firepit had already been built and filled with sticks in a teepee style starter.  
 
    “Loving the fire,” I joked as I passed by. “Let’s get these shelters up.”  
 
    My subjects had already laid out the fabric for the tents, so all we needed to do was get the uprights in position. Since they were all so full of energy, I made the Coonag women responsible for digging the holes for the posts. They went around and dug down about three feet into the dirt, and then they made an equal-sized hole about ten feet away from the first.  
 
    Once the holes were dug, I instructed my crewmates to stand the sticks upright, which created a shelter with about four feet of clearance. It wasn’t much, but in theory it was all we needed.  
 
    Next, I had the dragonkin women go around and use their seaglass daggers to carve notches at the top of the uprights, and I gave each pair the stick that would be used for the crossbar, since there weren’t going to be any two shelters with the exact same dimensions.  
 
    As I observed my friends and family working together, I couldn’t help but smile.  
 
    Not long ago, a lot of these women felt like they were completely helpless without their men. Now, they were out here building shelters, after having traveled out on a four-day voyage and having fought off a literal horde of bloodthirsty beasts.  
 
    They’d come a long way, that was for sure. And I was incredibly proud to be their king. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the uprights were in position, and we started to stretch the leather coverings across them. It took a bit of finesse to get the covers with the right skeleton, since there was no such thing as a “standard” measurement for any of this stuff, but eventually, we were able to get the leather over the uprights. Then we tied them to the ground using a few bits of string and several metal stakes.  
 
    When all was said and done, we had a nice little camp before us.  
 
    “Wow,” Nacut mused as she looked over the camp. “Is this how things always go with your people?”  
 
    “I’ll admit,” Nevar added. “This is probably the single most efficient set-up I have ever seen.”  
 
    “This is nothing,” Zikiu teased as she held baby Zaerwa above her head. “You should have seen how we built the Cero village. Those people could have had this knocked out in under an hour.”  
 
    “Now you’re just bragging, Zikiu,” Rikuri grumbled. “It took us several season cycles to build what we had back on our island.”  
 
    “True,” the brown-haired rhino-woman said. “But we still could have had this done even quicker.”  
 
    “I wonder what is taking Ethala and Zerandrie so long?” Ahwara spoke up. “Should we be worried they’re not back yet?”  
 
    “She said Seashuna wasn’t hostile.” Valea shrugged, and then she leaned over to give Waeren some scratches on the chin. “And I am not reading any negative auras at the moment.”  
 
    “Then why aren’t they back?” Ahwara sighed. “I’m just… I’m worried about Zerandrie. She’s not exactly the strongest or bravest woman in the world, and I don’t want to see her get hurt. Or worse.”  
 
    “It will be alright, Ahwara,” Dalwen promised as she placed her hand on the redhead’s back. “You and I both know Zerandrie is much tougher than she appears.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Holara chuckled. “Remember when she went through the entire gauntlet and beat us all in one-on-one combat?”  
 
    “Zerandrie?” Mira raised an emerald eyebrow. “She defeated you all in combat?”  
 
    “Solidly,” Ahwara admitted. “Trust me, we were all just as surprised as you were.”  
 
    “She beat a bunch of the Morpho men, too,” Elzara interjected with a giggle. “They really didn’t like that.”  
 
    “Sore losers,” Alvee grumbled under her breath.  
 
    “Sheesh,” Shala scoffed. “Please tell me you rubbed it in their faces whenever you could.”  
 
    “We wished to survive,” Dalwen clarified. “Comments such as those would have been… unwise in the grand scheme of things.”  
 
    “Sounds like your men were total mudwallowers,” Batari said.  
 
    “That’s because they were,” Ahwara agreed. “They were terrible. Nothing like Ben, at all.”  
 
    “Indeed.” Elzara nodded. “Ben is the only man I’ve ever known intimately, and, well… I never want to know another.”  
 
    “You’re going to be the mother of his child,” Sela said. “I would hope that would be the case.”  
 
    “It’s not just that sort of intimacy,” the blue-haired beauty giggled. “It’s the little romantic gestures and the kind words and the fact he always knows what to say to cheer me up.”  
 
    “Come on, guys,” I chuckled and waved my hand. “You’re gonna make me blush.”  
 
    May I try? Bungal cleared his throat. Benjamin Whitfield is a mighty warrior not only with his sword, but with his most powerful organ, as well--  
 
    “Whoaaaaaa!” Marella interjected with a gag. “I really don’t want to hear about that.”  
 
    “Seriously, Bungal.” Arrick made a face. “Why would you even go there?”  
 
    You don’t wish for me to speak of his brain? Bungal tilted his head curiously. I cannot seem to see a reason why not.  
 
    “His brain…” Marella trailed off with an awkward laugh. “Right. His brain…”  
 
    “Look, guys,” I said as I held up my hands. “As much as I would love to just sit around and listen to you talk about all the great things about me, I don’t think that’s the best use of our time. Plus, I’ve already got a big enough ego. I don’t need any more compliments to make my head bigger than it already is.”  
 
    “What a shame,” Shala cooed. “Bigger is always better.”  
 
    “Seriously?” Arrick grumbled as he shot Shala a dirty look, but the hedgehog-woman wasn’t fazed.  
 
    “You’re almost an adult now.” The spiky-haired Spindrel shrugged. “You know you’re both going to be doing that sort of thing soon, anyways.”  
 
    “Really?” Kehlaan’s voice sounded very chipper.  
 
    “Nooooooo, they’re not,” I announced as I tried to change the subject. “Look… I’m just saying I want to put together a small team to go explore the island for a little bit, okay? Who wants to join me?”  
 
    “I do!” Arrick raised his hand in an instant. “Anything to get away from this conversation.”  
 
    “I want to go, too,” Kehlaan said.  
 
    “You do?” Pae gave her son a strange look. “Haven’t you had enough adventure for one day?”  
 
    “There is no such thing, Mom.” The hedgehog-boy smirked.  
 
    “You know what?” Shala declared as she clapped her hands together. “I’ll go, too. I’ve been sitting all day.”  
 
    “What?” Arrick gulped.  
 
    “Don’t worry, kid.” Shala wrapped her arm around Arrick’s shoulder and then poked him in the chest playfully. “I’ll avoid talking about anything that involves s-e-x.”  
 
    “I’m pregnant with Ben’s child,” Malak interjected. “I must be around him as much as possible.”  
 
    “Why not?” the purple-haired Holara mused as she brushed a cascade of violet off her shoulders. “I haven’t been on any sort of adventure in a while.”  
 
    “Come on, Ashanti,” Rikuri grumbled as she slapped her best friend on the shoulder. “We haven’t been on an adventure in weeks.”  
 
    “You know I’m coming, as well,” Mira announced as she leaned on her spear. “The Draco Rex doesn’t get to go anywhere without his right-hand dragonkin.”  
 
    Which is why I am joining this endeavor, George added. You will need a source of water, just in case you get lost, and I would imagine you want a dragon to accompany you out into the unknown. 
 
    “Damn right, I do,” I chuckled.  
 
    “We’re going to send a delegate, as well,” Nevar said, and then she turned to her flockmates. “Ladies? Who wishes to join the Draco Rex?”  
 
    “I’ll do it.” Teeka nodded, and her green mohawk bounced with the movements of her neck.  
 
    “Any other takers?” I offered as I looked around at the team. “I think that’ll be more than enough, but I want to make sure I’m offering to everyone.”  
 
    “I believe that is good enough,” Nerissa said. “Until we know Seashuna’s answer, we shouldn’t get too scattered. It would cause us much confusion should we have to gather everybody up and leave.”  
 
    “Also, we will need the dragons here to keep watch,” Dalwen added. “Should we run into any adverse circumstances, we would need them by our sides.”  
 
    “Let’s hope that we don’t,” I sighed. “We moved out here to get away from all those ‘adverse circumstances.’”  
 
    Arrick, Kehlaan, Holara, George, Rikuri, Ashanti, Mira, Shala, Malak, and Teeka all joined me at the front of the campsite, and I looked over our motley crew. Strangely enough, even though I knew all of these people were competent in what they did, I wasn’t sure just how well they would work as a team.  
 
    It was almost like creating a party of similar-classed characters in dungeons and Dragons. Sure, you could still be successful. It was just gonna take a bit more effort.  
 
    Besides, I knew most of these people had been stuck on the dragonkin island for a while, and they surely wanted to go out and have an adventure beyond checking on the clucker birds, building a wall, or fishing.  
 
    “So, what exactly are we looking for, Dad?” Arrick questioned. “Food? Water? Shelter?’  
 
    “Berries?” Ashanti suggested. “I haven’t had a good berry since we left our home.”  
 
    “All of the above,” I said. “We’re literally starting from scratch here. Plus, I want to get a sense of what kind of plants, animals, and terrain Seashuna has, since that’s going to inform us on how and where we make our new village.”  
 
    “I can act as the lookout,” Teeka suggested. “The trees don’t appear to be very tall, and I’m not seeing any mountainous terrain… If I’m up above, I might actually be able to see everything on the island!”  
 
    Suddenly, an earth-rattling groan rose up from the very depths of Seashuna. It caused the ground to tremble slightly, though it was over within seconds, and none of us actually lost our footing.  
 
    For a moment, I worried something was wrong, but when nothing else happened, I assumed the sound had just been the gigadragon stretching.  
 
    “That’s gonna take some getting used to,” I chuckled. “But it’s not a deal breaker. Anyways, yeah… Teeka can be our lookout from above. Everybody else? Follow me and be ready for anything.”  
 
    “Be safe, my prince,” Pae sighed as she gave Kehlaan a hug, but the boy quickly pulled away.  
 
    “Mom…” he muttered under his breath. “Not in front of the Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Ben shows affection with his children, too.” Pae shrugged. “I’m sure he doesn’t care.”  
 
    “Arrick?” Kehlaan looked over at the other teenaged boy. “Do you let your Mom and Dad do that?”  
 
    “Pfffft,” Arrick scoffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “Definitely not.”  
 
    “Really?” Nerissa raised an eyebrow at the boy. “If I recall correctly, you once told me you would die without my back rubs--”  
 
    “Shouldn’t we get going, Dad?” Arrick hastily interrupted with a bit of a blush on his cheeks.  
 
    “What’s the matter, kid?” Shala cackled as she wrapped her arm around my son and pulled him against her side. “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about.”  
 
    Arrick pulled away from the hedgehog-woman, rubbed the back of his head furiously, and then mumbled something under his breath as he walked over to the edge of the forest.  
 
    “Man, Shala,” I chuckled. “You really play the role of ‘embarrassing aunt’ really well.”  
 
    “I do my best.” The dark-haired Spindrel winked.  
 
    “We should probably get going,” Holara said as she nervously looked up at the sky. “I really don’t want to be out exploring unfamiliar territory when night falls.”  
 
    “I’m with Holara.” Mira nodded. “We should try to be back at camp before the sun goes down.”  
 
    “I doubt they have spotted hounds on this island,” Rikuri chuckled. “But I’m with the butterfly-woman.”  
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem,” I said. “Hell, we don’t even have to wander very far into the jungle if we don’t want to. I really just want to try and get a lay of the land.”  
 
    “We’ll be right here when you get back.” Nerissa confirmed, though I noticed she had a bit of a tremble in her bottom lip. “Please be careful.”  
 
    “We will,” I promised. “I’ll bring everybody back in one piece. Who knows? Maybe I’ll even bring us back some dinner?”  
 
    “I hope it’s something we’ve never seen before!” Baratu’s voice gasped from the crowd. “Something Hali and I can really play around with.”  
 
    There was a collective groan from Rikuri and Ashanti, but Baratu’s bubbly attitude didn’t seem affected in the least. When I saw her in the crowd, she still had a smile plastered across her gray face, and she swayed her head back and forth with such vigor that the high blonde ponytail on her head bounced in time with her motions.  
 
    She was such a dork, and it was adorable.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I commanded my motley crew. “I don’t know what’s taking Ethala and Zerandrie so long, but hopefully they’ll be back soon, and we can at least know if we’re welcome here or not.”  
 
    “Zerandrie’s probably trying to work up the courage to speak,” Holara joked. “She’s very, very bad about talking to people she doesn’t know.”  
 
    “I’ve never had that problem,” Shala mused as she inspected her fingernails. “I could talk to a rock for two hours if I knew it was listening.”  
 
    “I never would have guessed that,” Rikuri teased the Spindrel woman. “You always struck me as the shy one of the group.”  
 
    “Ha!” Shala snorted. “So shy that I was the first one of my people to make a move on Ben? The first one to pull him into a room and ride him--”  
 
    “I think I’m gonna go with Arrick!” Kehlaan cringed, and then the hedgehog-boy ran over to the Dragon Prince.  
 
    “You know,” Shala snickered. “I always thought teenagers were in a constant state of carnal desire… But those two get all weird whenever we start talking about it.”  
 
    “The mind of a teenager is something you never understand,” I said. “Even when you are one yourself.” 
 
    “I’m still wrapping my head around the mind of a man,” Ashanti added. “It’s so much different than what we’re used to.”  
 
    “And it looks like the young males are even stranger,” Rikuri scoffed. “I guess Batari’s in for some challenging times ahead.”  
 
    “I’m not trying to sound rude,” Malak sighed, and she drummed her clawed nails on her swollen belly. “But can we go now? I really want to see what dangers await us out in this mysterious forest!”  
 
    I gave the Coonag woman a nod, and then we bade farewell to the rest of our crew. My “strike team” moved over to Arrick and Kehlaan, who were both just standing there at the edge of the forest. The two boys stared out into the wilderness with curious expressions, but neither of them had yet dared to enter.  
 
    “One thing I’m already noticing,” Arrick sighed when he saw us approach. “Seashuna has very, very dense forests.”  
 
    The boy could say that again.  
 
    As I glanced into the woods, there were nothing but large shrubs, ferns, and twenty-foot-tall trees for as far as the eye could see. They overlapped each other to form a thick, dense thicket of greenery, to the point where I couldn’t even see any bare spots we could step on.  
 
    “Looks like we’re going to have to chop our way through,” Malak declared with a toothy grin, and then she pulled her stone axe from her back. “I will gladly do the honors.”  
 
    “Wait…” Holara interjected as she stepped in front of the Coonag woman. “I just thought of something. These plants are attached to Seashuna’s back, right? Do you think she’ll feel it if we cut them down?”  
 
    “They’re only plants,” Malak argued. “It’s not like they have feelings or anything.”  
 
    “No,” the wild-haired butterfly-woman protested. “But you’d be able to feel it if somebody tried to yank out your hair, wouldn’t you?”  
 
    “Not really,” Malak snickered as she ran her hand over her cropped gray hair. “There’s not really anything to yank out in the first place.”  
 
    “You know what I mean,” Holara harumphed.  
 
    “Couldn’t George just ask her?” Teeka suggested as she pointed to our water dragon. “They speak each other’s language.”  
 
    I do not believe I can. George shook his head. Our minds are too far apart to communicate. It’s much like how we can’t speak with our friends back on our island, even though they have a dragonbond, as well.  
 
    “Let’s look at it this way,” I explained. “Say these plants are like Seashuna’s hair, right? Well… It’s not like we’re yanking it out by the roots. We’re just slicing through it, which should be no different than if somebody cut your hair. Plus, there is a lot of island to cover, with a lot of foliage. In the grand scheme of things, Seashuna probably won’t even notice.”  
 
    “It’s your call, Draco Rex,” Mira said.  
 
    “I know what I’m rooting for,” Malak giggled.  
 
    “Malak?” I turned to the Coonag woman and smiled. “Lead the way.”  
 
    Malak’s amber eyes glittered with joy as she bounced up and down and let out a short chitter, and her tail flicked from side to side like a hunting cat as she approached the first section of shrubs and bushes with her axe in both hands. We watched as the Coonag woman pulled the weapon back over her right shoulder, and then she came down on the first row of plants with a sharp, heavy strike.  
 
    Bits of the various greenery flew up into the air as they were cut loose from their stalks, and Malak quickly brushed the remnants away with the blunt side of her axe. Before us now stood a makeshift pathway about three feet wide and full of random bits of plant remains, and everyone seemed to collectively hold their breaths as we prepared for a mighty roar or an earthquake to start up beneath the ground at our feet.  
 
    Thankfully, nothing came.  
 
    “Whew,” I laughed as I wiped the sweat from my brow. “See? I totally knew that was going to work. Just, uh… Maybe try to make the swings a bit smaller next time? We just want a space that’s big enough to walk through.”  
 
    The next strike Malak made was much gentler than the first. Of course, for a Coonag woman, that still meant a blow that would knock a heavyweight boxer flat on his ass.  
 
    “Can I join you up top?” Holara suggested to Teeka as she pointed up to the sky.  
 
    “Good idea,” Mira agreed. “You two get up there and let us know where we are going. If there are any rivers, ravines, or strange beasts approaching, we do not wish to encounter them without warning.”  
 
    “And you won’t,” Teeka promised as her neon-green wings spread out from underneath her arms. “We Aviars can literally see clearly for a mile ahead.”  
 
    “Lucky,” Holara mused as her silver butterfly wings lifted her into the sky. “The only real power we Morphos have is throatsilk, and that doesn’t really do much good outside of construction.”  
 
    “It’s still an important skill to have,” I reminded the purple-haired beauty. “There’s going to be a whole lot of building going on in these next few months, at the least.”  
 
    Teeka and Holara both took to the skies, and they both rose up above the canopy of the forest.  
 
    “This might be more difficult than I originally thought,” Teeka said as she called down to us. “The canopy is just as dense as the ground cover.”  
 
    “Can you see anything?” Mira questioned.  
 
    There was silence for a few moments, and then the green-haired Aviar let out a gasp.  
 
    “I can!” she proclaimed. “There is a body of water to the northwest of our current position.”  
 
    “How far away?” I asked.  
 
    “Obviously less than a mile,” Kehlaan snickered. “That’s how far she can see.”  
 
    I gave the Spindrel boy an annoyed glance as he high-fived Arrick and laughed.  
 
    “Alright,” I conceded. “I set myself right up for that one.”  
 
    “Probably about four or five miles,” Teeka explained.  
 
    “What?” Kehlaan sputtered. “She said she could only see for a mile.”  
 
    “It’s a lake, dude,” I teased the teenager as I stuck out my tongue at him. “When you fly up high, you can see giant formations like that even far away. She can see ‘clearly’ for a mile.”  
 
    “Wow, Kehlaan.” Arrick slapped the Spindrel on the shoulder teasingly. “Get it together, man.”  
 
    Kehlaan rolled his eyes and grumbled, but I was sure he knew it was all in good fun.  
 
    With Teeka and Holara as our guides, and Malak as our brush-whacker, our crew set off into the forest of Seashuna, in the direction of the lake.  
 
    Once we got into the forest itself, I realized just how different it was from what we were used to.  
 
    Sure, there were plenty of palm trees, and the forest was as hot as hell, but there weren’t the large draping vines or sprawling trees or even too many colorful flowers. Instead, it was mostly ground plants that stood four to ten feet tall, in between trees that didn’t have any leaves aside from a huge cluster at the very top.  
 
    The best way I could describe it was that Seashuna felt more like a jungle, and the dragonkin island was more of a tropical rainforest. They were very, very similar in concept, but there were too many subtle differences to make them the same type of ecosystem.  
 
    The one thing they both had in common, with zero differences, was the fact they were both more humid than the devil’s armpit.  
 
    After about forty minutes into the trip, we had to stop and take a rest, and our two airborne crewmates swooped down through the canopy and joined us as we all sat atop a fallen tree.  
 
    “See?” Malak panted as she did a full-body stretch and placed her axe back in its holster. “We shouldn’t feel so bad about cutting down the plants. Somebody else already had the same idea.”  
 
    “It probably just fell over naturally,” Mira suggested as she wiped perspiration off her scaly cheeks. “I’d imagine Seashuna travels through plenty of storms as she moves through the ocean.”  
 
    “It’s hotter than the underworld in this place,” Ashanti grumbled as she dismounted her Mierak.  
 
    “What are you guys complaining about?” Kehlaan scoffed as he pointed to Ashanti and Rikuri. “You both got to ride the whole way.”  
 
    “That doesn’t change the fact that I think Baratu could fry a piece of meat on my flesh right now,” the three-horned Cero woman argued.  
 
    “Please tell me we brought the water flasks,” Arrick panted. “I’m so thirsty, I think I’d drink my own piss at this point.”  
 
    “You definitely don’t need to do that,” I chuckled and then pointed to George. “That’s why we made sure to bring this big guy along.”  
 
    It wasn’t just because you wanted my company? George teased as he plopped his hind end down on the ground. I must say I’m disappointed, dear one. 
 
    The large water dragon crushed a few bushes and shrubs under the weight of his rear, but he was all smiles as he sat opposite our position.  
 
    “Of course, we wanted your company,” I reassured him. “But we also really didn’t want to die of heat stroke or dehydration.”  
 
    A noble thought. George smiled warmly. Don’t worry, dear one. I shall solve both issues with one action.  
 
    The blue water dragon lifted his head up slightly and then let out a deep, ground-shaking hum. The sound was peaceful and calming, and I struggled to keep my eyes open as I listened to his beautiful drone of a sound. Then George pursed his lips together, inhaled deeply, and unleashed a fan of ice-cold water out of his mouth. The spray hit us like a backyard sprinkler, and a wave of cool relief washed over me.  
 
    “Ahhhhhhh,” I groaned as the liquid chilled my exposed flesh. “That’s more like it.”  
 
    Kehlaan let out a long sigh as he stretched himself out against the log in a spread-eagle position.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Arrick raised an eyebrow at the Spindrel boy.  
 
    “I want the water to hit every single inch of my body,” he explained. “And this is the easiest way to make that happen.”  
 
    Shala stood from her seat and then giggled with glee as she ran over and began to prance around in the mist. The other six girls strutted over to join her, and soon all seven of them were dancing around in the mist and giggling as they twirled and ran their hands through their hair.  
 
    Holara and Mira were both wearing thin, white-colored fabric, and it now clung against their bodies like a second skin. I could see their tender, delicate nipples standing erect as they rinsed themselves down, though every now and then Holara’s long hair covered her body up like it was an oversized purple scarf.  
 
    Ashanti and Rikuri both wore skimpy leather coverings on their bodies, and their pants clung to their bodies tightly and rode up into a sort of dark thong. Both of their asses jiggled as they bounded and pushed each other playfully.  
 
    Even Shala, Teeka, and Malak, who wore much more sturdy armor, looked exquisite as they played in the water. Their skin glistened in the afternoon sun, and their hair was slicked back against their shoulders in a wet cascade of beauty.  
 
    It took every inch of my willpower to make my pants stay loose at this moment.  
 
    “Whoa,” Arrick breathed beside me.  
 
    I looked over at my kid and saw he was just as enthralled with the scene before him as I was.  
 
    “Arrick!” I chuckled, and the boy’s eyes went wide.  
 
    “What?” he gasped. “I-I wasn’t looking.”  
 
    “I never said you were.” I smirked and tilted my head to the side.  
 
    Arrick’s face turned beet-red as he realized he’d been caught.  
 
    “I-- uh,” he began, but I just shook my head.  
 
    “I was looking, too,” I whispered. “It’s okay. Just… Don’t be so obvious.”  
 
    “What are we looking at?” Kehlaan asked from his prone position.  
 
    “Nothing,” I reassured the Spindrel boy. “Just the beautiful scenery.”  
 
    “Yeah.” Arrick winked. “It’s very titillating.”  
 
    I snorted at the boy’s joke, and then I shook my head and snickered to myself. Apparently, I’d trained Arrick well in the ways of wordplay.  
 
    After we’d all gotten soaked down and cooled off, we pulled out a few halved coconuts Mira had brought along to catch the water. We collected enough to fill the vessels, gulped it down, and then went back for seconds. And thirds. And then fourths.  
 
    It was really damn hot on this island.  
 
    “Say,” Kehlaan observed as he wiped away the liquid dripping down his lips. “Do you drink your own water?”  
 
    Hmm? George asked as he released his spray and tilted his head to the right. Of course not. That would be very strange.  
 
    I translated for Kehlaan, but then I started to think about his answer.  
 
    “Wait…” I said. “Is there something wrong with the water you’ve been having us drink all this time?”  
 
    Of course not, dear one, the water dragon chuckled. I would never do that to my friends.  
 
    “Water dragons drink sea water,” Mira answered. “At least, that’s what the elders always told us.”  
 
    That is indeed the truth, George confirmed. We drink until our bellies are full and our thirst is quenched. Any excess helps us with creating our water breath.  
 
    “So, in theory, you could run out of water breath?” I questioned. “Like if you didn’t get enough sea water one day?”  
 
    Impossible. George shook his head. We water dragons drink five times our body weight each day. Which is why we are always so fond of the sea… It never runs out!  
 
    “I’m glad we didn’t choose an island like the Aviars,” I admitted. “Where you’d be far away from any water source at any given time.”  
 
    I’m sure I’ll grow to like it here, George said. As long as I can have a spot to call my own with my family, I will--  
 
    Suddenly, we heard a strange trumpeting noise off in the distance, followed by the rustling of trees.  
 
    Well, not really the “distance.” It was really close.  
 
    “What the fuck was that?” I gulped as I stood up and drew my sword from its sheath.  
 
    “It can’t be…” Rikuri smiled at Ashanti as they looked at each other. “Tembori?”  
 
    “What?” Malak demanded before she twirled her axe into position. “Your god?”  
 
    “That is the sound he makes before he descends from his throne in paradise,” Ashanti explained with tears in her eyes. “Rikuri, are we about to meet Tembori himself?”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s your god,” I said to my friends.  
 
    “Whatever it is, it sounds pissed,” Mira growled.  
 
    Holara clicked open her fan-blade as Kehlaan readied his double-sided wooden spear, and everybody took a fighting stance, except for the two Cero women.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to fight?” Teeka declared.  
 
    “Against Tembori?” Rikuri scoffed. “Good luck.”  
 
    There was another trumpeting roar, accompanied this time by thundering footsteps. Whatever was headed our way, it was big, and it was moving fast.  
 
    Then the noise disappeared completely.  
 
    “Maybe it missed us?” Arrick hissed.  
 
    But the creature burst through the tree line with another trumpet, and for the first time, we saw it in all of its glory.  
 
    The beast stood ten feet tall, and it must have been at least twenty feet wide. Its flesh was completely green and wrinkled as it stretched across the monster’s ovular, quadrupedal body, and it had a perfectly round head with two black, lifeless eyes on each side and a short, thick trunk of a nose that hung down in front of its lipless mouth. Two sets of tusks jutted from the sides of its mouth, each one with a short tusk pointed up and a deadly-sharp one pointed down, and the creature’s entire back was covered by a gray, stone-colored shell material that looked to be as hard as granite.  
 
    “That’s definitely not Tembori,” Ashanti gulped as her face fell.  
 
    The stomped its tree trunk-sized legs, trumpeted with rage, and then charged at us with pure murder in its eyes.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “I wondered what kind of beasts we would encounter on Seashuna,” Mira growled as she readied her spear and crouched. “I never would have guessed it’d be something like this.”  
 
    The charging creature may have looked like a combo between an elephant and a turtle, but it was anything but slow. Its legs slammed against the ground in short, thundering strides as it barreled toward my crew, and its lipless mouth was twisted into a snarl. The creature didn’t look like it had any teeth, but from my experience with snapping turtles, I knew just how much damage a “scaly beak” type of mouth could cause.  
 
    Not to mention the freaking tusks, or the sheer size of the monster.  
 
    “Quick!” Rikuri said. “We must humble ourselves before Tembori’s grand creation, and then the creature will not strike.”  
 
    Rikuri and Ashanti both lowered their weapons, closed their eyes, and looked down at the ground. Then they both began to mumble something in their native tongue, though the beast didn’t seem to care.  
 
    “Forget that,” Malak cackled as she bared her sharp teeth. “I want to smash open that shell!”  
 
    “George!” I commanded my water dragon. “See how it reacts to your water cannon.”  
 
    My bondmate gave me a nod before he dashed over to the front of the group and inhaled as deeply as he could. Then George let out a giant blast of sea water that shot across the jungle landscape and hit the turtlephant right between the eyes.  
 
    The beast let out a gurgled trumpet as it whipped its head to the side and skidded to a stop. It instantly twisted its body around so the geyser of water was hitting its shell, and the blast spread out in all directions like a circular garden sprinkler. The creature’s charge, however, didn’t stop there because then it shoved its feet into the ground and launched itself straight at us, shell-first.  
 
    “Incoming!” Teeka gasped as she and Holara both flew away in opposite directions.  
 
    The rest of the team took off, as well.  
 
    Everyone except for Rikuri and Ashanti.  
 
    Both of their Mieraks made concerned chittering noises as their legs slammed into the dirt. The poor things knew what was coming, and they seemed to be crying out for help as they watched their riders sitting there obliviously.  
 
    “Move!” I commanded the two Cero women, but they just kept sitting there and muttering away. “Mira? We need to get them out of there.”  
 
    “Way ahead of you,” the dragonkin warrior said as she ran toward the rhino-women.  
 
    I took off after her, and we reached Ashanti and Rikuri with only seconds to spare. I scooped my arms under Ashanti’s shoulders and dragged her to safety as quickly as I could. Mira had a hold of Rikuri, and we got our friends out of the way right as the beast’s trunk-like legs slammed down where they had sat.  
 
    “For the last time,” I grumbled as I helped Ashanti to her feet. “That’s not Tembori, and it is not a creature of Tembori.”  
 
    George held his water cannon as the beast charged him, but it was no use. The turtlephant slammed his shell against the water dragon as hard as he could, and poor George let out a grunt of pain as he flew backwards like a cannonball. The dragon’s body destroyed several small trees as he soared through the air, and then he smashed into the ground with a dull thud.  
 
    Ow, George grumbled groggily.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Arrick gasped. “That thing just shell-punched George across the forest. How the fuck are we going to hurt it?”  
 
    “With enough willpower, my friend, you can do anything.” Malak grinned ferally. “Also, it helps to have a big, blunt object.”  
 
    Then Malak let out a battle cry as she ran toward the turtlephant with her axe raised high. The Coonag’s black tail was bushy as it stood on end, and I couldn’t help but be amused by her gusto.  
 
    The gray-haired raccoon-woman sprang up into the sky, unleashed a blood-curdling scream, and brought her axe down onto the creature’s shell. The powerful thud echoed across the landscape, followed by a sound that made my heart sink.  
 
    A wooden crack.  
 
    The head of Malak’s axe busted off at the top of the hilt and sent several splinters flying up into her face. The Coonag woman let out an angry chitter as she shielded her eyes, stumbled backwards, and then tumbled down off her opponent.  
 
    “That’s not good,” Kehlaan gulped.  
 
    “No,” I said. “That’s not good at all.”  
 
    The turtlephant let out a pissed-off trumpet as it spun around and then lifted up on its back legs, with the intent to smash Malak into a bloody pulp.  
 
    Thankfully, the raccoon-woman was much too quick.  
 
    Malak snarled as she flipped backward from her prone position and then did a handspring out of the way to safety. The beast’s flat feet cratered the ground where she had just laid, and the monster instantly came up with a swing of his trunk.  
 
    Malak hissed as she dodged the attack, and then she came back with a swipe of her clawed hands. A bit of blood sprayed from the creature’s trunk as it roared in pain, but then it instantly put its head down and charged forward.  
 
    “Ah!” Malak gasped as the turtlephant’s head pressed up against her body and knocked her to the ground.  
 
    The creature began to push Malak across the dirt, and I knew whatever came next couldn’t be good. Thank god she was wearing the mole-bat armor Isla had made for her, with its nearly impenetrable hide. If not, she and her baby would be toast.  
 
    “Come on!” I commanded my friends as I ran toward the scene. “We have to help her.”  
 
    “How in the world are we going to do that?” Shala asked. “You saw what it just did to her axe.”  
 
    “That was only its shell,” I explained. “Her claws seemed to do damage to its skin… Aim for that.”  
 
    “Is that all you’ve got?” Malak snarled as the turtlephant continued to drag her across the ground.  
 
    Finally, I saw where the beast was taking her. Up ahead was a small river with murky brown waters, which was probably only about ten feet wide.  
 
    He was going to try and drown Malak.  
 
    “Take him out before he gets to the river!” I shouted. “Flyers? You can close the gap quicker. Ashanti? Try to hit its back side.”  
 
    “But-- but, Tembori…” the Cero woman muttered from her mount behind me.  
 
    “I guess you’re just gonna have to choose,” I grumbled. “Creature that vaguely resembles Tembori, or Malak?”  
 
    “Malak,” Ashanti said as her expression grew more serious and focused. “There is no choice.”  
 
    Holara and Teeka darted over to either side of the turtlephant and flanked the fucker. Then Holara shot down and took a swipe at the back of its neck with her fan-blade, and a splash of crimson blood sprayed up onto her flowing toga as she zipped by.  
 
    The turtlephant growled as his flesh was sliced open, but he didn’t let up on his charge.  
 
    That was when Teeka slammed into the right side of the bastard’s head. The turtlephant let out a roar as his noggin was whipped to the left from the blow, and Malak scurried out of his grasp.  
 
    Teeka’s long legs transformed into talons in a flash. She promptly dug her razor-sharp weapons into her enemy’s green cheek, and he began to shake his head furiously as he tried to throw Teeka off. The emerald-haired Aviar woman hung on for dear life, though, and she let out a squawk-like scream as her torso was tossed around like a rag doll.  
 
    Malak instantly jumped back into the action. The gray-haired Coonag woman flipped to her feet and then watched the turtlephant shake his head back and forth, and her head and tail flicked back and forth in time with the creature’s movements.  
 
    “Hold on, Teeka!” Ashanti bellowed as she leaned down on her Mierak and slapped her heels against its side.  
 
    Rikuri and Ashanti were both on antback, so they were able to close the gap way quicker than the rest of us.  
 
    “Why couldn’t the Spindrels have something like that?” Kehlaan huffed as he ran as fast as he could beside us.  
 
    “Because we don’t need anything to ride on,” Shala joked through a labored breath. “The Spindrel people are fast on their feet!”  
 
    Malak must have seen something she liked because the raccoon-woman let out a chitter and sprang up into the air, and we all watched in horror as the Coonag woman grabbed onto one of the turtlephant’s tusks and then began to get whipped around along with Teeka.  
 
    However, Malak apparently had a trick up her sleeve.  
 
    “I really liked that axe, you acorn hoarder!” she snarled before she thrust her head forward.  
 
    The Coonag’s skull slammed into the bottom lip of the turtlephant, and then it let out a trumpet of pain. Malak chittered wildly as she yanked her head backward and tore a chunk of the beast’s lip off between her teeth. Crimson blood splashed onto the feral warrior woman, and she let out a squeal of glee.  
 
    Then Teeka’s claws came loose from the creature’s head, so she spun her body around in the air and lashed out with foot once more. There was another small spray of blood as it bellowed in agony, and then Holara made another pass at it with her fan-blade.  
 
    The turtlephant raised on its hind legs and slammed its feet into the ground so hard the ground itself trembled, and we all fell back onto our asses from the shockwave.  
 
    Everyone except for the Cero women, of course, whose Mieraks could seemingly defy gravity.  
 
    Holara and Teeka both tried to attack the turtlephant a third time, but the creature was ready for them. His trunk lashed out like a club and slapped Teeka away like an annoying fly, and then he whipped his head to the side and took a shot at Holara with his tusks.  
 
    “Watch it, you ugly son of Cacoo!” Holara hissed as she swooped away from the attack.  
 
    Ashanti and Rikuri were now right up on the beast, and the two Cero women gave each other a tactical head nod before they got into position. Ashanti clicked her tongue and pressed her heels into her giant ant, and she raised her torso up into position. The three-horned rhino-woman then pulled an arrow from her quiver, tugged it back in its string, and held it in position as she rode along beside the monster.  
 
    Meanwhile, Rikuri took a completely different approach as she carefully stood up on the back of her ant and tried to keep her balance while they approached the turtlephant from behind. Rikuri flipped her Kablae around in her hand before she fell into a crouch, took a deep breath, and finally launched herself up off her mount.  
 
    “These women are crazy,” Kehlaan gulped as he watched this all unfold.  
 
    “That’s the Ceros for you,” I chuckled as I helped him back to his feet. “They’re the tamers of freaking dragons, after all.”  
 
    Rikuri landed square on top of the turtlephant’s back, and she stabbed her Kablae into its shell as hard as she could. The blade must have pierced the brown armor a bit, because it sank down into the creature’s shell and held Rikuri in place.  
 
    Still, the beast didn’t seem to even notice he had a passenger on his back.  
 
    That shell was really fucking thick.  
 
    Climb on my back, dear one, George announced as he came thundering over to our position. All of you, as well. I feel we are not being very useful for this battle.  
 
    “I don’t know how much good we can actually do,” Mira said as she hopped up onto the water dragon’s back. “That shell looks like it would take an act of Oshun to actually break through.”  
 
    Arrick, Kehlaan, Shala, and I all got up onto George’s back, and then the water dragon took off in the direction of the chaos before us.  
 
    Ashanti let out an angry cry as she unleashed the arrow from her grip and then watched it rocket across the landscape. It struck the turtlephant right in the underside of its throat, and the beast let out a pained trumpeting sound as it shook its head.  
 
    Meanwhile, Rikuri was stabbing her Kablae into the monster’s shell repeatedly, much to no avail. Malak, Teeka, and Holara continued to swarm the creature’s face, and he rocked his head back and forth as he tried to skewer them on his pointy tusks.  
 
    There had to be some way to kill this thing. If it was like any of the turtles I’d seen in my time, its underbelly would be soft, squishy, and much less impenetrable than its shell.  
 
    Still, flipping this behemoth onto its back would be a freaking task and a half.  
 
    “Alright, guys,” I commanded my water dragon crew as we got up close. “They all seem to have the head pretty much occupied. So, we need to go for the other weak spots… There are six of us, and this thing has four legs. Pick one, and go to town until we literally bring this thing to its knees.”  
 
    “I’ve got this one,” Arrick proclaimed, and then the kid tucked and rolled off George’s back.  
 
    “Come, Kehlaan,” Shala giggled as she threw her arms around the Spindrel child. “Let me show you how it’s done.”  
 
    “Wait--” Kehlaan began, but it was too late.  
 
    Shala and the Spindrel boy fell off George and hit the ground running.  
 
    “I guess that just leaves you and me, Mira,” I sighed. “You want the left, or the right?”  
 
    “Let’s see…” Mira trailed off as she held her spear above her shoulder.  
 
    The dragonkin warrior pulled the weapon back before she took aim, and then she launched the spear as hard as she could toward the turtlephant’s front left leg. It hit him right in the heel, and the creature temporarily stumbled in that direction. Before I could say anything else, Mira sprang off George and darted over to her discarded weapon.  
 
    Welp, I guess that meant I had the front right.  
 
    What about me, dear one? George questioned.  
 
    “You help our friends up front,” I commanded as I loosened my grip on his body. “They might be doing okay right now, but they could use some heavy hitters to even the odds.”  
 
    With that, I stood from my mount and stared down the turtlephant’s front leg. I took a deep breath before I flipped my sword around in my hands, and then I sprang off. I tucked and rolled as I hit the ground, and I landed with a violent thud, but I used my own momentum to roll myself into position, where I instantly lashed out at the bastard’s stumpy leg as I rose to my feet.  
 
    The seaglass sword tore through the flesh of the turtlephant’s leg, though only at a superficial level. It left a large slice in the scaly green skin, and the fucker let out a bellow as he struggled to stay on his feet.  
 
    The turtlephant stomped his right foot angrily, but I was able to roll out of the way before it flattened me into a bloody pulp, and I wasted no time in running back over and proceeding to slice away at the shell-covered beast in short, rapid slices.  
 
    At the same time, I saw George had gotten into position. Though the water dragon couldn’t communicate with most of his crewmates verbally, he let out a loud warning grunt before he inhaled deeply and puffed out his cheeks.  
 
    My friends must have realized what was about to happen, because Teeka and Holara both zipped up into the sky, and Malak released her grip and rolled away.  
 
    George unleashed a powerful blast of briny sea water, which struck the fucker right in the face. The creature bellowed and trumpeted as it stumbled backward, and all that salt in the sea water had to hurt like a bitch in his fresh, open wounds.  
 
    “This thing has a thick hide, Dad!” Arrick shouted as he jabbed his sword into the beast’s leg. “My weapon isn’t even going halfway in.”  
 
    “Sounds like a personal problem, kid,” Shala snickered.  
 
    Kehlaan and Shala were both spinning and twirling back and forth beside the turtlephant’s leg as they stabbed at it with their pointed sticks. Their strikes were swift and precise, but much like my own, they didn’t seem to be doing a ton of damage.  
 
    “We just have to keep trying,” I called out to my friends. “We’re obviously hurting it.”  
 
    Suddenly, the turtlephant let out an earth-shaking bellow, and he fell down onto his stomach with a powerful impact. Dirt and dust blew up in the wake of his collapse, and I coughed as I tried to keep the debris out of my eyes.  
 
    “See?” Mira cackled. “He has fallen. Victory is upon us!”  
 
    “Don’t be so sure about that,” I said through a cough.  
 
    There was a sound like a snake slithering through a pile of mud, and then the turtlephant’s legs and head retracted back into his shell. A flap of thick green hide closed down around where the appendages had been jutting out, and the bastard locked himself up like Fort Knox.  
 
    “Fucker of mothers,” Mira grumbled. “We had him.”  
 
    “We still do,” Malak announced as she dashed over to our position. “Our enemy is on the defensive, which means he fears for his life. And he wouldn’t fear for his life if we were not close to victory.”  
 
    “Tembori most certainly couldn’t do that,” Ashanti scoffed as she rode up on her Mierak.  
 
    “How. In. Tembori’s. Name. Do we break this?” Rikuri asked as she stabbed at the beast’s shell repeatedly.  
 
    “Not with a stone axe,” I chuckled and pointed at Malak. “That’s for sure.”  
 
    “What do you expect?” Ashanti said with a smirk. “Cero weaponry is nothing but the highest quality.”  
 
    “Nah.” Malak shook her head. “I just didn’t whack him hard enough. That’s all.”  
 
    “If only we could pick him up,” Teeka observed. “There were shelled creatures in the mountains that we would eat all the time, but first we had to fly them up high enough, drop them, and hope they hit the rocks hard enough to break open.”  
 
    “That’s very… macabre,” Mira said.  
 
    “You do what you have to to eat.” The green-haired bird-woman shrugged.  
 
    “You wouldn’t have to drop them if you just had a big enough rock,” Malak suggested. “On a stick, of course.”  
 
    “That rock on a stick didn’t do you much good with this thing,” Rikuri snickered.  
 
    “Your spear-sword isn’t doing much good, either.” The gray-haired Coonag stuck out her tongue at the rhino-woman.  
 
    “Let’s not sit here comparing tools,” Shala said. “We need to figure out how to--”  
 
    Before she could finish her sentence, the nearest flap of skin flew open and the turtlephant’s head came barreling out.  
 
    “Shit!” I snarled as I tackled Shala and Kehlaan to the ground.  
 
    There was a snap of white-hot pain as the beast’s tusks ran across the back of my leg, and I felt warm blood begin to ooze out. However, as the three of us fell to the ground, I realized I’d gotten us out of the way just in time.  
 
    I flipped onto my back and prepared for battle, but the turtlephant’s head quickly slipped back into his shell.  
 
    “Are you alright, Ben?” Shala gasped when she saw the blood oozing out of my wound.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I promised as I stood to my feet. “I’ve had way worse cuts than this.”  
 
    There was a giant tear in my pants on the back of my left calf, and the cream-colored fabric was stained a dark red. I could feel the blood rushing to the wound as it throbbed and squeezed out more of my crimson life force, and the whole thing stung like a bitch.  
 
    Still, it honestly wasn’t that bad.  
 
    Teeka suddenly let out a squawk as she flew up into the air in a hurry.  
 
    “It just tried to stab me!” the emerald-haired Aviar declared.  
 
    “Everybody, get the hell away from the skin flaps,” I commanded my crewmates, and we all darted back several feet from the creature.  
 
    Well, everybody except for Rikuri, who continued to plunge her Kablae into the monster’s shell.  
 
    “What do we do now?” Kehlaan asked.  
 
    “From what I can see, we have three options,” I explained. “None of which are very good. We can try to flip this fucker on his back and then attack the soft flesh of his underside, but that would take the strength of Superman to actually pull off. Or we could try to cut through those flaps of skin holding in his limbs.”  
 
    “If we do that, though, we’ll just be at risk of getting attacked,” Mira said.  
 
    “Exactly,” I agreed. “Option three is the simplest, but also the hardest to pull off… We lure the fucker out and then hit him while he’s exposed.”  
 
    “I like that idea,” Malak said with a happy chitter, and she rubbed her pregnant belly fondly. “I want us to feel like we’ve earned our kill. It’s the best mother-baby bonding there is.”  
 
    “I agree with her.” Shala nodded and crossed her arms across her curvy chest. “Well, I don’t know about the baby part, but there’s no satisfaction in killing something that’s defenseless.”  
 
    “It’s going to take a calculated effort,” I explained.  
 
    “And somebody’s going to have to act as bait,” Mira added.  
 
    There was silence across the crew as we hastily waited for somebody to volunteer, but after nobody spoke up, I just shrugged and let out a small chuckle.  
 
    “I guess the Draco Rex is taking one for the team,” I said. “Everybody else? Get into position.”  
 
    “What position?” Arrick asked.  
 
    “Somewhere around the front head-flap,” I stated. “When it sticks its ugly mug out of its shell, I want you all to hit it with everything you’ve got.”  
 
    We shall try, dear one, George said. Just try not to get eaten.  
 
    “Thanks, George.” I smirked before I ran over to the turtlephant’s nearest skin flap and took a deep breath.  
 
    Meanwhile, everybody else gathered around the flap in various directions. Rikuri stayed atop the creature’s back, while Kehlaan, Shala, and Arrick all gathered around its left side. Mira and George were on the right, and Teeka and Holara hovered just above the beast in the sky.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as I brought my sword up over my shoulder and then slashed it down across my body. The blade sliced into the green flesh of the skin flap with a spray of crimson blood, and then the monster let out an echoing bellow from within its protective shell.  
 
    The flap shot open in a flash, and the turtlephant’s head burst forth. The beast had murder in its eyes as its lipless mouth opened wide, and for a split second I was staring right into the literal belly of the beast.  
 
    I just hoped this was gonna work, or I was about to find out what a turtle-elephant’s insides looked like.  
 
    “Taste my blade, motherfucker!” Arrick snarled as he slashed his sword down as hard as he could into the monster’s head.  
 
    George’s mouth opened wide, and then the water dragon grabbed onto the turtlephant’s throat. At the same time, Malak, Kehlaan, and Shala went to town with their claws and weapons respectively. An arrow stabbed into the monster’s right eyeball with a wet schluck, and then the trio of Rikuri, Holara, and Teeka landed forcefully on its head.  
 
    The turtlephant closed its jaws as its head was forced onto the ground, and it trumpeted in agony as its noggin slid toward me.  
 
    I pulled back my seaglass blade and then let out a growl of determination as I thrust it forward. The weapon stabbed between the turtlephant’s eyes like its skull was made of butter, and the creature let out a whimpering snort as its eyes rolled back in its head.  
 
    Blood sprayed out of the monster’s throat, eyes, and forehead as my crewmates tore it apart as violently as they could. Seconds later, the monster’s tongue flopped out of its mouth, and its body went limp in its own pool of blood.  
 
    It was dead.  
 
    “Fuck,” I gasped as I pulled my blade from our enemy. “That was a close one.”  
 
    “You’re telling me,” Shala teased. “I just about broke my staff.”  
 
    I shot the dark-haired Spindrel woman a dirty glare, but she just giggled and shrugged.  
 
    “Well…” Rikuri laughed as she sauntered off the dead beast’s head. “We’re definitely going to the underworld now, Ashanti. I’m not sure Tembori will ever forgive us for this.”  
 
    “Please,” Ashanti shot back without missing a beat. “We were both probably headed there, anyways.”  
 
    Dear one! George gasped as he stared down at my still bleeding leg. You are hurt!  
 
    “It’s not that bad,” I reassured my bondmate.  
 
    “Shall we return to camp?” Mira asked with a twinge of concern in her voice. “It’s unwise to explore uncharted territory with a wounded crewmate.”  
 
    “I appreciate you thinking like a captain,” I chuckled and waved my hand. “But I’ll be fine. We need to press on. Though I really, really want to remember where we left this guy… There’s a lot of good meat on him, and I bet Isla could do a lot with that shell.”  
 
    “You… You wish to eat him?” Ashanti asked with eyes as wide as saucers.  
 
    “Why not?” I mused. “If we preserve it right, that creature could feed our entire village for a week.”  
 
    “It won’t be hard to find him again,” Malak admitted. “There is a direct path through the jungle.”  
 
    “Speaking of which,” Mira said with a frown. “Who’s going to be in charge of knocking down the brush now that Malak’s axe is gone?”  
 
    “It’s not gone,” the Coonag woman protested. “It’s still around here somewhere. Just give me a minute…”  
 
    The raccoon-woman held her nose high in the sky and began to sniff the air like a bloodhound. Soon, she let out a short chitter, and then she ran over to a nearby patch of shrubs and overgrowth and started to dig through it.  
 
    “Here it is!” Malak declared as she held the broken axe head high. “Now… Where were we?”  
 
    “Uh…” Shala chuckled. “Is that still going to work?”  
 
    Without even answering, Malak dashed over to a nearby shrub, hauled back, and lopped it off its stem with a hearty swing. 
 
    “I think it’ll be fine,” I said. “Let’s push forward.”  
 
    Holara and Teeka led the way once more, and we ventured on into the thicket of the jungle. We wandered to the north for another mile or so, until the two women let out a gasp above.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Malak asked. “Is there another hideous creature for us to kill?”  
 
    “N-No…” Teeka answered. “It’s just… This is more beautiful than I ever could have imagined.”  
 
    “Well, now I have to see this,” the Coonag woman snickered.  
 
    Malak cut through the brush for another five minutes or so until the forest ended, and then we found ourselves in a large clearing.  
 
    “Oh… my… God…” I whispered as I stared out at the beauty before me.  
 
    Before us was a large, sprawling meadow covered in nothing but lush green grass, a handful of shrubs, and three or four large trees. At the far end of the clearing was a massive lake with water as clear as crystals, and it was fed by a roaring river on its far northeast side, which itself boasted bright blue water beneath its rapids.  
 
    As I looked out at the clearing before me, I sensed something deep down in my gut.  
 
    This was our new home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    “Guys?” I smiled and took a deep, satisfying breath. “Are you feeling what I’m feeling?”  
 
    “Exhausted?” Arrick groaned.  
 
    “Beaten and battered?” Malak added.  
 
    “No, no.” I shook my head. “This place… Look around you. I don’t know about you guys, but I’ve got a very good feeling about this place, long-term.”  
 
    “It looks so… clean,” Mira observed as she stepped out of the forest. “There are no footpaths or gardens. No fortifications or remnants of previous battles. It is as if this land has not been touched since it was created by Oshun herself.”  
 
    “Nungun,” Rikuri corrected. “The goddess Nungun is the one who created all lands.”  
 
    “Hold on,” Shala gasped. “You know of Nungun?”  
 
    “Of course, we do,” Ashanti said with a raised eyebrow. “She is the goddess of the lands and all living things.”  
 
    “That’s odd,” the spiky-haired Spindrel woman mused. “Nungun is our goddess. Though she is the goddess of all things, living and not.”  
 
    “How can that be?” Ashanti didn’t sound convinced. “I thought we were Tembori’s chosen people?”  
 
    “We most certainly are,” Rikuri reassured her Cero friend. “But it is also clear Tembori blessed the world with other species, all of which seem to be created in our other gods’ images.”  
 
    “Teeka?” Ashanti tilted her head to the side and looked at the bird-woman. “Do you worship Tai?”  
 
    “Who?” Teeka asked with a frown. “We Aviars worship Skaw.”  
 
    “But she looks like you, yes?” the rhino-woman with the shaved head continued. “She has wings and talons on her feet?”  
 
    “Of course,” Teeka confirmed. “We were created in her image.”  
 
    “Sounds like Tai to me.” Ashanti shrugged.  
 
    “Tai is a male, Ashanti,” Rikuri reminded her. “It sounds like this ‘Skaw’ is a female.”  
 
    “Look, guys,” I said as I held up my hands and laughed. “In my experience, it’s best not to think too deeply about these religious things. Trust me, it never leads to the kind of civil, friendly conversation you hope it will.”  
 
    “Honestly, it doesn’t matter who made all this,” Mira said. “All that matters is that by some miracle, we have found the perfect place to settle down and start our lives anew.”  
 
    “If Seashuna’s okay with it,” I reminded the dragonkin warrior. “This is all for not if Ethala and Zerandrie don’t convince her to let us stay.”  
 
    I have faith in Ethala, George said. She did not get on the Council of Dragons by chance, and she seems to have a strong will.  
 
    “Didn’t Atrix also say Seashuna was a member of the Council?” Mira questioned.  
 
    “I think so,” I said as I scratched my chin. “Though she couldn’t make it to their meetings for obvious reasons.”  
 
    “I’m surprised they didn’t just hold their meetings on Seashuna,” Malak pondered aloud. “It would have made a lot more sense than to have it at the top of a mountain.”  
 
    Atrix seemed like a traditionalist, George explained. That was their secret, “sacred” location, and I would wager he was too stubborn to ever move them.  
 
    “Well, that’s his loss,” I chuckled. “Look at this place. I mean, look at this place! You couldn’t ask for a better spot to make a home.”  
 
    “Let’s not get too carried away, Dad,” Arrick said before he patted me on the shoulder. “For all we know, this area could be infested with underground death bugs or something.”  
 
    “Or more of those shelled beasts,” Holara gulped.  
 
    “I’m still confused on how that creature had survived so long,” Mira admitted. “There doesn’t seem to be too much animal activity on this island, and it was way too bloodthirsty to be a plant-eater.”  
 
    “Surely there are other living creatures on Seashuna,” Shala argued. “There have to be. If not, we’re in for a lot of trouble.”  
 
    “Worst case scenario, we go full pescatarian,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Pes-ca-tarian?” Mira quirked her head to the side as she tried to make sense of my words.  
 
    “Somebody who eats nothing but vegetables and fish,” I clarified. “Even if there’s not a lot of meat on this island itself, we can go out and fish for our food, and we can cultivate lots of veggies.”  
 
    “If the soil is fertile,” Holara clarified. “That’s a big question right now.”  
 
    “Well,” I said with a smirk. “There’s only going to be one way to find out. Everybody, pick a partner and spread out, and see what you can learn about this area. Just… Make sure to stay within eyesight of the rest of the crew. We really don’t need anybody getting lost in the jungle or snatched up by some hidden creature lurking in the brush.”  
 
    “That’s no question for me,” Rikuri chuckled from atop her Mierak. “Ashanti and I always work together.”  
 
    “Even if we don’t always do it well.” Ashanti winked back at her best friend.  
 
    “Oh, Kehlaaaaaannnnnnn…” Shala giggled, and the Spindrel boy’s face lost all of its color.  
 
    “Arrick!” Kehlaan blurted out. “I wanna go with Arrick.”  
 
    “Who says I want to be your partner, dude?” Arrick raised an eyebrow at the Spindrel boy.  
 
    “Come on, Arrick,” Kehlaan whispered under his breath. “Shala’s just going to try and embarrass me the whole time.”  
 
    “Alright, fine.” The Dragon Prince rolled his eyes. “But only because I don’t want to hear all her weird comments, either.”  
 
    “Sorry, Shala,” Kehlaan said as he walked over to my son. “Arrick really wanted me to join him, and I don’t want to disappoint him.”  
 
    “Okay,” Shala said with a shrug. “Holara, then?”  
 
    “There’s some land up on the north edge of this clearing I want to inspect,” Holara explained. “Are you interested?”  
 
    “Sister,” Shala scoffed. “I’m down for anything at this point.”  
 
    “I’ll go with George,” Mira suggested as she placed her hand on the water dragon’s head. “We can inspect all the bodies of water around the area to see if they are suitable for drinking or bathing or any other purposes.”  
 
    “I guess that just leaves the three of us,” I said as I looked between Malak and Teeka. “Are you guys down to check out the trees and plants around here? I need to figure out how sturdy they are, just so I can know how much of our own supplies we’re going to need. Plus, I figured you guys could both check out the taller parts of the trees and let me know if there’s anything interesting up there.”  
 
    “You know I will never turn down a good climb,” Malak said before she patted her pregnant belly. “It’s a Coonag’s favorite form of exercise, and it supposedly helps train the baby to be a good climber right out of the womb.”  
 
    “That was certainly the case with Jarin,” I chuckled. “I swear that kid could climb an oil-covered sequoia if he had the chance.”  
 
    “I can also act as our lookout,” Teeka added. “We don’t know what else is out here in these forests, and I don’t want us to get sneak-attacked by another one of those lumbering beasts. Or worse.”  
 
    In all honesty, I didn’t even want to think about what a “worse” creature would entail.  
 
    So, my crew split up and went our separate ways. We all tried to stay within each other’s sightlines, though we were spread out across the milewide clearing.  
 
    Teeka used her emerald wings to take to the sky, and then she did a quick circle around the perimeter of the clearing before she returned to Malak and me.  
 
    “Everything look good up there?” I asked the Aviar.  
 
    “As far as I can tell,” Teeka said. “I’ll keep watching, though.”  
 
    “Which of these mighty trees do you want me to scale first?” Malak asked with a toothy grin as we approached the edge of the forest. “None of them seem quite as tall as what we had on our home island.”  
 
    “Probably not,” I agreed. “But that should make it easy for you, right?”  
 
    “I could climb these trees if I was half-asleep,” the gray-haired raccoon-woman boasted as she thumped her chest. “Now, what exactly am I looking for up there?”  
 
    “Anything, honestly.” I shrugged. “Berries, fruit, weird types of insects… Birds that might be nesting… The smell of the leaves. Just let me know everything you see, hear, and smell when you’re on the tree.”  
 
    “And I thought you were going to challenge me,” Malak giggled.  
 
    The Coonag woman dashed over to the nearest tree, sprang up into the air, and then dug her claws into its chocolate-colored bark. Malak’s advanced state of pregnancy must have given her a bit of a disadvantage, though, since I watched her move up the trunk in a hilarious, waddling motion. Still, it barely slowed her down at all. In under a minute, Malak was at the very top of the tree, and I could see her black tail as it flicked back and forth.  
 
    At the same time, Teeka began to float around the tree in a circular pattern. The bird-woman with the emerald mohawk landed whenever she seemed to find a branch that could support her weight, and then she bobbed back and forth as she inspected the tree.  
 
    I sauntered over to another one of the other large trees and tried to look it over thoroughly. Now that I was closer, I could see the bark was a dark brown, with several circular knots in the wood and strange, wavy vertical grooves that traveled as far up the tree as I could see. When I knocked on the trunk, there was no echo whatsoever, so I moved on to my next test.  
 
    I pulled out my pink-stone dagger and took a diagonal downward slice at the trunk. My blade stabbed into the bark with a solid thunk, and then I proceeded to drag it about a foot downward. As I did so, a satisfying ribbon of the tree’s outer bark peeled away and curled upon itself.  
 
    “Damn,” I whispered to myself.  
 
    This was a good sign. It meant these trees were still alive.  
 
    Then I dug a little deeper, and I discovered underneath the bark was a light tan wood with a light tinge of silver.  
 
    Huh?  
 
    This was definitely something I’d never seen before, and I wondered just what the hell it meant for the material’s sturdiness. I pressed the long edge of my dagger into the wood itself and gave it a hearty push.  
 
    Nothing. My blade dug about a quarter inch into the tan surface and went no further. 
 
    Okay, so this stuff was fairly sturdy on its own, which was a good sign, but it was going to be a major issue if the wood was too hard to cut down and harvest.  
 
    I sheathed my dagger before I yanked my seaglass sword out by its hilt. This was supposedly the hardest material in all of existence, since it was a natural material that could hold its own against stone and ivory and even steel. If I couldn’t cut into the tree with this, the whole endeavor was hopeless.  
 
    So, I took aim at the bare spot in the bark and swung with my best lumberjack heave. My crystal blade hit the trunk with a hearty thud, and much to my surprise it became embedded in the wood about a solid five inches.  
 
    Hell, yes.  
 
    With the proper tools, it looked like these things could be cut down after all. On top of that, they would provide us thick, sturdy logs we could use to construct anything from shelters to fences to even smaller things like weapon hilts or wooden armor.  
 
    I was pretty satisfied with my discovery, so I moved on to inspect other parts of the tree. At the very bottom of the trunk were several strange plants, ones that were mostly dark green and featured leafy vines. However, a couple of the plants had blossoming violet and yellow flowers, which really popped against the greenery around them. They emitted a strong, sweet scent, and for a split second I thought about picking them and surprising the women of my crew with a makeshift bouquet.  
 
    Then my mind thought back to all the horror and sci-fi movies I’d seen, where the characters haphazardly messed around with alien flora.  
 
    It almost never ended well for them. In fact, most of the time they ended up with their insides melted or getting a freaking facehugger’s eggs buried down their throat.  
 
    No, thanks.  
 
    Instead, I looked upward and tried to see Teeka and Malak.  
 
    The two women seemed to be in good spirits as Malak followed Teeka around the tree, branch by branch. Every now and then, the Coonag woman would stop, say something incomprehensible to Teeka, and then cackle wildly. Finally, they both looked down and noticed I was watching.  
 
    “Maybe you should join us up here?” Teeka giggled. “You seem pretty interested in watching us.”  
 
    “No, thanks,” I chuckled. “I’m perfectly fine with two feet on the ground. I just wanted to know what you’re seeing up top.”  
 
    “Not a lot, I’m afraid,” Teeka said as she landed on a branch and crossed her arms. “A few berries and some very small, budding white flowers, but that’s it.”  
 
    “Teeka wanted to try one of the berries, but I stopped her,” Malak added.  
 
    “It’s not my fault they look so appetizing,” the Aviar woman argued.  
 
    “Appetizing or not,” Malak said without missing a beat. “If they’re poisonous, you’re not going to be around very long to enjoy them!”  
 
    “What about you, Draco Rex?” the green-haired bird-woman asked. “Have you made any big discoveries?”  
 
    “One,” I said with a smirk. “I found out this thing can be chopped down with seaglass.”  
 
    “I bet it can get toppled with our axes, too,” Malak said. “Or the iron blades of the Cero.”  
 
    “It’s going to be perfect building material,” I said. “As long as we can actually stay on this island.”  
 
    “And as long as it doesn’t harm Seashuna to cut it down,” Teeka added as she swooped down to the ground. “These plants are all stuck in her back, after all.”  
 
    “She didn’t seem to notice when you plucked that berry,” Malak snickered, and then the gray-haired beauty scurried down the side of the tree like a fleeing roach.  
 
    “She didn’t really care that you cut down all of those plants on the way here, either,” the Aviar woman pondered aloud.  
 
    “If I had to take a guess, none of the island’s plant life is actually connected to Seashuna,” I hypothesized. “It’s probably all just a big pile of dirt that got populated by plants and animals over time. Like… It’d be like if you poured a bunch of dirt on George and then never washed it off. Plants might grow eventually, but their roots are gonna stop when they hit the end of the dirt.”  
 
    “I would hope so.” Teeka shuddered. “That would hurt really bad if the roots actually grew into your flesh!”  
 
    “I guess we’ll find out whenever Ethala and Zerandrie get back,” I said through a sigh. “I’m actually starting to get really worried about them.”  
 
    “Don’t be, Ben,” Malak reassured me. “Ethala is a powerful beast, as is Zerandrie.”  
 
    “You think so?” I chuckled. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard Zerandrie get called ‘powerful’ or ‘strong’ before.”  
 
    “Looks can be deceiving.” The Coonag woman clicked her tongue. “That girl may look frail and fragile on the outside, but I can see the determination and rage built up inside of her. It’s all in those little green eyes of hers.”  
 
    “I believe it.” Teeka nodded. “When my flockmates and I first met you all, she was the one Nevar was the most worried about.”  
 
    “Really?” I scoffed. “Not the woman with the giant axe or the one with the horn on her head?”  
 
    “Nope,” the bird-woman mused. “It was Zerandrie. And sure enough, Maca found out when she fought her one-on-one.”  
 
    “I know they can both handle themselves,” I agreed. “It doesn’t make me any less worried, though.”  
 
    Malak, Teeka, and I explored our patch of the area for about an hour more before we decided to reconvene with the rest of the team.  
 
    We were the second group to return, and George and Mira both sat in the middle of the clearing with their butts firmly against the ground and large smiles plastered on their faces.  
 
    “I’m guessing it went well?” Teeka asked as we approached.  
 
    “Indeed.” Mira nodded. “You were right about this place, Teeka. The water in that lake is drinkable, and the lake itself has several smaller reservoirs all around it.”  
 
    “Excellent!” I clapped my hands together with glee. “How many did you find?”  
 
    There were six reservoirs, from what I remember, George explained. Though I don’t think we’ll need all that for drinking.  
 
    “We won’t,” I said. “If they’re all separated, then we can designate them for different functions. We can have one reservoir that’s designated for bathing, another that’s for laundry, another one that’s purely ceremonial… The possibilities are endless!”  
 
    “Wait until you hear our news,” Shala announced as she and Holara returned to the rest of the group.  
 
    “Well, don’t keep us waiting!” Teeka said as she bounced up and down with a wide smile and even wider eyes. “What did you find?”  
 
    “The ground?” Shala said as she pointed with her thumb. “It’s more fertile than Ben’s seed.”  
 
    “Damn,” I chuckled. “That’s, uh-- that’s a pretty big statement. How do you know that?”  
 
    “We dug it up,” Holara explained. “It was a very dark color, and it was very crumbly whenever we picked it up.”  
 
    “It was absolutely full of bugs, too,” Shala added. “Worms, grubs, beetles… They were delicious.”  
 
    “Um… What?” I said as I did a double-take.  
 
    “She ate a bunch of the bugs,” Holara laughed.  
 
    “Don’t give me that look,” Shala warned as she placed her hands on her hips. “You know those are key to a Spindrel’s diet.”  
 
    “Actually, I didn’t,” I said in disbelief. “But I guess that makes sense since, well-- Hedgehog and all.”  
 
    “What’s a hedgehog?” the curvy Spindrel questioned.  
 
    “It’s the animal you-- Never mind,” I conceded. “I’m just glad to hear the soil is fertile here.”  
 
    “It took you over an hour to just check on the soil?” Mira asked.  
 
    “We checked a lot of soil!” Holara protested. “In fact, we practically dug up an entire field.”  
 
    “She’s right,” Shala confirmed. “And I’m going to be very angry if we don’t get to use it, and all that time and effort goes to waste.”  
 
    “And then there’s the two princes,” Mira said as she nodded toward Arrick and Kehlaan. “What did you find?”  
 
    “Lots of berries and bugs,” Kehlaan said.  
 
    “That’s not everything.” Arrick shook his silver locks out of his eyes as he spoke. “We found an area that is mostly rock.”  
 
    “Well, that’s not good,” Shala mused. “There’s not much you can do with rocky soil.”  
 
    “On the contrary,” I corrected. “That’s perfect for what we need to do. Sure, we can’t plant anything there or bury anything in the ground, but it’s a super solid base for any structures we wish to build. Think about it… If we put a bunch of those logs together and then surrounded it with several layers of throatsilk? It would be able to withstand even the harshest of storms!”  
 
    “This is why you’re in charge,” Mira chuckled. “I never would have thought of that.”  
 
    “Me, either,” Holara agreed. “And I’m the one who has throatsilk.”  
 
    Honestly, I couldn’t wait to get started on this new endeavor. Sure, I loved the dragonkin island and all of its quirks, but this was a chance to build something brand-new, literally from the ground up.  
 
    I was sure Zikiu was chomping at the bit to put her logistical plans in motion, and she would definitely be enthralled by the news we’d bring back to her and the rest of the village.  
 
    Now, all we needed was confirmation from Seashuna.  
 
    Well, that and a report from Rikuri and Ashanti.  
 
    “Where are the Cero women?” I asked as I looked around the clearing.  
 
    I believe I saw them over on the far side of the lake, George said with a nod. Shall we go to them?  
 
    “I’ll go,” I offered. “You guys can go ahead and head back to the rest of the crew.”  
 
    “And leave you by yourself?” Mira raised an eyebrow. “That seems… Unsafe.”  
 
    “I’m going to be with two of the strongest Cero warriors to ever walk this world,” I reminded the dragonkin woman. “I think I’ll be alright. What I really need right now is to see if anyone else has any bright ideas about this area and what we have found. I’m sure Zikiu and the Council of Queens is going to have a freaking field day with this space.”  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to come along, Dad?” Arrick asked. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I promised my son. “You go back to your mother. She’s probably worried sick about you at this point. Also, make sure you send scouts out to harvest the meat and shell from that turtle-elephant thing we just killed. I don’t want any of that to go to waste.”  
 
    “It will be done, Draco Rex.” Mira bowed.  
 
    The dragonkin woman then whistled and then turned around to face the pathway. The rest of the crew hesitated for a moment, but then they quickly sprang into action when Mira shot them an annoyed look over her shoulder.  
 
    As the rest of the crew headed off to the camp, I turned to the lake. I followed its shores all the way to the north, and I felt nothing but pure serenity as I strolled. There was something about this area, with its wavy grass and crystal-blue waters and even its clean-smelling fresh air.  
 
    I wasn’t a very superstitious man, but finding this place truly felt like an act of fate.  
 
    Soon, I saw the figures of Rikuri, Ashanti, and their two Mieraks off in the distance. Sure enough, they were all huddled on the far north side of the lake, all the way over by where the tree line started up again.  
 
    As I got closer, Ashanti turned around and gave me a happy wave.  
 
    “Where is everybody else?” Rikuri asked when I got within earshot.  
 
    “I sent them back to the camp,” I explained. “There’s no point in having everybody make the long journey up to this side of the lake. Especially when I know I’ll have you two at my sides as protection when I head back.”  
 
    “You flatter us too much, Draco Rex,” the hornless Cero sighed.  
 
    “So?” I finally asked the two rhino-women. “What did you end up finding?”  
 
    “Well…” Ashanti trailed off. “We found some hot springs.”  
 
    “Hot springs?” I mused. “On a living island? Dare I ask what actually makes them hot?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Rikuri shrugged. “All I know is they are quite pleasant to sit in. Every muscle in my body now feels relaxed, and I was only in there for a few minutes!”  
 
    “That will make a great addition to our new home,” I said with a smile. “I know my body could definitely use a little relaxation right now.”  
 
    “Then come and take a dip in the springs,” Ashanti suggested. “They are not as good as our mud pits back home, but they get the job done.”  
 
    “You know what?” I grinned. “Why not? I’ve got some time. But on one condition.”  
 
    “Oh?” Rikuri raised an eyebrow. “What would that be, Draco Rex?”  
 
    “You two have to join me,” I said. 
 
    Ashanti and Rikuri both shared a sly glance, and then they looked over at their Mieraks.  
 
    “Sound the alarm if you see anything out of the ordinary,” Ashanti commanded her oversized ant. “Can you do that?”  
 
    The ant made a chittering noise as it nodded, and then they both turned so they were sitting back-to-back.  
 
    “You won’t find any better guards on this whole island,” Rikuri joked.  
 
    “They’ve helped get you guys this far,” I agreed as I walked over between the two beautiful rhino-women and wrapped my arms around their waists. “Now… Lead the way.”  
 
    Rikuri and Ashanti both let out a little giggle, and they placed their arms around my waist from behind.  
 
    Then the three of us then headed off, arm in arm, toward the hot springs.  
 
    The hot springs, mud pits, and hot tubs had been home to some of the best experiences of my life. And, if this day was headed in the direction I thought it was, I was about to add another example to the list. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    The two rhino-women and I headed off into the forest just beyond the north side of the clearing, and soon we found ourselves surrounded by the lush green jungle once more.  
 
    “Are you sure you know where you’re going?” I asked curiously. “The last thing I want is for the three of us to get lost in the woods.”  
 
    “Would that be so bad?” Ashanti purred. “If I remember correctly, the last time you and I were alone together was pure bliss.”  
 
    “I can’t just shirk all the rest of my responsibilities,” I said with a sly grin. “Even if that meant I could be with you twenty-four hours a day. I’ve got a kingdom to run, and an ever-growing number of people to lead.”  
 
    “I know that,” the three-horned Cero sighed. “But it’s nice to fantasize, isn’t it? Rikuri can tell you all about fantasies.”  
 
    “Ashanti!” Rikuri hissed as a slight blush filled her gray cheeks. “That was supposed to stay between the three of us.”  
 
    “Why should it?” Ashanti giggled. “This is probably the closest chance you’ll ever have to making it a reality.”  
 
    “Stop it,” Rikuri mouthed to her friend, but Ashanti was relentless.  
 
    “Tell Ben all about your fantasies,” the woman with the dark, shaved hair mused. “Tell him about how you want to-”  
 
    “I said stop!” Rikuri growled as she pulled away from us and placed her hands on her hips. “I’m warning you, Ashanti…”  
 
    “Or what?” Ashanti smirked as she rested her hand on her right side and tilted it out sassily. “I could put an arrow in you before you took another step.”  
 
    “Easy there, Legolas,” I chuckled as I slipped in between the two women. “There’s no need to fight.”  
 
    “I’m not trying to start a fight,” Ashanti explained. “I’m simply trying to help out Rikuri. She’s not forward enough to make a move, so I’m doing it for her.”  
 
    “Make a move?” I raised an eyebrow at the three-horned Cero. “I thought we were just going to the hot springs to relax.”  
 
    “We are,” Rikuri huffed as she stomped away from us. “They’re right over here.”  
 
    “You’ll have to forgive her,” Ashanti sighed as we watched the Cero woman walk away. “Rikuri may show a tough face, but she is actually fairly reserved.”  
 
    “Really?” I mused. “I never would have guessed that.”  
 
    “It’s the truth.” The three-horned Cero woman nodded. “In fact, she was the member of our tribe most stricken with the child madness.”  
 
    “Child madness?” I asked as I placed my hands on my hips. “The fuck is that?”  
 
    “It is a strange phenomenon that occasionally occurs between the Cero,” Ashanti explained. “Since Tembori did not bless us with the… Proper tools to reproduce, a Cero woman will occasionally go through a bout of desire to have what they cannot naturally possess.”  
 
    “A baby.” I nodded. “We have that among humans, too. We call it ‘baby fever,’ though.”  
 
    “How strange,” the three-horned rhino-woman scoffed. “That makes it sound as if it were a virus or a disease.”  
 
    “Depending on who you ask, it might be,” I said with a wink.  
 
    “But not for you,” Ashanti continued. “Obviously.”  
 
    “Obviously,” I agreed. “It seems like I have a new kid every time I look at a woman wrong.”  
 
    “It takes a little bit more than that.” Ashanti patted her belly, though she wasn’t showing at all. “Much, much more, if I recall correctly.”  
 
    “Tell me about it,” I said. “Rikuri really wants a baby?”  
 
    “Yes,” the woman with shaved hair confirmed. “She has confided in me with that information quite frequently.”  
 
    “And you told me the second you had me alone.” I whistled. “No wonder she’s so upset about it.”  
 
    “I’m only trying to speed up the process.” Ashanti shrugged. “We all know it’s going to happen sooner or later, so why not sooner?”  
 
    “Are you guys’ legs broken or something?” Rikuri’s voice huffed from the tree line before us. “What’s taking you so long?”  
 
    “We’ll be right there,” Ashanti called up to her friend. “You don’t need to wait on us, I remember the way.”  
 
    “Good,” Rikuri answered. “Because I wasn’t planning on waiting.”  
 
    “Don’t mind her,” Ashanti said as she looked back at me. “She’s just trying to put on her ‘tough’ face.”  
 
    “She doesn’t have to put that on,” I admitted. “She’s the biggest badass I’ve ever met.”  
 
    “The biggest?” Ashanti teased. “I’m a bit hurt, Ben.”  
 
    “Well, one of the biggest,” I corrected. “Next to you. And Mira. And Sela. And Ahwara. And Kwah.”  
 
    “Exactly,” the three-horned rhino-woman chuckled. “You have a tendency to attract ‘badass’ women.”  
 
    “It’s not intentional.” I winked. “But I’ll take it.”  
 
    “Are you guys serious?” Rikuri grumbled. “I’m not gonna come and save your sorry butts if you get lost.”  
 
    “It’s less than half a mile away!” Ashanti rolled her eyes. “If we did get lost, which we won’t, we won’t be lost for very long.”  
 
    Rikuri just let out a snort before she turned around and then stalked off into the forest.  
 
    Ashanti held out her arm once again, so I took it, and we headed further into the forest. We walked on for about thirty more minutes before finally, we came to a second small clearing.  
 
    Actually, “small” was probably the wrong adjective.  
 
    There, in the middle of the jungle, were several small hot springs flanked by about five feet of clearing on each side. The trees were still close enough together that they formed a mossy green canopy over the small clearings, which created this sort of hidden, secluded paradise, right here on Seashuna. Flowers with muted pastel colors and bushy shrubberies dotted the forest around the various springs, which were themselves framed by the same tall, brown, rigid trees we’d come to know as the island’s natural flora.  
 
    The most beautiful sight of all, though, wasn’t a plant or body of water. 
 
    It was a literally half-naked Rikuri.  
 
    The rhino-woman was completely topless, and her double-D breasts jigged against her chest as she sashayed her hips and pulled down her leather bottoms. Each one of her massive breasts had a thick, dark gray nipple that protruded out nearly an inch, and they were erect from the breeze that blustered through the clearing. As the fabric of her pants slipped over Rikuri’s curvy ass, my eyes locked in on her thick cheeks and the swollen lips of her pussy.  
 
    My pants tightened in an instant as I thought about all the things I wanted to do to this woman, but Ashanti simply placed her hand on my shoulder.  
 
    “She doesn’t know you can see her,” the three-horned Cero woman giggled. “If she did, she wouldn’t be so casual about this.”  
 
    “Should I say something?” I whispered back.  
 
    “No.” Ashanti shook her head. “Just enjoy the show.”  
 
    Rikuri dipped one toe into the water to test it out, and then she sat down on the edge of the hot springs and lowered her entire body in. Once she was in position, the hornless rhino-woman rested her arms against the edge, leaned her head back, and sighed loudly.  
 
    That was when Ashanti and I made our presence known.  
 
    “Looks like somebody’s already getting comfortable,” I chuckled as I walked up to the nude woman.  
 
    Rikuri’s giant breasts floated to the top of the pool, though her nipples remained just beneath the steaming surface of the spring water, and she looked up at me with her dark brown eyes and smirked.  
 
    “I told you I wasn’t going to wait,” she retorted.  
 
    “Do you mind if we join you?” Ashanti purred.  
 
    “Depends.” The hornless Cero frowned. “Are you going to keep your mouth shut?”  
 
    “That also depends.” Ashanti winked, but then she made her way over to the side of the spring.  
 
    The rhino-woman with the shaved head looked back at me seductively as she unfastened the leather strings of her top, and her white tribal markings glowed in the sun as she untied the loops around her shoulders and let them fall down to her sides. Ashanti then ripped her top off with one fell swoop, and her perky little A-cups were on full-display. Her sharp nipples stood to attention as she slid her fingers underneath the loops of her pants, and then Ashanti finished the deed. Her toned, small ass was taut and firm, and my cock nearly tore through my pants as I stared at her gorgeous figure. 
 
    Ashanti lowered herself over the edge of the pool, and then both of the Cero women turned their eyes to me.  
 
    “Oh, uh…” I sputtered as I tried to bring myself out of my carnal trance. “Yeah, just give me a second.”  
 
    I pulled off my shirt and threw it to the side, and then I removed my boots and rolled up my pant legs.  
 
    “You’re leaving your pants on?” Ashanti mused. “Won’t that ruin the fabric?”  
 
    “I’m not wearing anything underneath,” I said. “And I didn’t want to embarrass either of you guys.”  
 
    “You’re going to be the father of my child, Draco Rex,” Ashanti chuckled. “I’ve already seen each and every inch of you. And Rikuri wants to, as well.”  
 
    “Ashanti!” Rikuri hissed with a slight blush.  
 
    “What?” The three-horned rhino-woman shrugged. “I’m just saying what you are thinking.”  
 
    “Do you want me to take my pants off?” I raised an eyebrow at Rikuri.  
 
    Suddenly, the hornless Cero went silent.  
 
    “I-I don’t care,” she finally huffed as she ran her hand across her dark buns of hair. “If that’s what’s going to make you feel comfortable, go ahead.”  
 
    “Seriously,” I repeated. “Is that okay?”  
 
    “She’s trying to tell you she wants you to,” Ashanti translated. “She’s just doing a poor job.”  
 
    “I won’t do a poor job when I smash your nose in!” Rikuri threatened.  
 
    “Just throw them off and get in here.” Ashanti rolled her eyes. “It’s fine.”  
 
    I cast one last glance at the blushing Rikuri before I took a deep breath and grabbed onto my waistband. Then I pulled down my pants with one quick motion, stepped out of them, and tossed them away to the side.  
 
    Ashanti’s mouth twisted into a wide smile when she saw my cock, which was still semi-erect from seeing the women naked.  
 
    Rikuri, on the other hand, had a totally different reaction. The hornless Cero woman’s eyes became as wide as saucers when she saw my penis, and her mouth fell open as she blushed intensely.  
 
    I simply wandered over to the edge of the pool and then hoisted myself into the steaming water. The liquid felt warm against my bare skin, and I could instantly feel the muscles in my body begin to relax. A calming sensation washed over me like a wet blanket, and I let out a long, deep “ahhh” as I soaked in the exquisite water of the hot springs.  
 
    “Wow,” I groaned as I made myself comfortable. “All these pools are like this?”  
 
    “As far as I can tell,” Ashanti admitted. “I’m honestly a little confused. Seashuna is a living creature, yet she has natural hot springs on her back?”  
 
    “At this point in my life,” I chuckled, “I’ve learned to just stop asking questions. Like… I’m best friends with a bunch of dragons that breathe fire and water and wind, and I keep falling in love with women who I never would have thought existed a few years ago.”  
 
    “I honestly don’t care what’s causing them,” Rikuri sighed with her eyes still closed. “I’m just happy to indulge.”  
 
    “I’m surprised you’re able to sit still with those massive bobbers of yours,” Ashanti giggled, which caused Rikuri to open her eyes and shoot the other Cero woman a glare.  
 
    “They’re called breasts, Ashanti,” Rikuri said without missing a beat. “You should get them sometime.”  
 
    “Ben’s already seen my breasts in all their glory,” the three-horned Cero woman said. “And he absolutely loved them. Didn’t you, Ben?”  
 
    My cock rose to attention as I thought back on the time Ashanti and I had made love.  
 
    “I’m a simple guy,” I explained. “I love all breasts equally.”  
 
    “So you like Rikuri’s, as well?” Ashanti cooed.  
 
    “I mean… who wouldn’t?” I cleared my throat. “They’re… Really nice.”  
 
    Rikuri’s blush increased, but her lips twisted into a half-smile at my comment. Then the hornless Cero woman adjusted her body so her floating breasts were now pressed together to form a massive line of cleavage, and my cock grew even more rock-hard at the sight.  
 
    “Careful, Rikuri,” Ashanti teased. “If you keep doing that, Ben and I might have to just come over there and take care of you.”  
 
    “You, too?” I gasped as I looked over at the three-horned Cero woman.  
 
    I was wrong. Apparently, my cock could get even harder.  
 
    “Come on, Ben,” Ashanti giggled. “We were alone on that island for several hundreds of season cycles, with no men around. Did you really think we just went that entire time without fulfilling our more… intimate needs?”  
 
    “A gentleman wouldn’t ask,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    “You won’t have to ask,” the rhino-woman purred as she got a little bit closer. “I can show you.”  
 
    Suddenly, Ashanti’s hand drifted down and wrapped around my erection. The woman let out a surprised gasp when she felt how hard I was, but then she moaned as she began to stroke me underneath the water.  
 
    “Ashanti…” Rikuri gulped. “A-Are you doing what I think you’re doing?”  
 
    “I am.” Ashanti nodded. “And I think you should seize the opportunity, too.”  
 
    “I-I don’t know.” Rikuri frowned. “I’ve never-- I’m not even sure I’d know what to do with one that’s actually real.”  
 
    “I’ll help you,” Ashanti cooed. “And so will Ben. But you need to come a little closer, first.”  
 
    Rikuri’s eyes looked over the situation for a moment, and I let out a satisfied moan as Ashanti played with my manhood. The sound must have convinced Rikuri, because she bit her lip and slowly slid over to my other side.  
 
    “Alright,” Rikuri mumbled. “Just-- just don’t expect too much.”  
 
    Suddenly, I felt the second Cero woman’s hand touch my balls, and I instantly groaned to let her know how much I loved it. Then I reached over and took Rikuri by the back of the head. I pushed her lips up against mine, and we began to make out as both of the beautiful rhino-women pleasured my cock.  
 
    Ashanti jerked me off in slow, smooth motions while Rikuri traced around the perimeter of my balls and lower shaft with her fingers. The sensation was gentle and sensual, and I could already feel my testicles tightening along with the warm coil in my stomach.  
 
    As I kissed Rikuri, I also reached up and took her left breast in my hand. It was swollen and large, so I couldn’t even fit most of it in my palm. Instead, I pinched my thumb and pointer finger around her soft nipple and started to roll and tweak it gently. 
 
    Rikuri let out a deep, guttural groan of ecstasy at my touch before she slid her tongue further into my mouth. The woman’s kiss tasted sweet like honey, and I gripped her neck and nipple even harder as we explored each other’s mouths.  
 
    “That’s it,” Ashanti giggled. “Now we are really getting to know each other.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I teased as I temporarily pulled away from Rikuri’s kiss. “I could always know you both a little better… And you could know each other better, too.”  
 
    “You mean like this?” the three-horned Cero woman growled as she let go of my cock and moved over to Rikuri.  
 
    Ashanti placed her hand on her friend’s cheek and then softly turned her so they were facing each other. The two Cero woman pressed their lips together as their hands began to wander along each other’s bodies, and my erection felt like it was as stiff as a fucking board.  
 
    “Just like that,” I agreed. “Just fucking like that.”  
 
    Then I got an idea.  
 
    Without warning, I grabbed onto Ashanti’s waist from behind and pulled her back onto my lap. She let out a gasp as I moved her toward me and then another satisfied moan when the head of my dick brushed against her soft pussy lips.  
 
    “Oh, Ben!” Ashanti gasped. “Don’t tease me. I want that monster inside of me, now.”  
 
    “Ask, and you shall receive,” I growled as I wiggled her hips and pushed her down onto me.  
 
    Even under the water, I could feel just how tight and wet Ashanti’s pussy was. It quivered around me as it clasped my manhood like a vise, and I eased her downward until I felt my head touch her deepest parts.  
 
    Before I could make another move, Rikuri got in on the action.  
 
    The busty Cero woman stood up from her seated position and moved over so she was in front of Ashanti and me. Water dripped off her glistening, voluptuous breasts as she got into place, and then her hand slid underneath the water so she could play with Ashanti’s clit.  
 
    “Rikuri!” Ashanti gasped. “You’re being a little forward…”  
 
    “Shut up and enjoy the ride.” The hornless Cero winked, and then she leaned in and began to kiss Ashanti.  
 
    My dick throbbed with excitement as I watched the two beautiful women make out, and then I raised Ashanti a few inches up my shaft. Once she was about halfway off, I forced her back down onto me, and both of us unleashed grateful moans as I filled her with my manhood again.  
 
    I repeated the motion a few more times before I started to increase the pace. Before long, I had Ashanti’s toned, firm ass bouncing up and down on my cock in a perfect rhythm, all while she kissed her best friend sensually.  
 
    “Y-You’re both gonna make me-- I’m almost there!” Ashanti moaned with a hint of fear in her voice.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I whispered as her velvet tunnel bounced up and down on my erection. “I’m going to fill you with my seed again, and then I’m gonna fill up Rikuri to her fucking eyeballs. All while you watch.”  
 
    “Y-Yes!” Ashanti begged.  
 
    The two Cero women went back to kissing, so I focused on getting Ashanti over the mountaintop, slowed the pace of her motions, and groaned as my balls tightened up into my body. The warm coil in my abdomen was as taut as Ashanti’s ass, and I knew the end was in sight for me, as well.  
 
    The only problem would be timing it up with her orgasm.  
 
    So, I changed my course of action. I pulled Ashanti about halfway off my cock and then held her in place as steadily as I could.  
 
    “Are you ready to cum?” I growled into her ear, and before she could even answer, I got to work. I held Ashanti in place as I began to thrust my hips upward and pumped into her from below.  
 
    The three-horned Cero woman let out a surprised gasp as I pounded into her, but that sound quickly faded into a series of soft, sensual moans. Her sounds of ecstasy were muffled against Rikuri’s lips, but her pussy clasped me even tighter the further I went on. Before long, it felt like I had my dick in a freaking fleshy vise grip.  
 
    Then Ashanti lost it.  
 
    The Cero woman’s body froze, and Rikuri and I both went into overdrive. Rikuri kissed Ashanti even more intensely as she ground her fingers against the woman’s sensual button, and at the same time, I increased the pace of my thrusts until all Ashanti could do was shudder in place.  
 
    “B-Ben!” she screamed. “Rikuri! That feels so-- so, sooooo, ohhhhhhhhhh!”  
 
    Ashanti’s tight tunnel spasmed around my erection as she orgasmed, and the sounds of her joy brought me to the brink, but what finally sent me over was when Rikuri’s soft hands rubbed at my balls.  
 
    “Fuck…” I moaned as I approached my climax. “Fuuuuuuuuuck!”  
 
    I pushed Ashanti fully down onto my shaft as every muscle in my body seized, and I felt that tightness in my stomach snap. Then I gasped for breath as my balls jumped up into my body and pulsated like two overfilled water balloons.  
 
    My head began to spin as a wave of pure carnal joy washed across my body, and I unloaded my warm cum up into Ashanti. The Cero woman’s pussy squeezed me like a Chinese finger trap as I came, and her womb absorbed every single drop of the gallon of cum I sprayed inside of her.  
 
    Our excited breaths joined together in a lover’s choir as we came down from our orgasms together, and soon Ashanti leaned her head back against me as her moans became nothing more than a whimper.  
 
    Meanwhile, Rikuri made it known we weren’t anywhere near done.  
 
    “Can you get it up again?” Rikuri asked as she looked me dead in the eyes. “I-I think I want it, Draco Rex. I want you to fill me with your seed like you did my Cero sisters.”  
 
    “We’ll have to help get him back up, first,” Ashanti giggled as she slowly pulled herself off me. “It doesn’t just jump right back to attention, you know.”  
 
    “I know.” Rikuri smirked and then nodded to the side of the hot springs. “That’s why I want you to get up on that ledge.”  
 
    “Me?” Ashanti gasped. “Ben’s the one we need to get excited.”  
 
    “And we will accomplish that,” the hornless Cero said. “Just help me.”  
 
    “Okay…” Ashanti shrugged, and then she weakly moved over to the edge of the hot springs.  
 
    The three-horned Cero woman hoisted her beautiful, delicate naked body out of the steaming water and up onto the side of the pool, and seconds after she did so, Rikuri was on her like white on rice.  
 
    Rikuri grabbed onto Ashanti’s legs just underneath her knees and spread her slender appendages apart, and I watched with pure glee as Rikuri stuck out her tongue, looked up at Ashanti excitedly, and then buried her face into her friend’s cum-stuffed pussy.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered as I watched Rikuri eat out Ashanti.  
 
    “O-Oh!” Ashanti moaned. “That’s s-- so good, Rikuri…”  
 
    Ashanti bit her lip as she grabbed onto the two dark buns atop Rikuri’s head. The three-horned Cero woman forced Rikuri closer up against her pelvis, and the blood began to rush back down into my manhood as I watched the incredible scene before me.  
 
    Finally, when I was back at full mast, I stood up and walked over to the two women. 
 
    “Now, it’s your turn to get out of the water,” I demanded as I began to rub Rikuri’s shoulders.  
 
    “I’m not done yet, Draco Rex,” Rikuri purred as she slightly pulled away from Ashanti.  
 
    “You’ll get to finish,” I promised. “And so will I. Now, get out of the water so I can fill you up to your eyeballs.”  
 
    Rikuri hesitated for a moment before she bit her lip and gave Ashanti’s inner thigh a soft suck. Then the hornless Cero woman obeyed my command, and she slowly pulled herself out of the water and sat down next to Ashanti on the edge of the springs.  
 
    A small, natural rock ledge acted as a seat in the springs, one that ran around the entire perimeter of the pool, so I walked over to Rikuri’s position, stood up onto the ledge, and positioned myself with my erection in line with her tender slit.  
 
    The ledge put me in the perfect position, and now that we were both out of the water, I could see Rikuri in all her glory.  
 
    The voluptuous woman’s breasts hung down against her chest, and her thick nipples stuck out like two gray erasers as they just begged to be sucked. Rikuri’s labia was swollen, as was the gray nub that sat at the very top of her slit. It was hard to tell if she was amazingly wet, or if that was all just the water from the hot springs.  
 
    Either way, I didn’t care. I was going to make love to this beautiful woman one way or another.  
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked Rikuri as I moved my dick closer to her pussy.  
 
    “I-I don’t know.” She gulped. “I’ve only ever used toys, and they were never so big.”  
 
    “It’s easy,” Ashanti purred. “Once you’re aroused enough. We should help her with that, Ben…”  
 
    Ashanti stood up from her seated position and sauntered over to Rikuri. The three-horned rhino-woman then tossed her leg over Rikuri’s face, grabbed onto her head, and moved it back up into her own womanhood.  
 
    All I could see was Rikuri’s giant breasts as they jiggled in time with her mouth movements, and Ashanti’s tight ass as she held her friend up against her warm mound.  
 
    So, I decided to help out.  
 
    I moved my cock upward until the head was even with Rikuri’s swollen clitoris, and I pressed it up against her. She let out a muffled moan against Ashanti’s mound as I rubbed my shaft along her slit vertically, and I felt Rikuri’s body spasm with excitement. I continued to rub my cock against her in a teasing fashion as more and more of her wetness seeped out from her body, and then I moved in for the kill.  
 
    I made one more pass at the woman with my shaft before I pressed my head up against her entrance and then gently slid myself into her. I only went in a few inches, but that was more than enough to drive Rikuri wild.  
 
    “Gods, Ben…” Rikuri moaned. “How are you so deep inside of me?”  
 
    “Deep?” I chuckled. “I’m not even halfway in yet.”  
 
    “You’re not?” the hornless Cero gasped.  
 
    “Just wait, Rikuri…” Ashanti warned. “When that thing goes all the way in, it’ll feel like you’re getting split right down the middle.”  
 
    “Split me in half, then,” Rikuri demanded. “Get up in there and fill me with your seed, Ben.”  
 
    I wasn’t about to argue with that request.  
 
    I leaned over Rikuri so I had a bit more leverage, and then I began to shove my cock the rest of the way into her body. I took it very slow, but eventually the curvy Cero woman’s pussy had absorbed each and every square inch of my manhood.  
 
    Rikuri’s velvet tunnel spasmed around me tightly as I bottomed out inside of her, and the woman herself lifted up her legs and wrapped them tightly around my waist like a living clamp.  
 
    She really didn’t want me to go anywhere.  
 
    Meanwhile, Ashanti’s cute, toned ass was on full-display.  
 
    I reached out and slapped it playfully as I began to pump in and out of Rikuri, and Ashanti let out a seductive, surprised moan when she felt my blow.  
 
    “Easy back there, Ben,” Ashanti warned with a sensual groan. “I’m not sure you can handle the multitasking.”  
 
    “I’m more than capable of multitasking,” I retorted. “Especially when I’ve got two incredible, sexy women in front of me.” 
 
    “Really?” the three-horned rhino-woman teased. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”  
 
    Okay. She asked for it.  
 
    I reached up and grabbed Ashanti around the waist.  
 
    “Get down here,” I growled as I pulled her away from Rikuri’s face. 
 
    I positioned Ashanti so she was right on top of Rikuri, and the Cero woman looked back at me with pure carnal joy in her eyes.  
 
    She had an idea of what was about to happen, and it was going to be heaven on Earth for all three of us.  
 
    The two women began to make out again as I pumped into Rikuri one final time.  
 
    Then I pulled myself out, raised up, and thrust into Ashanti’s warm, waiting tunnel.  
 
    “Oh, Gods!” The beautiful rhino-woman threw back her head when she felt me enter her. “That’s it. Split us both in two, Ben!”  
 
    I pushed my shaft all the way into Ashanti’s pussy until I bottomed out, and then I instantly pulled out and went back to Rikuri. I pushed into her womanhood in one soft, continuous motion, and Rikuri’s tight tunnel squeezed me like a tube of toothpaste.  
 
    The Cero women explored each other’s bodies with their hands and mouths as I switched back and forth between fucking both of them. Maybe it was because she had already orgasmed, and she was more sensitive, but it didn’t take long for Ashanti to reach the promised land once again.  
 
    “You’re almost there,” I whispered to Ashanti. “I can feel your excitement against me.”  
 
    “Y-Yes!” Ashanti begged. “Make me cum again, Ben.”  
 
    I alternated back and forth between Ashanti and Rikuri for several more minutes, until finally Ashanti hit the peak of the mountain.  
 
    The Cero with the dark, shaved head gripped the ground around Rikuri’s body with every ounce of strength she had. Ashanti’s whole body tensed up as she tossed her head back, opened her mouth, and let out a pathetic whimper. Then she plummeted over the side of the mountain.  
 
    Ashanti let out an eardrum-shattering scream as her pussy spasmed around my cock, and she came a second time. Between the sensation against my manhood and the sound of her pleasure, I just about exploded right then and there, but I couldn’t.  
 
    My seed was being saved for Rikuri, and I wasn’t about to let her down.  
 
    Once Ashanti was done, she collapsed onto her friend and gave her another soft, passionate kiss.  
 
    In the meantime, I moved back to Rikuri. I spread her legs apart so there was no resistance, and then I pushed myself into her as deep as I could go. My entire body trembled when I felt her velvet love around me, and I just about came when I bottomed out against her cervix with my balls pressed up against her thick ass.  
 
    “Now, it’s your turn,” I warned. “Are you ready for the big finish?”  
 
    “Yessss…” Ashanti giggled, and then she rolled off Rikuri.  
 
    Now, I could see the busty rhino-woman without obstruction. She had a dull red flush all across her chest and face, as well as several hickies from where Ashanti had sucked at her flesh. Her nipples were rock-hard as I pumped in and out of her, and her double-D-cups bounced in time with each thrust I made.  
 
    “Y-You’re s-so big, Ben…” Rikuri sputtered. “I don’t know how I’m taking this all.”  
 
    “You’re doing great,” I promised the Cero woman as I leaned in and started to kiss her.  
 
    Eventually, I got my thrusts into a slow, rhythmic pattern, which seemed to drive Rikuri wild because she let out a long, deep moan as her pussy grew tighter by the second.  
 
    “That’s right,” Ashanti cooed as her hands slapped up against my ass and steadied me. “Give it all to her, Draco Rex. Fill her with your seed and give her the child she’s always wanted.”  
 
    “Yes…” Rikuri bit her lip. “I want your seed in me, Ben. I want your baby growing inside me.”  
 
    “Then that’s exactly what you’re going to get,” I growled. “But not until you reach your climax.”  
 
    The three of us kept at it for several minutes longer, and I continued to pump in and out of Rikuri’s pussy as Ashanti guided me with her hands on my ass. I made out with Rikuri as I made love to her, and soon I felt the warm coil in my abdomen tense up to inhuman levels of tightness.  
 
    Thankfully, Rikuri was at her limit, as well.  
 
    “Oh, gods!” Rikuri moaned as she dug her fingernails into my bare back. “Give me your seed, Ben. Give it to me n-n-- Ohhhhhhhhhhh!”  
 
    The hornless Cero woman kissed me passionately as her velvet tunnel spasmed around my erection. Rikuri came with the force of a freaking hurricane, and her juices splashed out all over my pelvis and balls as she soaked me with her love.  
 
    Suddenly, I hit the end of the road.  
 
    My diaphragm started to spasm, and I literally lost my breath for a second as pure ecstasy washed over my body. I sensed Rikuri’s tight tunnel squeezing me as my balls tensed, and I erupted like Mount Vesuvius.  
 
    I pushed my cock as deeply into Rikuri as I could go and then held her spasming body in place as my balls pumped a freaking gallon of my warm cum into her body.  
 
    The beautiful rhino-woman bit her lip and whimpered as I painted the walls of her fertile womb, and then her eyes filled with tears as a smile twisted up her face.  
 
    “T-Thank you,” she panted as we both came down from our highs. “Thank you, Ben.”  
 
    “Wh-why are you thanking me?” I asked as I wiped a bit of sweat off my forehead. “I got a lot out of that, too!”  
 
    I slid my cock out of Rikuri’s womanhood and watched some of my seed trickle down her thighs, and then I laid down against her on the soft grass.  
 
    “It’s just that… I’ve wanted a child for so long,” Rikuri confessed. “And it kind of made me upset the other Cero women were all getting one before I did. I know, I know… It’s very selfish.”  
 
    “It’s not selfish at all,” I reassured her as I traced her jawline with my finger. “You know what you want, and you’re completely unashamed about going for it. I respect the hell out of that.”  
 
    “You do?” Rikuri’s eyes lit up when she heard my words of encouragement.  
 
    “Of course, I do,” I promised. “You Cero women are some of the fiercest ladies I’ve ever met. It makes me beyond proud to know you’re going to be the mother of my child.”  
 
    “Who knows?” Ashanti giggled as she joined us again. “Maybe the two of us will go into labor at the same time, just like Batari and Zikiu did.”  
 
    “Being stuck in a room with you and having to listen to your screams?” Rikuri scoffed. “No, thanks.”  
 
    “I’m sure however it happens, our children will be beautiful,” I sighed. “Just like their mothers.”  
 
    “Now he’s trying to get us to go for another round,” Ashanti snickered.  
 
    “You know what’s strange?” Rikuri purred. “I think it might actually be working.”  
 
    “We should get back into the water,” I observed. “We’re all hot and sweaty from what just went down, and look at that… We’re in the perfect spot to get all cleaned up. Plus, who knows? Anything could happen beneath those depths.”  
 
    The two Cero women smirked at each other, and then they lowered themselves down into the water. I followed them without a second of hesitation, and we all huddled together underneath the waves for a while.  
 
    I didn’t know if this was going to lead to another round or not, but one thing was for certain.  
 
    My streak of great things happening in hot tubs had now been extended.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    After nearly an hour of further “rest and relaxation,” which was basically me pumping more of my seed deep inside Rikuri and Ashanti, we finally climbed out of the hot springs and tossed on our clothes. I didn’t know about the Cero women, but I definitely felt much more relaxed after this excursion.  
 
    And now that I was rested and relaxed, I was ready to get out there and start building our new home.  
 
    “So, what happens now?” Rikuri asked as we sauntered back over to the women’s Mieraks. “Am I going to get a big, round belly like Jemma and Malak?”  
 
    “I doubt it.” I shook my head and pointed at Ashanti. “She’s been pregnant for a few weeks now, and she’s not showing at all.”  
 
    “Batari and Zikiu never showed,” Ashanti reminded us. “They just kind of… Had their children without any warning.”  
 
    “Great,” Rikuri chuckled as she scratched her ant on the side of his head. “So, one of these days I’m gonna be riding on Mieraki here and-- slurp!”  
 
    “Never, ever talk about childbirth like that again.” I shuddered. “It’s definitely not that simple. And you can’t play the whole ‘we don’t know about Cero pregnancies’ card, because now we do.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” The hornless Cero rolled her eyes. “But I saw what the others went through, and I don’t wanna think about sitting on a bed, screaming and sweaty, while I push a horned human out of my lady parts. At least let me have my fantasies.”  
 
    “After what just happened, I will gladly let you have any fantasy you want,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “I intend to.” Rikuri winked before she hoisted herself up onto the Mierak and patted its midsection. “Now, get on. It’ll be a lot faster than walking.”  
 
    I hoisted myself up onto Mierak and wrapped my arms around Rikuri’s waist, and she let out a happy giggle as I pulled myself up against her and gave her a soft kiss on the neck.  
 
    “Easy, you two,” Ashanti warned. “I don’t think Mieraki would appreciate it if you went for round four on top of his back.”  
 
    “Round three, thank you,” Rikuri retorted with a smirk. “And I’ll behave myself.”  
 
    “I can’t make any promises,” I said with a wide grin, and then I pulled Rikuri back against me as hard as I could.  
 
    “L-Let’s go,” Rikuri said as she recomposed herself. “Before we get too distracted.”  
 
    The hornless Cero woman called out a command in her native tongue as she squeezed her heels against her Mierak’s sides. Her ant snorted in response, and then he began to scuttle forward under the power of his six legs. Ashanti’s Mierak was right behind us, and before we knew it, the three of us were dashing through the forest with the speed of a racehorse.  
 
    We burst out into the clearing and turned toward Malak’s makeshift pathway, but then both of the ants halted in place, and Rikuri and Ashanti gave each other smug smirks.  
 
    “Do you really wish to do this?” Ashanti taunted. “You never win, and now you’re at a major disadvantage.” 
 
    “Always lose?” Rikuri snorted. “It’s been about half and half.”  
 
    “Well, this will settle it, then,” the three-horned Cero challenged.  
 
    “For the near future, at least.” Rikuri shrugged. “Until the next time Mieraki and I beat you.”  
 
    “Did you hear that, Mieramwa?” Ashanti scoffed as she patted her giant ant. “Such arrogance.”  
 
    “I don’t think you’re one to speak of arrogance,” the hornless Cero said with a click of her tongue, and then she looked back at me over her shoulder. “Ben? I would suggest you hold on tightly.”  
 
    Rikuri leaned down flat against her Mierak, and I pressed my body down against her as tightly as I could. Ashanti did the same thing, and both of the rhino-women stared at the pathway with narrowed eyes.  
 
    Then they were off.  
 
    Mieraki and Mieramwa both let out wet chitters, and they charged forward as if they’d been shot out of a cannon. The wind whipped through my hair and turned it into a messy mop as we dashed across the clearing, and I had to close my eyes to keep strands of Rikuri’s dark black locks from slapping against my pupils.  
 
    Ashanti and Rikuri both commanded their Mieraks in their native tongue as we raced over the flattened grass, and soon we were right up on the pathway. Rikuri and I passed into the tree line, and the hornless Cero let out a loud whoop of victory.  
 
    “Ohhhh, no,” Ashanti snarled as she dashed past us. “We’re racing to the beach!”  
 
    “You no-good mudwallower!” Rikuri spat as she slapped her heels into the ant and made him speed up. “That’s cheating!”  
 
    “We never specified,” Ashanti’s voice giggled from ahead. “It’s not my fault you assumed it was the edge of the clearing.”  
 
    “Hold on,” Rikuri commanded over her shoulder. “We’re going to have to take some drastic measures.”  
 
    “How the hell are you gonna catch her?” I pointed up to the three-horned rhino-woman. “She’s like, twenty feet ahead of us.”  
 
    “You’ll see,” Rikuri promised. “Just… Make sure you don’t let go. Falling off would be quite unfortunate.”  
 
    “What do you mean-- Gaaaaah!” I yelled as Mieraki suddenly crouched down and then sprang forward with a mighty heave.  
 
    Mieraki, Rikuri, and I all flew up ten feet in the air, nearly halfway up the trunks of the trees around us.  
 
    “Pull your legs up, Ben,” Rikuri warned. “Like this.”  
 
    The hornless Cero tucked her legs even further up her ant’s body, to the point where they were almost horizontal with the ground, and I let out a grunt as I bent my knees and pulled them upward.  
 
    Then a pair of large, translucent wings popped out of the Mierak’s sides, and we began to glide across the wind.  
 
    “Mieraki can fly?” I gasped.  
 
    “Not really ‘fly,’” Rikuri called back to me. “But he can glide.”  
 
    The Mierak chittered again as he flapped his wings, and we bobbed up and down in the sky for a moment. Each time he repeated the action, we glided downward a few inches, but we also began to increase our trajectory.  
 
    Before long, we were caught up with Ashanti and Mieramwa.  
 
    “Now, Mieraki!” Rikuri commanded.  
 
    The oversized carpenter ant pulled his wings back flat against his sides, and we instantly plummeted down to the ground. Mieraki landed with a dull thud about five feet in front of Ashanti on the path, and the ant hit the ground running.  
 
    “Seriously?” Ashanti hissed. “Now who’s cheating?”  
 
    “You started it,” Rikuri cackled as she turned her head over her shoulder and patted the stub on her head.  
 
    The rhino-woman behind us let out an angry gasp.  
 
    “At least I have a horn to do the gesture,” Ashanti huffed a moment later.  
 
    “What was that?” I asked as we bounded through the jungle. “What did you just say to her with that gesture?”  
 
    “I told her to stick a tusk up her ass,” Rikuri snorted. “Obviously, that’s an insult in Cero culture.”  
 
    “That’d be an insult in any culture!” I laughed.  
 
    As we passed by the spot with the slain turtlephant, I noted the body was gone. Now, all that remained of our slain enemy was a large pile of steaming innards, atop a large puddle of crimson blood. I could only see the battlefield for a split second, and then we were back into the dense thicket of the forest. 
 
    Before long, bright sunlight shone in through the tree line up ahead.  
 
    “There it is!” Rikuri cheered. “The beach.”  
 
    “Come on, Mieramwa!” Ashanti growled. “Don’t let this mudwallower beat us again.”  
 
    The forest grew less dense around us until finally, the three of us burst out through the edge of the jungle. Mieraki slid to a halt with a spray of dirt, and Rikuri instantly slid off the back of her ant as she held her hands high above her head.  
 
    “Tembori smiles upon us today, friends!” the hornless Cero cackled.  
 
    Ashanti burst out of the underbrush seconds later, and the black-haired rhino-woman wore a deep frown as she skidded to a stop.  
 
    “You may have won,” Ashanti grumbled as she dropped down off Mieramwa and patted him on the head. “But at least I raced with honor.”  
 
    “Is that what you call it?” Rikuri teased. “You changed the rules the second you realized you had lost.”  
 
    “Just wait until next time.” Ashanti winked. “With the proper rules in place, I will win every single time.”  
 
    “Keep telling yourself that,” the hornless Cero chuckled. 
 
    As I looked over the beach, I observed the rest of my crew.  
 
    Niralope, dragonkin, Spindrel, and Coonag alike had all spread out across the beach in various positions of rest. Meanwhile, the Aviar women were all huddled together in a circle up near the tree line, and I could see the vibrant wings of the Morpho women off on the crow’s nest of the ship as they flapped in unison.  
 
    Then there were the dragons, half of whom were happily asleep and half of whom acted as reluctant babysitters to my wild children. George and Nixie cuddled together near the shoreline of the lake, while their children entertained Oshuna, Amaria, Lizzie, and Meer. Arrick, Kehlaan, and Marella played along with the rest of their siblings and bondmates, all while Bungal tried his best to control the three Coonag toddlers.  
 
    “Tried” was probably a generous term to use.  
 
    I say, children! Bungal huffed. When I told your mothers I would entertain you for an hour, I did not think it would be as the climbing wall.  
 
    “Uncle Bungal! Uncle Bungal!” Jarin, Terra, and Hokir chanted in unison.  
 
    Awww. The fat brown dragon’s face fell into a touched frown. I suppose you may continue. Just be gentle, please… I cannot regenerate my flesh like some of the other dragons I know.  
 
    The Coonag children couldn’t hear him, of course, so they continued to let out happy chitters as they raced around Bungal’s body.  
 
    Suddenly, a succulent, fatty scent hit my nostrils, and my mouth began to water like a monsoon. I turned to look over at the roaring fire on the beach, and my heart swelled with joy.  
 
    Baratu and Hali stood over a large pot, and they both used halved coconuts to scoop out a soupy substance. My subjects had formed an orderly line before the chefs, and they took a bowl of sustenance before they scuttled off and gulped it down.  
 
    “There you are!” the Queen Mother Batari called out as she approached.  
 
    The white-haired Cero woman had Tuquaar swaddled up against her front side with a leather carrier, and Swaer was wrapped around her left arm like a fuzzy red scarf. The wind dragon hummed happily as he nuzzled his snout into the crest of Tuquaar’s head, and the baby Cero wore the biggest, most heart-warming smile I’d ever seen in my life.  
 
    “We were just showing the Draco Rex the hot springs, Queen Mother,” Ashanti explained.  
 
    “Is that so?” Batari asked with a raised eyebrow before she took a swig of the soup in her coconut and wiped the dribble off her lips. “Does this mean we can expect the third and fourth Cero children to be born shortly?”  
 
    “Maybe.” Rikuri shrugged with a complete lack of emotion. “That’s between us and Ben.”  
 
    “I bet he was between you both,” the Queen Mother snorted. “Wasn’t he?”  
 
    Ashanti and Rikuri both pursed their lips and tried to fight back their amusement, but it was obvious what had just gone down.  
 
    “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” I teased. “I’m just trying to help keep your species alive.”  
 
    “And for that, we appreciate you.” Batari nodded and then kissed our sleeping son on the cheek. “You three must be famished after-- well, that. Baratu and Hali made this delicious stew from the meat of that beast you all slayed in the jungle. It’s very, very good.”  
 
    “Uh….” Ashanti’s eyes widened, and the color drained from her face. “Queen Mother? Did you or the other Ceros happen to see this beast before it was butchered?”  
 
    “No.” Batari shook her head before she nonchalantly took another swig of the soup. “Why? Was it grotesque?”  
 
    Rikuri pressed her lips together until they were white, but she said nothing. The two rhino-women exchanged a concerned look before they came to a silent agreement that it was best not to mention the turtlephant’s resemblance to a certain god.  
 
    “It was very grotesque,” Rikuri lied. “A horrific beast.”  
 
    “Oh, well.” The Queen Mother shrugged. “I don’t care what it looks like, as long as it tastes this great. Do you wish to try some?”  
 
    “No!” Rikuri and Ashanti said in unison.  
 
    “Okay…” Batari scoffed. “Swaer? Do you want to finish this bowl?”  
 
    I don’t know, Batari… the wind dragon trailed off and puffed out his red cheeks. I’ve already had four. I’m not sure my little belly can handle any more.  
 
    “There’s not much there,” the white-haired Cero woman argued. “At this point your stomach is so full, it probably wouldn’t make any difference.”  
 
    The furry wind dragon twitched his yellow noodly whiskers as he inspected the bowl of stew. He took a few long sniffs before he licked his lips, tilted his head, and leaned over the edge of the halved coconut. Swaer was still pretty small, so he looked like a chihuahua eating out of a mixing bowl as he began to slurp down the soup inside. The wind dragon took three powerful gulps before he pulled back, licked his lips, and let out a happy snort. Bits of the white and yellow stew had gotten caught in Swaer’s fur, and it looked like he had a milk mustache as he nuzzled his face back down against his new best friend, Tuquaar.  
 
    Good lord, I didn’t think I could think of anything more adorable in the entire world.  
 
    Honestly, I was just glad Swaer had taken a liking to Tuquaar. The little Cero boy was literally the only one of his kind at the moment, and he was hopefully going to grow up to be a powerful king. Even then, there was gonna be a lot of pressure on the little guy, and anyone I could have watching his back was a plus.  
 
    By the time Tuquaar was an adult, Swaer would be fully-grown, as well, and it would be very useful for the future King Father to have a giant wind dragon as his best friend.  
 
    “You should really try some of the stew,” Batari’s voice brought me back to reality. “At this rate, it’s going to be gone within the next half hour.”  
 
    “I- Uh, I think I’ll pass.” Rikuri shook her head. “I’m still full from our last meal.”  
 
    “We ate dried fish, carrots, and jerky,” the Queen Mother said with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “And what filling dried fish, carrots, and jerky it was!” Ashanti chuckled and then patted her belly. “Ben might be hungry, though.”  
 
    “Actually, yeah,” I said as I clutched my rumbling stomach. “I kind of am.”  
 
    “Too much physical activity will do that to you.” Rikuri winked. “Go get some food, Draco Rex. We shall reconvene with you afterwards.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh, no, you don’t,” Batari snickered as I began to walk away. “You two ladies aren’t going anywhere right now. Not until you tell me each and every detail of what happened out there.”  
 
    “In front of your child?” Ashanti protested.  
 
    “He’s small.” The Queen Mother shrugged. “He cannot understand what we are saying, anyways.”  
 
    “In front of Swaer?” Rikuri added.  
 
    Yeah! the little wind dragon said. Right in front of me?  
 
    “Go with Ben,” Batari commanded her wind dragon. “Maybe he’ll let you eat from his bowl.”  
 
    But, I’m full… Swaer protested, but it didn’t seem to matter.  
 
    “If you don’t go with Ben, you’re going to learn much more about Cero anatomy than you’ve ever wanted to know,” the white-haired Cero warned.  
 
    Understood, loud and clear. Swaer looked at his bondmate with wide eyes and nodded. Hey, Ben! Wait for me!  
 
    The tiny red wind dragon slithered through the air until he reached my position, and as soon as he did so, I turned back toward the campfire and made my way over to the line. A few of my subjects attempted to offer me their spot, but I simply raised my hand, shook my hand, and declined.  
 
    I may have been the Draco Rex, but I didn’t want them to view me as some power-hungry jerk who abused his influence.  
 
    There were already plenty of those in the world.  
 
    So, Swaer and I both waited at the back of the line until eventually, we came up onto Baratu and Hali.  
 
    “We were wondering if you were going to get a taste of this,” a round-bellied Hali chuckled.  
 
    “Say…” Baratu pointed at Swaer. “Isn’t this your fifth helping?”  
 
    Who’s counting? Swaer chuckled awkwardly, though neither of the women could understand him.  
 
    “Obviously, they are,” I reminded the dragon. “But he’s not getting another bowl. He’s just hanging around me for a little bit. Now, what sort of concoction have you whipped up for the crew today?”  
 
    “It’s a stew made from the meat of that animal you killed,” Hali explained. “It’s flesh was actually very, very fatty, which made it perfect for a flavorful soup!”  
 
    “Do you want to know how we made it?” Baratu asked as she wiped her hands on her zebra-print apron and bounced upon the balls of her feet.  
 
    “You know I do.” I winked at the Cero chef. “Lay it on me.”  
 
    “Okay, so first, we took the flesh of the beast,” Baratu said as she held both her hands up in front of her body, parallel to each other. “It was already cut into these thick, long strips by the Niralope and dragonkin women who harvested it, so we took those strips and seasoned them with all sorts of spices.”  
 
    “As I said before, it was a fatty dish,” Hali elaborated. “So we figured a bit of paprika, pepper, and garlic would complement its taste.”  
 
    “Exactly.” Baratu nodded. “We seasoned those strips up nice and good, and then we put them on the spit over the fire. Hali and I roasted them until they were charred all over, then we cut them up and tossed them into our cooking pot.”  
 
    “Along with the stock we’d made front the bones of clucker birds,” Hali added. “And several carrots, beans, and pea pods.”  
 
    “That sounds freaking amazing!” I groaned as my mouth began to water. “It’s like some sort of exotic pot roast or something.”  
 
    “You can be the judge of that,” Baratu giggled as she picked up a halved coconut husk and then dipped it into the pot. “Here you go. You’ll have to let us know how it is.”  
 
    Soooooo… Swaer looked at me with big, puppy-dog eyes. Can you convince them to give me another bowl? Please?  
 
    “The truth comes out,” I snorted, and then I turned to the two chefs. “Can you give him another bowl?”  
 
    Hali looked back at the line behind us with a firm scowl before she glared at Swaer. However, her expression eased up, and she clicked her tongue as she dipped her porcelain arm into the pot and produced another bowl.  
 
    “Here you go.” The dragonkin woman nodded. “But don’t ask for a sixth!”  
 
    No problem there, Swaer agreed. I can already tell you this one is going to push me over the edge and probably make me sick. 
 
    “If you’re not sick by the time you’ve finished eating, can you really say you’ve had a good meal?” I teased the wind dragon as I patted him on the back. “Thank you, guys. I really appreciate all you do for this crew.”  
 
    “The feeling is mutual, Ben.” Baratu nodded. “Now, go enjoy your meal.”  
 
    I held Swaer’s bowl in one hand and my own in the other, and as we walked away, I raised my right hand into the air so the fuzzy red wind dragon could go to town.  
 
    Swaer’s head dipped into the bowl, and there was an inhuman gurgle as he devoured the morsels inside. The whole thing was over in a matter of seconds, and it looked like something out of a freaking alien invasion film. When Swaer was all done, the little guy let out a burp. It sounded no different than a regular belch, but Swaer was a wind dragon.  
 
    When the burp escaped Swaer’s mouth, it had the force of a miniature tornado, and the empty bowl was blown out of my hand and all the way across the beach.  
 
    “Hey!” one of the dragonkin women snarled as the coconut landed next to her. “Watch it!”  
 
    I’m sorry! Swaer gasped. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry… 
 
    The wind dragon slithered away to clean up his mess, and I was left alone to enjoy my meal.  
 
    I took the halved coconut in both hands, held it in front of my face, and then inhaled deeply. My mouth watered as I took in the distinct scents of thyme, paprika, and pepper in the dish, mixed together with the strange, succulent scent of the turtlephant’s meat. Then I placed my lips up against the edge of the bowl before I tilted it back and swallowed down a few gulps.  
 
    The broth was smooth and salty, and it slid down my throat with no resistance whatsoever. A few bits of meat and carrots ended up in my mouth, as well, so I chewed them up and swallowed them in a flash.  
 
    As I did so, there was an explosion of flavors across my tongue.  
 
    The turtlephant meat had a somewhat rubbery and tough texture, but it was full of juices and tasted a bit like a medium-rare steak. Mixed together with the carrots, I felt like I was back on my grandmother’s farm, eating the pot roast she’d left in the crock-pot all day.  
 
    I gulped down the rest of the dish in a matter of seconds and wiped away the dribble on my face. Holy shit, this was really good.  
 
    I could see why Swaer had gone back for seconds, thirds, fourths, and fifths.  
 
    Just then, the little red wind dragon returned to my position with the discarded bowl in his jaws.  
 
    Have you had a chance to taste it yet? he asked hopefully.  
 
    “Taste it?” I laughed as I turned my empty bowl over. “I’m already done.”  
 
    See? Swaer nodded. It’s really good.  
 
    “Seriously,” I said. “Who would have thought that turtlephant would be a freaking delicacy? We’re gonna have to hope there are more of those things out there in the jungle, because I definitely want to eat this again.”  
 
    Honestly, I’m considering sixths… Swaer trailed off as he looked back to the pot.  
 
    “You must be a growing dragon, huh?” I mused. “I wonder if--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, I saw two shadows pass overhead. I instantly stopped what I was doing, tossed my hand on the hilt of my blade, and looked up to see what we were dealing with.  
 
    Thankfully, the sight I saw was nothing to be alarmed about.  
 
    It was Ethala and Zerandrie.  
 
    “Took you long enough,” Alvee grumbled when she saw them land.  
 
    “What did Seashuna say?” Zikiu ran over to the sparrow dragon and the Morpho woman. “Can we stay here?”  
 
    A giant crowd surrounded the two bondmates, so Swaer and I had to carefully push our way through until we got to the inner edge of the circle. Everybody around us had gathered here, and they all awaited whatever fateful news Zerandrie and Ethala had for us.  
 
    Finally, Zerandrie locked eyes with me and smiled.  
 
    “Good news, my friends,” the red-haired butterfly-woman began. “Ethala and I spoke to Seashuna… She will allow us to stay.”  
 
    A wave of relief washed over me as the crowd erupted in cheers.  
 
    “Praise Oshun!” Nerissa declared. “Or Nira or Cacoo or whatever god you worship!”  
 
    However, the bondmates weren’t done. 
 
    “There is one stipulation, however--” Zerandrie began.  
 
    “Of course, there is a catch,” Sela huffed. “What is it?”  
 
    “It’s not anything too severe…” the Morpho woman explained. “She just asks that, if we are to remain on her back, then we have to have a-- what did she call it?”  
 
    A symbiotic relationship, Ethala clarified.  
 
    “That’s right!” Zerandrie gasped. “A symbiotic relationship.”  
 
    “What does that mean, exactly?” I asked with a bit of fear in my voice.  
 
    “Well… Seashuna told us there are all of these parasites that live on her back,” the butterfly-woman explained. “They are massive beasts with trunks and a large, almost unbreakable shell. Seashuna says that, if we promise to help rid her of the parasites, then we can remain on her back for as long as we wish.”  
 
    “Yes!” I declared without a second of hesitation. “We’ll do it!”  
 
    My crewmates cheered happily at the sudden decision, but it was a no-brainer. It may have been tough, but we’d already killed one of those parasitic bastards, and we could kill many more.  
 
    If this was the price of protection around these parts, then sign me the fuck up.  
 
    I looked around at my celebrating subjects and got a small twinge of nostalgia in my gut. Now, the decision had been made. Now, this was all real.  
 
    It was time to start building our new life, literally. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    The second after our decision had been made, I led everyone into the forests of Seashuna and toward the clearing we’d discovered earlier in our adventure.  
 
    “You’re going to love this place,” I explained to the Council of Queens as we walked through the pathway Malak had cleared for us. “It’s really spacious, and it has its own hot springs and really fertile ground. Plus, there’s a shit-ton of trees, so we shouldn’t have any problems finding materials to build our new homes.”  
 
    “Will cutting down trees hurt Seashuna?” Pae asked with wide eyes. “They are attached to her back, after all.”  
 
    Seashuna’s flora aren’t attached to her body, Ethala explained as she hovered above us all, right next to the Morpho women. They are simply embedded in the dirt on her back. You could easily rip one out by its roots, and she wouldn't feel a thing.  
 
    “Ethala says the trees aren’t a part of her body at all,” I chuckled and pointed up at the sparrow dragon.  
 
    “Thank goodness.” Pae placed a slender hand on her chest. “I’m not sure we could live with Valea if we were constantly surrounded by painful auras.”  
 
    “We Morphos would be willing to lend our throatsilk to any building efforts,” Dalwen offered. “Though our population is so few that I cannot guarantee we’ll be able to produce enough for an entire village.”  
 
    “Village?” Nerissa raised an eyebrow as she bobbed Meer in her arms. “Are we not building a palace?”  
 
    “I thought we were creating a commune,” Nevar grumbled. “That would make the most sense to me.”  
 
    “You can’t be serious, Nevar,” Kwah laughed and then nudged her sister with her elbow. “We couldn’t build a commune large enough for all of these people.”  
 
    “I’m used to living in a cave.” Pae shrugged. “I will gladly accept whatever dwellings you wish to create for us.”  
 
    They brought up a good point. All of these women had come from different backgrounds and different sorts of hierarchies and ways of organizing their populations. Sure, they’d just assimilated into the dragonkin way of doing things when they returned with us to our home island, but now we had a chance to completely start over from scratch. The dragonkin way of doing things may have been what I was used to, but it wasn’t necessarily the best way to get things done.  
 
    “Tell you what,” I announced to the Council. “Why don’t we try and incorporate a little bit of everybody’s ideas? All of you knew how to organize yourselves before, so if we all put our minds together, we can create something truly incredible.”  
 
    “No offense, Draco Rex,” Nerissa sighed. “But I’m failing to see how all of our techniques could be compatible.”  
 
    “It’s easy,” I said. “So, you want a palace, right? And the Coonag, Niralope, and the Morphos will surely want something high up off the ground, and the Spindrel will want a place that’s more cozy and maybe even subterranean. Then there’s the Cero, who are used to private huts, and the Aviars, who are used to living in a single building.”  
 
    “Precisely,” the Dragon Queen agreed with a nod. “That doesn’t sound compatible at all.”  
 
    “Come on, Nerissa,” I chuckled and wrapped my arm around her shoulders. “I know you’re more creative than that.”  
 
    “Oh, no.” She shook her silver head. “Isla and Hali are the creative ones of our species. I’m just the leader.”  
 
    “Okay, let me try and give you a visual…” I stopped in my tracks and gestured with my free hand wildly. “Kehlaan and Arrick found this area where the ground is nothing but hard rock underneath the dirt. On top of that we could build a huge structure big enough to accommodate everyone on this island. It would be like a palace, but then we could have towers with hanging pods that mimic a tree with cocoons.”  
 
    “What a wonderful idea, Draco Rex!” Dalwen gasped as she placed her hands on her cheeks.  
 
    “I would kill to live inside of a tree again,” Nadir said with a longing sigh. “There’s just something about crawling dozens of feet in the air to get to your bed… risking injury or even death every night… It all makes me feel very nostalgic.”  
 
    “As for the Spindrels, we could try to dig some sort of underground rooms for them,” I elaborated. “Like what we’d call a ‘basement’ back in my world.”  
 
    “Wouldn’t that be unstable?” Nevar asked. “With all the moving around Seashuna does, there would be a huge risk of collapse.”  
 
    “Not if we reinforce it correctly,” I clarified. “We didn’t really have basements in Florida, but I’ve watched enough videos on the internet and read enough survivalist books that I think I can build a decent underground room. Besides, I’ve done it before… The only difference is this one will need some structure to make it more permanent. Plus, the Coonag know a lot about making tunnels, too, so we can definitely figure something out.”  
 
    “And the Aviars?” Batari asked. “They seem to be set on the idea of the commune.”  
 
    “That’ll be the beauty of this new building.” I smiled at the rhino-woman. “In addition to the main building, we can have a hallway that juts off and leads to a structure just like the one on the Aviars’ home island! As for you and the rest of the Cero women… Just tell me what you want, and I’ll make it happen.”  
 
    “I won’t have to tell you,” the Queen Mother said with a click of her tongue. “I’m sure Zikiu already has dozens of ideas inside that thick head of hers.” 
 
    “If she’s not too overwhelmed by her newfound motherhood,” Pae giggled.  
 
    “I think she’s fine,” Batari said as she looked down at the baby swaddled to her chest. “So far, this whole ‘having a child’ thing is much simpler than you made it sound.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Nerissa, Nadir, and Pae all responded in unison.  
 
    “Just wait until he gets a little bit older,” Pae chuckled. “He may be cute and innocent right now, but give it a few years, and you’ll constantly be running around trying to keep him out of trouble.”  
 
    “Or get him into trouble,” Nadir added. “If you want him to grow up to be big and strong and powerful like his father.”  
 
    “Be glad you don’t have a girl,” Nerissa teased. “They’re much less reckless as toddlers, but once they become adolescents, they will talk back to you more than Shala after a few glasses of palm wine.”  
 
    “I think Tuquaar is a very good child,” Batari said before she kissed our sleeping child on the forehead.  
 
    Tuquaar let out a soft coo as his green eyes fluttered open for a moment, and he let out a long yawn. Then the child rested his head against his mother’s chest and was out like a light once more.  
 
    It didn’t take much longer for us to reach our destination, and as my friends all stepped out into the clearing, there was a collective gasp from the group.  
 
    “Gods, it’s beautiful…” Nerissa trailed off.  
 
    “It’s perfect, Ben!” Pae purred. “I can’t wait to start our new lives together in this wonderful place.”  
 
    You can thank Seashuna for this, Ethala mused. She is the one who offers such a bountiful and beautiful gift.  
 
    “And she has our utmost thanks,” I promised. “I just wish I could tell her that myself. I don’t think she’d be able to form a dragonbond to make it happen, though.”  
 
    “Why would you think that, Draco Rex?” Jonas questioned. “All dragons can form bonds with other creatures. The question would be if Seashuna desires to form a bond, not if she can or cannot.”  
 
    “I don’t even want to think about what kind of scale she would produce.” Ashanti shuddered as she sauntered past atop her Mierak.  
 
    “I bet it’d be as large as this whole clearing!” Rikuri added. “It’d take weeks for her bondmate to actually finish it.”  
 
    “Not if her bondmate was Bungal the Mighty!” Nadir declared as she pointed to her dragon. “He could devour the largest boar in a single gulp.”  
 
    I appreciate the confidence, Nadir, Bungal chuckled. But I could not bond with Seashuna even if I wanted to. We are both dragons, after all. Besides, it would do me no good to bond with her… I can already understand what she is saying! 
 
    “But you could certainly eat one of her giant scales, right?” the Coonag woman prodded.  
 
    I’m not sure why you believe I could do that, Bungal scoffed. Nor why I would want to.  
 
    “Because you are a large, powerful beast!” Nadir argued. “Look at that belly. You could devour another dragon if you wanted to.”  
 
    I say! the fat brown dragon gasped as he clutched his non-existent pearls. I may be large, but I do not simply put whatever I see into my stomach. Believe it or not, I am actually quite picky with my food.  
 
    That doesn’t sound right, Swaer snickered as he slithered over beside Bungal. I’ve watched you devour an entire school of fish in one gulp.  
 
    I was particularly hungry that day, Bungal huffed as he crossed his arms. I will admit it was not an action I am proud of.  
 
    “There’s no shame in that,” I reassured the large fire-breather. “A dragon’s gotta eat, after all.”  
 
    I think we can all agree to that, George said as he and his family lumbered past. Especially if we get to keep eating those horned, shell-covered creatures we hunted earlier.  
 
    “It’s a win-win situation,” I said. “That thing fed our entire village with a little bit to spare. If they’re actually parasites that Seashuna specifically wants us to kill off, then we’re going to be eating well for a very, very long time.”  
 
    “The question now is simple…” Zikiu smirked as she stepped forward and rubbed her hands together with glee. “Where do we even begin?”  
 
    “It’s going to be a process,” I said with a shake of my head. “But we start with a solid foundation, and we build from there. Kehlaan? Arrick? Can you two go over and point out that spot where you found the rocks?”  
 
    “Sure thing, Draco Rex!” Kehlaan said with a salute.  
 
    My son and the Spindrel boy dashed over to the far side of the clearing and then began to dig into the ground with their feet and hands. After about three minutes or so of clearing away the grass, Arrick froze in place and held his head high.  
 
    “Found it!” the Dragon Prince called out.  
 
    “Excellent,” I said with a wide smile, and then I turned to address my royal subjects. “Alright, everyone… Here’s the deal. We’re going to start building our permanent home right over there, where those two boys are standing. Now, it’s not gonna happen overnight. Hell, it probably won’t even happen in a week or a month. But it’s going to happen. I’ve seen how well we work together, and I know none of you will quit until the work is done. So, here’s how it’s going to work…”  
 
    It was a simple process, though it had lots of moving parts that were all interdependent on each other. The work for phases one, two, and three all had to begin at the same time, though phase two and three couldn’t begin until everything for phase one was completed. Plus, it all depended on how efficiently and accurately these people worked. 
 
    I couldn’t believe I was thinking this, but thank goodness the Coast Guard taught me all about bureaucratic management.  
 
    I had several of the dragonkin women and the Aviars get to work digging out the grass that sat atop the rocky foundation. None of us knew quite how large it actually was, so figuring that out was the first step in knowing just how much lumber and building materials we’d need.  
 
    At the same time, we couldn’t just sit around and wait for everything to get dug up. Nightfall would be here before we knew it, and the last thing I wanted was for us to get caught by another one of those turtlephants without any shelter or fire to protect us, so I sent the Niralopes and Spindrels off to start transporting our makeshift camp by the lake through the jungle and over to our new home. This extravagant palace was going to take forever to build, and if that meant we had to sleep in tents for the next few weeks, then so be it.  
 
    Hali and Baratu, of course, were put in charge of building a temporary cooking station and a fire pit for the camp. The rhino-woman and the dragonkin chef were a perfect team, even though they bickered over which spot was going to have the perfect wind resistance or that would keep the cooking pot out of the elements. In the end, they settled on a spot near the tree line, though not anywhere close enough that they would accidentally set the forest on fire.  
 
    As for the Cero, Coonag, and remaining dragonkin women? I had them head off into the forest and begin to chop down trees. I wasn’t sure just how many logs we were going to need, but I knew it was going to be a lot, and of varying sizes and widths.  
 
    But Bungal, Nixie, Malkey, and Cerin got stuck with the most daunting task of them all.  
 
    They had to watch over all of our younger children.  
 
    Then, last but not least, were the rest of the dragons and the Morphos. Since most of them could fly and were super strong, both individually and collectively, I tasked them with transporting the fallen logs over to a pile by the rocky foundation. Dragons like Huwar, Barlow, George, and Ralea carried multiple trees in their jaws and talons, while the smaller ones like Swaer, Tirian, and Ethala had to team up and carry one log all together. The Morpho women were in the same boat since they were on the smaller side, so they mostly carried smaller trees and carried them in groups of two or three.  
 
    Soon, we had quite a little collection of logs piled up in the clearing.  
 
    “I will not lie, Ben,” Zikiu chuckled as she observed the process with her hands on her hips and Zaerwa swaddled to her back. “Watching everybody work together this smoothly is like a dream come true.”  
 
    “Shouldn’t you be out there with the rest of the Cero women?” Ahwara huffed as she and Elzara dropped a medium-sized tree onto the pile.  
 
    “I’m the logistics person.” The woman with the red tattoos shrugged. “I’m needed more here than I am out there.”  
 
    “I doubt your kin would say the same,” Ahwara snickered before she wiped a bit of sweat from her brow.  
 
    “Are you good here?” I asked Zikiu with a raised eyebrow. “I want to go check on the people setting up the camp.”  
 
    “I’m more than fine right here,” the brunette rhino-woman said with a smile. “In fact, now that you’ll be gone, I can really start whipping these guys into shape.”  
 
    “No…” I teased as I waggled my finger. “You gotta play nice, my dear.”  
 
    “Oh, I’ll be nice.” Zikiu winked. “But I’m also going to be efficient.”  
 
    I just rolled my eyes as I hoped for the best and walked away. Then I strode over to the makeshift camp, where I saw that most of our tents had now been set up in the dead center of the clearing.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me cutting down trees, Draco Rex?” Kehlaan asked through a pant when he saw me approaching. “I know I’m kinda lanky, but I’m a lot stronger than I look.”  
 
    “Now, Kehlaan…” Pae said in her most motherly voice. “Your king has given you an order, and you must follow it.”  
 
    “Yeah,” the spunky, pink-haired Erel interjected. “I know you want to impress the Dragon Princess, but you’d probably just break every bone in your body trying to pick up one of the bigger logs.”  
 
    “I would not!” Kehlaan shot back. “I don’t need to impress Marella, anyways.”  
 
    “Surrrrreeee you don’t,” Shala giggled.  
 
    “I mean, you can switch if you want,” I said. “But I’ve already got a bunch of our people out there. Also, Marella isn’t cutting down trees, so the only people you’d be ‘impressing’ are women twice your age.”  
 
    “You made the right decision, Ben,” the deer-woman Nima admitted. “Kehlaan can put up a tent nearly twice as fast as I can.”  
 
    “See?” I slapped the Spindrel kid on the back. “I totally know what I’m doing.”  
 
    “I simply can’t wait until we’re in the new palace,” Theora sighed longingly. “It’s been so long since we’ve had a place that was truly our own.”  
 
    “The dragonkin palace was ‘our own,’ Theora,” Ainsley noted. “Queen Nerissa and the Draco Rex showed us the utmost amount of hospitality.”  
 
    “I know!” Theora hung her head as her voice grew soft. “I-I didn’t mean to offend you, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “It’s alright,” I promised as I placed my hand on the bottom of the Niralope’s chin and lifted her jade eyes up to meet my own. “I understand what you’re saying. We’re going to give you the living quarters you all deserve. Every single piece of furniture… The shapes of the rooms… the location… Even the freaking decor! Whatever you want, I’m going to try and make it happen.”  
 
    “Don’t need decor,” Alvee said without looking away from the tent she was setting up. “Did you see our cave?”  
 
    “Come now, Alvee,” Pae teased the brown-haired Spindrel. “Just because our old home didn’t have much color doesn’t mean our new one shouldn’t.”  
 
    “I’m with the Magnus Dux,” Valea spoke up. “The auras within our previous dwelling… Let’s just say they were lacking.”  
 
    “Who cares?” Alvee grumbled. “Just a bunch of rocks.”  
 
    “The rocks care!” Valea shot back as she flipped a bit of her blonde undercut out of her eyes.  
 
    “There you go talking about the feelings of rocks,” Shala guffawed. “What’s next? Are you going to start saying the clouds let out rain when they feel sad?”  
 
    “You didn’t believe I could sense the auras of plants or animals, either.” Valea shrugged. “Until Ben and his friends said they believed me.”  
 
    “I wanna believe you, Valea,” Shala said. “I really do. But… rocks? Really?”  
 
    “What do you think, Ura?” Pae asked the last member of the Spindrel tribe. “Do you think we should make our new dwelling more colorful?”  
 
    “Honestly,” Ura said with a shrug. “I’m just along for the ride. As long as I don’t have to worry about getting gobbled up by a horrific beast, I’ll be happy.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I mused before I turned back to the pile of logs. “Keep up the good work, guys. You’re killing it over here.”  
 
    “Easy, Draco Rex,” Erel joked. “We’re only setting up tents.”  
 
    “Still an important job.” I winked at the hedgehog and deer-women before I left.  
 
    After observing the camp, I headed over to the Aviars and dragonkin who were digging the foundation, and as I made my way over, I passed by the dragon babysitters and had to hold back a laugh.  
 
    My toddlers were running wild all over the site, and the dragons had formed a living fence line to keep them away from all the construction. Bungal had sprawled out on the ground, flat on his belly, with his arms, legs, and tail stretched out as far beyond his body as he could go.  
 
    You see this line, children? Bungal growled even though they couldn’t hear him. Stay behind it! 
 
    Meanwhile, Malkey and Cerin darted around like two scaly cat-herders as they nudged my kids back into the correct area with their snouts. Nixie, however, just laid there nonchalantly with a wide smile on her face as she watched the scene unfold.  
 
    “You’re doing great, guys!” I called out to the dragons. “Keep up the good work.”  
 
    We are doing our best, Benjamin, Bungal sighed. Though I will be the first to admit your children are being quite the rapscallions at the moment.  
 
    “All the more reason I’m happy to have you guys watching them,” I chuckled as I passed by.  
 
    I walked over to the spot where my crew was digging and was instantly taken aback by just how much they’d uncovered. There must have been dull gray rock on the ground for at least one-hundred feet to the east and west, and a bunch more was getting uncovered on the north and south sides of the area.  
 
    “What do you think, Draco Rex?” Maca purred as she placed her hands on her hips. “Are we doing a good job?”  
 
    “Hell, yes, you are,” I confirmed. “This is moving way quicker than I ever could have anticipated.”  
 
    “It’s a good thing, too,” Mira said, and then she pointed to the logs. “Because lots of building materials are stacking up quickly.”  
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Anora promised before she dug away a bit of dirt with her dagger. “I’m sure that’s still less wood than we actually need.”  
 
    “For sure,” Kwah agreed. “The Aviar used about triple that amount to make our nest, and that was much smaller than the building we’re trying to create here.”  
 
    “I hope Seashuna doesn’t run out of trees,” Mira joked. “We’ve already cleared a good chunk of this forest.”  
 
    “Did you see the size of this thing?” I reminded the emerald-haired beauty. “There’s a reason they call Seashuna a gigadragon. Comparatively, what we’ve cut down so far is probably like, an eighth of an eyebrow to her. If that.” 
 
    “You’re looking only at the negatives, my friend,” Nacut said. “We might be cutting down a bunch of trees, but that means we will have more land to build upon when it is all done.”  
 
    “That’s right,” I said with a nod. “Maybe that’s where we’ll put the nursery or the weapons shed or something.”  
 
    “Or maybe a combination of both?” Kwah giggled.  
 
    “If the Coonag had their way, that’s probably what would happen,” I said with a laugh. “A nursery slash armory slash weapons training area.”  
 
    The ladies all let out a hard laugh at my joke, but then we all went silent when we heard a loud boom in the distance. Almost immediately afterwards, there was the sound of falling trees and rustling leaves.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” Mira growled.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said through a frown. “Is it another one of those turtlephant creatures?”  
 
    “I don’t remember those giving off a boom,” Teeka gulped.  
 
    There was another loud boom, followed by another crash off in the jungle. Then I saw something I feared I’d never see on this island.  
 
    A cannonball rolled out from the tree line.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I gasped. “Are our cannons malfunctioning?”  
 
    Tirian? Mira asked through our dragonbond. Can you fly up there and see what’s going on?  
 
    “Be careful,” I warned the silver dragon.  
 
    From across the clearing, I watched Tirian let go of his log and then fly up into the air. The adolescent dragon flew cautiously until his body just peeked out above the tree line.  
 
    Suddenly, there was another blast.  
 
    Incoming! Tirian screamed, and then he barrel-rolled out of the way of another cannonball.  
 
    “What the hell is going on, Tirian?” I demanded.  
 
    You’re not going to like this, Ben, Tirian gulped as he recomposed himself in the air.  
 
    “What is it?” I asked again as my heart began to hammer in my chest.  
 
    There are ships just off the coast, he observed. And all of them are flying the orc flags.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “Orcs?” I growled. “On our fucking island? How the hell did they get here?”  
 
    I don’t know, Tirian said from his vantage point. But those ships don’t look like anything I’ve ever seen before.  
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked.  
 
    Are they some sort of battleship? Mira added.  
 
    I-I don’t know, Tirian sighed. They don’t have very many sails, but they have a lot of sticks that are coming out the sides.  
 
    “Galleys?” I pondered aloud. “Why would orcs send galleys into battle?”  
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” Sela said as she sheathed her dagger and walked over to her spear, which had been stuck into the ground.  
 
    The dragonkin warrior yanked the weapon out of the dirt, twirled it around, and then held it over her shoulder like it was a baseball bat.  
 
    “So, it sounds like we finally get to meet these ‘orcs’ you talk so much about,” Nevar said with a smirk. “I hope they are more of a challenge than our last few opponents.”  
 
    “Queens and children into the tents!” I called out as I drew my sword. “Everybody else, follow me. We’re under attack!”  
 
    I could probably just burn them out from here, Ben, Tirian suggested. If I got the rest of my clan in on the action, we could have them gone in seconds. 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” I agreed. “How close are they?”  
 
    They’re right up on the shore--  
 
    There was another cannon blast, and Tirian ducked down seconds before he would’ve been decapitated by a flying ball of metallic death.  
 
    “If they’re close enough to hit us back here, then they’re too close for an incendiary attack,” Sela sighed. “We would run the risk of burning down our forest, and we could hurt Seashuna by accident.”  
 
    Fuck. She was right.  
 
    We couldn’t take that risk.  
 
    Which meant we had to settle this the old-fashioned way.  
 
    “Mind the cannon fire!” I called out as I raised my sword back toward the beach. “Remember, they’re firing blind, so just keep your heads on a swivel until we get close enough to attack.”  
 
    “Finally…” Nadir cackled as she drew her battle axe. “A real battle awaits! Ayeayeayeayeaye!”  
 
    The Coonag women repeated their leader’s battle cry as they all took off into the forest.  
 
    “You heard the raccoon-ladies,” I chuckled. “Charge!”  
 
    My soldiers all took their weapons at the ready as they marched in a hurry toward the pathway through the jungle.  
 
    “Be careful, my friends,” Ahwara announced as she swooped around overhead. “If we stay on this pathway, it’ll be easy for them to surround us and pick us off like fish in a tiny reservoir.”  
 
    “Archers?” I shouted. “Spread out across the tree line and try to pick off anyone who gets too close.”  
 
    “You think I’m sitting back and hiding in the trees?” Ashanti snorted. “Think again, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Okay, fine,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “All archers other than Ashanti hang back and--”  
 
    “I’m not ‘hanging back’, either,” Jemma noted. “I’m hopping on Tirian and going out there into battle.”  
 
    “Alright…” I sighed. “All archers other than Ashanti and Jemma hang back and attack from afar. Everybody else, split up and form a semi-circle around the shoreline. If those bastards are stupid enough to try and fight us on the beach, we’ll have them pinned back before they even arrive.”  
 
    We’d better hurry, then, Tirian said. Because I already see a bunch of them rowing out to the shore.  
 
    “Even better.” I grinned. “They’ve got no freaking idea what’s coming.”  
 
    “Or do they?” Mira suggested. “Something doesn’t feel right about this, Ben. Why would the orcs haphazardly send a bunch of cannonballs into the forest? The element of surprise would be completely on their side if they hadn’t just blatantly announced their arrival.”  
 
    It did seem a little strange. If the orc fleet hadn’t just come at us like a bull in a china shop, they could have easily snuck through the forest and taken out a few of us with little effort. Then again, these fuckers weren’t exactly the smartest bunch, so nothing they did surprised me at this point.  
 
    If we cannot burn them, Bungal observed. Then what shall we fire-breathers do? I do not wish to simply sit there and helplessly watch the battle unfold.  
 
    “You won’t have to,” I explained to the fat brown dragon. “You might not be able to play an active part in the attack, but you can definitely play defense! These morons decided to attack us at our new home island, and for that they’re gonna pay dearly. I want you and the rest of the fire-breathers to go out and flank the bastards.”  
 
    But, Benjamin… Bungal trailed off. You already said we cannot use our fire--  
 
    “You can’t use your fire so close to Seashuna’s shoreline,” I corrected. “If these orc cowards try to flee, though? You can burn all of their ships to a crisp tinder.”  
 
    A good old-fashioned flank! the obese dragon declared. I love it. Come, fellow statesmen! We shall cut off their route of escape!  
 
    With that, Bungal and the rest of the fire-breathing dragons zipped up even higher in the sky and headed out toward the open sea. As they did so, a few more cannon shots headed in their direction, but each of the beasts were quick enough to dodge to safety. Then they disappeared out of our sight, and I just hoped they were able to get into position without incident.  
 
    It wasn’t long before we hit the tree line of Seashuna’s forest and fanned out so we wouldn’t be easy targets. Another round of cannon fire rang out across the sky, and a few of the trees around us were pulverized into giant splinters. Still, it was pretty obvious the orcs on the ships didn’t know quite where we were.  
 
    The fire-breathing dragons had also fanned out across the pristine blue sky, nearly half a mile behind the three enemy ships in the water.  
 
    Sure enough, Tirian’s observation was correct. The orcs were commanding galley ships this time, rather than schooners or warships or even cargo ships. All three of the vessels were long and narrow, with at least fifty oars that hung down into the water on each side. There were a few triangular sails up top of each vessel, but those were mostly for steering and the rare occasion in which the oars would be useless. The ships were turned to the port side so their small line of cannons could be aimed at our island, which meant the extra-long wooden bow stuck out like Pinocchio’s nose.  
 
    Most peculiar of all, though, was the fact that there was nothing on the back of the vessels. The entire stern of each ship was a massive flat square, and it was seemingly left empty.  
 
    Then there was the stench.  
 
    Even from all the way at the shoreline, my nostrils were assaulted with a putrid smell that wasn’t quite enough to make me hurl, though it definitely felt like the hairs in my nose were being singed off. It honestly reminded me of the latrines in the cutter I’d been stationed in during my Coast Guard days.  
 
    “Those are definitely not ships meant for battle,” I said to Mira as we stared down the galleys. “They’re way too small, and not very well armed.”  
 
    All around me, the jungle was filled with the sound of creaking bows and tensing strings. Many of the Niralope and dragonkin women had an arrow drawn back and at the ready, and they took aim at the beach in front of them.  
 
    Meanwhile, about a dozen small rowboats approached the shore, and each one was packed to the brim with muscular green bodies that held glistening iron swords and bloody wooden clubs.  
 
    Definitely the orcs.  
 
    “Just give the word, Draco Rex,” Ainsley hissed. “And we will unleash death upon them.”  
 
    Then the orc boats landed on the beach, and I watched a single green bastard step out before the rest.  
 
    An orc with two wooden legs and a hook where his left hand used to be. And as he drew nearer, I noticed one of his eyes was missing and had been replaced with a seaglass orb.  
 
    “Son of a bitch…” I growled.  
 
    “Is that who I think it is?” Mira gasped.  
 
    “Draccccooooo Rexxxxxx!” the orc proclaimed as he stepped up the beach and threw his hands out wide. “I know you’re hereeeeeee.”  
 
    It was Captain Carnog.  
 
    “I thought we killed that fucker of mothers already,” Mira grumbled.  
 
    “I’ve known cockroaches easier to kill than this asshole,” I sighed. “I guess this explains all the flair for the dramatic.”  
 
    “Shall we take the shot?” Ainsley asked once more.  
 
    I just held up my hand and shook my head. “Let me talk to him. I want to make sure he knows how fucked he is before we kill him.”  
 
    “Ben?” Batari gasped. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”  
 
    “It’s Captain Carnog,” I chuckled. “I’ve kicked his ass twice before. He scares me about as much as a box full of puppies.”  
 
    “Just be careful,” Mira warned.  
 
    “I will be,” I promised, and then I stepped out onto the beach.  
 
    “There ya are!” Carnog said when he finally saw me. “And here I thought yer yella ass was not gonna come out and play.”  
 
    “How’s the hand?” I taunted as I gestured to his hook with my sword. “I mean, damn… I’m actually gonna feel kinda bad about kicking your ass now. It’ll be like beating up a cripple.”  
 
    Carnog’s cocky smile fell into a snarl as his eyes narrowed, and he bared his yellow, pointed teeth.  
 
    “Talk all the shit ya want, Dragon King,” he warned. “But I’m gonna be the one with the last laugh. Just think of how the Grand Gar is gonna reward me when I bring him your head on a pike.”  
 
    “If I recall correctly,” I snorted. “That really didn’t work out so well for you last time. How the fuck did you even find us, anyway? I know you orc bastards aren’t smart enough to figure out the location of Seashuna on your own.”  
 
    “The gods smiled upon me, Dragon King.” Carnog smirked. “There I was, dumpin’ all of our waste into the Tainted Sea--”  
 
    “Hold on,” I interrupted with a cackle. “Are you telling me they put you on trash duty?”  
 
    “I may ‘ave been demoted to trash-dumper thanks ta you,” the seaglass-eyed Captain snarled. “But your death will put me back on track to become the Grand Captain in no time.”  
 
    “So, that’s the mighty seafarer Captain Carnog’s secret?” I mused as I made a mocking clap. “You saw us while you were dumping trash and then followed us? Wow. Such bravery.”  
 
    “And it wouldn’ta been possible if ya hadn’t killed off all those ugly black creatures,” Carnog sneered, and bits of spittle flew from his lips. “So, I guess yer not as worthless as ya look, after all.”  
 
    “You’re such a coward,” I sighed as I shook my head. “How about this time, I actually finish the job?”  
 
    “I’m shakin’ in my boots,” Carnog mocked. “I don’t think ya know who yer messin’ with here, Dragon King. The orcs on trash duty are out at sea all the time for a reason. They--”  
 
    “They’re just as big of fuck-ups as you?” I raised an eyebrow as I tried to get under Carnog’s skin.  
 
    “They’re brutes, Dragon King!” the one-eyed Captain shouted. “They’re tha worst of tha worst. The ones who get exiled from our island because they can’t get along with other orcs. They’re too filled with rage and hate. I’ve seen a couple of ‘em tear apart other orcs with their bare fuckin’ hands just for lookin’ at ‘em funny.”  
 
    “So, they’re just a bunch of even bigger muscle-bound idiots?” I mocked. “This’ll be a cakewalk. Also, what the fuck is your plan here, Carnog? You’re obviously surrounded and outnumbered. Plus, we’ve literally cut off your only route of escape.”  
 
    “Those things?” Carnog gestured back to the fire-breathers. “They’ll bow down to us once we hang ya with yer own intestines and then rape and beat all yer women into submission. Then there’s the children… We’ve got some big plans fer them.”  
 
    My hand tightened against the hilt. It was one thing to talk shit about me, but my women and my kids?  
 
    That was unforgivable.  
 
    “Take your best shot, asshole,” I growled as I took a fighting stance.  
 
    “I intend to, Dragon King,” Carnog snickered, and then he let out a whistle.  
 
    Suddenly, all of the galley cannons fired in unison.  
 
    Now, there were approximately twelve deadly cannonballs headed right in my direction.  
 
    “Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck!” I growled as I whipped around and ran as fast as I could back toward the shoreline.  
 
    I didn’t think Carnog would have been crazy enough to put himself in the line of fire. 
 
    “Run, Ben!” I heard Elzara’s panicked voice scream.  
 
    I zigzagged and serpentined as the cannonballs impacted into the sand around me and sent large blasts of grit up into the air. The iron balls continued to roll after their impact, so I had to jump and dodge away before they took off my legs. Thankfully, after about ten seconds of pure panicked cardio, the sound of thudding cannonballs ceased, and I glanced up at the tree line and saw all of my warriors still waiting patiently for a signal.  
 
    “Well?” I gasped. “What are you waiting for?”  
 
    “You heard the Draco Rex!” Sela proclaimed. “Attack!”  
 
    I turned around just in time to see Carnog waddling toward me like a coked-out sumo wrestler, and I only had seconds to roll out of the way of his deadly hook. I quickly sprang back up to my feet, spun around, and took a swing at the metal appendage with my seaglass sword. There was a loud clang of stone upon metal as my weapon bounced off the hook harmlessly, but I didn’t even have a second to recover.  
 
    Carnog let out a roar as he swiped at my stomach with his sword, and I just barely escaped disembowelment. I quickly parried the attack before I threw up my boot and slammed its heel into Carnog’s chest. The fucker went down with a loud grunt and then rolled to the left as I made a stab at his chest.  
 
    Arrows zipped past our position as the Niralope and dragonkin unleashed their attacks, followed by several fleshy “thunks” as they made impact with the approaching orcs. At the same time, the Morphos, Aviars, and small dragons shot past us and got to work on their opponents.  
 
    However, I couldn’t focus on my friends for even a split second because Carnog twisted his body around and slammed his wooden leg into the back of my knee.  
 
    “Fuck!” There was a wet crack as pain shot through my right leg, which was enough to force me down on one knee. I instinctively held up my sword and blocked the incoming attack from the orc’s blade, but the impact sent me down to the ground, hard.  
 
    I let out a grunt into the sand before I rolled away, sprang to my feet, and lashed out at my opponent once more.  
 
    This time, I must have caught him by surprise, because my seaglass sword slashed across his chest and sent a spray of crimson mist into the air. Carnog snarled as he stumbled backward, and then he looked down at the fresh wound on his flesh.  
 
    It was a fairly gnarly gash that had cut through his ratty brown shirt and a bit of his epidermis, but it was nowhere near the death blow I’d intended it to be. Instead, it only seemed to enrage the bastard.  
 
    “Yer loosin’ yer touch, Dragon King,” Carnog sneered, and then he came at me with his hook.  
 
    I twisted to the right and dodged the curved metal appendage, but that was exactly what he expected me to do. Before I had a chance to react, the point of Carnog’s sword shot straight for my head. All I could do was fall back on my ass to avoid certain death, and the second I was on the ground, my opponent tossed up his wooden leg.  
 
    The world turned white for a split second as Carnog’s peg leg slammed into my face and knocked me flat on the ground. White-hot pain shot through my head as my brain rattled in my skull, and I felt the warm, metallic taste of blood as it ran down from my nose and onto my upper lip.  
 
    But I didn’t have any time to agonize.  
 
    I jerked my body to the right and rolled away seconds before Carnog’s sword stabbed into the sand where my chest had just been. Without even thinking, I whipped over onto my side and tossed out the heel of my boot. There was a fleshy thud as my kick landed on the orc bastard’s side, and he grunted as he stumbled to the left. Then I let out a roar of determination as I took a swing at his right leg and--  
 
    I felt a hard thunk as my blade stabbed into his peg, and before I could dislodge my weapon, Carnog came at me with his hook.  
 
    As much as I hated to abandon my weapon, there was no way I could get it out in time, so I let go of my beloved sword, rolled away from the incoming attack, and then sprang to my feet. I drew my pink-stone dagger from its sheath as I stood from my roll, and I took a close-quarters combat stance.  
 
    Meanwhile, Carnog simply laughed as he looked down at the sword lodged in his leg.  
 
    How are you doing with Carnog, Ben? Jemma’s voice asked via the dragonbond. Do you need air support?  
 
    “I’m good,” I promised the Niralope woman. “You two just keep raining down death from above.”  
 
    What about the ships? Tirian asked. I know you don’t want Seashuna to get hurt, but I could probably clear the decks at least.  
 
    “That sounds like a great idea,” I said as I watched Carnog start to lumber toward me. “Nadir? Once those decks are cleared, I want you and the other Coonag women to board the galleys and wipe out anyone still down below.”  
 
    With pleasure! Nadir’s voice giggled.  
 
    “Come on, ya pussy,” Carnog snorted as he raised his sword. “Ya really think that little butter knife is gonna do much?”  
 
    “It did fine the first time we fought,” I growled as I prepared for his blow. 
 
    The sounds of the battle raged around me as my warriors fought their orc enemies. I could hear arrows zipping through the air as well as the noise of iron and wood against seaglass, but I had full confidence my friends could handle themselves.  
 
    My main focus right now was the asshole in front of me.  
 
    I ducked to the right just as Carnog’s sword came down, and then I instantly leaned backward to avoid his hook. As I did so, I made an upwards slash with my dagger and sliced right through the side of the fucker’s arm. Then, while he was still in shock, I stabbed the pink-stone blade right down into his shoulder. Crimson blood sprayed from the wound as I yanked it out, and Carnog slammed the blunt side of his hook into my face in a panic.  
 
    I stumbled back a few inches from the blow and then instinctively jumped away. Thank god I did, because the orc’s blade swished just inches away from my belly.  
 
    “Not bad, Dragon King,” Carnog spat. “But yer gonna have to do better than that.”  
 
    “Not really.” I shrugged and then nodded over to his galleys. “Even if I wanted to let you go and show mercy, which I don’t… You’re not gonna have a way to get off the island anyway.”  
 
    “The fuck are you talkin’ about?” the former captain snarled. “My crew are gonna--”  
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, there was a small burst of white-hot flames out of the corner of my eye, and at the same time, I heard several orcs scream out in pain as their bodies were incinerated by the deadly blast. There were two more blasts, followed by several more cries of agony. Then the Coonag women unleashed their battle cries, and I turned my head just in time to see them charging into the water, toward the boats.  
 
    “Ya know,” I taunted Carnog as I wiped away the blood from my nostrils. “If you want to invade an island full of fire-breathing dragons and bloodthirsty warrior women, you should probably have more than three garbage ships.”  
 
    Suddenly, one of the galleys began to turn away from the battle.  
 
    “Ya bloody cowards!” Carnog waved his hook in the air. “Curse yer fuckin’ mothers’ graves!”  
 
    “Some crew you got there.” I clicked my tongue. “They’re just like you… Hightailing it the second things look bad.”  
 
    “I never retreat!” Carnog snarled as he lashed out at me again.  
 
    I ducked under his sword and then lurched to the right, but I wasn’t fast enough. There was a wet shluck as the fucker’s hook stabbed into my left shoulder blade, and a sharp pain shot down my side, but I couldn’t let that stop me.  
 
    I knew that if I hesitated for even one second, I was dead, so I quickly crouched down and used all of my might to launch myself forward into Carnog’s body. My body slammed hard into the muscle-bound orc, and we both tumbled onto the ground with a spray of sand.  
 
    Before he could react, I hauled back my right hand and started to stab my blade into his stomach repeatedly.  
 
    Carnog let out a howl of pain as my weapon pierced his flesh in short, rapid motions, and then he frantically tried to push me off himself.  
 
    Too bad his hook was still lodged into my back.  
 
    “Congratulations,” I laughed as I continued to stab the fucker. “You played yourself.”  
 
    Finally, Carnog’s hook released with a sharp pinch of pain, and then his head slammed into my face. The world went white again as I fell back and instinctively rolled away from the orc, and I began to lash out wildly as I stood back up. I couldn’t see shit at the moment, but I knew I could at least try to keep the bastard at bay. A few seconds later, my vision returned, and I saw Carnog’s sword headed straight down for my skull.  
 
    I jumped forward, threw up my left hand, and caught him just underneath the elbow. My sudden movement halted his arm’s momentum, and I stabbed at his stomach once more.  
 
    This time, though, Carnog was ready for me.  
 
    The former orc captain swung his hook down and caught my wrist in its crook.  
 
    “Gotcha, ya slimy bastard!” Carnog cackled as he pushed my arm to the side.  
 
    The fucker used his momentum to spin my body around, but my wrist was still in his grasp. A twinge of pain shot through my right shoulder as it was yanked backwards in a way the human body wasn’t supposed to bend, but I couldn’t let up now.  
 
    Right now, I was completely exposed, and my enemy was surely gonna go for the killing blow.  
 
    I threw back my left foot and heard Carnog grunt as I slammed it into his wounded belly. The green bastard stumbled backward, so I used the opportunity to spin back around and face him head-on.  
 
    Carnog swung at my throat with his sword, but I was more than ready.  
 
    I ducked down under his blade, grabbed the hilt of the seaglass sword embedded in his leg, and then gave it the hardest yank I could muster. The sword was still lodged in there pretty good, so all my motion did was yank Carnog’s foot out from under his body. As the captain fell back on his ass, I gave the sword another yank, and it came free with a dull thunk.  
 
    I watched as Carnog hauled back with his weapon, but I was over this shit.  
 
    In one swift motion, I swung my blade into his one good wrist and separated it from his arm with a spray of gore. Then, before he could even process what had happened, I did the same with his hook hand.  
 
    “There,” I spat as I watched the bastard’s blood splatter out onto the sand. “Now, they both match.”  
 
    “Y-Ya bloody fucker!” Carnog screamed as his eyes went wide, and he looked down at his bleeding stumps.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” I growled. “Thinking you should have retreated with the rest of your cowardly orc friends? Don’t worry… They won’t get far. Bungal?”  
 
    Yes, Benjamin? Bungal’s thespian voice answered.  
 
    “We’ve got a runner.” I smirked. “You know what to do.”  
 
    Of course, the fat dragon said. We shall-- My word, Strowsh! You don’t need to be so cavalier about it! Show some restraint, my good sir.  
 
    I watched with glee as the massive green dragon swooped in toward the fleeing galley, opened his mouth wide, and then blasted a shot of red and yellow flames down onto their vessel. The ship disappeared into the inferno with a flash of orange, and when Strowsh finally let up on his attack, there was nothing left of the galley but a bit of charred hull.  
 
    “Nadir?” I asked the Coonag woman telepathically. “How are the other two ships doing?”  
 
    They’re cleared out, Draco Rex, Nadir responded through a happy chitter. With only minimal damage to the vessels themselves.  
 
    “Minimal damage?” I questioned.  
 
    There is lots of blood, the Coonag leader said. Many broken wooden sticks, tables, cracks in the walls… It is nothing the Morphos could not repair.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Carnog attempting to crawl away atop his stumpy arms.  
 
    “I thought you didn’t retreat?” I mocked, and then I walked over and stepped on the fucker’s back.  
 
    He went down into the ground hard, and blood continued to ooze out from both his arms and the wounds on his stomach. It probably would have been the merciful thing to finish him off right then and there, but I really wasn’t feeling merciful at the moment. Carnog was finished. Even if I decided not to slit his throat with my dagger or run him through with my sword, he was gonna bleed out soon.  
 
    “F-Fuck you, Dragon King…” Carnog spat through a mouthful of sand.  
 
    As I held Carnog in place, I observed the rest of the battle. The Coonag women stood victoriously atop the remaining galley ships, which were surrounded in the water by the floating corpses of the crew that had manned them. George, Nixie, and their children patrolled the waters for survivors, who they then swiftly put out of their misery with a snap of their deadly jaws.  
 
    Meanwhile, arrows continued to rain down from the tree line into the orcs on the beach. There were still a handful of the muscle-bound green bastards left, but they were quickly being overwhelmed by the combined efforts of the dragonkin, Cero, Aviar, Spindrel, and Morpho warriors.  
 
    I watched as Kehlaan stabbed his two-sided stick through an orc’s calf, which brought the fucker down on one knee. Then, while the orc was stunned, Ahwara sliced open his throat with her fan-blade.  
 
    I saw Swaer launch a few orcs into the sky with his windy breath, and Ashanti finished them off with a handful of well-placed arrows. Further down the beach, Zamwae rode atop Huwar, and the pair absolutely decimated the orcs’ forces as the land dragon slammed its thick skull into a few orcs and launched them into the water like a handful of fly balls. The four water dragons out at sea saw the incoming enemies, so they opened their mouths wide, caught them in the mid-air, and shook them around like rag dolls until the orcs’ bodies went limp.  
 
    Then there was Ethala. Further down the beach, three orcs dashed toward their rowboats in a hurry.  
 
    “The galleys are lost!” one of them screamed.  
 
    “Who gives a flying fuck?” another one retorted. “I ain’t staying around that psycho creature a second--”  
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, Ethala’s body shot down from the clouds and slammed into him from above. The orc’s entire body exploded like a blood-filled watermelon as bits of his viscera sprayed onto his friends, and all that was left of the poor bastard was a bloody smear on the sand.  
 
    “Fucking dragon!” the first orc roared as he tried to hit Ethala with his club, but she was way too fast.  
 
    I watched with pride as Ethala shot away from her opponent, banked around in the sky, and then rocketed toward him with the speed of a drag racer. This time, the sparrow dragon didn’t have as much momentum, so when she hit the orc, his body stayed in one piece.  
 
    Well, relatively one piece.  
 
    The orc’s head snapped backward, and his flesh tore open at the throat with a geyser of gore. He fumbled at his head as it flopped around behind his body like a marionette with a broken string, but at this point it was more muscle memory than anything else. Then the orc’s body went limp, and he collapsed onto the ground.  
 
    The final orc jumped into his lifeboat and grabbed the oars in a frenzy, but he didn’t stand a chance. Ethala whipped back around, tucked her wings against her body, and slammed herself into the side of the orc’s head.  
 
    His tongue flopped out of his mouth as his head flew off his shoulders, and then it plopped into the water and floated around like a fishing bobber.  
 
    Orcs continued to fall all around me, and I couldn’t have been more proud of my friends. I watched as Zarya and Darya tag-teamed an orc into submission, while Batari cut down several more beside them. 
 
    The Aviar women seemed to work as a team, as well. Teeka and Nacut stabbed their talons into the orcs’ shoulders before they lifted them up off the ground. Then, once they were high enough, they dropped the poor bastards right down onto their bird-sisters’ claws.  
 
    Of course, Kwah was off on her own, and the Feathered Monarch disemboweled one orc with her talons before she spun around and roundhouse kicked another. Then, while he was stunned, she stabbed her talons straight through his eyeballs and plucked them out of his thick skull.  
 
    “You see that, Carnog?” I growled as I pointed to the battle all around us. “It’s over. You fucking lost.”  
 
    However, my arch-nemesis just laughed.  
 
    “Maybe, Dragon King,” Carnog snorted. “But the war is far from over. Tha orcs ‘ave been treating ya with kid gloves so far. Just wait until the Grand Gar gets his hands on ya… I’d give anything to see yer face when he plucks yer head and spine outta yer body like a dandelion.”  
 
    “Well, you won’t be,” I reaffirmed. “You’re not slipping away this time.”  
 
    “Do yer worst, Dragon King,” the orc captain spat.  
 
    As you wish.  
 
    Without another moment’s hesitation, I stabbed my seaglass blade straight into the back of Carnog’s head. He let out a surprised gasp as the sharp seaglass pierced his flesh, and then there was a spray of blood and brain matter as my blade blasted out through the front of his skull. Carnog let out a slight gurgle as blood oozed out of every wound on his body, and a moment later, his figure went limp underneath my boot.  
 
    Welp, now it was official.  
 
    There wasn’t going to be a Draco Rex versus Captain Carnog round four. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    After Carnog had fallen, and the ships had been conquered, the battle turned in our favor immediately. My friends cut through the orcs like they were made of butter, and the ones who tried to flee were taken down by the arrows of Ashanti, Jemma, and the Niralope and dragonkin archers at the tree line.  
 
    As I stood over my fallen nemesis, Mira strode up to me and placed a hand against my back. I let out a wince of pain as her fingers brushed past my shoulder wound, and the dragonkin warrior gasped.  
 
    “You’re hurt!” Mira said.  
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled weakly and pointed at Carnog’s dead body. “But check out the other guy.”  
 
    “We need to get Anora and Talise working on this immediately,” Mira ordered, but I shook my head.  
 
    “It’s nothing life-threatening,” I reassured. “It’s just a broken nose and a puncture wound. I’ve gotten worse injuries while deep-sea fishing.”  
 
    “So, that’s it, then?” Sela asked as she approached us. “Carnog is dead?”  
 
    “He looks pretty dead to me,” I mused as I nudged his body with the toe of my boot. “I wasn’t gonna let him get away a third time.”  
 
    “That’s too bad,” Mira snorted. “His repeated attempts to defeat us were starting to get so pathetic they were funny.”  
 
    “I’ll say,” I agreed. “I literally beat up on a triple-amputee garbage man. Letting him live any longer would have just been sad.”  
 
    The three of us watched with glee as the rest of the orc forces were wiped out. Batari and her Cero sisters used their Mieraks to ride down our fleeing enemies and then finished them off with a swing of the Kablae or an arrow to the throat. Meanwhile, the Aviars and Morpho women zipped out to sea and finished off the few orcs who had managed to slip into their rowboats.  
 
    Before long, all of the muscly green bastards were worm food.  
 
    Once the final orc had been slain, my loyal subjects joined me back on the beach to celebrate our victory.  
 
    “Those were the orcs you kept talking so much about?” Maca scoffed and shrugged her shoulders. “They weren’t so tough.”  
 
    “You gotta remember these were the reserves,” I said. “Carnog himself said all of the ones we just killed were basically the psychopaths and the orcs who didn’t play well with others.”  
 
    “How bad do you have to be to get kicked out of an orc colony?” the purple-haired butterfly-woman, Holara, muttered.  
 
    “Didn’t you tell us the orcs go around to every island, literally raping women and murdering everybody they see?” Nevar asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “They do,” I growled. “So, I think we did everybody a favor by taking out the worst of the worst here.”  
 
    How did they find us, though? Ethala demanded from her perch on Zerandrie’s shoulder. Seashuna’s location is one of the most guarded secrets in all of existence.  
 
    “They followed us,” I explained. “Those three galleys you see out there--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, Strowsh let out a loud huffing noise. The air from his nostrils was so powerful it caused the sand at our feet to blow up into our faces, and then the green dragon folded his arms across his chest.  
 
    Yes, my friend, Bungal clarified. There are only two galleys left.  
 
    “Two galleys,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Anyway, those galleys were basically trash ships dumping orc garbage into the Tainted Sea. They saw us passing by and managed to follow us through the narrow passage and then all the way out to Seashuna.”  
 
    “Then it’s a good thing we left none alive,” Ahwara noted. “They can’t go back and tell the rest of their orc friends where we are now.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Seashuna is still a secret location… For now.”  
 
    “What do you mean ‘for now?’” Mira placed her hands on her hips and cocked her head to the left. “They’re never going to find us here, Ben.”  
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “But we don’t know that. Especially since we killed off all those shadowy beasts guarding the strait. It’s completely unprotected now, so if the right reconnaissance vessel were to find it…”  
 
    “We’d kill them off, too,” Rikuri growled. “Bring them on.”  
 
    “I’m not sure that’s the right way to think about it, Rikuri,” I sighed. “We can’t keep letting them bring the fight to us.”  
 
    “What are you getting at?” Alvee demanded. “We go after them?”  
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded at the Spindrel woman. “They’re just going to keep coming after us until they’re either all dead, or until that one fateful day I slip up and get myself killed. And I don’t know about you guys, but I’d much rather have the former.”  
 
    “So, what?” Jemma gasped. “You-- you want us to go to their home?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I sighed. “I’m just saying we need to be more proactive about taking these bastards down. Maybe we could send the fire-breathers out to patrol the oceans, with instructions to sink any orc vessel they see? Or maybe we go back to our old home and booby trap it, that way anyone who tries to go there will get taken out. Or we could--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, Batari stepped over and placed her slender gray fingers against my lips.  
 
    “We just got to our new home, my love,” the Queen Mother purred. “Please don’t sound so anxious to leave it.”  
 
    I took a deep breath and realized she was right. There would be plenty of time to worry about the orcs, and right now was not the time. We still had a bunch of construction work ahead of us, as well as plenty of exploration of Seashuna herself.  
 
    “Okay, okay.” I smiled at the beautiful rhino-woman. “I guess I’ll convince myself to stay put for now. Because you asked.”  
 
    I leaned in and pressed my lips tightly against Batari’s, and we started to kiss passionately as I pulled her into my body.  
 
    Ick! Swaer gasped as he shot off Batari’s arm like a rocket. Sorry, I don’t do the mushy stuff.  
 
    Batari and I laughed as we looked up at her bondmate, but then suddenly our tender moment was interrupted by a deep, loud hum that shook the ground beneath us.  
 
    “What in Cacoo’s name is that?” Ahwara gasped. “An earthquake?”  
 
    It is Seashuna, Ethala translated. She wishes to speak with us…  
 
    “Oh, no,” I gulped. “I really hope it’s not about this giant mess of a battle we just had on her back.”  
 
    Zerandrie and I will go talk to her, the sparrow dragon offered. We will return with whatever news awaits us as quickly as we can.  
 
    “We’ll be right back,” Zerandrie translated for the non-dragonbonded.  
 
    Then the redheaded butterfly-woman and the small dragon both took off into the sky and headed due north.  
 
    “They’re going to talk to Seashuna,” I explained to everyone.  
 
    “About what?” Shala scoffed. “We didn’t do anything wrong.”  
 
    “Told you stabbing sand was a bad idea,” Alvee grumbled.  
 
    “We don’t even know what it’s about,” I reassured them all. “Let’s just… try to focus on something else right now, okay? Like maybe getting those galleys into the lake here before they drift too far away? We could totally use those for transportation purposes.”  
 
    “We should clear the beach of bodies, as well,” Sela said. “This is supposed to be our personal port, after all. I don’t want it littered with corpses.”  
 
    “Sounds good to me!” Lezan declared as she twirled her stone axe in her hands. “We’ll chop ‘em all up, and then we can have the dragons burn the bodies.”  
 
    The rest of the Coonag women chittered with glee as they jumped up and down, but everyone else in the group just stared at them, wide-eyed.  
 
    “What?” Nadir scoffed. “It’s the easiest way to dispose of a body.”  
 
    “Or…” Valea suggested. “We could simply shove them out into the water and let nature take its course. Sharing an island with a bunch of dead bodies is going to create some very bad auras around here.”  
 
    “Now you’re talking to spirits?” Shala laughed as she nudged Ura.  
 
    “For the last time,” Valea sighed. “Auras have nothing to do with spirits or the afterlife. It’s like… Like…”  
 
    “It’s like an energy field created by all living things,” I interjected. “It surrounds us and penetrates us. It binds the galaxy together.”  
 
    “That’s a perfect explanation, Ben!” Valea clapped her hands together and squealed. “This is why you are the Draco Rex. You’re so wise and always know exactly what to say.”  
 
    Thank you, Obi-Wan Kenobi.  
 
    “Anyway,” I continued. “I’m with Valea. Let’s just start dragging the bodies over to the shore and floating them out into the ocean. Be sure to take any valuables you find on them, too. It’s not like they’re gonna be needing them.”  
 
    Strowsh let out another strong snort, and Bungal looked over at him the way a schoolteacher would look at an ornery child.  
 
    You heard Benjamin, the fat brown dragon scolded. We are not burning them! 
 
    Strowsh sighed as he hung his giant green head, but then he simply floated over, landed on the beach, and lumbered off into the jungle without much fanfare.  
 
    Sheesh, Swaer said. He’s kind of a crybaby, isn’t he?  
 
    I believe he will be alright, Bungal said. He is just a bit of a pyromaniac.  
 
    With that, we began the gruesome clean-up process. My friends and I dragged orc body after orc body out to the sea, floated them out into the water, and then kicked them off into the abyss. Thankfully, we had the dragons around to help, which made the process go by much quicker. We piled dozens of bodies on the backs of George, the fire-breathers, and Huwar, all of whom simply walked out into the water and let the corpses float away. It made for a somewhat macabre scene for now, but once Seashuna decided to swim away from this location, all of these bodies would be nothing more than a few green pinpricks on the horizon.  
 
    It wasn’t long before we heard the flapping of tiny wings from behind us, and I turned to see Ethala and Zerandrie return. However, the sparrow dragon seemed to have something in her possession. In Ethala’s hind legs she held a basketball-sized bag made out of nothing but leaves and twigs. The thing looked pretty damn heavy since the sparrow dragon’s speed was much slower than normal, and she lowered down with each beat of her wings.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite,” I said as I wiped off my hands and pointed to the bag. “What the heck is that?”  
 
    Before we answer that, I have a question for you, Ben… Ethala said in a cryptic tone, and then she landed in front of us. Who is your best navigator?  
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Everything,” Zerandrie said. “If you were lost, and could only choose one person out of everyone on this whole island to lead you out, who would it be?”  
 
    “Easy.” I nodded and gestured back to the group with my thumb. “Isla. She knows the maps and legends of these waters like the back of her hand.”  
 
    Excellent, Ethala proclaimed with a happy chuff. Have her come here.  
 
    “Uh… Okay,” I mumbled, and then I looked back at the group. “Isla! Come over here for a minute.”  
 
    A few seconds later, the silver-scaled map keeper strode out from the rest of her peers and walked over to our position.  
 
    “What is it, Draco Rex?” she asked through a wide smile.  
 
    “I wish I knew,” I chuckled. “Ethala wanted you to come over here.”  
 
    I’ll tell you what is in the bag, Ben, the sparrow dragon finally conceded. It is one of Seashuna’s scales.  
 
    “That’s one of her scales?” I gasped. “No way. That’s way too small.”  
 
    “It’s been burned,” Zerandrie interjected with a shy whisper. “So, it’s technically just the ash of one of her scales.”  
 
    “That still doesn’t explain why-- Ohhhhhh,” I chuckled when the light bulb turned on in my brain. “Please tell me this means what I think it means.”  
 
    It does. Ethala nodded. Seashuna is concerned about further orc attacks, and she realizes she knows absolutely nothing about the plight of our species. So, she believes our symbiotic relationship needs to be much more… intimate.  
 
    “Seashuna wants to bond with you, Isla,” I said with a massive smirk.  
 
    “Me?” Isla gasped. “W-Why me? I’m a terrible fighter, and-- and I can’t even sail a ship now that my eye is gone!”  
 
    “None of that matters,” I explained. “You are one of the wisest women I know, as well as one of the brightest, and one of the best navigators. There is nobody I’d rather have sailing this giant, living ship of an island than you.”  
 
    “I… I’d be honored,” Isla said as she bowed her head of green hair. “What do I need to do?”  
 
    “That’s gonna be the tricky part,” I chuckled. “You have to swallow the scale. Which means--”  
 
    “I have to eat a bag of ash,” the one-eyed dragonkin sighed. “Got it. George? Could you come over here? I’m gonna need a bunch of water if I want to try and choke this down.”  
 
    Right away, my friend! George said, and then he skipped toward us like an overexcited puppy.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I apologized to Isla. “I know that’s going to taste terrible.”  
 
    “It’s a small price to pay for such a great honor,” Isla reassured me. “I will choke down this ashy water with a smile and a happy heart.”  
 
    “That’s the spirit,” I laughed.  
 
    Isla walked over to the bag, bent down, and pulled away the twig to open it up. Then she raised the edge of the container up to her lips and tilted it back. I watched with my jaw on the floor as Isla poured half the contents into her mouth, and then she swished it around and gulped it down in a flash. The one-eyed dragonkin woman gagged intensely, so I ran over and patted her on the back.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked.  
 
    “F-Fine,” she spat. “I just need some water.”  
 
    Water, coming right up! George declared as he filled his cheeks with an icy blast of liquid.  
 
    Isla spent the next five minutes alternating between swallowing mouthfuls of ash and then mouthfuls of water. Finally, when all was said and done, the silver-scaled dragonkin wiped her lips and began to make a puckering sound with her mouth.  
 
    “That’s the last of it,” Isla proclaimed. “Did it work?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said telepathically. “You tell me.”  
 
    “Ohmygosh!” the green-haired beauty nearly squealed. “Is that what it sounds like to have a dragonbond?”  
 
    It is, a motherly, angelic voice proclaimed. Welcome to the inside of my mind, my new friends.  
 
    “Seashuna?” I gulped. “Is-- is that you?”  
 
    Indeed, Draco Rex, the voice said. As I told Ethala and Zerandrie, our relationship would be much less complicated if we could simply communicate directly.  
 
    “Words cannot describe how grateful we are, Seashuna,” I explained. “It is very generous of you to allow us to literally live on your back.”  
 
    I wouldn’t be too happy, my friend, Seashuna chuckled. There are plenty more parasites for you to eliminate. 
 
    “And we’ll gladly eliminate them,” I promised. “Benjamin Whitfield never fails to keep up his end of the deal.”  
 
    “Dad!” Arrick’s voice called out as he and Kehlaan ran toward us. “Dad! You have to see this!”  
 
    The Dragon Prince held up a tattered piece of paper in his hands, but I wasn’t sure exactly what it was. Then the two boys finally got within arm’s length, and they skidded to a halt and doubled-over.  
 
    “It’s really important, Draco Rex,” Kehlaan panted. “Show him, Arrick.”  
 
    My son held out the piece of paper, which I snatched out of his hands and unfolded before my very eyes. Now, looking back at me was a crude drawing of a large island, complete with a legend detailing roads, cities, sewer systems, ports, and even entertainment venues like gladiator arenas and stages.  
 
    “What is this?” I asked as I squinted and tried to read the squiggles on the page.  
 
    “We looted it off Carnog’s body, Dad,” Arrick explained. “It was in one of his pockets.”  
 
    My blood ran cold when I realized what I held in my hand, and my eyes darted around the parchment until finally, I saw a bit of larger writing near the top right corner.  
 
    Island of his royal highness, the Grand Gar.  
 
    “H-Holy fuck…” I sputtered. “Arrick… Kehlaan… This-- this is the map of the orcs’ island.”  
 
    “I told you!” Arrick laughed and pointed at Kehlaan’s face. “And you said it was some sort of book he was writing!”  
 
    “How was I supposed to know?” Kehlaan frowned. “I’ve never read a book before in my entire life.”  
 
    This was huge. Like, really, really huge. This image not only clearly identified the orcs’ home island as the giant mass near the top of our map, but it also showed us how we could transverse it safely, perhaps even without detection.  
 
    Eventually, though, my eyes caught on something that made me swallow my own tongue.  
 
    There, at the very top of the map, was a mountain, and at the top of the mountain was a crudely-drawn black beast with four legs and curved wings nearly the size of its torso. Two sharp horns twisted back like a goat’s behind its head, and its crocodile-like snout protruded from its face.  
 
    It was a dragon.  
 
    More specifically, it was labeled as a “Shadow Dragon.”  
 
    And it seemed to be projecting some sort of shield out of its mouth that surrounded the entirety of the orc island.  
 
    Son of a bitch… They had a freaking protective dome over their home.  
 
    “This is great, guys,” I said with a warm smile. “This is going to help us take down those orc bastards once and for all.”  
 
    “I can’t wait, Dad.” Arrick nodded and furrowed his brow with determination. “I wish we could hop on The Dragon Queen and sail out there right now.”  
 
    “Patience, my son,” I reassured the prince. “We’ll get there eventually. But for now, let’s focus a little bit less on destroying things, and a bit more time on building. We’ve got a whole freaking village to create from the ground up, and it’s not gonna build itself.”  
 
    I turned back to the tree line and motioned for my friends to follow. For now, we would savor the sweet taste of victory.  
 
    And it tasted very, very sweet.  
 
    Then my friends and I headed back into the jungle and back toward our home, eager to start building our new lives on Seashuna.  
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