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    Chapter 1 
 
    Not Just Another Day in Paradise 
 
      
 
      
 
    I slowly blinked open my grainy eyes, and the sunlight bitch-slapped my brain. 
 
    “Uuugh,” I groaned and pulled a pillow over my face. 
 
    My mouth tasted like hot garbage that had been regurgitated by Bigfoot. My head felt like something was trying to pound its way out. My body felt like I’d just fallen 1000 feet and landed in bed. 
 
    “What the hell happened last night?” 
 
    I rolled over, away from the bright Key West sunrise, and noticed two cougars lying next to me, enticingly entangled in each other. When I say cougars, I don’t mean the cats, although they had claws, but I digress. I mean two thirty-something women who’d decided to have a “girl’s vacation” without the hubbies… without morals… without consequences. Which inevitably led them to Sloppy Joes, and in turn, to me. 
 
    Memories of shots, cocaine, naked flesh, and things that were illegal in thirty-eight states flashed through my mind, all to the techno beat of my pounding head. I tried to remember more of what must have been one hell of a night, but it hurt too much to think. 
 
    I glanced at my phone. It was eleven in the morning, and something was nagging at me. 
 
    Do I have something to do today? 
 
    Wasn’t I out celebrating last night? 
 
    Yes, I was definitely celebrating. 
 
    Did I sing Karaoke? 
 
    Ah, the Sound of Silence, that’s it. We crushed it. 
 
    But who was we? 
 
    Oh yeah, I went out with Won-Ton and Stacin. 
 
    But when did the cougars show up? 
 
    “Ah shit!” I had an appointment at noon with Riggs, and he was the kind of guy you’re not late to meet. 
 
    “Quiet baby,” said the blonde woman next to me. She rolled onto my chest and hummed happily. 
 
    What was her name again? Sharon? Sherry? Shirley, that was it! And the other one was Britain? No, London. 
 
    “Hey, ladies. I had a great time last night, and I’d usually offer you breakfast, but I gotta go.” 
 
    “Aw….” Shirley moved her hand down my chest and abs, beneath the sheet, and found my morning wood. “It looks like someone has something else in mind.” 
 
    She disappeared under the sheet and had my toes curling two seconds later. 
 
    London rolled over and grinned, sleepy and adorable. “I think you’re right,” she said, helping her friend by cradling my balls. 
 
    “I guess I can spare a few minutes,” I said. 
 
    She giggled and crawled over my body to straddle my head. 
 
    Half an hour later I stumbled out of my shitty houseboat, still pulling up my shorts, and sped down the dock. I jumped in my pickup truck and peeled out, then abruptly slammed on the brakes for a rooster. 
 
    Fucking roosters! Not only are they assholes, but they’re serial rapists, and they're every-fucking-where in Key West. 
 
    Once the cock got out of the way, I raced to the airport as fast as I could, past the tourists in their rented golf carts and bros on scooters who were obnoxiously beeping like they were the first and only pecker heads to come to Key West and rent scooters. 
 
    If you come here, rent a scooter, and beep incessantly for no apparent reason other than you have a brand new Irish Kevin’s shirt on and a cherry-red sunburn in January, then please punch yourself in the face. 
 
    Seriously, punch yourself right in the cock holster. 
 
    When I finally got to the tarmac, my plane was waiting for me, as requested. I breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe things would work out after all. Then I saw the black Escalade parked next to it, and my butthole puckered up like it was my first day in prison. 
 
    I nodded at Riggs, a sleek young Latino stud trying to make it up the ranks, and his goon Brass, who was standing there, tapping his watch, looking like a cross between the Rock and fat Buddha. 
 
    It was noon, and I was supposed to already be in the air. 
 
    “Sorry I'm late,” I said as I approached. 
 
    “Maybe my boss made the wrong choice,” said Riggs, tugging on his collar like a badass kingpin. “Maybe you’re not the man for the job, gringo.” 
 
    He wore an immaculate white beach number, and Brass had on a black suit that made me hot just looking at him, but he didn't seem to mind. 
 
    “Have I ever let you down?” I added an affable little laugh and outstretched arms, hoping they couldn’t smell the alcohol or see my bloodshot eyes. 
 
    “Not yet,” said Riggs. “But in this game, once is one time too many.” 
 
    Brass cracked his knuckles, which was supposed to intimidate me... and it worked. 
 
    “Let's load up and get out of here,” I offered and pointed at the sky. “We've got good weather.” 
 
    Riggs stared. 
 
    Brass stared. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    Finally Riggs gave Brass the signal, and the big man loaded the plane. 
 
    I inspected it while he worked, noticing they were putting a lot more bags in back than usual. I didn't know if I was hauling meth or coke or weed or what, and I didn't want to. All I cared about was not getting caught or killed and pocketing $20K at the end of the trip. 
 
    Smuggling shit to Jamaica is stupid, but so is trying to get ahead in this world playing by the rules. 
 
    Like my poker-playing grandpa used to say, “The secret to success is not getting caught. The rest is luck.” 
 
    My father never agreed with my grandfather about that or much else, which makes it ironic that I was doing this to help pay for his chemo treatments. My mother died when I was young, and it’s been me and dad as long as I can remember. I was all he had, and aside from four of the seven deadly sins, he was all I had. 
 
    Brass put another heavy bag in back, and I was tempted to say something about the weight, but it was apparently the last one, so I kept my mouth shut. 
 
    Riggs gestured me out of the cockpit, and I climbed down right into a cloud of cigar smoke. “You do good on this one, maybe you’ll get a raise and a bigger plane.” 
 
    “Okay,” I managed to utter, choking on the smoke. 
 
    “Brass is going with you this time.” He said matter-of-factly and tapped his stogey. 
 
    “No offense, Brass, but I have nearly too much weight as it is.” 
 
    “I ate a light breakfast,” said Brass, straight-faced. 
 
    Riggs cocked an eyebrow that asked, Is that a problem? 
 
    “It'll be a problem if we can't get off the ground.” 
 
    “You worry too much, John,” he said and slapped my shoulder. 
 
    Five minutes later I was wedged in the cockpit with a three-hundred-pound Samoan. I went through my final inspection, slowly, methodically, just like my father taught me: 
 
    Altimeter – set 
 
    Auxiliary fuel pump – off 
 
    Directional gyro – set 
 
    Engine idle – checked 
 
    Flaps – as required 
 
    Flight controls – free and correct 
 
    Fuel gauges – checked 
 
    Instruments and radios – checked and set 
 
    Landing gear position lights – checked 
 
    Magnetos – checked 
 
    Parking brake – off 
 
    Propeller – exercise 
 
    Seat belts/shoulder harnesses – fastened 
 
    Trim – set 
 
    We rocketed down the runway, the plane shaking and protesting the weight. I worried we wouldn’t take off, but when I pulled back on the stick, the wheels came off the blacktop. We climbed steadily, and I angled the plane into the wind, which came from the southeast, as usual.  
 
    I steered east and settled in for the five-hour flight over Cuban airspace to Jamaica. Brass stared straight ahead at the clouds. 
 
    The Florida Keys stretched for miles, and tiny boats dotted the canals of the moody turquoise waters. Clusters of boats were anchored off sandbars, and groups of people sat around, boozing the day away. 
 
    The sky was blue, and the sun was bright, and with any luck, I'd be home in time to visit my father at the hospital. 
 
    “So, Brass, what's your real name?” I asked before remembering that in his line of business, it was probably a no-no to ask such questions. 
 
    “Brass,” he said, shooting me a withering glance. 
 
    “Got any bets on the big game this weekend?” 
 
    “My mother forbids me from ever gambling. It's a sin, you know?” 
 
    “Ha!” I blurted. “That's funny.” 
 
    He scowled. “Why is that funny?” 
 
    “I mean, you know, your line of work….” 
 
    His scowl deepened. 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    We flew in silence for half an hour, then Brass suddenly shifted his big weight in the small copilot’s seat. His expression became contemplative. “Have you ever heard of a sky burial?” 
 
    The question was so sudden and cryptic, I could only stare, puzzled and a bit freaked out by his hard green eyes. 
 
    “It's called the transmigration of spirits by Tibetan people,” he said, going on like I wasn’t even there. “You see, where the ground is hard and fuel is scarce, sky burials became a practical practice for disposing of a corpse.” He glanced at me. 
 
    I nodded, wondering if it was a veiled threat. 
 
    He grinned and continued. “It may sound gruesome, but it is also a very holy ritual. During a sky burial, a corpse is put out on a mountainside, in the elements and at the mercy of carrion birds. I've seen videos. It’s a beautiful thing. The bodies are picked clean in a matter of hours. Do you know what they do with the bones?” 
 
    “Who, the birds?” 
 
    “No, the people.” 
 
    “What do they do with the bones?” 
 
    His countenance became serene, and he looked forward again. “They pound the bones to dust on the rocks and sprinkle them in the wind.” 
 
    “That's....” I was about to say fucked up, but Brass gazed at me with such a peaceful smile that I said, “… really, really cool.” 
 
    “That's how I want to be buried,” he said, eyes shimmering. 
 
    As though the gods were listening and more than eager to oblige, a flash of lightning suddenly tore through the clear blue sky, temporarily blinding me. 
 
    “What the fuck! Where did that come from?” 
 
    In an instant it was overcast and mean. Thick, dark, churning clouds and snaking, biting, lightning transformed our mellow flight into a ride through hell. 
 
    “What's happening?” Brass yelled. “How is this possible? I just turned my head and we—” 
 
    Lightning crackled right in front of us, sparks flew off the roof, and the plane nosedived. 
 
    “Hold on!” I screamed and pulled back hard on the stick to bring the nose back up. I think it was up anyway; the way the instruments were spinning, I was flying blind. 
 
    I tried to put aside the shock of suddenly going from clear skies to a storm from hell. Hell, we weren’t even in the Bermuda Triangle, which was east and north of our position. A part of me knew something unnatural and strange had just occurred, but there was no time to ponder. I had to get control of the plane, shake this storm, and land somewhere safe. 
 
    “I need your help, Brass. Pull back on that yoke.” 
 
    He wasn't listening, he was praying. 
 
    “Brass! God helps those who help themselves, right?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Then help yourself. Pull that damn yoke” 
 
    Lightning flashed, and sparks and flame erupted from the engine. The propeller flew off in pieces that hit the windshield, cracking it. 
 
    “Fuck my liiife!” I screamed as we went into a spin. 
 
    Dark clouds vomited lightning and fire. The thunder boomed until only echoes remained, pounding my head like a jackhammer. I couldn't hear my voice. I only knew we were falling, and I was screaming, “Pull back on the yoke!” 
 
    Brass must have heard me, because his big hands wrapped around the wheel, and his arms flexed. We leveled out. Then something wondrous and horrible happened. 
 
    The storm disappeared as suddenly as it had arrived, and we were flying toward a small island. I forced what was left of my battered plane to stay up level, but she'd had enough. She was dying, and were going down fast. 
 
    We passed the breakers of the island. There was no time to change direction toward the water. All around us were jutting, jagged rocks, and the turquoise water was shallow. All I could do was keep her level and pray we could slide into home. 
 
    “Watch out for the trees!” Brass screamed. 
 
    “I'm not worried about the trees!” I screamed back. 
 
    We hit the water and bounced, turned slightly, and tapped the beach at a steady clip. 
 
    “Hold on!” 
 
    The plane groaned as we hopped twice and kept on through the mangroves. We skidded through foliage toward a cluster of scattered palms that took off both wings and slowed us down some but not enough. The plane continued on, looking like a smoldering Airstream camper with tail wings. We jumped a ridge and slid down a long slope, only to explode through a cluster of bamboo before finally coming to rest. 
 
    My head must have bounced around that cockpit like a pinball, because I was drunk with exhaustion and quite possibly had a concussion. I thought I must be dreaming, because I was suddenly surrounded by beautiful women. 
 
    “Hell of a ride, eh, Brass?” But he was dead by way of bamboo shoot through the heart. “Oh shit.” I closed my eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    Legend of the Dragon King 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke to a soothing female voice and opened my eyes, thinking I must be on my houseboat, and the voice belonged to one of the two cougars I’d taken home the night before. But I wasn’t on my houseboat, these weren’t the women from the bar, and I sure as shit wasn’t anywhere near Key West. 
 
    I was in a hut. Two women stood beside my bed, one on each side. They were bronze-skinned, black-haired, and drop-dead gorgeous. They wore colorful silk skirts and tops. Flowers were tucked neatly behind their ears, and their eyes were wide with excitement. The woman to my right was shorter, with vibrant green eyes. The one to my left had eyes the color of the Caribbean Sea and appeared almost as tall as me. 
 
    “What happened. Where am I?” 
 
    The women exchanged glances, and I wondered if they spoke English. 
 
    “The man who was with me. Is he alive?” I asked. 
 
    Blue Eyes shook her head. “I’m sorry. He has passed to the next realm.” 
 
    Poor Brass. Despite being a thug for a drug dealer, he’d seemed like a pretty good guy. 
 
    “My plane, where is it?” 
 
    “Plane?” said Blue Eyes. 
 
    “Yeah, you know, the thing I flew in here on.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Green Eyes. “He means his metal dragon.” 
 
    “Sure, my metal dragon. Where is it?” 
 
    “It is where you left it, but I am afraid it is also dead,” said Blue Eyes. 
 
    “Where am I? I got off course, but this must be a Caribbean island.” 
 
    “Cari-bee-in?” said Green Eyes. 
 
    “This is Dragon Key,” said Blue Eyes. “I am called Vessa Tayok, and this is Siri Kimshaw. What is your name?” 
 
    “John Pyre.” I’d never heard of Dragon Key. 
 
    The women gasped and chittered excitedly, like two squirrels who’d found that last winter acorn. 
 
    “It is him!” said Siri. “Matron Spider was right!” She threw herself on me and clung tight. “Take me as your wife, oh great John Pyre. I will give you twenty sons.” 
 
    Vessa pulled her off me and scolded her for being so rude. 
 
    “You've heard my name before?” I said. 
 
    “Of course we have,” said Vessa. “Your arrival was foretold by Matron Spider, she who sees all webs.” 
 
    “You came from the sky in a dragon, as was told in the Prophecy of the Dragon King,” said Siri, barely able to contain her excitement.” 
 
    “Prophecy. Dragon king. What?” 
 
    “It was said that a savior would come to our rescue on the back of a great dragon and free us from King Zykon.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Zykon, King of Blytharia and all surrounding islands.” 
 
    “I must be fucking dreaming.” I rubbed my eyes. I hadn’t flown far from the Gulf of Mexico, and there were only so many islands in the Caribbean, all of which I knew, but I’d never heard of Blytharia or Dragon Key, let alone King Zykon. 
 
    “You must be confused from the crash,” said Siri. 
 
    “You can say that again. Confused, hot, and hungry.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Vessa. She turned to Siri. “Fetch food and drink, and stop stealing his air.” 
 
    “No, it’s all right. I'd like to go outside. I can walk.” 
 
    Vessa helped me stand, and I realized that someone had undressed me and wrapped a blue sarong around my waist. The women coyly bowed their heads. 
 
    I was led out of the small hut and into sunrise. The air was humid and sweet, and a cooling breeze blew in from the ocean. I registered other huts, a large firepit at the center of what must be a village, and dozens more scantily clad men and women. 
 
    Then I saw my plane. 
 
    It sat at the edge of the village. The wings were gone, the propeller was stuck in the window, and the landing gear must have been toast, because it was on the ground, busted up and listing lifelessly on its side. 
 
    I remembered Brass and groaned. 
 
    “Where is the person that was in the plane with me?” 
 
    “We took him from the dragon's insides, cleaned the body, and prepared it for burning,” said Vessa. 
 
    The nose of the plane was wedged in the sand, and to my surprise and horror, there was a body beneath it. 
 
    “Who's that?” I asked, pointing at the golden boots under the nose. “Did I land on one of you?” 
 
    “No,” said Vessa with a strange grin. “That is King Zykon. You killed him with your dragon, as was written in the prophecy.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, I didn't mean to kill anyone.” 
 
    “You need not feel bad for him. He was a terrible man. A tyrant, murderer, and rapist. But he is dead now thanks to our hero and savior.” 
 
    “Hero and savior?” 
 
    “You, John Pyre.” 
 
    “None of this makes any sense.” I pinched myself hard on the arm and it hurt, so I wasn’t asleep. Maybe I was in a coma. 
 
    “Perhaps Matron Spider can answer your questions,” said Vessa. 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    She and the other women pointed at a volcano that rose above the trees. 
 
    “So I just have to go talk to Mother Spider, who lives in the volcano. Great. This shit’s starting to sound like a Led Zeppelin song.” 
 
    “Fret not. When you are well enough for the journey I will take you there,” said Vessa. “But first you should eat and drink.” 
 
    The villagers had surrounded me. Their eyes shimmered, and their smiles could have won awards for dramatic fervor. Excited proclamations rose with my name attached to them. The people hugged and thank me for freeing them from the wrath of the tyrant king. 
 
    “Let us put on a feast for our hero, John Pyre!” someone said. 
 
    “Is there a radio around here? Where is the closest airport?” 
 
    They ignored me and chanted my name, leaving me flustered and frustrated. 
 
    “Stop!” I yelled. 
 
    They quieted, looking like berated children. One after another they bowed. 
 
    “Have we angered you, my lord?” asked Vessa. 
 
    “Just give me a minute. I need a moment alone with my plane.” 
 
    “He means his metal dragon,” said Siri, rising. “Come, let us do as the lord wishes and prepare the feast.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Vessa. “Let us leave John Pyre to mourn his fallen mount!” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said when they finally drifted away. 
 
    “You are welcome, John Pyre.” 
 
    “Just call me John.” 
 
    She nodded, looking honored. 
 
    I walked along the side of the plane and grimaced as I saw the damage. It was unsalvageable, but there were valuable things inside, namely the radio and navigation charts. By some miracle the cargo door opened with only a little coaxing, and I climbed inside. The goods I'd been transporting were secured by a net and in good shape. I retrieved my travel duffle from the cockpit and fished out a bottle of whiskey, which had somehow survived, as well. I uncorked it and took a long pull, then another for the hell of it. Brass was dead, and I'd barely escaped the same fate. I was shaky as hell, and I ached everywhere from the crash. 
 
    I found the radio and thanked god when it hissed to life. “Mayday, mayday. This is Captain John Pyre of Flight 927 out of Key West, requesting assistance.” 
 
    I waited for a reply, but there was only static. I repeated the call. After trying every emergency frequency and a few others, I gave up. 
 
    I grabbed the navigation charts and scoured everywhere for Dragon Key or Blytharia, but neither were mentioned anywhere. 
 
    Maybe a hit of weed or whatever I was transporting would clear my head, so I fished out one of the bags and unzipped it. 
 
    I didn't find any drugs, but I found a shitload of handguns. 
 
    “What the hell did I get myself into?” 
 
    I opened another bag and found it full of ammo. Another two were packed full of machine guns. 
 
    The last two bags I checked were packed with drugs, so I’d only been partially wrong about my illicit cargo. 
 
    I laughed. I could party my ass off on this weird island for years. 
 
    I found papers in my backpack, cut open a brick of weed, and rolled myself a fatty. I sat and smoked, getting high as hell and contemplating my weird fate. I remembered the strange, storm that had come out of nowhere. Maybe I’d been beamed to another planet by aliens. No, that was ridiculous. Maybe I’d landed on an uncharted island or some rich dude’s hideaway full of cultists. The villagers sure seemed to be out to lunch, calling me lord and carrying on like they had. 
 
    My thoughts turned to my dad, and the gravity of my situation really hit home. 
 
    “Your food is ready, Lord John,” Vessa said outside. 
 
    “Give me a few more minutes.” I zipped the bags up, then closed off the cargo bay. “I don’t want anyone on or inside my plane. 
 
    “Of course,” she said and bowed. 
 
    “There’s dangerous shit in there.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    I followed her to the center of the village. There were dozens of women and half as many men, but no children. I found this strange, but so were the women. They were all bombshells, and there didn’t seem to be any old people around. This sure as hell wasn’t Florida. 
 
    I sat at the head of a long table that had been set up beside the firepit, to the pleasure of my admirers. 
 
    Dinner consisted of fish, seaweed, and rice eaten with tools very like chopsticks, and that was fine by me. I had more pressing things to worry about, like where in the hell was I and how was I going to get home? 
 
    The women watched me eat and gossiped among themselves. They all seemed quite enamored, and I didn't mind. 
 
    “So this island, Dragon Key,” I said to Vessa. “Does it have another name? I've never heard of it, and I've been all over the Caribbean.” 
 
    “Caribbean?” 
 
    “Come on, you speak English. You know what the Caribbean Sea is.” 
 
    “I'm sorry, but I don't.” 
 
    I sighed and sparked my joint. Everyone acted hella surprised. One woman dropped to her knees and prayed. 
 
    “He can make fire with his hands!” said one. “He is the dragon king!” 
 
    “It’s a lighter, see? Don't tell me you've never seen one before!” 
 
    “Have we angered you?” asked the woman beside Vessa. 
 
    “Is this some sort of elaborate joke?” I got up and paced. “You think my damn plane is a steel dragon, you think I'm a hero, and you don't even know what a lighter— 
 
    I stopped talking and stared at the impossible object in the sky. 
 
    It was a moon, and it was red. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Voodoo Lady 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What the hell’s going on here?” I asked, feeling a little sick. “Why’s the moon red?” 
 
    “After dinner Siri and I can take you to see Matron Spider,” said Vessa, looking concerned. “She will answer all your questions.” 
 
    “Screw that. I want to talk to her right frigging now!” 
 
    “Okay, John Pyre.” 
 
    Everyone was concerned by my outburst, but I didn’t give two shits. I studied the moon again, hoping that maybe it was just the horizon making it seem so big and red, but it was neither. The damned thing looked like the red moon on the cover of an old werewolf slasher flick. 
 
    Twilight was fast approaching, so I went to the plane and grabbed a flashlight. On second thought, I took one of the handguns and loaded it. Who knew what kind of weird shit I might encounter on an alien world, if that’s where I was. I was hoping for a bad acid trip, but I had a feeling this was real. 
 
    “This way, John Pyre,” said Siri, waiting at the start of the path with Vessa. They were carrying a torch but no weapons. 
 
    “Does this island have predators?” 
 
    “Predators?” 
 
    “Yeah, like big cats, boars, snakes.” 
 
    “No, nothing like that. There are snakes, but they don’t bite. The king you killed made sure this was a safe place to keep his stock.” 
 
    “Like livestock?” 
 
    “No, us. The women.” 
 
    I stopped. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The king used this island to groom his pleasure girls. Before you arrived, he was here to take me to his castle to… it’s so embarrassing to talk about. But thanks to you, I don’t have to worry about that anymore.” 
 
    Her eyes were wet with tears, and I found myself drawn to her out of chivalry. 
 
    “Hey, don’t cry. It’s all right.” I approached her slowly and opened my arms, unsure if she would accept a hug, but she fell into my embrace and clung to me like a cat in a hurricane. 
 
    “I’m so happy you came, John. I believe in Matron Spider and her powers, but when you killed King Zykon—when you landed on top of him with your steel dragon and crushed the miserable life out of him—I was astonished. Then I looked upon your face, and I—” 
 
    She looked at me, and a spark ignited between us. I thought about kissing her, but didn’t want to spoil the moment. 
 
    “I feel like I’ve met you before.” I was buzzed on whiskey but drunk with passion, and her eyes beckoned. I started to rethink that kiss. 
 
    “We should go,” said Siri. 
 
    Vessa and I reluctantly parted, and Siri inserted herself between us, hooked her arms through ours, and marched us forward. 
 
    We climbed a well-manicured path up the side of a small volcano as the sun set. Even without it we could see well, due to the fat red very-much-not-my-friggin’ moon. The familiar scent of the ocean breeze calmed my nerves a bit. I tried to remind myself it was a beautiful night, and I was with two beautiful women. 
 
    The trek up to Momma Spider’s place took a good half hour, and being that it was a steady incline, I was soaked with sweat by the time I got there. 
 
    Vessa, also glistening with sweat but somehow looking even better, wiped her brow and let out a happy, “Phew!” 
 
    “I’ll go ahead and let her know you’re here,” said Siri, green eyes twinkling. 
 
    “Anything I should know about this lady?” I asked Vessa, rubbing the back of my neck nervously. 
 
    “She doesn’t like it when people stare, so don’t do that. Oh, and don’t touch her webs. She hates it when people touch her webs.” 
 
    “Don’t touch her—what? As in actual spider webs?” 
 
    “Matron Spider is ready to see you,” said Siri, emerging from the dark cave. 
 
    I pointed the flashlight at the cave and saw a long tunnel dripping with condensation. Red moss spread across the walls like reaching veins, and deep inside were cobwebs hanging from the ceiling, drifting back and forth as the volcano breathed. 
 
    It was colder inside, which would have felt nice had I not been venturing into the lair of some kind of voodoo lady. At the end of the tunnel was a large chamber full of cobwebs littered with animal and fish bones. The place smelled dank and I tried not to breathe through my nose. 
 
    “I have been waiting for you longer than you know, John Pyre.” An old woman’s voice echoed through the chamber, but I couldn’t tell from which direction. 
 
    “Well here I am,” I said, trying not to sound as shaken as I felt. I kept searching for the speaker but saw only bones and webbing. 
 
    Something dropped down behind me, and I instinctively spun around and backed up. I tripped on a rock and stumbled, falling on my ass. My flashlight fell and rolled, and when it settled, its beam illuminated the bulbous body of a spider the size of a bull. Worse still, where the head should have been there was a human torso. 
 
    I stared up at the half spider-half human woman in awestruck wonder. She came closer to me on hairy spider legs and gazed at me. Her spider body was black, striated with thin gray lines that matched her long hair, which thankfully covered her breasts. Radiant green eyes locked on mine, and I couldn’t look away. 
 
    “Matron Spider,” said Vessa. “John killed Zykon, as was told in the—” 
 
    “Leave us!” 
 
    “Yes, Matron.” 
 
    The girls sulkily did as they were told, and I managed to get to my feet. Matron Spider didn’t like it when people stared, but Jesus Christ, I was looking at a straight-up Arachne from Greek mythology. 
 
    “I have waited years to see you,” she said, eyes glistening with tears. “I’ve lost hope and regained it as many times as my sanity, and I’m awed that you are now standing before me.” 
 
    “You’re awed?” I said with a laugh bordering on hysterical. “How is any of this possible?” 
 
    “The universe is full of possibility,” she said, her dark voice enhanced by the acoustics of the chamber. 
 
    “But how did you bring me here?” 
 
    “Magic, of course.” 
 
    “Magic isn’t real.” 
 
    “Then how else do you explain your presence here?” 
 
    “Maybe this is all a dream, a hallucination. Maybe I’m dead, and this is hell.” 
 
    “This is hell for some of us, that is true. I wasn’t always the abomination you see before you. Once I was as beautiful as Vessa and Siri. When I refused to hand over the most beautiful women of the village to the father of King Zykon, he had his witches turn me into what you see before you. I was exiled to a faraway land full of strange and exotic beasts, but I survived. Despite the efforts of knights and monster hunters, I survived. Then the goddess Avigna came to me in a dream. She told me to learn the ancient magic of my forebears. With such magic I might conjure a champion from another world who would defeat the King of Blytharia, become the dragon king, and free my people once and for all.” 
 
    Prickles ran down my spine, and I gaped at her, utterly speechless. 
 
    “This must be a lot for you to take in, but in time you will see that you are indeed the chosen one.” 
 
    “Listen, lady, no offense, but I don’t want anything to do with this shit. My father, in my world, is dying of cancer. I need to get back, like yesterday. I’m glad I could help get rid of King Zykon, but now you need to send me back.” 
 
    “I’m afraid that isn’t possible.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “I used all my strength to bring you here, and I will soon die. I have only enough power left to help you become the dragon king.” 
 
    “I’m all my father’s got. I have to go home.” 
 
    “I am sorry, John, but it is not possible.” She turned away, and her eight legs gracefully ferried her across the room. 
 
    “You can’t kidnap someone from another world and expect them to do your bidding,” I said as I pursued her angrily. 
 
    “The goddess Avigna told me to bring you here, and so I have.” She turned and offered to me a small red stone on her outstretched palm. “With this you shall become the dragon king.” 
 
    I pulled my gun and aimed it at her head. “I told you, I don’t give a shit about you or your problems. Send me back.” 
 
    “What is that?” she said, amused. 
 
    “It’s a powerful weapon. I pull this trigger, and you’re dead. So what’s it going to be?” 
 
    “You intend to kill me?” Her disgusting spider body shivered, but not out of fear. She seemed excited by the prospect. 
 
    “I will if I have to.” 
 
    “If you do that, you will never get back to your world.” 
 
    “You said there was no way to get me back. Make up your mind.” 
 
    “I said I do not have the strength to send you back. But that does not mean there isn’t another way.” 
 
    “Keep talking.” 
 
    “Avigna asked me to bring you here. Perhaps she can send you back once you have liberated her people.” 
 
    “Perhaps she can send me back right now!” I loaded one in the chamber and aimed between her eyes. 
 
    “John, you are not going to shoot me, so you may as well lower your silly weapon.” She walked toward me, unafraid, the glowing red stone in her outstretched hand. 
 
    “That’s close enough!” I said shakily. 
 
    Did I mention I frigging loathe spiders? 
 
    When she continued to advance, I fired a warning shot over her head. The blast from the barrel was mind-numbingly loud in the close quarters, and the bullet zinged off the walls half a dozen times. 
 
    Matron Spider recoiled and covered her ears. 
 
    “That’s right, old lady.” I took a step closer, gun unwavering in my steady hand. “I’m not fucking around. Call your goddess, or whatever you’ve got to do, and tell her I need to be returned to Earth, or so help me, the next bullet gets buried in your brain!” 
 
    “I will try to contact my goddess and relay your demands, but it will take time to prepare the ceremony and then gather the strength to execute it.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “Two, three days.” 
 
    “Days?” I said indignantly. 
 
    “One does not contact a goddess easily.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll be back in two days, and when I get here, you’d better have an intergalactic ticket back to Earth waiting for me.” 
 
    She nodded respectfully. I marched out of the cave, wondering what the hell I’d gotten myself into. 
 
    “What happened, John?” said Vessa as soon as I emerged. 
 
    “I told her she needed to send me back to my world.” 
 
    She and Siri hurried after me when I went back down the path, and their mouths didn’t stop until we got to the bottom. 
 
    “Why do you want to leave?” Vessa asked for the hundredth time. 
 
    “You can’t, you just can’t!” Siri pleaded. “This isn’t the way it’s supposed to go.” 
 
    “Sorry, ladies, but I have responsibilities back home I have to deal with.” 
 
    Vessa grabbed my arm when we reached the village, and the people there turned to see what the commotion was all about. “You can’t leave us. When word gets back to King Zykon’s sons, they will return with an army and kill us all.” 
 
    That got the villagers’ attention, and they came closer. I shrugged and spread my arms. “Look, guys, I’m sorry, but I’m not your savior, I’m not your dragon king, whatever the hell that is. I’m a drug-running beach bum from Key West. I can’t even save myself, let alone the rest of you.” 
 
    “We believe in you,” said Siri. “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    The others nodded, even the dudes. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” I said, tempted to explain but what was the point?  
 
    A bundled body had been laid atop a large pile of firewood. “Is that Brass?” I asked Vessa. “The guy who was in the plane with me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said solemnly. “I am sorry you lost your friend.” 
 
    “Take him down from there. That’s not what he wanted done with his body.” 
 
    “What did he want?” she asked. 
 
    “Do you have a lot of big birds around here?” 
 
    She pointed at the distant peak of the volcano. “King condors nest there.” 
 
    “That’ll work.” I turned to the people. “Will anyone help me carry the corpse to the top of the volcano so the birds might eat it?” 
 
    They all stepped forward, and none of them acted like my request had been weird. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, feeling guilty they were so helpful when I’d basically told them to go pound salt. 
 
    Six strong men picked up Brass, and a slow procession of scantily clad women led us up the winding slope. Matron Spider watched me from a high cliff. Preparing to contact her goddess, my ass. 
 
    Beneath the red moon, the ocean looked like blood, and its reflection on the backs of the waves was not silver but neon red. They crashed against the rocks and the wind blew mournfully up the slope. Torches wound up and around the volcano, which had become steep with drastic switchbacks. 
 
    Half an hour later, we reached the top, and I sat on a rock to catch my breath. One of the villagers, a man, offered me a water skin, which I accepted thankfully. The dozens of condors were kings of their kind. Standing nearly four feet high, with a wingspan of at least seven feet, they looked like they could make short work of Brass. 
 
    I instructed the villagers to unwrap Brass, strip him down to his underwear, and place him on a flat slab of stone near the birds. They did so and then gathered around as the birds took to the sky and circled. I stood at Brass’s feet, feeling like I should say a few words. 
 
    “I didn’t know him very well,” I said awkwardly. “But he was a quiet, god-fearing man who didn’t gamble, and he loved is mother. As was his wish, we now give his body to the birds so his spirit might fly free forever.” 
 
    I walked away to give the birds their space. It didn’t take long for them to investigate the body, and as soon as one pecked at it and tore off a piece of flesh, the others covered the corpse and feasted. 
 
    When the bones were picked dry, which took less time than you’d think, I instructed the villagers to crush the bones, and together we scattered them in the wind. Slightly sick to my stomach, I led the villagers back down. Matron Spider observed from the entrance to her cave, looking like a nightmare in the moonlight. 
 
    When we returned to the village, the women scrambled to their tents, and the men went into theirs, returning with drums large and small. 
 
    “Do you like music, Master Pyre?” a man asked. 
 
    “Depends on the kind of music.” 
 
    “I am Attella,” he said, bowing repeatedly. “My brothers and I would like to play music in your honor. Would you listen?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The women emerged wearing elaborate headdresses and not much else, and I reminded myself that some tribal natives were less modest than others. 
 
    Bare breasts bounced as the women lined up. I was guided to a big chair by Attella, and as soon as I sat, the men beat their drums. 
 
    Boom! Ba-da-da-da-da-da-da. Boom! Ba-da-da-da-da-da-da. Back and forth and round and round went the women’s supple hips. 
 
    I pulled out the rest of my joint. While I was stuck on an island on an unknown planet, I might as well enjoy myself. 
 
    After I started throwing back the whiskey, everything got a little hazy. I remember getting a lap dance from what must had been every women there, and the men looked on with smiles, devoid of jealousy. I must have hit the bottle pretty hard, because I remember little else besides swimming naked in the crimson ocean. 
 
    When I woke up, not only did I not know where I was, but it took me a nanosecond to remember my damn name. 
 
    “Good morning, John,” said an alluring voice. 
 
    I rolled over. Vessa and Siri were smiling at me. They were naked beneath the silk sheet, and I realized I was as well. 
 
    “It was real,” I said, rubbing my bleary eyes. “It was all real. Did we have sex?’ 
 
    “Of course not,” said Siri. “That must wait until you become the dragon king.” 
 
    “It must?” I said mournfully. I was lying here with two naked goddesses and morning wood harder than Chinese algebra. This had to be a bad dream. 
 
    “Ships on the horizon!” someone yelled outside. 
 
    “Is that normal?” I asked when I saw the women’s fear. 
 
    “No, it is not normal or good. It is very, very bad,” said Vessa. 
 
    We hurriedly dressed and ran out into first light, joining the tide of villagers rushing to where the crier stood, pointing at the distant ships. I squinted to make out how many were riding on the water, and I didn’t like what my eyes were telling me. 
 
    “The king’s sons have come to avenge the death of their father,” said Siri. 
 
    “It’s an entire fleet,” said another. 
 
    Everyone turned to me. 
 
    “They’ll kill us all,” said Vessa. 
 
    I’d told Matron Spider that I didn’t want anything to do with her war, but I was the reason King Zykon was dead. I had to protect the villagers, and I had the means to do so. 
 
    I took a closer look at the ships. They had sails, but what there was of the wind was against them, which meant they would have to tack. 
 
    “It’s going to take them a while to get here,” I said, formulating a plan. “Back to the village. We’ve got work to do!”

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    Say Hello to My Little Friend 
 
      
 
      
 
    I went directly to the wreckage to grab some firepower. A quick look through the mangroves revealed the ships were much closer. I grabbed the duffel bag with the machine guns in it. There were M16s, AR15s and a couple Uzis. I chose an AR and four clips, and a couple grenades to boot. 
 
    “What are those?” Vessa asked. 
 
    “Weapons from my world,” I said and slapped a clip in the AR. 
 
    “Arm us,” said one of the men. “We will fight alongside you, John Pyre.” 
 
    “Not with these you won’t. Not until you know how to use them. Don’t you have weapons?” 
 
    They shook their heads. 
 
    “Seriously? Nothing? Not even a bow and arrow for hunting?” 
 
    “We have spears for fishing,” said Vessa. 
 
    “Well, it’s something,” I said. “Everyone fetch a spear and return here. Vessa, how deep is that water in the bay? Can the ships land there?” 
 
    “It is very deep on this side of the island. There is a small harbor on the other side, to the south. That is where they will land, but only one big ship at a time can dock. 
 
    “Perfect. That’s where we’ll ambush them.” 
 
    The villagers returned with their fishing spears, and I groaned. They were three pronged and pointy enough, but it would take a hell of a throw to kill a man with one. 
 
    “New plan,” I said. “Get some cloth rags and wrap them around the ends of your spears. We’re also going to need some kind of fuel, like whatever you use for your torches. Go on. Move, move, move!” 
 
    By the time the ships were half a mile away, the villagers returned with their fuel-soaked spears. We moved to the harbor, and I took a moment to get the lay of the land. It curved around the bay like a crescent moon. A clump of bamboo lined the west side of the harbor, closest to the dock, which was fifty feet long and surrounded on both sides by water. The bamboo gave us good cover from which to attack. 
 
    “Who here has any combat training?” I asked the group of fifty or so, half of whom were men. I was surprised when they all raised their hands. “Then why don’t you have any weapons?” 
 
    “King Zykon took them from us when he invaded and killed the elders,” said Vessa. 
 
    “How many died in the invasion?” I asked. 
 
    “Over one hundred brave men. The women, our mothers and sisters, were taken and sold into slavery.” 
 
    “What about the children?” 
 
    “We were the children,” she replied. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” I was torn. I wanted to get the hell back to Earth, but a part of me wanted to use my advanced firepower to help these people. I might be able to fight Zyklon’s men off today, but they would return. 
 
    “You know how to fight, which is a good thing. You men hide in the bamboo. When I give the word, light your torches and throw them at the docked ship, then get the hell out of there. Women, come with me.” 
 
    I led the women to the sand dunes overlooking the dock. I didn’t want them close to the action. We crouched out of sight and waited for the first ship to dock. Sunrise was fast approaching, and I didn’t know if that would help or hinder us. 
 
    I peeked over the dune. The lead ship was almost to the dock. It had tall black sails with the white symbol of an octopus holding a sword at the end of each tentacle. It looked like one of those Viking numbers, with oars sticking out of the sides. The ships weren’t big, but they held at least twenty seated men each. I assumed that wherever they came from wasn’t very far away, which was a bad thing. 
 
    “What kind of weapons do these men use?” I asked Vessa. 
 
    “Swords, axes, spears, arrows—” 
 
    “I get it. Do they carry shields?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Shit. I’m going to go have a talk with our guests. Maybe I can turn them around without a fight.” 
 
    “Be careful, John.” She laid a juicy kiss on me. I closed my eyes and breathed deeply, and my loins screamed when I took in her floral fragrance. 
 
    “I will,” I said, touching her face. 
 
    The other women giggled, but Vessa seemed not to hear. She stared at me longingly, looking worried. Behind her, Siri scowled. 
 
    Two hands on my big-ass machine gun, I climbed over the dune and strolled over to the dock. The sun broke the horizon and cast its orange glow on the invaders. Only one ships was docked, and seven more waited in the bay. The invaders wore fur and leather and thick helmets. Their beards would have impressed the burliest of bikers, and they had the look in their eyes that fanatical heavy-metal fans get seconds before the show starts. 
 
    They’d been making a commotion the entire time they approached, but now they burst out in war songs I had to admit were pretty impressive. I’d hoped my presence would shut them up, but they didn’t seem to care about little ol’ me. They filed onto the dock, all hopped up on bloodlust, so I fired a shot in the air. 
 
    They froze, the gunfire echoing off the volcano behind me. 
 
    “Halt!” I yelled in my most intimidating voice. “Take one step closer, and you die.” 
 
    “Who, by the bloody gods, are you?” The speaker stood at the helm of the lead ship, a sparkling crown of gold and rubies on his head. He had blond hair, a neatly trimmed beard, a patch over one eye, and was built like a brick shithouse. 
 
    “I am John Pyre of Earth, and I have claimed this land and these people!” I shot back. 
 
    “I am King Varrus, son of the late King Zykon, and I have come for my revenge.” 
 
    “You will find nothing but death here, Varrus, for both you and your men.” 
 
    His snarled and looked to the men on the dock. “Bring me his head.” 
 
    They gave a war cry and rushed toward me, metal weapons held high. I carefully aimed at the closest man’s chest and squeezed off a round. The bullet found his neck instead, and he stopped in his tracks, looking confused. The others stopped when the shot thundered from my barrel. The wounded man touched his neck, which suddenly spurted blood, then he fell lifelessly into the water. 
 
    “It’s witchery!” a warrior yelled. 
 
    “He smote Orthek with thunder!” said another. 
 
    “I told you not to come any closer!” I yelled. “Tell your men to return to the ship, Varrus! Then get the hell away from my island!” 
 
    My hands were shaking. I’d never killed anyone before, and I was surprised how much it fucked me up. My heart was pounding, my ears rang, and I was shivering. It reminded me of buck fever, which happens to some people when they kill their first deer, only I felt like puking. But I had no problem blowing away every last motherfucker on that boat if they didn’t leave. They were here for my head, and if it was kill or be killed, I was going to fuck shit up. 
 
    “I said bring me his head!” he screamed at his men. 
 
    Without hesitation they charged across the dock, and I unloaded my entire clip, mowing down a dozen of them in a matter of seconds. I ejected the clip and replaced it with another, shaking like I’d just been pulled out of freezing water. 
 
    “You’ve got one more chance, Varrus!” I said, aiming the gun at him from fifty yards. 
 
    He looked at his dead men, floating in the water or sprawled bloody across the deck, then he looked at me. 
 
    “Attack!” he screamed at his remaining men. 
 
    “Now!” I commanded the villagers, and two dozen flaming fishing spears fell on the ship, lighting the sail and causing mass confusion. 
 
    I popped in another clip and emptied it into the hull of the vessel, tearing it to shreds. Men leapt overboard and swam for their lives, back to the fleet. But even as his ship burned around him, Varrus glared at me. “This is not over, John Pyre,” he said, snarling my last name and pointing. 
 
    He dove into the water and joined his men as they swam away. I waited with growing dread as they reached the other boats and were pulled in. A minute later I let out a sigh of relief. The oars emerged, and the vessels departed. Varrus was at the helm of the one closest, eyes glued to mine. 
 
    The villagers ran to me and began to celebrate, but I quieted them quickly. 
 
    “Wait and see what they do.” 
 
    I watched the Vikings closely as the boats left the bay. When they anchored less than a mile offshore, I knew we were in for a long day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Stoner Circle 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d had a bitch of a hangover when I woke up, but the adrenaline associated with thinking I was going to be chopped into pieces and killing a dozen men eradicated every last sign of it. I was on point and focused, like a World of Warcraft guild leader gamer on Ritalin about to enter a dungeon with his peeps. 
 
    I needed to get these fuckers ready, and I needed to do it fast, or I wouldn’t live long enough for Matron Spider to contact her goddess and get me the hell out of this nightmare. 
 
    By a show of hands, I learned who in the village had the best eyesight for long distance and directed the best three to the top of the volcano with instructions to signal by fire if they saw the enemy approaching. I instructed another two to keep watch over the harbor and told the villagers to gather what armor and weapons they could from the corpses of the men I’d killed. The sight of the dead men was making me sick, so I left the people to their work and returned to the village with Vessa, Siri, and a few others in tow. 
 
    “Now what?” Vessa asked when I plopped down in my big chair. 
 
    “Now we prepare for a larger invasion,” I said and lit a joint. I needed it to steady my nerves. Still shaking from the violence, I found what was left of the whiskey and took a long swig. 
 
    “What is that?” Vessa asked, looking weary. 
 
    “Liquor,” I said, offering her the bottle. 
 
    She took it, sniffed it once, and took two gulps. “Tastes like our mead, only stronger,” she said with a cough. 
 
    “You have alcohol here?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Thank the fucking gods. Lead me to it.” 
 
    A few minutes later, I was sitting at the big table, drinking with a handful of villagers and not hearing anything they said. I heard only the gunshots and saw only the surprised faces of my victims. 
 
    The men returned with the armor and weapons from the dead people, distracting me from my morbid thoughts. Some of them had already strapped on bracers and shin guards or donned long swords, axes, and spears. 
 
    “What do you need us to do, King John?” asked a man who was a tall, chubby, jolly-looking fellow with big cheeks that made his eyes squint. 
 
    “What’s your name, warrior?” 
 
    The title made him stand proud. “Philo.” 
 
    “Well, Philo, listen up. All of you, listen. I’m not your king. Understand?” 
 
    “But you declared yourself lord over this island and us,” said Philo. 
 
    “I just said that to make Varrus go away.” 
 
    His shoulders dropped. 
 
    “Please,” Vessa told the villagers. “John has saved us yet again. Give him some time to think. He is a very wise man, and wise men need time to think.” 
 
    They nodded and mulled away from us, all but Siri. 
 
    “Let us tend to you,” she said, taking me by the arm. “You must be famished after vanquishing so many foes with your magic stick.” 
 
    “I got a magic stick all right, darlin’, but it ain’t this rifle,” I said with a chuckle. 
 
    “I’d like to see you use it sometime,” she said, practically humping my hip. 
 
    “You’re incorrigible,” said Vessa, shooting Siri a withering glance. 
 
    We returned to the hut I’d been recuperating in, and I hit the bed like a businessman with jetlag. I needed a few hours of sleep if I was going to be of any use to myself or the villagers, but I was hungry as hell. Vessa must have sensed this, because she told Siri to fetch me food and drink. 
 
    “What you did today….” Vessa began when we were alone, her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “What I did today I’m not proud of.” 
 
    “You saved us again.” 
 
    “I did what I had to do.” 
 
    “Don’t you see, John? You have magic, and you use it for good.” 
 
    “I don’t have magic. My weapons are nothing more than machines.” 
 
    “I mean magic here,” she said and put a hand on my chest. “You have magic in your heart. You are destined to be the dragon king, and your seed shall transform any woman you give it to, and she shall become a dragon queen.” 
 
    “Vessa, I can’t… what did you say?” 
 
    “You have magic in your heart.” 
 
    “Right, and what was that other part?” 
 
    “Your seed shall transform any woman you give it to, and—” 
 
    “Yeah, that part.” 
 
    “Didn’t Matron Spider tell you?” 
 
    “No, er, well, she might have tried to. I kinda pulled a gun on her.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because she wouldn’t send me home.” 
 
    “Why do want to go home?” she said, her attention on my lips and mine on her cleavage. 
 
    “My dad. He’s sick.” 
 
    “Don’t you have healers there?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you kinda have to be a lord to be able to afford the treatment he needs.” 
 
    “I am sorry, John. Perhaps Matron Spider can figure out a way to heal him from afar. She has magic in her as well. Old, deep-rooted magic.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “If she can find a way to heal your father, will you stay?” 
 
    “I doubt she can—” 
 
    “Doubts aside, if she can find a way, will you stay with me? Will you be our king and accept your destiny and give me the gift of your dragon seed?” 
 
    “Well,” I said with a laugh. “When you put it that way—” 
 
    “I brought food.” Siri barged in, looking like she expected to see us shagging on the furniture. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, taking the pitcher of water first and drinking until my belly was full. 
 
    “My lord,” said Philo, ducking under the doorframe and shouldering past the girls. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. “Is the enemy on the move?” 
 
    “No,” he said with a big smile. “I’m here to let you know nothing has happened. King Varrus and his ships haven’t moved.” 
 
    “I bet they’re waiting for nightfall.” I paced and drank mead from a jug. I glanced outside to check the weather. The north wind had picked up, and there were big thunderheads heading our way. “Vessa, come here.” 
 
    She joined me at the door.  
 
    Her breast rubbed against my elbow, and I had a feeling she’d done it on purpose. The weight and firmness of that lone boob tied my balls in a knot, but I made myself focus. “I don’t know this planet’s climate. Do you think it will be overcast tonight?” 
 
    She looked at the sky and turned this way and that, slapping my elbow with both breasts. “There’s a good chance. We’re a month into the stormy season. It rains almost every day.” 
 
    “If it’s cloudy, they’ll come in the dark, and we won’t be able to tell where they make landing.” I returned to the hut and sparked a joint. “Tell me about these people. What are they called? Where are they from? What is their culture like? Most importantly, how large is this kingdom?” 
 
    Vessa, Siri, and Philo started talking at once, and I held up a staying hand. “One at a time. Vessa?” I handed her the joint, indicating for her to smoke. 
 
    She took a puff and hacked. “They are called the Blytharians. Their land is called Blytharia, and they control all surrounding islands.” 
 
    “They’re bloodthirsty devils,” said Siri, taking the offered joint from Vessa. “When they first attacked, they spiked the heads of our parents and let the birds peck them raw.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” I lamented. 
 
    I felt bad about putting them through Brass’s burial by bird when she told me that, and I realized how much I already liked them. I’d always wanted to live on an island. That’s why I moved to Key West with my dad from Upstate New York after I graduated high school. But I liked the idea of a primitive island, rather than the touristy type. I’d read The Sex Lives of Cannibals by J. Maarten Troost a year ago and found it intriguing. Granted, he’d been in the middle of the Pacific, and I was god knows where in god knows what ocean, but I already liked the place. The prospect of becoming a dragon king and mating with every single female on the island was appealing, but so was the idea of helping these people of the sun, and saving them from the Blytharians. 
 
    “Their kingdom consists of an island that is said to be many hundreds of times larger than ours,” said Philo in a strained voice as he held in his hit and then passed the joint back to me. “And the other islands they control are larger than this one.” 
 
    “They came here because the foreigners they trade with love our exotic skin,” said Vessa. “We’re cursed with beauty.” 
 
    “So they have a big kingdom,” I puffed, puffed, and passed. “How do they treat the other islanders they control?” 
 
    “We do not know,” said Philo. “But the way a man treats one dog is the same way he’ll treat another.” 
 
    “You’re not dogs, you’re human beings.” 
 
    “Yes, but that is how they see us.” 
 
    “Well fuck those guys!” I said, slamming the small table. 
 
    “Yes, John Pyre,” said Siri. “Fuck those guys.” 
 
    I laughed, Siri laughed, and the other two soon joined in. We were all high as shit, and we really, really needed to laugh right about then. 
 
    “What is your plan, King John?” said Philo. 
 
    “First I need a map of the island.” 
 
    They glanced at each other and back to me. 
 
    “You don’t have a map, do you?” 
 
    “Not a written map,” said Vessa. “But we’ve lived here all our lives.” 
 
    She reached down and took hold of one of the palm frond carpets covering the floor and pulled it back to reveal hardpacked sand. Using a wooden spoon from the cooking area, she drew the outline of the island, which was in the shape of a crescent moon. At the center of it was the village, with the dormant volcano behind it. On the other side of the village was the bay. The two horns, she explained, were two cliffs. 
 
    “So you’re telling me there’s no way they can land on the other side, all the way around to the two horns?” I said. 
 
    “That is correct. The waves and the wind are too strong, and even the most skilled fisherman don’t try to maneuver their boats there in the shadow of the volcano.” 
 
    “Then King Varrus will have no choice but to attack via the bay.” 
 
    “The tide will be low tonight before the moon is reborn,” said Philo. “If they know about the caves—” 
 
    “What caves?” I asked. 
 
    “Here, here, and here,” said Vessa, pointing them out on the sand. 
 
    “These caves lead through the volcano to the ocean?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Philo. “At low tide you can get through and find more lobster than you can carry, hiding on the shelf below the cliffs. But at high tide, those caves are flooded.” 
 
    “Do the Blytharians know about the caves?” 
 
    Siri nodded. “They like to bathe there, the stinky bastards. But once in a while one of them goes in at slack tide and ends up drowning when the tide shifts. That’s always nice.” 
 
    “You act like they spend a lot of time here.” 
 
    “Not really. They come once in a while to check up on things. Before you killed King Zykon, he hadn’t visited all season.” 
 
    “But what about the men he brought with him?” I asked. “Surely he didn’t come alone.” 
 
    “When you landed on top of the king with your metal dragon, they ran for their lives and rowed out of here like demons were after them. That is how the king learned of Zykon’s death.” 
 
    “Do the Blytharians have any magic?” I asked, but ten remembered that the Blytharian witches had apparently turned Matron Spider into what she was. “Besides turning people into arachnes?” 
 
    “They are said to have dark magic,” said Siri. 
 
    “Have any of you ever seen them use it?” 
 
    “You don’t see dark magic, you feel it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Their witches can cast curses and send spirits after their enemies.” 
 
    “Yeah? I don’t believe in any of that shit,” I said. “But I am on another planet because a spider woman summoned me here to become a dragon king, so maybe I should be ready for anything.” 
 
    “That is probably a good idea, King John,” said Philo. 
 
    “First things first. We need to get scouts out there to cover the caves.” 
 
    “Fire on the volcano!” someone called outside. “Fire on the volcano!” 
 
    I ran out, skidding to a stop in time to see a cannon ball sailing through the air toward me. I dove aside, and the projectile slammed into the shack next to mine. Vessa landed next to me as debris rained down, and I rolled over to cover her from harm. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me they had cannons!” I yelled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    The Second Wave 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Everyone follow me!” I said to the nearby villagers. 
 
    I pulled Vessa and Siri to their feet and hauled ass away from the village. More cannons fell, shaking the ground and destroying huts when they hit. The noise was disorienting as hell, and the acrid stench of gunpowder filled the air. 
 
    “You girls gather the others and take refuge in Matron Spider’s cave!” 
 
    “But, John!” said Vessa. 
 
    “Go!” I shoved her. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere!” she shot back fiercely. “This is our island, and we will fight for it.” 
 
    Her bravery gave them strength, and they stood straighter and nodded. 
 
    The bombardment suddenly stopped, and we all waited for what would happen next. I couldn’t see the beach from where I was, so I crept quickly toward the mangroves and bamboo. 
 
    “What are they waiting for?” Siri asked. 
 
    “Look!” said Philo. 
 
    I strained to see what he was pointing at. The sun was glaring off the water, creating mirages and phantom movement. A small boat came into view with a few men onboard. A flag flew at the mast with a line cut diagonally across it, one triangle white, the other black. 
 
    “What’s that mean?” I asked. 
 
    “They wish to negotiate,” said Vessa. 
 
    “Can they be negotiated with?” 
 
    She shook her head. “They are very deceptive.” 
 
    “Two can play at that game.” 
 
    I walked alone to the beach with my rifle. The men in the small boat didn’t appear to be armed, but I couldn’t be sure. Just in case, I stayed close to the dunes so I’d have a retreat.  
 
    When they reached the beach, I aimed my gun at them. “That’s far enough.” 
 
    One man stood tall, arms crossed, scowling at me. His half beard looked like it had cobwebs in it, and the other side of his face was covered in old burn scars. “King Varrus wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t he come with you?” 
 
    A grin. “The meeting will take place on his ship.” 
 
    “I’m not setting foot on his ship.” 
 
    “My lord urges you to do so. We have nearly one hundred cannon rounds. Unless you wish to see this island and its inhabitants reduced to smoldering ash, you will meet with the king.” 
 
    “Don’t do it!” Vessa hissed from the other side of the dune. 
 
    “King Varrus gives his word that no harm will come of you. He only wishes to speak.” 
 
    “Do you think I was born yesterday?” 
 
    He cocked his head like a confused dog. 
 
    “Tell him I’ll meet him on the beach.” 
 
    “I do not think you understand the position you’re in—” 
 
    “My magic thunder stick is but one of my weapons, and you saw how it cut down your warriors. It is you who does not understand the position you’re in. If Varrus isn’t man enough to meet me here, face to face, he can take his cowardly ass back home.” 
 
    “My lord will not—” 
 
    I fired a round into the water in front of the boat, shutting him up. “This conversation is over.” 
 
    He nodded grudgingly. “I will tell my lord your decision.” 
 
    I kept the boat in my crosshairs as they rowed away. When they were out of range, I returned to the others, who were huddled behind the dunes. 
 
    “Do you guys use that dock?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” said Philo. “Neither do the women. It is for the Blytharians.” 
 
    “Burn it down so they can’t dock.” 
 
    “Good plan, my lord.” 
 
    “Like I said, call me John.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” He picked a few men, and they hurried back to the village. 
 
    The ships in the harbor hadn’t moved, but any minute they might start their bombardment again. They were anchored so their starboard sides faced the beach. The ships weren’t big, maybe forty feet long, and I saw only one cannon on each vessel. 
 
    I rubbed my bleary eyes, longing to be home on my houseboat with the shades drawn down. The longer I stayed awake, the stranger everything seemed—not only being summoned to another world by an arachnid but also being the center of a revolution. I wasn’t a military man. I didn’t know strategy outside of chess and video games. I had soldiers who said they’d been trained, but if that was true, why hadn’t they ever tried to revolt against the Blytharians? 
 
    Flames rose along the dock. Philo and his men were cheering and taunting those on the distant ships. I groaned, waiting to see what King Varrus would do. To my surprise, the ships raised their sails, and oars emerged from the sides. Soon they were drifting away from us on the southerly breeze. 
 
    “We did it, John!” said Siri. 
 
    “I wouldn’t celebrate just yet. I have a funny feeling they’ll be back.” 
 
    “At nightfall?” said Vessa. 
 
    I nodded. “I’m going to speak with Matron Spider again. She got us into this mess when she brought me here, and she needs to get us out.” 
 
    I was sweating my ass off and panting by the time I arrived at her cave. She was just inside the threshold, gazing at me with a faraway expression. 
 
    “I know why you have returned,” she said, looking at nothing and seemingly everything at once, like a blind person. 
 
    “I killed a dozen of King Varrus’s men, and they’ve left for the time being. But they’re going to be back. Tonight, if my hunch is correct. You have to do something. You brought me here. It’s your fault my plane landed on King Zykon and they bombed the island.” 
 
    “The only way I can aid you, John Pyre, is to help you transform into the dragon king.” 
 
    “I already told you that’s not going to happen. For Christ’s sake, if you can pull me from another world, you should be able to smoke a small army of barbarians.” 
 
    “I told you already. My powers are fading. I am fading. I only have enough magic left to help you transform—” 
 
    “Did you speak with your goddess yet?” 
 
    “I have not been able to reach her.” 
 
    “You mean you haven’t tried.” 
 
    “I was trying when you arrived, It is your presence that is hindering my efforts.” She moved closer. Not into the sunlight, only to the edge of the shadow at her door. 
 
    I shivered when I saw the thick hair on her legs and that bulbous butt of hers. She was hideous, there were no two ways about it, but she was my only hope of getting home. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can handle King Varrus and his men by myself. The villagers can’t stand up to those Blytharian assholes—they’ll get torn to shreds—and I can only shoot so many guns at a time.” 
 
    “Once you accept your fate as the dragon king, your guns will seem like trifling things.” 
 
    “There you go again with that dragon king shit.” 
 
    “It is your fate.” 
 
    “And I told you what your fate will be if you don’t contact your goddess. You know what? I want to speak to her.” 
 
    “That is highly unlikely.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because you do not have the sight.” 
 
    “Right. Then how the hell do I know there’s a goddess at all?” 
 
    “You’re here, aren’t you? Only a goddess can perform such a miracle.” 
 
    I paced, shaking my head and fuming. I was tired as hell and still had a headache from the crash. Not only that, I was scared. I had to admit it to myself. I was afraid of what the Blytharians might do to me if they managed to invade. I’d never been in a life or death situation before. Okay, maybe once when the engine of my prop plane went out, but that was small cakes compared to having psychotic Vikings after me. The safety of the villagers was on my mind as well. I hadn’t known them long, but they were in trouble partly because of me. 
 
    “I can see the concern for my people on your face,” she said. “You are a hero at heart, John.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, heroes tend to die.” 
 
    “We all die.” 
 
    “You know what I mean. Listen, if I can’t keep these crazy bastards at bay, we’re all going to die. There must be something you can do.” 
 
    “I have faith in you,” she said, then turned and clicked back into her lair. 
 
    “That makes one of us!” I yelled after her. 
 
    I went back down the winding path, swearing to myself, following a switchback that took me to a ledge offering a view of the ocean. The day was bright, the sky was baby blue, and to my surprise, King Varrus’s ships were moving away from the island. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Breathing Room 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vessa met me on the trail. “Varrus has retreated!” 
 
    “I know. I saw from higher up.” 
 
    “Was it Matron Spider who made them leave?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “This is wonderful.” She hugged me tight, her breasts firm against my chest. 
 
    “For now, but I have a feeling they’ll be back and in greater numbers.” 
 
    “You look so tired, John. Let’s return to the village to eat, bathe, and rest.” 
 
    “That sounds like a hell of a good idea.” 
 
    The people of Dragon Key were rummaging through the debris of the huts that had been destroyed. Among them they found two dead men, which muted their celebration. 
 
    I sat with Vessa, Siri, and Philo and ate as much fish and fruit as I could fit into my stomach. 
 
    “Like I told Vessa, they’ll be back,” I said with a mouthful of food. 
 
    “Then we must prepare. We must fight,” said Philo. 
 
    “I like your spirit.” 
 
    “But how can we defeat them if you refuse to become the dragon king?” Siri asked. 
 
    “I have a lot of thunder sticks, and I can teach you how to use them.” 
 
    “We could wield such magic?” said Philo, looking humbled and a bit apprehensive. 
 
    “You can, and you will. Make a list of the men and women who can best throw a spear and hit their target.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” he said, beaming. 
 
    “What can I do?” Siri asked. 
 
    “Cut down a bunch of bamboo. We’ll need it later.” 
 
    “And me?” said Vessa. 
 
    “You could show me to that bath.” 
 
    There was no tub on the island, but there was something better than that. I followed Vessa down a jungle path that led to a waterfall that emptied lazily into a large, clear pool surrounded by lava stone. Ferns, bamboo, and exotic flowers surrounded it, and colorful fish swam in the clear water. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” I said. 
 
    “Isn’t it?” said Vessa. She reached behind her back, untied her top, and let it fall to the ground. Next went her bottoms, and I didn’t hesitate to follow her example. 
 
    She laughed playfully and dove gracefully into the water. When she came up, she splashed my butt as I was stepping out of my shorts. I turned, and her eyes dropped to my manhood. She smiled and splashed me again. 
 
    “Now you’re in for it!” I said and did a cannonball right next to her. 
 
    We played, and soon she was in my arms, her beautiful eyes looking into mine. I don’t know if it was the excitement of the extremely strange day, the thrill of danger, or her voluptuous body rubbing against mine, but I was ready to take her then and there. 
 
    I pulled her against me and kissed her deeply. Her breathing quickened when my hands explored her body, and when I touched her between the legs, she moaned in ecstasy. I took that as a go and guided my cock to her opening, but before I could go farther, she backed away and shook her head. 
 
    “Not yet, John. I want nothing more than to feel you inside me, but it must not happen until after you become the dragon king. I must remain a virgin until then, or the transfer of magic cannot occur.” 
 
    “You’re a virgin?” 
 
    She nodded. “We all are.” 
 
    I sank below the water and let out air until I hit bottom. I sat there trying to cool off. I was on an island full of virgins who couldn’t have sex until I turned into a dragon king. Just like my fucking luck. 
 
    Vessa was sunning on the beach when I joined her under a palm tree. She moved over next to me and traced my chest muscles with her fingernails, which didn’t help to lower my arousal. 
 
    “How are you all virgins if you’ve lived with men all these years on this beautiful island?” 
 
    “It isn’t possible to have sex with them. When King Zykon invaded our island and killed our parents, he ordered all the boys to be castrated.” 
 
    “Jesus, what a dick!” I said in astonishment and horror. 
 
    “Yes, but now he is dead, thanks to you.” 
 
    “About that. His son will be back soon, and I expect he’ll return with far greater weapons and numbers.” 
 
    “And witches,” she said. 
 
    “Right, and witches. But we have a witch of our own, don’t we?” 
 
    “Matron Spider is a priestess, not a witch. But she has blessed our people to protection from blood curses.” 
 
    “Have the blessings worked?” 
 
    “So far.” 
 
    “I need to have her bless me too, then. It’s going to be hard enough to fend off these assholes without worrying about curses.” 
 
    “Our men may not be complete, but they have balls were it counts, and so do the women. We will help you defeat the Blytharians. But if you were to allow Matron Spider to perform the ritual of the dragon king, you could easily defeat an entire armada singlehandedly.” 
 
    “What exactly does it mean to become the dragon king?” 
 
    “You will be able to take the form of a dragon at will. It means the power to fly, wield fire, and exact vengeance on your enemies with impunity.” 
 
    “Has there ever been a dragon king?” 
 
    “Not in my time or that of my parents or grandparents. It is a legend from the west that Matron Spider learned of during her exile. She went through great toils to obtain the dragon stone.” Vessa propped herself up on one elbow and put a hand over my heart. Gazing at me solemnly, she said, “She believes in you, John. We all do.” 
 
    Annoyed by such talk, I sat up abruptly and went over to pick up my clothes. Siri was coming down the trail under the boughs of twisted, vine-covered banyan trees, and when she saw me standing there naked, her smile widened. 
 
    “Dragon king indeed,” she said, gazing at my junk. 
 
    I coughed to get her attention. “Uh, my eyes are up here.” 
 
    She blinked. “I’m sorry, the men in the village… I’ve never seen one before. Can I touch it?” 
 
    “Uhhh,” I glanced at Vessa, who was grinning. “There’re a lot of preparations to make. I should stay focused.” 
 
    Stay focused? Are you insane? Why would you turn down a handjob— 
 
    “You forget we have been trained in the ways of lovemaking,” said Siri. She undid her top and pulled it down slowly, so when her pointy, pert breasts finally broke free, they bounced happily to greet me. They were golden brown with chocolate nipples that pointed at the sun like little tootsie rolls, glistening with a thick sheen of sweat. 
 
    Vessa hadn’t put her clothes back on yet and was shimmering like a Hawaiian goddess in the sunlight. 
 
    “There are things we can do without compromising our virginity,” she said and came toward me slowly, hungrily, her hips swaying. 
 
    I let the women lay me back down on the sand and stared up at the red moon, a faint crescent in the blue sky. When I felt two hot tongues lick me from base to crown, one on each side, I knew it was going to be a good night. 
 
    Vessa woke me some time later, and at first I didn’t know where I was. I rubbed my eyes and looked around. 
 
    “You fell asleep after your release,” she said coyly. “You looked so relaxed, we let you sleep.” 
 
    “Right, thanks.” I got up and stretched, and seeing the inviting pool beside me, I decided a quick dip would clear my head. As I dove in, I remembered what had happened and realized we were in deep shit. I’d been so fucked up by the crash, whiskey, and weed, I’d been kind of going along like this was some kind of dream. 
 
    But it wasn’t. This shit was real. 
 
    Any minute now the Blytharians would return for my head, and even with my guns, I was probably screwed. 
 
    I dove twelve feet to the bottom of the pool and spotted something silver. It was a quick flash, and it was about four feet deeper, down in the seagrass. I came up for air, took a deep breath, and dove far enough I could wrap my hand around it. 
 
    I broke the surface and held the object up to the fading sun. It was a silver coin with a hole drilled into it. On one side was the face of a proud-looking Greek woman with a wreath on her head. On the other side was the head of a dragon. 
 
    I showed my prize to the girls, who were getting dressed. “I found this at the bottom of the pool.” 
 
    Vessa cupped it and smiled, teary-eyed. “That is Avigna, mother of dragons.” 
 
    “That is a very lucky thing to find,” said Siri. “You are blessed, John Pyre.” 
 
    “I imagine someone from the village lost it here.” 
 
    “It is yours now,” said Vessa, closing my hand around it. 
 
    I dressed and swaggered back to the village with a girl under each arm. The villagers had been busy during my nap; a pile of bamboo was laid on the ground beside a beaming Philo. 
 
    “Got your bamboo, my lord,” he said, gnawing on a bird bone. 
 
    A handful of villagers stood behind him in an assortment of mismatched armor, holding the Blytharians weapons. 
 
    “Those men wearing the armor, why are they all bruised and bloody?” I asked. 
 
    “We fought to see who deserved to wear it, and they won.” 
 
    “Then they are your best warriors?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    “Have they ever seen battle?” 
 
    “No, but we’ve been training in the way of our forefathers since we were very young.” He tossed the bird bone into the firepit and motioned two of the men over. “This is Harack and Bonehead Banyan.” 
 
    “Hello,” I said, extending my hand. Harack, the more muscular and taller of the two looked at my hand, confused, so I showed him how to shake. 
 
    Banyan was shorter and more rotund, but there was thick muscle under the fat. His upper body was massive, but his legs were skinny and long. “Why do they call you Bonehead?” 
 
    He picked up a coconut and smashed it against his head, successfully splitting it in two. 
 
    “Impressive. That’d make you a fortune on Mallory Square.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” said Banyan. “What is that?” 
 
    “It’s a place in my world, where drunk people across the land come to watch the sunset and puke in the streets.” 
 
    “Show John Pyre what you can do,” said Philo. 
 
    Banyan and Harack bowed to me, to each other, then took up defensive stances. They both wore the dead Blytharian’s thick leather armor and carried long broad swords and heavy shields. Harack attacked first, leaping and spinning in the air and coming down hard with his sword against Banyan’s shield, but Banyan was a big dude and deflected the blow without giving up ground. He swung at Harack’s feet, who deflected it and retaliated with an overhead chop. 
 
    They went back and forth for five minutes, gracefully dancing around each other. At one point the fight moved into a hut, and Banyan crashed out through the back wall, weaponless but still holding the shield. He staved off Harack’s attacks and waited for the perfect moment to slap the sword aside. He pulled Harack toward him by the collar and head butted him, laying him out cold. 
 
    “Well done,” I said and clapped loudly. I was excited by the display and felt a renewed sense of hope. With twelve armed and armored warriors, I might hold off King Varrus long enough to get the hell off this world. 
 
    What about the villagers? my inner voice asked, but I thought on my father back home, sick and dying and wondering where the hell I’d disappeared to. The money from my ill-fated flight was supposed to pay for the next few batches of chemo, and if I didn’t return, he’d only get worse. He might even die. No matter how much I wanted to help these people, I couldn’t abandon my dad. 
 
    After my mother died in a car accident when I was little, he’d done his best to fill both parental roles, and he did a hell of a job. He taught me how to drive, fish, and fly. He taught me how to shoot a gun, navigate a boat through the mangrove channels, and how to dive for lobster. 
 
    Most importantly, he taught me how to be a man.  
 
    If he knew about the crazy situation I was in, and believed it, he would tell me not to worry about him, to become a dragon king and save the villagers. That’s just the kind of man he is. 
 
    “Would you like to see the rest of the men perform?” Philo asked. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” I faced the warriors and bowed. “I believe in you all, and I am honored to fight beside you.” 
 
    They answered in kind, each one of them calling me their lord. 
 
    “We’re going to call you twelve warriors the berserkers. You will answer to Philo, and he will answer to me.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Philo said, beaming from ear to ear. 
 
    “Vessa, we’re going to need a group of spear throwers. Who besides the berserkers are the most accurate and longest distance throwers? I need the top twelve.” 
 
    She picked four men and six women. “These are your spear throwers.” 
 
    “Excellent. I want you to make as may spears as you can. You’ll need fabric as well to soak in oil and attach to the end.” 
 
    “Yes, John,” said Vessa. 
 
    “The rest of you line up.” 
 
    I picked every other person, to create two more groups with twenty people each. 
 
    I wondered how many of them would die when King Varrus returned. 
 
    I wondered if I would die with them. 
 
    “Siri, this is your group. I want you to cut this bamboo into three-foot-long sections, pointed at both ends.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” she said proudly. 
 
    “You there,” I said to the oldest man in the second group, one I’d noticed around the village and who seemed like a hard worker. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Vek.” 
 
    “You will be in charge of this group. Dig a trench across the top of the sand dunes. It needs to be six feet deep, ten feet wide, and as long as you can make it.” 
 
    “We will begin immediately,” he said. “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “Let’s get to work, everyone!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Preparations Begin 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once the trench was dug and the bamboo cut to length, I set Siri and Vek’s groups to sticking the poles in the bottom of the trench at odd angles. By the time they were through, it looked like the long, gaping maw of a sand monster, with hundreds of jagged teeth. The trench ended up being a hundred feet long, running along the top of the dunes with a narrow path on either side of it. I was hoping to bottleneck the Blytharians, forcing them up the dunes. 
 
    “Be careful,” I said as they worked in the trench. “You don’t want to slip and get one of those pointy spikes in your ass.” 
 
    They seemed to relish the labor, and I guessed it was the taste of freedom fueling their spirits. It felt pretty damn good helping the villagers fight back against an oppressive tyrant. It was as though a lifetime of anxiety was being quenched, and I finally had a chance to make a difference in the battle between good and evil. 
 
    They finished, and we ate a quick meal of fish and seaweed. I passed the mead flask to my generals, thanking them for their help, and was rewarded with bright smiles. 
 
    “Thank you, John,” said Vek. “You have given us hope once more.” 
 
    There was a tear in his eye and a tear in my heart, and I ignored them both. “You’re welcome Vek.” 
 
    The sun would be setting soon, and I wanted to get the dune trap done before nightfall, so after eating, I went back to work. 
 
    “Siri, I want your group to procure twenty more ten-foot poles. Vek, I need a few hundred palm fronds. You, you, and you,” I said, picking three villagers from his group. “Set torches every ten feet along the dunes. We’re going to need some light. It’s going to be a long night, gang, so pace yourselves.” 
 
    I went to check on Vessa and the spearmen, and found them finishing up. They’d attached the rags to them, as instructed, and this batch looked even sturdier than the fishing spears they’d used earlier. A small barrel of oil was by the stacked spears, and I asked Vessa if that was all they had. 
 
    “There is another small barrel, smaller than this one,” she replied, eyes locked on her work. 
 
    “I assume it’s supplied to you by the Blytharians, like almost everything else?” 
 
    “Yes.” She looked up, as though realizing what being cut off from trade meant. 
 
    “How many things do you rely on them for?” 
 
    “Oil, grain, rope, tools, livestock.” 
 
    “Tell me you at least have a source of fresh water.” 
 
    “We gather some rain water, but most is supplied to us.” 
 
    “Fuck.” I paced, mind racing, and everyone stopped what they were doing to watch me. 
 
    “How much water do we have left?” 
 
    Vessa looked at another woman, who replied, “Ten five-gallon casks.” 
 
    “Fifty gallons. It’s not an emergency yet. Vessa, when these spears are done, I need you and your group to take inventory of everything we have that is supplied to us by the Blytharians. Then I want it all taken into the caves. We don’t want all our shit getting blown away when they decide to bombard the island again.” 
 
    I returned to the beach as the sun set and was heartened to see that the last of the palm fronds were being set beside the dunes. The villagers had even had the sense to space the bundles, presumably knowing what I had in mind. 
 
    “We’re finished, my lord,” said Vek. 
 
    “Nice.” I patted him on the back, and he straightened with pride. “You’ve probably guessed what we’re doing here.” 
 
    A nod. “We will cover the trench with palm fronds, spaced out with the new poles.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “I believe you intend to cover them with a light coating of sand.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So that when the Blytharians storm the beach, they fall through and get a stick in the ass.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said, and those nearby laughed at the thought of it. 
 
    “I have also taken the liberty of having pig dung added to the tips of the spikes,” he said, pointing at a group tending the bamboo spikes. 
 
    “So that when the Blytharians impale themselves, they’ll get shit in the wound,” I deduced. 
 
    He nodded with a dastardly grin. “Even if they survive, they will become very sick from the dung poisoning.” 
 
    “You’re a dangerous man, Vek.” 
 
    He bobbed his head happily, “I can’t wait to hear the bastards squeal. 
 
    “You and me both. Let’s hope it’s not tonight.” I pointed at the thick clouds brewing in the north. 
 
    “Rain will ruin our trench.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said nervously. “Let’s hope the goddess is looking out for us.” 
 
    It threatened to rain all night, but luck was with us, because not a drop fell. I don’t know when we finished working, but it was late. I set watchmen at the volcano and on the beach and crashed in my hut. 
 
    The red moon dominated my dreams. Blood dripped from it, falling to earth in thousand-gallon drops. Blytharians were slaughtering the villagers, but I was helpless to save them. Screaming and hacking at the enemy, I tried, but my blows had no power behind them, and every step was like trudging through mud. 
 
    All the while, Matron Spider hung from a long silver thread, telling me over and over I could have stopped it from happening 
 
    I awoke screaming, in a cold sweat.  
 
    Vessa was beside me. “It was a dream, John. It wasn’t real.” 
 
    I laid back down and breathed slowly. “Thanks.” 
 
    “What did you dream about?” she asked. 
 
    “The moon dripped blood. The Blytharians were… it was just a dream.” 
 
    “Sometimes dreams are premonitions of things to come.” 
 
    “And sometimes it’s just a spider woman fucking with you.” I got up and stretched, trying to clear my mind. “Do we have water?” 
 
    Vessa got up and moved to a small table on the other side of the hut. She was naked and beautiful, and when she poured water from a pitcher into a small ceramic cup, I was reminded of Aphrodite, Greek goddess of the sea. 
 
    “Here you are, my love.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I drank the entire cup and then another. I wasn’t hungry at all, which was strange for me, but it must have been all the fish and lack of carbs. 
 
    I lit a joint to set my head right and planned my day. Matron Spider said she needed two days to contact her goddess, but I intended to stop in to bug her. 
 
    Whether or not she kept her word, I needed to help the villagers prepare for the imminent invasion. I went outside in time to see the sunrise and was surprised I’d only slept five or six hours and still felt good. With Vessa at my side, I imagined what it would mean to accept my role as the dragon king. I hadn’t given it much thought, but when I imagined flying through the air high above the land and raining fiery death down on the Blytharians, I smiled. I loved fantasy movies and video games, and the idea of being some sort of shape-shifting dragon king had its appeal. 
 
    Hell, I might even have agreed to it, had it not been for my sick father. 
 
    “Good morning, my lord!” Philo emerged from his hut with a big smile, as if he was the only one who didn’t realize we were going to be attacked any minute. 
 
    “Good morning, Philo.” 
 
    “Good morning sire. What shall we do first today?” 
 
    “What did you end up doing with the Blytharians I killed?” 
 
    “Their remains are still in the ashes of the pyre.” 
 
    “Good. Stick the skulls on poles and put them on the beach in a neat row.” 
 
    He laughed. “That is a good idea. Maybe the Blytharians will think twice when they see them.” 
 
    “Probably not,” I admitted. “It will probably just piss them off.” 
 
    “It will piss them off greatly,” he said merrily. “They give their dead an ocean burial, lest the spirits linger in eternal torment.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Something popped into my mind. “They sound like superstitious people.” 
 
    “Oh, they are. They think sickness comes from the spirits of their enemies, when everyone knows sickness is caused by demons.” 
 
    “Right,” I said with a laugh. “Gather the generals and have them meet in my hut in five minutes. I’ve got a few new things to go over.” 
 
    Philo gathered Siri and Vek, and met Vessa and me in my hut. I wasted no time getting started. 
 
    “Have the supplies been counted and stored in the caves?” I asked Vessa. 
 
    “Yes, John. Just as you asked.” 
 
    “How big is the cave system?” 
 
    “You could explore them all day,” said Vessa. “There are many chambers and tunnels throughout and beneath the volcano.” 
 
    “Good. We need to set up shop there. These huts won’t to be safe during another bombardment. Have everyone gather their things and move them to the caves. Philo, after you spike the skulls, I need you and your group to block all paths through the jungle to the volcano except the main one.” 
 
    “You are a very smart man,” he said, nodding reassuringly to the others. 
 
    “What do you need me and my group to do?” Siri asked. She seemed to be sulking about something, probably Vessa sleeping in my hut last night, but I didn’t have time for drama, so I didn’t ask. 
 
    “We still have to eat, so if you and your group could fish and cook like you normally would, that would be great. Also, I’d like you to make something to gather rain water. I’ve got a tarp in the plane you can use. Maybe weave some palm fronds together to make chutes for the rain, and set them to gather the rain in the empty water barrels. Vek, you and your people come with me.” 
 
    I went back to the wreckage and had Vek’s group move all the weapons and ammo out of the plane. It would be safe in the caves, assuming no one messed around with the stuff. I made it clear that under no conditions was anyone to open the bags containing the weapons. 
 
    While they ferried the supplies into the caves, I went to work on my latest plan. I liked flying with music playing, so I always carried a big Bluetooth speaker. Being on an alien planet I’d ruled out my phone being useful, but now I was going to need it. Luckily I found it in one piece under the passenger seat. It even had forty percent battery life, but I couldn’t get a signal to save my life. 
 
    “Can you hear me now?” I said aloud and laughed at my stupid joke. Sometimes when you’ve been transported across the galaxy and find yourself on a strange planet, you just have to laugh. 
 
    I salvaged the plane’s battery and spent the morning rigging it up to my phone and speaker. I usually stream music, and although I obviously couldn't access the cloud, I’d downloaded several albums to my phone. To be exact I had three; Metallica, Justice for All, Bob Marley's Greatest hits, and Ween's White Pepper album. 
 
    I wanted to scare the Blytharians with Metallica, but the others didn't seem so intimidating. 
 
    The day was bright and sunny, without a hint of clouds. It was a perfect Key West day—although I was far from the Conch Republic. Nevertheless, I was on an island, so I played what I thought was appropriate. 
 
    “Get Up, Stand Up,” by Bob Marley cranked out of the speaker, and I looked at Philo to gauge his reaction. 
 
    At first he was surprised, but soon joy overtook him, and the next thing I knew, he was dancing like a fat baby who can't help but move to the music. 
 
    “I knew you had violent magic, Sire Pyre, but I didn't know you could produce such beautiful, joyous magic.” 
 
    “Sire Pyre?” 
 
    “It came to me in the music,” he said, dancing circles around me. 
 
    “John?” said Vessa. 
 
    The villagers were walking along the mangrove path like zombies, drawn to my music like mice to the Pied Piper’s flute. They danced and laughed, and some even had happy tears spilling from their eyes. 
 
    “This music,” said Vessa, trying to find words. “It is the sound of freedom.” 
 
    “You like it?” 
 
    “I love it, John.” 
 
    “Good, because there’s a lot more where that came from.” 
 
    I snapped a couple pictures of the villagers dancing. If I did somehow make it home, at least I’d have some evidence to prove to myself I hadn’t dreamt it all. 
 
    “John!” Siri yelled as she ran down the beach toward me. 
 
    I looked at the sea, thinking the Blytharians had been spotted. 
 
    “It’s Matron Spider,” she said breathlessly. “She has spoken to the goddess. She has your answer.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    The Sacrifice 
 
      
 
      
 
    I hiked as fast as I could up to Matron Spider’s cave, my mind racing with possibilities. What if the goddess had agreed to send me back? What would become of the villagers? What if she refused, and I was stuck here forever? Then there was the bigger question on my mind; what if she could help my father? 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you,” she said from deep inside the cave. 
 
    Matron Spider climbed down from a high shelf. I dodged the webs and waited with mixed hope and trepidation. The look on her face wasn’t encouraging. 
 
    “I have spoken with my goddess,” she said cryptically. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “She says you cannot leave yet.” 
 
    “What about my dad? You said you would ask her if she can do anything for him.” 
 
    She moved a few steps closer, the pointed ends of her long spider legs clicking on the stone. “She can heal your father… for a price.” 
 
    “What do you mean, a price?” 
 
    “A life for a life, that is the way.” 
 
    “You mean like a sacrifice?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Who does she want to be sacrificed and why?” 
 
    “It matters not who it is, and one does not ask a goddess why.” 
 
    “Then we can kill a pig or something.” 
 
    “The sacrifice must be made by one of the villagers.” 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with this chick?” I said, growing increasingly pissed at the mysterious goddess. “If she has the power to heal my father, why does she need a sacrifice?” 
 
    “That is the nature of her healing power. A life for a life. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    “So you expect me to pick someone from the village to be killed so my dad can live?” 
 
    “It is quite simple. Why do you act as if this is asking too much? You are their rightful king. They will honor your request.” 
 
    “They’re people! They’re not just lambs to be sent to slaughter!” 
 
    “This is not a trifling thing you ask,” she snapped. “You should feel lucky she offered you such a gift.” 
 
    “Gift? It’s murder.” 
 
    “A life for a life,” she repeated. 
 
    “It’s murder any way you cut it.” 
 
    “Do the gods on your world not murder? Please, you embarrass yourself with your naivete.” 
 
    “Fuck this, fuck you, and fuck your goddess. I’m done. I am being kept here against my will. I never asked for any of this. Why don’t you tell your goddess I refuse the mantle of dragon king, and I don’t want anything to do with her war. I’m not a goddamned warrior, I’m a pilot. I want her to send me back.” 
 
    “You are destined to—” 
 
    “I’m destined to put a bullet in your head, lady.” 
 
    She screamed like a banshee and rose on her hind legs. A fierce wind picked me up and shot me out of the cave. I landed on my ass and flipped over the ledge, barely grabbing hold of the stone with one hand. I hung there, desperately trying to pull myself up, and her clicking legs approached. 
 
    “You have threatened me for the last time!” she bellowed. 
 
    I looked down and quickly decided I shouldn’t have. The fall was at least a hundred feet to the next ledge, and the jagged rocks promised a gruesome death. I grabbed hold of the ledge with my other hand and tried to do a chin-up, but Matron Spider blocked my progress with her gruesome body.  
 
    She glared down at me, eyes wide and bloodshot. “Accept your fate as the dragon king or die.” 
 
    “If I die, you and your people are fucked!” 
 
    Her face twisted with rage, and she pushed my hands off the ledge. I frantically clawed at the wall as I fell, but I couldn’t find a handhold. My mind screamed, and when I saw those jagged rocks closing in on me like the teeth of a behemoth, I let out one last defiant “Fuck you!” 
 
    Something slammed into my backside, and I opened my eyes. I was floating inches above the rocks. Sticky webbing covering my torso. Matron Spider had saved me at the last moment. I glimpsed her looking at me from the cliff. 
 
    “Let me go you, crazy bitch!” I screamed, and she pulled me up. 
 
    I kicked and thrashed when she hauled me over the edge. I managed to get hold of the handgun near the small of my back, but she slapped it away when I pointed it at her. I got off a shot though, which tore through her shoulder, but that only seemed to piss her off more. The next thing I knew, I was being wound in spider silk like a fly destined for a later meal. By the time she was finished, only my head was free. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I was terrified she intended to drain me dry. 
 
    She stuffed me against her disgusting bulbous underbelly and scampered back into the cave. She deftly climbed the wall and strung a line from the ceiling to the back of my neck before letting me go. I fell a few feet before the line became tight, then I was hanging there, eye to eye with Matron Spider. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of you,” she said, tenderly feeling her wounded shoulder. 
 
    “The feeling is mutual, trust me.” 
 
    “You will accept your fate,” she said and clicked her way to the other side of the cave. 
 
    I struggled to free myself, but it was no use, I was wrapped up tighter than a fat Boy Scout in a sleeping bag being pranked by his buddies. 
 
    “You will become the dragon king.” She approached me with that red gem in her outstretched hand. 
 
    “Get the hell away from me!” 
 
    She grabbed my jaw, squeezed and tried to stuff the gem in my mouth with the other hand. I clamped my lips together and squirmed. 
 
    “Open your mouth!” 
 
    “Fuck you!” I said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Open your mouth!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “John?” 
 
    “Vessa! Help!” I yelled, and Matron Spider took that opportunity to stuff the gem in my mouth. 
 
    I spat it out, and the gem hit her in the forehead. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Vessa demanded. “Let him go!” 
 
    “This does not concern you, child.” 
 
    “I said let him go.” Vessa pointed my handgun at her. 
 
    “You dare threaten me?” said Matron Spider. 
 
    “Let him go.” 
 
    “You don’t know how to use that device.” 
 
    Vessa pointed at the ceiling and pulled the trigger, startling all three of us. The bullet ricocheted off the walls like a pinball, then Vessa pointed the gun at her face. 
 
    “Now,” she said evenly. 
 
    Rage boiled in the arachnid’s eyes, but she grudgingly complied by swiping at the cocoon that held me with one sharp tarsus. I hit the ground hard on my back, and another swipe opened the casing wide. I scrambled out, spitting and sputtering and thoroughly grossed out. 
 
    “Give me the gun,” I said to Vessa, but she shook her head. 
 
    “No,” she said, lowering the weapon. “You two need to work this out.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to work out,” I said. “I’ve told her where I stand. I need to go home. I can’t be hanging out here, playing Robinson Crusoe while my father is dying.” 
 
    “I told you your father can be saved by a sacrifice,” said Matron Spider. 
 
    “I’m American. I don’t believe in human sacrifice.” 
 
    “If you leave, Vessa and everyone else will die.” 
 
    “That’s not my problem!” I screamed, and immediately regretted my words. 
 
    Vessa’s eyes teared up, and she slowly shook her head. “I thought you cared about us,” she said brokenly. 
 
    I sighed heavily. “I do, Vessa, I really do, but I’m not a hero. I can’t save you.” 
 
    “Can’t or won’t?” 
 
    “I have seen the future,” said Matron Spider. “If you do not accept your destiny, this island will burn. The men’s skin will be flayed, and they will be hung to die slowly. The women will be ravished by a dozen men before being burned alive.” 
 
    “If you’ve seen this, why did you think you could stop it?” 
 
    “I had one hope to stop it, John Pyre, and that hope was you.” 
 
    I stared into Vessa’s quivering eyes and imagined the horrors befalling her that the wretched spider bitch had outlined. “One last offer then. Tell your goddess to heal my father, without a sacrifice, and I will become the dragon king.” 
 
    Hope replaced Vessa’s tears, and she looked at Matron Spider. 
 
    “I wish I could. But a sacrifice of life force is needed to heal your father. There is no other way.” 
 
    “There you have it,” I said to Vessa. “I tried.” 
 
    I left the cave, contemplating returning with an AR15, and Vessa ran after me. “Don’t give up, John. There is always a way.” 
 
    “The only way is for someone to sacrifice themselves so that my father might live, and I know he wouldn’t want that.” 
 
    I stopped when I realized she was no longer behind me. She was staring at the ground, deep in thought. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” I said, rushing over to her. 
 
    “If that is what you need, I will gladly do it,” she said solemnly. 
 
    I gently shook her. “Don’t you dare do anything like that. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Tears spilled. “But, John.” 
 
    “Promise me, Vessa. Promise me you won’t do anything stupid. We’ll find another way. There’s got to be another way.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, nodding and sniffling. 
 
    “I want to hear you say it.” 
 
    “I promise.” She hugged me tight and cried into my shoulder. 
 
    Matron Spider stood beside the cliff she’d pushed me off, her eyes hard and calculating. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Special Forces 
 
      
 
      
 
    We returned to the beach to find everyone dancing and carrying on. “Get Up, Stand Up”, was still playing on a loop, and the villagers were now singing along. I shut off the music, abruptly getting everyone’s attention. 
 
    “The party’s over,” I said gruffly. “Anytime now the Blytharians are going to return, and they’re intent on killing us all. I can only do so much to prevent that from happening. The rest depends on you. Now get back to work!” 
 
    The villagers drifted away from the beach, glancing at me nervously, hunched like submissive dogs. My generals remained, and I faced them sternly. “You all have your orders.” 
 
    “Is everything alright, Sire Pyre?” said Philo. 
 
    “No, Philo, it’s not.” 
 
    “Matron Spider won’t heal his father without a sacrifice from one of us,” said Vessa. 
 
    I offered her a scowl and added, “Which I have absolutely forbidden, but my business with her is mine, and not your concern. Is that clear?” 
 
    They nodded, all but Siri, who looked contemplative. 
 
    “Is that clear?” I said louder, staring at her. 
 
    “Yes, John.” 
 
    “Get back to work. There’s still a lot to be done.” 
 
    I gazed out over the alien ocean, longing for this nightmare to be over. I kept going over my conversation with Matron Spider, and a part of me wished that someone would sacrifice themselves, just not someone I knew very well. My dad wouldn’t want that, but he didn’t have to know either. But if that happened, I would have to accept the mantle of dragon king, and as cool as that sounded, I had no interest in doing it. I already had a target on my back, and becoming a shape-shifting dragon would make that target as big as the moon. 
 
    Then what? 
 
    I’d be hunted by every adventurer within a thousand miles, and eventually someone would put a knife in my back. I was doomed no matter what I did, and so were the villagers. I knew I couldn’t fend off the Blytharians forever. We were living on borrowed time, and sooner or later, we’d have to pay the piper. 
 
    What I needed was an angle, a way to get Matron Spider to send me home but still save the villagers. 
 
    Maybe someone else could become the dragon king. No, they were all eunuchs, and the dragon king was supposed to turn the women into dragons through sex. 
 
    “How in the hell did I get myself into this situation?” I asked aloud. “Oh, right, I smuggled goods for the cartel to save my father. I guess no good deed goes unpunished.” 
 
    “John?” 
 
    Vessa was standing behind me, looking concerned. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “Who were you talking to?” 
 
    “Myself.” 
 
    “I am here if you need someone to talk to.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I need to work this out on my own.” 
 
    “If you need stress relief, I can—” 
 
    “No.” I sighed. “Everything can’t be solved by sex. Usually it only makes things worse, to tell you the truth.” 
 
    “I just want to help.” 
 
    “I know you do, but right now the best way to help me is to help yourself. I can’t do this, Vessa. I can’t become the dragon king. I can’t save you all from the Blytharians. Hell, I can hardly pay my bills on time.” 
 
    “But you have magic in you,” she said, eyes sparkling. 
 
    “No, I don’t. I have weapons other men invented and a music playlist. I’m not a warrior. I’m just John.” 
 
    “To me you are so much more.” She moved closer and took my hands in hers. “Don’t you see? You’ve already saved me. When you killed King Zykon with your dragon, he was about to take me away to be sold. You saved me from a whore’s fate, and for that I am eternally grateful.” 
 
    “That was an accident.” 
 
    “Nothing is an accident, John. You coming here, killing the king, was foreseen by Matron Spider.” 
 
    “She was the one who pulled me here from my planet. She sits up there in her cave and expects me to finish her dirty work. What I really can’t wrap my mind around, what I really can’t fucking grasp, is how she can summon me from a different world but doesn’t have the power to stop a few dozen barbarian assholes.” 
 
    “Matron Spider is dying. She was already weak when she summoned you, and doing so almost killed her. I fear she has but days left, and since you struck her with your thunder stick, she may have less than that.” 
 
    I’d forgotten I shot her in the shoulder, and goddamned if I knew why, but I felt bad about it. “Like you said, maybe there’s a way to make this all work out. But until we think of it, we need to prepare for the worst.” 
 
    After a tasty lunch of grilled eel, coconut bread, pineapple, and mussels, I hiked back up the side of the volcano into the vast cave network, where all the supplies were being stored. The walls were the same damp, musty black as those found farther up in Matron Spider’s lair, but these had bioluminescent moss growing on the ceiling and walls. The glow wasn’t bright by any means, but after my eyes adjusted to the dimness, they provided enough illumination to see, which would save on our oil consumption. 
 
    I went through the list of supplies with Vessa and inventoried my weapons and ammo. I had twelve SIG Sauer P320s, a dozen Smith & Wesson M&Ps, six M500 shotguns, and twelve M4 carbine rifles. There was enough ammo to start a war or end one, whichever way you wanted to look at it. 
 
    The villagers eyed my stockpile with mystified wonder whenever they passed the chamber, and I wondered if I could teach some of them to use the weapons. It would be a hell of a big help to have more than one shooter, and I had enough ammo to train some of them. 
 
    “Hey, Philo,” I said when I saw him. 
 
    “Sire?” 
 
    “How do you feel about you and a few others learning how to use my weapons?” 
 
    “We would be honored, sire, but we have no magic, like you.” 
 
    “It’s not magic, Philo. They’re just machines.” 
 
    He laughed as if what I’d said was ridiculous. “If you can teach us to use your magic machines, we would be humbled to learn.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear.” I slapped him on the shoulder. “We’re going to build an army the likes of which the Blytharians have never seen.” 
 
    I ordered everyone to stop working and set up a few targets on the beach made of thatch bundles with fabric stretched over them. I drew bull’s-eyes on them with dye the villagers used to color their clothing and showed them how it was done. 
 
    “There are a few rules you need to understand before we begin, otherwise, one of you might blow your brains out or inadvertently hurt someone else.” I held up my weapon. “This is called a SIG. It’s a handgun. This is the handle, this is the barrel, and this is the trigger. Bullets go in the handle, and when you pull the trigger, bullets come out of the barrel so fast you can’t even see them.” 
 
    A collective hum of appreciation rose, and I noticed that everyone was hanging on my every word. I fired a round into the sky, and even though they had heard me fire a weapon before, they all jumped or cowered. 
 
    “What wondrous magic he possesses,” said one of the men. 
 
    “We are blessed beyond comprehension,” a woman added. 
 
    “It’s not magic. It’s just like the Blytharian’s cannons, only smaller. Understand?” 
 
    Some nodded, others didn’t. 
 
    “Some of you will be chosen to use guns like this. Rule number one, never put your finger on the trigger unless you intend to shoot something. Number two, never point the gun at anyone you don’t intend to shoot. Never! Number three, until you have properly learned how to use a gun, you are not to touch them. Does everyone understand?” 
 
    Murmurs went through the assembly. 
 
    “I said, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sire!” Philo yelled and others echoed him. 
 
    “You!” I pointed at one of the women, who looked like a Hawaiian goddess in her floral sash, with one tit hanging out. “What is your name?” 
 
    “Corallia,” she said sheepishly. 
 
    “What are the three rules?” 
 
    She stammered but managed to list them. I had the others repeat the rules ten times, and when I was confident they understood them, I moved on to target practice. 
 
    “This is the shooting stance for this particular weapon,” I said, standing straight with my right arm extended and my left bent to support the butt of the gun. 
 
    I showed them how to make an imaginary gun with their pointer fingers as the barrel, then walked along the line inspecting their stances and making adjustments. 
 
    I offered Philo the gun. “Remember, don’t put your finger on the trigger until you intend to shoot, and don’t point it at anyone.” 
 
    “Yes, sire.” 
 
    He took the gun and made a perfect shooter stance. 
 
    “Line up the target in your sites, there at the end of the gun. Now gently put your finger on the trigger. Exhale slowly and squeeze.” 
 
    Bang! The gun fired, and a hole appeared in the outer ring of the bull’s-eye. 
 
    “I hit it!” Philo yelled jubilantly, turning with outstretched arms toward his peers. 
 
    “Watch it!” I yelled and grabbed his arm when he swung the gun around. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, sire.” 
 
    “Pay attention, man. You could kill someone.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Try again. Make what adjustments you need to hit the target, and for Christ’s sake, be mindful where you’re pointing that thing.” 
 
    Philo fired again and came an inch closer to the bull’s-eye, and I called the next shooter. Some missed the target completely, others came close like Philo, and one woman even dropped the gun when it fired. I brought out one of the rifles and had the best shooters take a turn with it. Vessa laughed maniacally when she sprayed the target with bullets. The gun chattered and kicked back, and bullets tore up the side of a palm tree. 
 
    “Slow down, tiger!” I said but couldn’t help but laugh with her. 
 
    I ended up with a dozen decent shooters, including Philo, Vessa, Vek, and Siri, and that night when the sun went down and the moon rose, I presented them with their weapons. I wanted to make this a bona fide ceremony, so I asked Siri if there was any special clothing used for such things. 
 
    “Oh yes,” she said happily and took me by the hand. 
 
    She led me to a hut deep in the village that looked as though it hadn’t been used in a while. The place was clean, too clean. 
 
    “What is this place?” I asked, raising my torch to get a better look. 
 
    “It was the last chief’s hut. He was my father.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that. Wouldn’t that make you the new chief? Or do you have a brother?” 
 
    “I have no living siblings,” she said. I was mesmerized by the way the torchlight played in her eyes. She caught me staring and shyly bit the corner of her lip. “What?” 
 
    “I was just thinking how beautiful you are.” 
 
    She smiled and went to a large bamboo wardrobe. Inside was an elaborate costume made of colorful dyed silk and black feathers, complete with a massive headpiece shaped like a beak. 
 
    “Uhhh,” I mumbled as I imagined how ridiculous I would look in it. 
 
    “My father and Chief Maha Ari would have wanted you to wear it. You are our new chief and king, and you are a good man.” 
 
    “I’m honored.” 
 
    She dressed me in the gown by lanternlight. I have to admit I felt pretty badass in the get-up, which had giant shoulder pads with talons attached to them and long, sleek plumes of black feathers. I bent when she lifted the headdress and put it on me like she was crowning me king. 
 
    “You look like a king,” Vessa said from the doorway. 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “She is right,” said Siri and kissed me on both cheeks. 
 
    “Everyone is ready,” said Vessa. 
 
    I made a few small adjustments, and we returned to the bonfire at the center of the village. The people dropped to their knees. 
 
    “Please stand,” I said, feeling like a fraud. 
 
    The weapons were laid on a long table beside me, and I asked the new soldiers to line up to accept their gifts. Philo was the first in line, and I presented him with a SIG Sauer P320, which he took with reverence. He checked the chamber, like I’d shown him, then surprised me by stuffing it into a holster he must have made from woven palm frond. I offered him an M4 Carbine rifle, and his eyes became wet. 
 
    After I’d handed out the weaponry, I told the newly appointed warriors to rise. “You are now members of the Special Forces. May your allies rejoice and your enemies cower!” 
 
    They cheered and let out a war cry, started by Philo, then shot their weapons in the air. 
 
    After the ceremony I removed the costume and sat by the fire, sipping mead and watching everyone dance to “Don’t Worry” by Bob Marley. Vessa approached as I puffed on a joint, and I offered her a hit. She took it with a smile. Her golden brown skin glistened and her hair hung over one shoulder, exposing one ear and the large pink flower behind it. 
 
    “Come and dance with me,” she said, taking my hands. 
 
    I brought the bottle with me, and we grooved our way to the center of the crowd. A live version of “No Woman, No Cry,” started playing, and I wrapped my arms around her for a slow dance. The next thing I knew, Siri was dancing with us, then another woman joined the grind gang. The men were awkward, seeing me promise these women things with my body they never could, so I graciously made my way back to a group of them by the fire, who were playing a game that looked a lot like chess, only on a circular board. 
 
    “Mind if I give it a shot?” 
 
    The two men playing rearranged the pieces, then gave me a crash course on how the game worked. 
 
    “I would speak with you,” said Vessa suddenly. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    She led me away. “You should not play that game.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because they cannot see you lose.” 
 
    “Who says I would lose?” 
 
    “Maybe you would, maybe you wouldn’t, but they’ve been playing since they were boys. If someone beats you, everyone’s morale will be tarnished.” 
 
    “It’s just a game.” 
 
    “It is not a game. Not to us. It is Vakka Mushara, the dance of the gods.” 
 
    “Whatever you say. You know your people better than I do.” 
 
    “It is wise of you to see that I’m right.” 
 
    I burst out laughing, “Spoken like a wife.” 
 
    “Someday, very soon, I hope to be your wife,” she said seriously. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Welcome to Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    I slept like a baby that night and awoke ready to get to work. My hair blew in a soft breeze that carried the scent of pork cooking over a fire. A few huts away, Philo was beside a fire, slowly turning a whole pig on a spit. 
 
    “Good morning, Pyre Sire!” he said and waved happily, eyes so squinty he looked like a baked pothead. 
 
    “Morning. Smells good.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. This is my mother’s way, slow and low and keep it sticky.” He dunked a small mop-looking thing into a bucket. It came out dripping with what looked like barbeque sauce, although I doubted it was Sweet Baby Ray’s. 
 
    I’d chosen half the Special Forces to sleep in the village with me rather than the caves, so we’d be closer to the beach when the Blytharians attacked again. It had been two days without a sign of them, for which I was thankful but suspicious of. King Varrus had been furious when I mowed down his men, but he hadn’t seemed afraid, and that was more than a little concerning. Then again, if he wasn’t afraid of me and my “magic” weapons, why was he taking so long to retaliate? The longer he took, the more prepared we became. 
 
    Maybe he would return with enough warships to blow the island off the map. I had no way of knowing. 
 
    Or did I? 
 
    Matron Spider was some sort of sorceress. Couldn’t she use a crystal ball or something to show me what ol’ Varrus was up to? 
 
    Maybe I’d pay her a visit after breakfast. I needed some food in me if I was going to hike up there, and I wasn’t in a hurry to talk to her again. She probably didn’t want to see me either, me having shot her and all. 
 
    The other soldiers showed up, and Philo took a pot off another fire. The concoction inside smelled like coconut and looked like grits, and it proved to be pretty bland. But it was a meal, and two bowls of it filled my belly and had me feeling… like I had to shit. 
 
    There were no toilets or toilet paper on the island, but there was a bamboo outhouse and dried leaves to wipe with. It wasn’t much to look at, but it beat the hell out of squatting in the rain forest. 
 
    Business done, I put my soldiers to work setting up more traps along the path leading to the volcano. We dug a few more pitfalls and built spiked bamboo barricades that could be pulled across the path during our retreat. The steepness of the trail up and around the volcano would work to our advantage, and we spent the rest of the day piling large rocks above choke points and on ledges. If the Blytharians got this far, they were going to have a hell of a time getting any farther. 
 
    After lunch I trekked up to Matron Spider’s cave, wondering if I should apologize for shooting her in the shoulder before I asked for a favor. By the time I got to the entrance, I had my speech memorized, and I was confident she would put it all behind her. After all, she wanted something from me, too. 
 
    “Are you going to stand at my door all day and fidget?” she asked in a gravelly voice. 
 
    I walked in, avoiding the hanging webs, and tried not to shudder at the thought of seeing her hairy legs, bulbous spider body, and mutilated human torso. “I come to offer a truce of sorts,” I began, but when I saw her sitting on the floor at the back of the cave, I stopped in my tracks. She looked terrible—gray and ashen and gaunt. Webbing covered her wounded shoulder, but she didn’t use that arm as she rolled bones on the floor. 
 
    “I want no truce from you. I want nothing from you. The goddess has agreed to send you home, but you must wait until nightfall tomorrow.” 
 
    I was taken aback. Was she fucking with me? “I… I don’t understand.” 
 
    “What is there to understand? You’ve gotten what you wanted. We will fend for ourselves. Go back to your life on your world. I hope it is a life well spent!” She spit the words, and each one of them tore through me like an arrow. 
 
    “Why has the goddess suddenly changed her mind?” 
 
    “Go away now,” she said, still frantically rolling the bones. 
 
    I started to walk away but remembered why I’d come in the first place. “Matron Spider, can you see where the Blytharians are?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “Look, I still care about everyone, but I’m worried about my father. You know that.” 
 
    “The Blytarians are planning their counter attack,” she said, head down. “They will be here shortly after you leave.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered and began pacing. “I’ve trained the villagers how to use my guns. I’m going to leave them here for you. It should help you defend yourselves.” 
 
    She didn’t acknowledge my existence. 
 
    “I-I’m sorry I can’t be the man you need me to be.” 
 
    She offered me a black-toothed sneer. “Spoken like a true hero.” 
 
    Close to nightfall I found Vessa and Siri in the caves and invited them to show me what progress had been made barricading the caverns near shore that were prone to flooding. 
 
    Siri was utterly giddy during the short walk. She hardly stopped talking about how powerful she felt, carrying a magic gun on her hip. Vessa, on the other hand, was quiet and seemed distracted. I wondered if she was thinking about the sacrifice, and if she should be the one to offer herself, but I didn’t know how to ask her in front of Siri. Maybe she’d been informed of my imminent departure by Matron Spider—I really hoped it was the latter. 
 
    “My father brought me here when I was a child.” Siri moved gracefully through hanging, bioluminescent lichen that glowed electric blue and glow-stick green. Her eyes sparkled when she smiled. “Bringing you here, to my favorite place makes me very happy.” 
 
    “I’m honored,” I said with a guilty heart. 
 
    She took my hand and led me through the sparkling lichen curtains, through switchback tunnels with dripping walls that smelled of sweet earth and minerals. The floors were sandy but wet with salt water, which fractured the reflection of the glowing lichen and made me feel like I was walking on water in an acid trip. 
 
    I’d thought the spacey lichen was cool, but when I saw the glowing mushrooms in the next chamber, I felt like a kid again. They grew from the ceiling, and they pulsed in unison green, yellow, red, and blue. 
 
    Beyond the sparkling mushroom chamber was a small pool of water that offered a view of sunset over the ocean. 
 
    “I need to go,” said Vessa, and she suddenly darted back through the mushroom chamber. 
 
    “Vessa?” I called after her. 
 
    “Leave her. She has many things on her mind,” said Siri. 
 
    “I’m a little worried about her,” I admitted. 
 
    “Don’t be. She is the strongest woman I know.” 
 
    We sat on a dry stone and watched the sun go down. All the while I wondered about Vessa, imagining her on the edge of the volcano, ready to throw herself into the abyss to heal my father. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m doing here,” I found myself uttering. 
 
    “It is all in the hands of destiny now,” she said, taking mine in both of hers and laying them on her lap. She put her head on my shoulder and sighed. “You are destined for great things. Trust in the gods.” 
 
    “I’ve never lived that way. I trust in myself and maybe a little bit of luck. My future is up to me. For better or worse, that’s the way it is.” 
 
    “Trusting in yourself is trusting in the gods,” she said. 
 
    “That ideology could get dangerous in the wrong mind.” 
 
    “I have seen your future, John. One day you will see I am right.” 
 
    “What about free will?” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “I don’t feel like I’m in control anymore. I was brought here against my will, and now I’m expected to do things I can’t possibly do.” 
 
    “You were brought here because your spirit answered Matron Spider’s call.” 
 
    “Say what?” 
 
    “You are not here against your will, John. A part of you chose to be here.” 
 
    “Did Matron Spider tell you that?” 
 
    “I know it to be true,” she said, and the way she said it made me believe her. “I have my mother’s gift. I can sometimes see the future in my dreams.” 
 
    “That could come in handy.” 
 
    “I’ve seen you at your most powerful.” She surprised me by choking up. “I’ll never forget it. You stood on the peak of a volcano in dragon form. You were as silver as a cloud’s lining, with sharp blue streaks on your wings and body. They looked like lightning. When you roared, I heard the vengeful voices of my ancestors cry in unison, and when you breathed fire that rained down on your enemies, my heart rejoiced. I saw Vessa with you in dragon form, beautiful as ever.” 
 
    “How do you know it’ll come true?” I asked skeptically, but I have to admit, her depiction of me as a badass dragon gave me a bit of a fantasy geek chubby. 
 
    She kissed me deeply, and I pulled her close. Her hands were in my hair and I sensuously explored her back. I cupped her ass and pulled her into my lap. She came eagerly, wrapping her legs around me and forcing my head to her breasts with a passionate sigh. She reached down urgently and found the button, then zipper of my shorts. 
 
    “Siri—” 
 
    “It’s all right. I want this.” 
 
    She took me in her hands, and it was my turn to gasp. 
 
    “What about saving yourself for my magic seed and all that?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter anymore.” 
 
    Did she know about me leaving tomorrow evening? Did she just want a quick romp before I left her crazy planet? I didn’t know, and I didn’t much care. She was rubbing the tip of my cock against her satin-soft folds, and I was a goner. 
 
    She lowered herself onto me slowly, breathing in sharply. Her breathing settled when I fully entered her, and we kissed and slowly rocked with the languid waves that crashed on the rocks, masking our moans of pleasure. 
 
    We returned to the village an hour later by torchlight and found it empty except for the other group of soldiers, including Vessa, who had guarded the caves the night before and were taking their turn in the village. They sat at a long table eating and chatting up a storm. That is all but Vessa. She sat at one of the two seats at the head of the table, playing with her food and looking glum. 
 
    I instantly felt guilty. I knew she was in love with me, and while I definitely had feelings for her, I was on another planet, and my future didn’t include any of these people or this place. 
 
    Siri and I joined Vessa.. “Hey you,” I said, most likely with a coy I’m-a-piece-of-shit smile. 
 
    “Hi,” she said, not looking up. 
 
    “Mind if we sit?” 
 
    She nodded, and Siri wasted no time sitting at the head of the table. I sat beside her, and Banyan brought us two plates piled high with mussels. As we ate, the soldiers recounted their initial training, what it felt like to fire the guns the first time, and how eager they were to strike down the Blytharians. I liked their attitude, and I thought just maybe they’d be okay without me. 
 
    “Why did you leave the caves?” I asked Vessa as discreetly as I could, while Harock boisterously bragged about being the only one to hit a bull’s-eye. 
 
    “I had to take care of something. It is no matter,” she said, shrugging. 
 
    “I wish you could have seen that sunset.” 
 
    “I have seen it with Siri many times.” 
 
    Alrighty then. 
 
    I let it go and tried to enjoy the night—my last night on— 
 
    I said to Siri, “No one’s ever told me the name of this planet.” 
 
    “Silly,” she said with a whimsical smile. “This is Earth.” 
 
    “Say what?” I said, doing a double take. 
 
    “You didn’t come through space, you came through time.” 
 
    I stared, dumbfounded. She giggled and went back to eating. 
 
    “Through time?” I said like it was our little joke. “Forward or backward?” 
 
    She continued to eat, watching me with wide-eyed interest. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded again. 
 
    “Well, ain’t that some shit? But the moon is red.” 
 
    She swallowed. “Once, long ago, wizards tried to make the moon like Earth. They had great big magic machines and ambitious plans but they failed, and death spread across the Earth because of their mistake. In their anger and sorrow, the gods painted the moon red to remind us.” 
 
    “Remind us of what?” 
 
    “To appreciate what we have here and not let it spoil, lest we be tempted to plunder the heavens.” 
 
    “That’s pretty intense.” 
 
    She bit into some fruit and nodded. “The gods are pretty intense.” 
 
    I laughed, and all my stress melted in her beautiful smile, citrus pulp hanging from her teeth and all. 
 
    At one point the girls walked off, and when they came back, Vessa was back to her old self. She kissed me on the cheek. Siri must have lied to her, because I don’t think she would have been happy to hear the truth. Likely I would have gotten a slap instead of a kiss. 
 
    But then again, these chicks were kind of weird. 
 
    After dinner the soldiers wanted some music to go along with the fire, and after I got a full report from the lookouts that the island was safe, I tried Ween’s White Pepper album on them, and they seemed to like it almost as much as Bob Marley. They twirled and gyrated, jumped and spun, and carried on as if they didn't have a care in the world. And that’s what music is supposed to do, isn’t it? 
 
    When “Stay Forever” began playing, sorrow washed over me, deep and merciless. Vessa and Siri danced together like two innocent girls, and my heart ached knowing I had to leave them and doing so would break their hearts and maybe get them killed. 
 
    I tossed and turned all night in my hut, wrestling with my guilt. What would my father say if I told him I’d left an island full of beautiful women and castrated men behind to sit by his deathbed? 
 
    I knew exactly what he’d say. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” 
 
    If I told him the women wanted me to become a dragon king and plant my magic seed in them, he’d probably slap me. 
 
    He’s one of those what-you-see-is-what-you-get kind of guys. In the locker room, he talks about women more than most twenty-something horndogs, but he’s a perfect gentleman around them. He’s big, loud, makes friends easily, can drink anyone under the table, and he’d die for his friends and family. He’s pretty much my hero. 
 
    How the hell do you leave your hero hanging high and dry? 
 
    I wondered if this was all a grand illusion, but in the end, I decided that illusions don’t last this long. Besides, who’s to say life isn’t an illusion? 
 
    Like my father often said, “If God created everything, then all we are is figments of his imagination, nothing more, nothing less.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    The Volcano Awakens 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Quiet, you’ll wake him,” someone said faintly in my in-and-out again sleep. 
 
    A moment later a noise woke me, and I blindly searched the dark hut. “Siri?” 
 
    The light of the red moon peeked through the open window, and the silk curtain used to keep out the bugs swayed lazily. As my eyesight adjusted to the haunting red haze, I saw two voluptuous figures tiptoe to my bed. I threw back the covers, and happily welcomed them. 
 
    “Did we wake you?” Vessa whispered as she crawled in at my back. 
 
    “Nah.” Siri giggled and scooted into place in front of me. I rolled onto my back and put an arm under each woman’s neck. They snuggled up to me like I was the family pet. “I couldn’t sleep anyway.” 
 
    “What’s got your mind racing?” Vessa asked. 
 
    I tried to assemble my thoughts into words, but all I came up with was, “Everything.” 
 
    “Great stress befalls great men,” said Siri, chipper as always and rubbing her best parts against me. “But it is their actions, not their fears, that dictate who they are. You have already defeated a dozen Blytharians and slain their king. This is but the tip of the iceberg for what’s in store for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure, but what if it’s not?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Vessa. 
 
    “What if I went home tomorrow?” I whispered, revealing my salvation like a dirty secret. 
 
    “You would not leave us like that,” said Siri, nuzzling up to me. “You are too good a man.” 
 
    Jesus, she knew what to say and when to say it. 
 
    “What if I’m not?” 
 
    “If you are not a good man, then my mother taught me wrong when I was a child,” said Siri. “If you are not a good man, then neither was my father. If you are not a good man, then hurricanes do not destroy, the sun does not give life, and the oceans are barren.” 
 
    Oh man, she was really making this hard. 
 
    “Siri—” 
 
    “John,” said Vessa. “What would keep you here, if not our love?” 
 
    The question was so straightforward compared to Siri’s whimsical quotes that it took me a good minute to respond. I couldn’t say, “If my father was healed, I would stay,” because that would surely make Vessa leap from the mouth of the volcano. I needed to finesse my answer, but like always, Vessa knew my mind. 
 
    “Do not lie to us,” she whispered, even as a lie was brewing on my tongue. 
 
    “If my father was here with me, I would stay.” 
 
    “Without a sacrifice to heal him?” said Vessa. 
 
    Siri stirred to my left. 
 
    “Yes. He wouldn’t want anyone to die for him, and it would break our hearts to know that you had,” I said, turning toward Vessa so I spoke softly into her hair. 
 
    “Perhaps Matron Spider can make it so,” said Vessa. 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Siri. 
 
    I pulled them closer, and the long day caught up with me. Body, mind, and spirit were tired. I closed my eyes, and they did not open until many hours later. 
 
    My dreams were directed by Tim Burton, and the leading cast included Nicholas Cage and Wynona Ryder as my parents, and me as a baby in the backseat. Raising Arizona flashed through my mind, but Mad Max waged war outside the speeding car we were in. Barbarians on blimps attacked us from above, fire scorched the earth beside us, and all the while I cried. 
 
    Nicholas Cage gave me his most psychotic grin. “We’re in this together, young padawan. Never forget that.” 
 
    Wynona was decked out in Beetlejuice garb. “A gentleman always drinks old fashions.” 
 
    Nicholas Cage swerved for a dragon that was landing in the middle of the road. Matron Spider rode on its back. The car busted through a theme park gate, landed on a Ferris wheel, and was catapulted into the red moon. 
 
    I wailed. 
 
    Wynona laughed. 
 
    Cage leapt from the driver’s seat, guns blazing. 
 
    I screamed myself awake and found myself utterly alone. 
 
    “Vessa!” I called, throwing the sheet off me and leaping out of bed. 
 
    I ran into the red moon night and spun in a circle, trying to get my bearings. I turned again and looked at Matron Spider’s cave, set high on the side of the volcano. The entrance to her cave was glowing, pulsing. 
 
    My heart skipped three beats. 
 
    I ran pell-mell to the path, without my gun, without my sanity, desperately begging God that Vessa wasn’t up there, making a pact with Matron Spider to sacrifice herself and save my father. 
 
    It took a half hour to get there hiking slowly and steadily. It took me fifteen minutes when I was in a blind panic. 
 
    I skidded to a stop at the entrance to her lair and cautiously crept inside. There was no one inside, only a bubbling cauldron that smelled of death, and a flickering torch in the cobwebs. I ran back outside and movement caught my eye high on the lip of the volcano. A shrouded figure stood there, looking into the abyss. 
 
    I ran toward the figure, screaming Vessa’s name. I rounded a corner, tripped up a flight of stairs carved into stone. The stairway ended at a landing that jutted out over the volcano’s mouth. Near the edge was the shrouded figure. Matron Spider stood off to the side, swirling her hands like a hippy at a music festival and humming rhythmically. 
 
    Ten feet above her was a disturbance in the air, a kind of portal, and through it I could see my father lying in a hospital bed. 
 
    “Vessa, stop!” I yelled. The wind picked up, the heavens crashed, and the ground shook. 
 
    The cloaked figure turned and threw back their hood. The red moonlight revealed not Vessa’s face, but Siri’s. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I askedshakily. 
 
    She let the robe fall to the ground and stood there naked, smiling. “I love you, John Pyre.” 
 
    “Siri, don’t!” I ran, reaching out desperately, but I was too late. 
 
    She spread her arms, looked to the heavens, and let herself fall backward. 
 
    “Siriiii!” 
 
    She fell into the darkness of the volcano. Its dark mouth opened, and hot steam and the stench of Earth’s ancient breath washed over me. I covered my face to protect it from the heat and held my breath against the gas, but I peeked through my fingers and saw Siri disintegrate and be swallowed. 
 
    Someone yanked me back from the cliff edge seconds before the volcano erupted, shooting a kaleidoscope of rainbow light straight into the sky. 
 
    “I’m sorry, John.” Vessa was crying. “I couldn’t stop her.” 
 
    Glancing up I saw my father through the swirling portal. He was surrounded by the same multicolored light that issued from the volcano, and his ashen skin turned a healthy color. His sunken eye sockets filled out, and substance returned to his skeletal face. He gasped, opened his eyes, and whispered hoarsely, “John, is that you?” 
 
    “Dad….” The portal winked out of existence. 
 
    The rainbow light died, leaving the world bathed in crimson once more. 
 
    Everything became clear—an upset Vessa leaving the caves the night before, Siri wanting to make love despite it spoiling her chances of becoming one of my dragon queens. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter anymore,” she’d said. 
 
    How could I have misread her intentions? Looking back, everything was painfully clear, but now it was too late. Siri was dead, my father was cured, and despite knowing that he would live a long life, my heart ached with the pain of betrayal. 
 
    “What have you done?” I demanded of Matron Spider, stalking toward her. 
 
    “I have done what you asked me to do. I have healed your father.” 
 
    “I told you he wouldn’t want someone to die for him!” 
 
    She shrugged. “To Siri it was an honor.” 
 
    I was at a loss for words. The shock of Siri’s death had rattled me to the core, but so too did seeing my father transform from a sick and dying man to his old self. I shook like an alcoholic coming off a week-long bender. I wanted to cry for Siri, cheer for my dad, but mostly I wanted to push Matron Spider right off that fucking ledge. 
 
    “Your father has been healed because of Siri’s decision. He will live a long, long life. Now there is nothing holding you back from embracing your destiny,” said Matron Spider. 
 
    The spell had visibly weakened her, and I wished to god it would have killed her. “You’re an evil bitch.” 
 
    “Sire Pyre!” Philo called from the stairs. Huffing and puffing he hurried toward me, then stopped, trying to catch his breath. “The Blyth… Blytharians have returned.” 
 
    He pointed north, and I ran to where I could see open water. There on the horizon, in the red moonlight, were dozens of Blytharian ships. 
 
    “Now is the time,” said Matron Spider and held aloft the strange, glowing gem that was supposed to turn me into a dragon. “Take the dragon stone, accept your destiny, and smite your enemies.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Death Comes Calling 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stared trancelike at the approaching ships, mind racing. 
 
    “Take the stone,” Matron Spider urged weakly. 
 
    I imagined taking it and transforming into a terrible dragon, one that could destroy the fleet in a matter of minutes. It was tempting to turn my anger into dragon fire, to unleash hell on the hated Blytharians. But I was wary of Matron Spider. I didn’t trust her as far as I could throw her, and once I took her magic gem, there would be no turning back. I would be bound to her forever by the magic of the stone. Bound to her and her goddess. I would become their weapon, their slave. 
 
    “Philo, tell the warriors to report to the beaches. Everyone else should remain in the caves and prepare to defend them.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Vessa asked. 
 
    I didn’t answer. I was as pissed with her as I was with Matron Spider. Vessa had known what Siri had in mind and hadn’t stopped her. 
 
    “John!” She gripped my arm. 
 
    I gave her a cutting look. “Report to your post, soldier!” 
 
    “Siri sacrificed herself to save your father so that you would become the dragon king.” 
 
    “Siri threw herself off a cliff because that fucking twisted spider bitch talked her into it!” I pointed a shaking finger at Matron Spider. “She started this whole goddamned thing when she crashed my plane on King Zykon’s head.” 
 
    Vessa looked at the horizon. “They’re going to kill us all.” 
 
    “Then you’d better fight like hell. I’m tired of this savior bullshit. This isn’t fucking Dances with Wolves. You need to help yourselves for once in your lives!” 
 
    I turned to a gaping Philo. “Move!” 
 
    “Yes, sire!” He sped off. 
 
    I trudged down the path with tears streaming down my face. 
 
    I love you, John Pyre. Her voice echoed in my mind over and over. 
 
    I thought of my father and his look of wonderment and confusion when he’d seen me through the portal. I wondered what would have happened if I’d tried to leap through that portal. Likely I would have been diced into a billion particles or some nightmarish shit. 
 
    Take the gem, accept your fate. 
 
    The more I thought about the sheer size of the attacking armada, the more I wondered if I should give in and take the damned red gem. If they had cannons on every ship, we were screwed. Our guns wouldn’t be of any use against a cannon bombardment. I considered going back up and just accepting my fate, but apprehension washed away the urge. 
 
    I was afraid of taking the stone. The idea of becoming a dragon shapeshifter sounded epic, but I was terrified by it. The Blytharians already wanted me dead, and if I was some kind of magical terror, more people would come to claim my head. Not only would I be doomed to the life of a freak, I’d be stuck here forever. If I accepted the mantle of dragon king, there would be no turning back. 
 
    I hurried into the caverns that held the supplies. In the weapons room, I loaded up on gear and ammo, taking two machine guns, two pistols, and a belt that held four grenades. Soldiers filed in to arm themselves, and then we went to the beach. 
 
    The ships had gotten closer, much closer. 
 
    The fleet consisted of some thirty odd ships. Doom washed over me like a New England fog, thick and disorienting. When those ships were in range, they’d turn starboard and unleash their cannons. We could retreat back to the caves, but that meant we’d have to fight them off in the pass, and while we’d set up a hell of a defense, we couldn’t defeat hundreds of bloodthirsty Blytharians. They’d charged me with blades after seeing me “magically” kill one of them. They would keep coming, and the bodies would pile up; King Varrus would never stop. 
 
    I know I wouldn’t if I was after the man who’d killed my father. 
 
    “John?” 
 
    Vessa was holding a machine gun. She’d smudged red warpaint under her eyes and across her forehead, which only made her look more beautiful and dangerous. The rest of the army stood behind her, armed and waiting. 
 
    I had an idea and fetched the boombox. My phone only had seventeen percent battery life left, which caused alarm, but I tried to clear my mind and figure out what I wanted to say. I found my voice recorder app, cleared my throat, and shouted into the phone. 
 
    “Is that King Varrus by my shore? King Varrus, the cowardly bastard who brings two-hundred men to defeat women and eunuchs? What a man you are. I suppose you’ll not set foot on this beach but fire your cannons from afar like the coward you are!” I laughed and laughed, then stopped recording. 
 
    With the villagers watching, and the ships turning to fire their cannons, I cranked the boombox and played the message. 
 
    My voice rang out over the water like that of a god, and I could imagine the barbarians shitting their pants. When the last of my derisive laughter died, I heard a faint indignant voice scream, “All ships to shore!” 
 
    “Well, that was easy,” I said, turning to my homies. 
 
    “But they’re coming to shore,” said Vessa. 
 
    “Yup,” I said proudly. 
 
    “John,” she said evenly, “they’re coming to shore!” 
 
    “Right. Everyone to your stations!” 
 
    “Sire,” said Philo. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I’ve appointed Jahjah to head Siri’s group in her absence.” 
 
    God, Siri. 
 
    “Sire?” 
 
    I shook myself out of it. “Who the hell is Jahjah?” 
 
    “I am she,” said a tall Amazonian goddess with bright red dreadlocks, who was built like a brick shithouse and hotter than girl on girl. 
 
    “I think it was a good decision,” I said and extended my hand. “Welcome to the team, Jahjah.” 
 
    She had such a firm grip, I almost went up on my toes. “Thank you, John. One day I hope to be one of your dragon queens.” 
 
    Daaamn…. 
 
    “If you were on Siri’s team, you know what to do, so get to it!” I barked, trying to hide my arousal. 
 
    “Yes, sire!” she barked back, and shit, was it hot. 
 
    “Everyone knows the drill. Don’t fire until they hit the dune trap!” 
 
    Locked and loaded, I raced to my position along the bamboo overlooking the beach. The night was calm and quiet, with a faint breeze and no clouds to speak of. The moon was high and bright, casting its bloody rays upon the world. It was still weird seeing everything through a red lens outside at night, but at least I wouldn’t see the blood. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    The Cheshires Cat’s Bloody Grin 
 
      
 
      
 
    Oars hit the water rhythmically. Blytharian men, who sounded like they chugged diesel for breakfast, sang songs of war and heroes past. The sails were fat with wind, which, along with the oars, propelled them toward the beach at breakneck speeds. They were intent on running aground. I’d been here long enough to understand the tides, and if I was right, it was now high tide. If they beached now, there was no way of retreating quickly. 
 
    King Varrus meant this to be a victory, but so did I. 
 
    I was aiming at the closest ship, trying to calm my heart and my breath, when a cannon exploded from an aft gun. A dozen more ships fired a moment later. A cannonball tore through the bushes above my head, and I hit the dirt. As I lay there, trying not to breathe in sand, I prayed for my soldiers. 
 
    Each ship must have fired five times, because when the sound of cannon fire finally stopped, and I dared to look, the beach was a scene from the movie Holes. Our bobby trap pitfalls had been destroyed, laid bare for all to see, and a dozen palms were down and burning. 
 
    I heard pained screams nearby, and my heart sank. 
 
    Rage grew, and I grabbed my phone and played Metallica’s “Master of Puppets” as loud as the boombox would allow. The heavy metal blasted across the beach and hit the ships like a holy gust of wind—well, that’s the way it seemed, given how the men onboard howled and cursed. 
 
    King Varrus shouted something, and his crew, despite their apparent fear of my sound magic and the demons who might be speaking it, charged the beach. I pulled the pin on a grenade, and hurled it as far as I could. 
 
    I was twenty yards from the water, so it wasn’t hard to hit a boat. My grenade nailed someone in the head, which was unpleasant. The front of the forward ship exploded. Men flew through the air, engulfed in flames, their bodies hissing when they hit the water. My soldiers popped up and unloaded their weapons like maniacal chimps. 
 
    “Short bursts!” I tried to yell over the tumult, but it was too late. After an impressive burst that lasted all of ten seconds, the guns ran out of ammo. They’d definitely done some damage to the ships, some of which looked like they were made of swiss cheese, and there were plenty of bodies on the beach and in the water, but the Blytharians who had ducked for cover were now emerging to the sound of a heavy drumbeat. 
 
    Metallica still raged, but I think it might have actually had the adverse effect on our enemies, who looked like werewolves about to shift in the blood-tinged moonlight. 
 
    “Short bursts!” I yelled again. “Remember your training.” 
 
    Some of them heard me, some did not. I jumped up and pop-pop-popped motherfuckers in the head like it was target practice. Those who had heard me were taking careful aim and only letting off a shot or two at a time. Our enemies were falling but not fast enough. Some fell into the pitfalls, despite the destruction. 
 
    But not enough. 
 
    Soon we would be overrun, so I tossed two more grenades, waited for the blast, and yelled “Retreat!” 
 
    “Retreat! Retreat!” team leaders repeated. 
 
    I fired off the rest of my machine gun clip, spraying Blytharians like a pissed off Rambo, then sprinted back to the village and the jungle path beyond. 
 
    “Did you douse the huts with oil, like I told you too?” I asked Philo when he joined me with a handful of soldiers. 
 
    “Yes, sire!” 
 
    “Good. Fall back to the next trap with the others. I got this.” 
 
    I grimaced when I saw at least three men who’d been wounded by the cannon blasts. Vessa ran up. “Two didn’t make it, Miika and Rashor.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It was not your fault—” 
 
    “John Pyre!” an angry male voice cried out from the beach. It was a very pissed off King Varrus. “I will put your head on a pike and hang your balls from my castle spires! Come and face me if you dare!” 
 
    Metallica suddenly cut out, and I mourned for my precious boombox and phone. 
 
    “Nobody kills Metallica,” I said to Vessa. “Fucking nobody.” 
 
    “They will pay when they get to the village, you will see,” she said, and slammed a clip into her gun. 
 
    “I like the enthusiasm,” I said, but I was really thinking about my balls hanging from Varrus’s castle spires. “But you should go with the others.” 
 
    “I want to watch you light them up,” she said, eyes wild.  
 
    “Okay.” Hearing the Blytharians getting closer, I offered her my last grenade. “Would you like to do the honors?” 
 
    “For Siri?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She kissed me deeply, and when we finally parted and I opened my eyes, barbarians were charging us in my peripheral vision. 
 
    Vessa pulled the pin like I’d shown her and chucked it like a softball legend. 
 
    It sailed past a hut and two enemy soldiers, bounced off the ground, and rolled to a stop at the feet of a big fat Blytharian warrior. He looked up, frowned, and exploded. That set off the oil-soaked huts, and they burst into flames one after another, trapping the attacking warriors in a ring of fire. 
 
    “Run!” I yelled to a laughing-and-crying-at-the-same-time Vessa, and she followed me through the tunnel of palm fronds and banyan tree branches. 
 
    We leapt over a pitfall everyone had learned to stay away from, ducked under a boobytrap, and settled in with Philo and the Special Forces behind a huge clump of tree roots and palm fronds we’d set up to conceal the ambush point. 
 
    The sounds of dying men echoed across the island, which was now glowing deep orange where the village used to be. Embers and a huge plume of smoke, turned an angry red by the moon, wafted fat and thick into the still air. 
 
    “Here they come,” I whispered. “Philo, you and your men take the secret path and hit them from behind.” 
 
    “Yes, si—” 
 
    “Remember to be careful of crossfire. Hit them and move into the shadows. Never stay in one place too long.” 
 
    They moved off, and I turned my attention to the clearing in front of us. A lone Blytharian, skinny, holding only a knife as a weapon, came creeping up the path, slinking like a panther, low and slow. 
 
    One of my soldiers raised their weapon, but I held up a staying hand. “He’s a scout,” I whispered. “Don’t move a muscle.” 
 
    He continued creeping up the path, head swiveling, eyes scanning. He’d stop and listen, then take a step or two, stop and listen, sniff, and continue. Soon he was less than five feet from where I crouched behind the foliage. He stopped suddenly and sniffed, and I cursed the light breeze at my back. 
 
    “Ohglohglogh!” he called like an exotic bird. 
 
    When he turned to run, a soldier put a bullet in his back. 
 
    “Did I say fire?” I demanded. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said sheepishly. 
 
    A cannon fired nearby, and the whining sound of artillery filled the air. 
 
    “Get down!” I yelled and tackled Vessa. 
 
    It hit the trees behind us with a blinding flash. Pressure and violent sound assaulted my ears as heat washed over me. Some had apparently been hit, because body parts and gore rained down on the rest of us as we huddled there, then the cannon fired again. 
 
    “Retreat!” I commanded as the projectile screamed above. 
 
    Vessa and I charged toward safe cover. Another explosion shook the ground, this one to our right. I was lifted off my feet by the blast, and something hit my right forearm. The explosion threw me into Vessa, and we went down in the foliage lining the path. Red hot pain stung my right arm, and I let out a groan and recoiled. Shrapnel was sticking out of my forearm and elbow. The pain almost knocked me out, and I felt a sense of doom wash over me. 
 
    “Fuck, Fuck, Fuck!” I said between animalistic groans of pain. 
 
    “John!” Vessa cried when she saw the blood. 
 
    There was a lot of blood, but I didn’t stop to stare. 
 
    “Come on,” I said in agony. 
 
    My right arm was useless at the moment, and I couldn’t use my machine gun, so I gave it to a passing soldier named Grouch, who’d shown a lot of potential at the practice range. I took my pistol from under my belt and surveyed the scene. Soldiers were racing past, some injured, all shocked. 
 
    Like me, they’d imagined our booby traps working flawlessly, but it seemed the gods had other cards for us in the deck. 
 
    Where was Matron Spider’s goddess now? 
 
    “Keep going. We have to get out of range of that cannon,” I instructed anyone within earshot. 
 
    Vessa and I fell in at the back of the line, and we huffed up the side of the volcano until I was confident the cannon couldn’t reach us. 
 
    “I may have underestimated King Varrus,” I said with a groan and slid down a thick tree trunk to the ground. 
 
    “You must be tended to,” said Vessa, She snapped her fingers at another woman, who came over immediately and put down her weapon. 
 
    “Oh fuck me, not here. We need to get to the caves. Just give me a minute,” I said. My head was spinning, and the pain in my arm made me want someone to just cut it off.  
 
    “You’re bleeding badly,” said Vessa. 
 
    “Yeah, I can see that.” My head was swimming, and I clenched my teeth and my eyes against the pain. “This is where we make our stand!” I blurted out.  
 
    I got up shakily and looked at the path that wound below us. The Blytharians were racing up it in a thick line, four wide. The beat of the drum fueled them on, and they chanted bloodthirsty words. They were out of range and would remain so until they got much closer. 
 
    When they did, we would be ready. 
 
    “Into formation,” I said, pulling the handgun from the small of my back. “Every other person take a knee. That’s it, fall in, fall in!” There were about two dozen armed fighters, all told. Vessa and I joined them.  
 
    “On my mark!” I said as heavy footfalls announced the enemy’s approach. 
 
    “Hold!” 
 
    The first four men raced around the bend, fifty feet from us. 
 
    “Hold!” 
 
    Four more and then another four appeared, and soon there were twenty men charging us. They wore leather armor with pieces of metal as well. Their weapons were held high, and their eyes were fierce with murderous anticipation. 
 
    “Hold!” 
 
    Forty feet away, then thirty, and I finally gave the word. “Light these fuckers up!” 
 
    I shot the meanest looking bastard in the head, and the rest of them fell to the barrage of gunfire. 
 
    Silence followed the slaughter. No one moved. 
 
    “Hold,” I said, listening keenly. 
 
    A warm breeze tickled the leaves, carrying with it the scent of gunpowder. A shot rang out in the distance, then another, and I grinned, imagining Philo and his boys taking out unsuspecting Blytharians from behind. 
 
    Another sound caught my ears. It was such a curious noise that for a moment I forgot the pain of my mangled arm. The heavy thud became more distinct, and then it became many. Something big was walking toward the bend, and I didn’t like the sound of it one bit. 
 
    “Fuck me,” I said when a seven-foot-tall metal giant appeared. 
 
    The Blytharian, if that’s what he was, wore a suit of thick metal that must have weighed a hundred pounds. Not an inch of flesh was exposed, and while cumbersome looking as hell, it appeared to be bulletproof. 
 
    But hey, I still had to test it, right? 
 
    “Fire!” I commanded. 
 
    They unloaded on the big metal-covered bastard. Bullets sparked and ricocheted off his thick armor, doing zero damage. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” I said a few seconds later. 
 
    The metal man laughed inside his egg-shaped helmet and pulled a longsword from its sheath, albeit clumsily. 
 
    Four more armored men showed up, each carrying a bigger blade. My soldiers started shooting again, but their bullets had no effect. 
 
    “Hold your fire!” I said and did the only thing I could think of. I broke formation and charged the closest metal man. 
 
    I didn’t know much about armor, but it had to be soft at the joints to allow for movement. I dropped to one knee in a shooting stance, waited until the bastard raised his sword, then put a bullet in each armpit. 
 
    He howled and dropped the sword, which clanked off his head and fell to the ground. He still had forward momentum, however, and he lunged, meaning to smoosh me like a bug. 
 
    I rolled out of the way and he hit the ground beside me, arms splayed. I popped up and pumped three more slugs into his left armpit. Blood sprayed from the wounds, and the big man moved no more. 
 
    “Watch out, John!” Vessa yelled. At the same moment, I picked up movement in my peripheral vision. 
 
    I spun away in time to miss a sword swipe that would have cut me in two, but I tripped as I backpedaled and fell on my ass. Luckily the big dumb lug made the same mistake as my last opponent and raised his sword over his head, exposing his armpits. I fired three times at one of them, nearly severing the limb, and hurriedly scrambled out of the way. But there were three others, and one of them charged from the side. I braced for impact, unable to avoid the collision, but Vek slammed into the giant and drove him to the ground. 
 
    Vek smartly tore the man’s helmet off, and I put a bullet in his brain. 
 
    One of the two remaining metal giants shoulder rammed Vek, sending him flying, and I desperately fired at his helmet, hoping to get a bullet through an eye slit. In my panic I missed and was suddenly bitch slapped by a massive metal mitt. 
 
    I went ass over teakettle, losing my handgun in the process, and landed on my back, head spinning. A figure loomed over me, blocking out the moon. I desperately fumbled for my other gun. 
 
    A female war cry rang out, and the next thing I knew, Vessa was riding the giant’s back, pounding on his helmet with a large stone. He shrugged her off and returned focus to me as I crab-walked away from him with one good arm, seeing double. 
 
    Someone leapt over me from behind, and in my mental fog I barely registered that it was Banyan. He’d picked up one of the downed giant’s swords and was ruthlessly bashing the giant’s armor with a ferocity I hadn’t yet seen in any of the villagers. 
 
    Mayhem ensued. 
 
    The others rushed to Banyan’s aid and together rode the giant to the ground. The last remaining metal foe hesitated, no doubt reconsidering attacking, but a large group of armed Blytharians rounded the corner, voices ringing out in a murderous chorus. 
 
    “Fire!” I commanded my warriors, and they cut down the advancing enemy soldiers. 
 
    Banyan and Vek were already on the last remaining metal man, and together they made short work of him. 
 
    “Long live Dragon Key!” Vek screamed, holding the enemy’s severed head high. The villagers chanted with Vek and some held severed heads of their own. 
 
    “John, are you okay?” Vessa asked as she helped me to stand. 
 
    “Quiet, listen!” 
 
    Three cannon shots rang out, and a moment later they exploded all around us with blinding precision. We dove to the ground as sand pelted us. When the heat subsided and my vision returned, I rose and groaned at the destruction. Three bodies lay in the debris and body parts of others were strewn about. 
 
    “Retreat!” I screamed, unable to fully hear my voice. 
 
    “We cannot continue to retreat,” Vessa said as I pulled her along. 
 
    “We can’t stand up to those cannons,” I said and fell to one knee. “We need to… to….” I rolled onto my left side, body screaming in pain and head spinning. I couldn’t feel my injured arm at all, but I could see it, and the vision made me sick to my stomach. 
 
    “Frognok,” said Vessa, and a big man hurried over. “Get him to the caves.” 
 
    “I can’t leave,” I protested. “I’m the leader of this fucking army.” My voice sounded strange to me, and I wondered if I had really spoken. 
 
    Suddenly there was no sound left in the world, and I remember drunkenly looking up at the moon, thinking it looked like the bloody grin of the Cheshire Cat. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    A Dark Place 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He’s waking up.” 
 
    I opened my eyes. 
 
    Vessa was smiling down at me. “John. Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I whispered hoarsely. My head lolled on the pillow, and Matron Spider suddenly came into view on my right. “What is she doing here?” I asked, wondering where I was. 
 
    “Healing you,” Matron Spider scoffed. 
 
    I glanced at the wooden stand beside the bed. On it was a ceramic bowl full of water, blood, and shrapnel. My right arm was bandaged but already soaking through. 
 
    “You required fifty-six stitches,” she said. 
 
    “Bill me.” I sat up and waited for the world to stop spinning. “What the hell’s happening outside?” 
 
    An explosion shook the cave, and dust fell from the ceiling. 
 
    “The Blytharians are trying to blast their way in,” said Vessa. 
 
    “What happened after I passed, er, was knocked out?” 
 
    “We retreated, as was your wish.” 
 
    “How many did we lose?” 
 
    She hung her head. 
 
    “How many, Vessa?” 
 
    “Nine,” she said sorrowfully. 
 
    “We needn’t have lost any,” said Matrons Spider, “had you accepted your role as the dragon king.” 
 
    “Why don’t you fucking do something about the army you brought upon us, rather than lecturing me?” I spat. 
 
    “The longer you wait, the more who will die,” she said cryptically and took her tools out of the room. 
 
    I turned to Vessa, who looked at me like she was waiting for a plan from the savior of man. “How long has the siege gone on?” 
 
    “A few hours, but we are deep in the volcano’s heart.” 
 
    “Why haven’t they just blown the door down?” 
 
    “We moved a boulder into place, as was your plan, and Matron Spider has reenforced it with her webbing.” 
 
    I laughed. “At least she’s doing something.” 
 
    “I saved your life.” Matron Spider clicked her way to my bedside again, and I noticed her shoulder was still fucked up from me shooting her. 
 
    “My arm,” I said absently and looked at it. The bandaged limb itched like hell, but it no longer hurt, and I could move my fingers. “What did you do?” 
 
    “A little magic goes a long way,” she said. 
 
    “Why not use the same magic on your wound?”  
 
    “It would be wasted on me.” 
 
    I stared into her human eyes, and for a moment I saw the woman she used to be, before the hideous curse turned her into an arachnid. 
 
    “I am not long for this world,” she said with a kind look that reminded me of my grandmother. “But before I go, I would like to see you be reborn.” 
 
    She touched my head as one might a sleeping child’s, and surprisingly, I didn’t want to recoil. 
 
    “Matron, what was your name before?” 
 
    She pulled back and looked off into space, as if it was hard to recall. 
 
    “Dezzlyn,” she said at last. Then she laughed merrily. “I was a beauty once, you know. The most beautiful in the land, some said.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine what you’ve been through in your life,” I admitted. 
 
    She smiled and turned away, then bent her spider legs gingerly and settled on the floor. She pulled a large quilt from the corner and pulled it over herself. Nestled there with only her very old and very frail human body exposed, I felt sorry for her, and sorry for my actions and words. Then I wondered if I had been drugged, and if that was the reason for my change of heart. 
 
    “What did you give me to help me heal so fast?” I asked, amazed my arm was working. 
 
    “I pulled the metal from your wounds, sterilized them, stitched them, and wrapped them up.” 
 
    “But what magic did you perform?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a spell, if that’s what you’re asking. It was a tonic. An expensive and powerful magical tonic I’ve been saving for many, many years.” 
 
    “How much do you have left?” 
 
    “None. It was one dose.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you use it on someone with worse injuries?” 
 
    “We need you to be healthy and able to lead. Vessa, my dear, would you start a fire? I’m a little cold.” 
 
    “Yes, Matron Spider.” 
 
    Vessa built a fire in Matron Spider’s clay oven, and we sat in silence until it caught. 
 
    Another cannonball hit the side of the volcano, and I wondered how long the door would hold. I should have been a lot more worried about that problem, but I was scared after being injured. Mike Tyson once said that everyone has a plan until they get punched in the face, and the cannonball shrapnel to the arm had been my punch in the face. It had hurt like hell and taken me out of the fight. 
 
    Seeing the villagers, many of whom had become my friends, die had had an effect as well, only I hadn’t processed that loss yet. My morale was as dead as the men and women who’d fought for me. 
 
    I didn’t want to fight. 
 
    I didn’t want to lead. 
 
    I just wanted to go home. 
 
    “You are in a dark place,” Matron Spider observed as she clung to her blankets and shivered. 
 
    “We are all in a dark place. Whether it’s now or the time I came from, this country or that, it’s a festering shithole full of overgrown apes who still can’t stop hurting each other.” My inner cynic was coming out, but I didn’t care. I needed to get this shit off my chest. “To tell you the truth, I don’t want anything to do with this. I never did, and I don’t care what Siri said, there was no part of my spirit that chose to come here.” 
 
    Vessa was tending the fire and listening to me without acting like she was, but I knew better. Fuck it, she needed to hear this too. 
 
    “I never killed anyone until you brought me here.” I said. “I’m not a killer.” 
 
    “Yet you killed,” said Matron Spider. 
 
    “I killed because I had no choice. But I don’t want to take lives anymore. I just want peace. I want to fish on the weekends and fly people around on charters. Maybe have a beer or twenty, smoke a joint—you know, have a nice little life.” 
 
    “Nice little life?” she said with an arched brow. “We all had a nice little life until the Blytharians killed our elders and castrated the boys.” 
 
    “That shit’s tragic, but it’s not my problem. I’m sorry, but you picked the wrong man for the job.” 
 
    “Perhaps I did,” she said, and the words stung. 
 
    Over in the corner, Vessa wouldn’t look at me. 
 
    “You say it isn’t your problem,” Matron Spider went on, “but isn’t that attitude part of the problem?” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    The fire crackled. 
 
    A cannonball hit the side of the volcano. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said as though teaching chess to a child. “This world and your world are full of pain, heartache, brother killing brother, and a con around every corner, but those are the actions of a few evil people. It is the actions of good people that balance or even tip the scales. But when a good person is silent in the face of tyranny, that is true evil.” 
 
    Check. 
 
    “Tell me, John,” she said, lacing her fingers. “Have you had a chance to effect real change in the world you come from? Could you ever singlehandedly liberate an entire group of people?” 
 
    Checkmate. 
 
    I didn’t have to ponder the question long. Vessa was looking at me with hope. Firelight danced in her tears. 
 
    I let out a sigh. “You’re right. I can’t change things on Earth in my time like I could here, but the problem is—” 
 
    “You don’t believe in yourself,” said Vessa. 
 
    “Maybe, but just because you believe you can fly doesn’t mean you can.” 
 
    “And believing you can’t doesn’t mean you cannot,” she countered. 
 
    Another cannonball hit the volcano, making me jump with alarm. 
 
    “Fuck you!” I screamed at the wall. I got up and paced. The glowing red gem was on a stand in the other corner of the room. 
 
    Pissed off, tired, and feeling ballsey, I marched over to it, picked it up, and turned to Matron Spider. “So this thing will turn me into a dragon?” 
 
    “It will allow you to take dragon or human form at will.” 
 
    “At will?” 
 
    “At will,” she reiterated. “Furthermore, if you are injured in either form, you will be healed when you transform, as will your queens.” 
 
    “My queens.” I glanced at Vessa. 
 
    “After you have accepted your role as the dragon king, you will be able to plant your magical seed into the women of this tribe, and together you will change the course of history.” 
 
    “Through dragon fire and murder?” 
 
    “Sometimes you have to fight fire with fire, but if you think you can negotiate with King Varrus, be my guest.” 
 
    I stopped pacing and faced the wall, needing to think and not wanting them to see me doing it.  
 
    “Fuck it,” I said, gazing at the glowing orb. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    The Man Who Wears Two Faces 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What did you say?” said Matron Spider. 
 
    “I’ll do it. We’re as good as dead if I don’t.” 
 
    “John,” said Vessa, so overcome with emotion she couldn’t finish her sentence. 
 
    “Let’s just hurry up and get this over with before I change my mind.” I ran a shaking hand through my hair, wondering what the hell I was about to get myself into. 
 
    Another cannonball rocked the volcano, but this time people were yelling in panic, and falling stones could be heard. 
 
    “They’ve breached the door,” said Matron Spider. 
 
    “How long will it take you to prepare the spell?” Vessa asked. 
 
    “What spell?” I asked. “I thought I just ate this thing and boom, dragon.” 
 
    “There is a spell. It will take less than an hour,” she said, rising and moving toward her spell-crafting ingredients faster than I thought her capable of. 
 
    “An hour! Why didn’t you have it ready?” 
 
    “Because you must swallow the gem at the right moment, when the spell is most powerful. I could not begin until you agreed to accept—” 
 
    “Sire!” said Philo, hurrying into the chamber. 
 
    “Report.” 
 
    “The Blytharians have blasted through the door. We’re currently holding them off at the entrance, but we won’t last long.” 
 
    “We need an hour,” I said. “Come on, gang, let’s get to work.” 
 
    “I’ll remain behind with Matron Spider,” said Vessa. “Help her prepare the spell.” 
 
    I handed her the dragon gem and kissed her on the forehead. “We’ll hold them off.” 
 
    Philo and I raced through the tunnels, past men and women who were scrambling like scared little mice. When I reached the warriors, I saw they were scared shitless. 
 
    The Blytharians still hadn’t breeched the cave network and were about fifty feet away, just outside, their silhouettes lined by the red moon. 
 
    “John Pyre!” King Varrus said. “We have you trapped like rats, and like rats you shall be routed from your dark holes. It is only a matter of time before you are all exterminated. Give up now, and I will spare the villagers.” 
 
    “And why should I believe you?” I yelled back. 
 
    “Have I lied to you yet?” He laughed. 
 
    “Sorry, bub. I need some assurance.” 
 
    “Sire, you’re not actually thinking about—” 
 
    “Trust me, Philo,” I said. “I know what I’m doing.” 
 
    He pulled me aside and whispered. “No offence, sire, but you’ve said yourself that you’re in over your head.” 
 
    “I give you my word,” said King Varrus. “Surrender now, and no harm shall come to the villagers.” 
 
    “Do the Blytharians have a code of honor?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head, eyes dark. 
 
    My mind raced. My palms sweat. My mouth went dry. 
 
    “What will it be, John Pyre!” said Varrus. 
 
    “Return to your ships and depart, leaving only one behind,” I said, trying to buy some time. “Once you have complied, I will surrender.” 
 
    There was a long moment of silence, which I took as a good sign. 
 
    “We’ve both lost good warriors today,” I said. “I don’t want any more bloodshed. It was I who killed your father, not these good people. I’ll surrender and face my fate. I’ll give you the secrets to my magical weapons. Anything to keep the villagers safe.” 
 
    “Then surrender now, for you test my patience.” 
 
    “I’ve made an offer,” I shot back. “Attack if you like. You might win, you might not, but I know one thing. Rivers of Blytharian blood will stain this volcano when the smoke clears. You may leave here alive and victorious, but your people will know how many soldiers you lost to a bunch of women and eunuchs. Do you want that to be the history of your first battle?” 
 
    I needed to hold off the Blytharians long enough for Matron Spider to finish preparing her spell. If I could get them to leave, all the better, because we couldn’t fight them for the hour it would take. 
 
    “I will take you on your word, John Pyre. My army will return to the ships. All but one ship will leave, and you will surrender to that ship. But I warn you. If you break our pact, I will—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, you’ll kill us all.” 
 
    “Oh no, John. I do not intend to kill you anytime soon. The men, sure. But the women? No. They will live long, hard lives, serving in the distant Zheroka sex dungeons.” 
 
    Sex dungeons? What a fucking creep. 
 
    “I’ll keep my word if keep yours.” 
 
    “You have one hour,” he said, and his warriors began filing out. 
 
    Sweet! 
 
    “John?” Vessa looked ashen. “Did you just agree to surrender?” 
 
    “Yup. How’s that spell coming along? Because I’m going to need it soon.” 
 
    “Sire, you cannot surrender,” said Philo. “We will fight, and we will gladly die by your side.” 
 
    “Varrus will not keep his word,” Banyan added. 
 
    “I’ve accepted the mantle of the dragon king,” I assured them. “By the time they have me on their ship, I’ll be ready to transform.” 
 
    “This is glorious news,” said Banyan. “We should celebrate with some whiskey from your land.” 
 
    I laughed until I almost sharted. It felt good. It was either that or cry and run away screaming. I was up to my neck in trouble, and if anything went wrong, I was a dead man. Worse yet, the villagers would be left to an unimaginable fate. 
 
    It’s not every day you hold the cards in the game of life, gambling with the fate of so many people. It gives you a strength and courage you otherwise wouldn’t possess. Kind of like walking through the woods alone. You might be scared. You might be terrified. But if you’re with a child in the same situation, you become brave, assuring them that everything is okay. You’ll walk tall, proud, and loud. You’ll remind them that humans are at the top of the food chain and ghosts don’t exist. 
 
    “But what if they kill you before you have a chance to transform?” said Vessa.  
 
    “They won’t. I have too much information Varrus wants. He’s not an idiot. He understands how valuable my mind and my guns are. He’ll want to extract as much knowledge from me as he can. Then he’ll kill me.” I turned to Philo. “Send scouts to watch the Blytharians. Make sure they all get on those ships.” 
 
    “I’m on it, sire,” he said and left. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” said Vessa. 
 
    “I don’t either, but worrying never accomplished anything. Go help Matron Spider. I need the spell more than anything.” 
 
    She kissed me on the lips and touched her nose to mine. “I love you, John.” 
 
    “Who can blame you?” I said with a laugh. 
 
    After she left, I said, “Banyan, you and your men are with me. The rest of you hold this tunnel and don’t let anyone pass.” 
 
    They let out a series of affirmatives, and their collective voices gave me the pep in my step I needed. We went through the tunnel and out into the pre-dawn light. The day was going to be beautiful, I could just tell. A light breeze blew in from the north, pushing the smoke of the burning village away from the island. There was not a cloud in the sky, and the temperature hovered in the low seventies. Soon it would be sweltering, but for now I savored the crisp morning air. 
 
    From my position I couldn’t see the enemy ships, but the tide was up again, which meant the beached ships would again be floating. 
 
    A scout returned out of breath. “Philo reports that the Blytharian warriors have returned to their ships. Some have already begun to pull out of the bay.” 
 
    “Good work. Did he find any stragglers?” 
 
    “Not yet, sire.” 
 
    “Keep looking. If I were Varrus, I would have left men behind.” 
 
    “Yes, sire.” 
 
    Banyan said, “I’ll catch up with you. I forgot the extra clip of ammo.” 
 
    I frowned. “You’re a general, Banyan. You should know better.” 
 
    “I apologize, sire.” 
 
    “Hurry up,” I said, embarrassed for him. 
 
    “Come with me,” I told his unit and led them quickly around the volcano to the north to keep an eye on the fleet. 
 
    Ten minutes later the second to the last ship left the beach. So far King Varrus had kept his word. Now it was time for me to keep mine. 
 
    I returned to the path, wondering where the hell Banyan was and beginning to question whether or not making him a general had been a good idea. By the time we reached the entrance to the caves, the sun had risen. Dark foreboding clouds were moving in. 
 
    Banyan suddenly emerged from the caves, wild-eyed. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    He shoulder slammed me, sending me careening toward the ledge. I heard gunshots and cries of pain behind me, then I fell over the edge. I barely managed to grasp the stone. 
 
    “Sire!” Philo yelled, his head appearing. Leaning far over, he took hold of my wrists. 
 
    Others help him get me up over the lip, and I barely had time to catch my breath before Vessa ran out of the cave, gun in hand. 
 
    “It’s Banyan,” she said, voice cracking. “He shot Matron Spider and took the dragon stone!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    The Tale of Dezzlyn 
 
      
 
      
 
    Two bodies lay on the ground, two warriors I knew and liked. They were Banyan’s brothers-in-arm, dead by his hand. 
 
    “Why would he do this?” I said, crestfallen. 
 
    “After him!” Philo yelled. “Don’t let him get to the ship with the dragon stone!” 
 
    He and the warriors sprinted down the path, and I started after them. 
 
    “John, wait!” 
 
    I stopped. “If you’re coming, Vessa, let’s go.” 
 
    “No, we have to perform the ritual.” 
 
    “The ritual can wait. We have to stop Banyan.” 
 
    “If he can be stopped, they will stop him. The ritual cannot wait. Matron Spider had just finished it when she was shot. You have to get there now and accept the gift.” 
 
    “But without the gem, the ritual is useless.” 
 
    “Without the ritual,” she said solemnly. “The gem is useless.” 
 
    I nodded and followed her through the tunnels. Distraught villagers lined the walls to Matron Spider’s lair. It was like walking into a wake. 
 
    I reached the door and halted, awe-struck by multicolored swirls of firelight that reached all the way to the ceiling. There was no smoke and no heat. It was mesmerizing. Whispers went round the room, spoken by female voices. Matron Spider’s was there, along with a musical voice so sweet and pure and beautiful that tears welled in my eyes. 
 
    “That is the voice of my goddess,” Matron Spider said weakly. 
 
    She sat beside her small clay fire, watching the embers dance, her eyes glossy and distant. A blanket was pulled up over her bulbous spider body, leaving only an old lady sitting there. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, kneeling beside her. “I don’t know why Banyan did this.” 
 
    “Fret not. This has all been foreseen.” 
 
    I gently lowered the blanket to check her wounds. When I saw their severity, I respectfully pulled the blanket back up, a lump forming in my throat. 
 
    She turned to me, and her eyes changed from faded gray to lively green. Her face changed too, and in that moment, I had a crazy thought. Do I recognize her? 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked, my voice trembling. 
 
    “Finally.” She smiled and tears filled her eyes. “You see me.” She took my hands in hers. They were as cold as ice. 
 
    “I feel I do, but I don’t know where I’ve met you.” 
 
    “When you’ve met me, you mean.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’m your daughter,” she said. 
 
    I stared, unable to think, unable to breathe. She wasn’t lying, but I don’t know how I knew that. “But how?” 
 
    “Siri is my mother.” 
 
    A sledgehammer may as well have slammed me in the chest. “Siri? But she was never pregnant by me.” 
 
    “When the two of you shared your moment in the tidal cave, the day before she offered herself to the volcano to save your father, she became pregnant.” 
 
    “But she died. She—” 
 
    “She did not die. She yet lives. She is with my goddess, somewhere not of this world. She will give birth to the child… to me, then Siri will ascend to the heavens. My goddess will deliver me to you, and you will keep me and raise me for five years, then I will be brought through time to this village, the village of my youth.” 
 
    I shook my head, mind racing, hitting a wall at every turn. 
 
    “I know you are confused, but this is the way of things.” 
 
    “But why does any of this need to happen?” I pleaded. 
 
    “Because that is the way it happened last time.” 
 
    “Last time?” 
 
    “If this hadn’t happened before, I wouldn’t be here. You see, you did choose to come here. You did choose this fate. When you handed me back to my goddess when I was five years old, you ensured I would become the woman you see before you now. You sent me back once, and my tragic life progressed as it always has. In the end I summoned you, and here we are.” 
 
    I hadn’t consciously noticed, but Matron Spider—Dezzlyn, my daughter—was changing. She was aging backward, her spider body withering under the blanket. A few more seconds, and the old hag I’d known morphed into a beautiful young woman who looked like a combination of Siri and my mother. 
 
    The bullet holes remained, however, and blood continued to soak through the blanket. My throat constricted. 
 
    “Do not be sad, father,” she said, reaching for me and reverse-aging from womanhood to adolescence. “You will see me again soon.” 
 
    I blinked. A child sat before me, five years old with big beautiful eyes. She sprang into my arms and hugged me fiercely, like only a small child can. 
 
    “Dezzlyn….” My voice was muffled by her thick black hair, then she was gone, and I was left clutching a blood-soaked blanket. 
 
    Shaking, I looked at Vessa. “Did you know any of this?” 
 
    “No,” she said breathlessly. 
 
    I gazed at the small fire, numb. 
 
    “You must finish the ritual, John. Do you hear me?” 
 
    The spell light was still swirling. My mind spun and twisted, it screamed and cried. This was a dream, but it was the most real dream I’d ever had. 
 
    “You must finish the ritual, retrieve the stone, and become the dragon king.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said, robotically standing and tossing aside the bloody blanket. “What do I do?” 
 
    “Stand here,” she said, indicating a place facing the dancing light. “Repeat after me, then walk into the fire. It will not burn you.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Repeat after me. I, John Pyre.” 
 
    “I, John Pyre.” 
 
    “Accept the mantle of the dragon king.” 
 
    “Accept the mantle of the dragon king.” 
 
    “If I am deemed worthy, I shall use my power to liberate the peoples of the world.” 
 
    “The world?” I asked dubiously. 
 
    She urgently arched a brow. 
 
    I repeated the words. 
 
    “Now step into the flames and let your old self burn away.” 
 
    “Like, literally burn away?” 
 
    “Do you trust me, John?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you trust your daughter?” 
 
    I stepped into the twirling multicolored fire, then came out the other side. There was a strange tingling in my brain, but aside from that, nothing seemed different. 
 
    “Did it work?” I asked, walking around the light and looking down at myself. 
 
    “I believe it did.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I do.” 
 
    I let out a huff. “What next?” 
 
    “We must retrieve the gem.” 
 
    “Banyan,” I said urgently, then turned and ran out of the cave with Vessa, calling for villagers to follow us through the tunnels. 
 
    I grabbed a couple grenades from the storage cavern and stashed them in my pockets, then we went down the side of the volcano at breakneck speeds. I leapt from stone to stone, cut through the brush and leaping over ravines to avoid the switchbacks. We reached the beach in record time, and there was Philo with a gun on Banyan, who knelt in the sand, bruised and bloody, but wearing a victorious smile. 
 
    “Where is the gem?” I demanded. 
 
    “He threw it on the ship before we took him down. The enemy now has it,” said Philo. 
 
    “Why did you do it, Banyan? Why did you betray us all?” 
 
    He scowled, hate and jealousy burning in his once jovial eyes. “Everyone thinks you’re a white god, but I don’t. I see through you, sire.” He spit the words. “You think you can come here and take the mantle of the dragon king? An outlander? You think you can take our woman as your queens? Woman we have come to love but cannot… cannot….” His eyes shimmered. 
 
    “I did nothing to you,” I said, voice quaking but hands steady on my weapon. “I tried to help you.” 
 
    “Help us.” He laughed mirthlessly. “You have brought nothing but death and destruction, but I will not go down with you and these fools. I have made a deal with King Varrus. You must hand me over to him, as well as yourself.” 
 
    “I’ll hand you over to him,” I said agreeably. 
 
    He grinned. 
 
    “But not alive.” 
 
    His grin died, and I put a bullet in his head. “That’s for killing my daughter.” 
 
    The last ship was anchored fifty feet offshore, a stone’s throw away from us. King Varrus stood at the rail, and he was smiling. 
 
    “I have your precious gem, Pyre! It’s over. Surrender to me, or watch your beloved savages die.” A lone cannon turned and pointed straight at us. 
 
    “That’s my cue,” I told Vessa and Philo. 
 
    “What’s the plan, John?” said Vessa. 
 
    I couldn’t toss a grenade on the ship, not with that cannon barreling down on us. If they got off a shot before it exploded, we might all die. 
 
    “I surrender!” I yelled. “Send a raft.” 
 
    “John?” said Vessa. 
 
    “I’ve got a plan,” I assured her. “Can you do me a huge favor?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “Get my chieftain headdress as fast as you can.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Justice For All… 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vessa returned with the extravagant headdress, and everyone watched to see what I would do. I strapped a grenade to the top of my head with silk cloth, wondering if I was insane. 
 
    Vessa placed the headdress over it and smiled. “You look like a true chieftain.” 
 
    “Let’s hope they have enough respect to leave the hat alone. Okay, team, the boat’s coming for me. If all goes well, I’ll ransom the gem from King Varrus. If not, the boat will likely explode. In that event, follow your training, and kill every motherfucker who tries to set foot on this island.” 
 
    “Yes Sire!” 
 
    I walked the line, taking what might be one last look at my warriors. Pride washed over me. They sure had come a long way. 
 
    “Philo, Vek, the rest of you men. Today you’ve proven that you are indeed real men. When danger came, you faced it. When savages stormed your beached, you fought back. Am I right!” 
 
    They all cheered, if halfheartedly. 
 
    “This is our final stand.” 
 
    They cheered a little louder. 
 
    “They may have taken your balls, but they can never take your freedom!” 
 
    Men and women alike gave a rabid war cry, and some even shot rounds into the air. 
 
    “You know what to do,” I said, kissed Vessa, and went to the waiting boat unarmed. 
 
    Varrus’s men were armed with swords and axes. A rope ladder was tossed over the side, and I climbed up to the deck. The Blytharians wouldn’t look me in the eye, and I liked it that way. 
 
    One of them patted me down, but he didn’t touch the hat. 
 
    “Hands together,” said one, rope in hand. 
 
    “There is no need to bind my hands. I have no weapons. If you try, you’ll die by the hand of my sharpshooter, up there on the side of the volcano,” I said evenly. “He wields one of my magic thunder sticks.” 
 
    They glanced at the volcano, and the man angrily told the rowers to get to work. 
 
    I sat and inspected the enemy up close. The Blytharians were wild-haired folks with a lot of war paint on their faces and fierce eyes. Scars were abundant on many of them, and I even noted a few missing digits. They looked like extras from the show Vikings, and one man reminded me of the character Floki. 
 
    He was about thirty but leaned on a knotted staff. He wore no armor, only a long leather robe patched with dissimilar fabric. 
 
    “You must be the local shaman, or is it warlock?” I asked him as we rowed toward the main vessel. 
 
    “Call me Flack,” he said, eyeing my headdress. “And you are a keeper of secrets.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I said, gesturing at the island with a sweeping arm. The others on the boat flinched at my sudden movement, and in a flash, a dozen blades were pointing at me. I ignored them. “Your master must be intrigued by my weapons and the many other secrets I hold.” 
 
    Flack gestured for the men to lower their weapons, then he moved a little closer. I sat at the center of the boat, with two rowers on each side and six soldiers pointing weapons at me. I had nowhere to go. 
 
    “Tell me.” He sniffed the air, as though trying to take in my essence. “From where do you hail?” 
 
    “I’m a time traveler,” I said quite seriously. “I’m from the distant past, before the wise fools turned the moon red. A time when man’s magical weapons were powerful enough to destroy entire cities.” I glanced around. “Weapons no bigger than this boat.” 
 
    He stepped back, recoiled even. 
 
    We reached the main vessel, where King Varrus was waiting for my arrival. Another rope ladder was dropped, and Flack went first. I was told to follow, and I carefully climbed up onto the big ship, trying not to lose my headdress. 
 
    As soon as I stepped aboard with it on, the crew laughed. 
 
    Varrus silenced them with a raised arm and a scowl, then offered his hand to me. “Finally we meet, John Pyre.” 
 
    I shook his hand, wondering what he had up his sleeve. His eyes told me he was thinking the same thing about me. 
 
    “Won’t you take off your hat?” he said. 
 
    “No,” I said flatly. “Me taking off this hat is a signal to my warriors to open fire and not stop fighting until they’re dead or your men are.” 
 
    He glanced at the island. “They have learned to use your weapons quickly.” 
 
    “Because I have taught them well. Without me, the weapons are useless.” 
 
    “But couldn’t they teach others?” 
 
    “Can a toddler teach you how to fish? What you need is for me to tell you the secrets of my magical weapons. I know how they work, but more importantly, how to make more. Imagine an army of your men wielding such weapons. The world would be at your fingertips. Kings would bow before you and call you master. Queens… hell, queens would line up to blow you.” 
 
    “And what would you get out of this?” he asked, clearly intrigued. 
 
    “I want you to leave this island and its people alone forever, and I want the gem. Do that, and I will teach you everything you need to know about my weapons.” 
 
    “I think you will tell me everything I want to know,” he said, “but I will give you nothing in return.” 
 
    He grinned and motioned to someone behind me. I turned to look, but a mace slammed against my head before I saw who wielded it. 
 
      
 
    I awoke sometime later blindfolded, with a throbbing headache and aching wrists. I was shackled to a chair, and the swaying motion told me the ship was moving. There was a constant booming sound , and I imagined the island being reduced to swiss cheese. I no longer wore the headdress, and the silk cloth was gone, which meant so was my grenade. 
 
    The blindfold was ripped from my eyes. Varrus was sitting behind a lavish desk, holding my grenade. Three men guarded me. 
 
    “What does this do?” he asked, intrigued. 
 
    “Keep that little pin there for another minute, and you’ll find out.” 
 
    “This pin?” he said, hooking a finger through it. 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    “If I don’t pull it, what will happen?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    He nodded at the guard beside me, and the hilt of an axe promptly ruptured my abs. “Tell me!” 
 
    “That is a bomb, and it is set on a timer. If you don’t pull the pin, it will explode, and we will all die.” 
 
    “Is that so?” he asked, not entirely convinced. 
 
    “That’s so.” 
 
    He stood, regarded the grenade, then moved to the window. He was smarter than he looked. He opened the window, pulled the pin, tossed the grenade outside, and closed the window. 
 
    An explosion of water and fire erupted, and the boat rocked. 
 
    Varus grinned. “It seems that your weapons are not so hard to figure out. Perhaps I don’t need you after all.” 
 
    Someone put a blade to my neck, and I struggled to find a way out of this one. “My people can fly without wings!” I blurted. “That’s how I got here. I was in an airplane.” 
 
    His expression told me to continue. 
 
    “It’s like a dragon that runs off a certain type of fuel.” 
 
    “And you can make these airplanes? You can make the fuel?” 
 
    I gulped. “Of course I can. It’s common knowledge where I come from.” 
 
    “Of course it is,” he said. “You have already tried to deceive me once. Why should I believe you now?” 
 
    “I surrendered, and you still attacked the village,” I said as the cannon bombardment continued. “You deceived me first. Stop attacking, leave the natives alone, and I will help you create not only a fleet of flying ships, but the weapons to go with them.” 
 
    He considered my offer, and I planted the cherry on the top. 
 
    “Without me you wouldn’t be king, but with me, you shall become the king of kings.” 
 
    He seemed to like that idea. He went to his desk, pulled out a drawer, took out a bottle of fancy looking wine, and took a long swig.  
 
    “And what does this do?” he asked, holding up the red dragon gem. 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what my spy told me, then you tell me if the information is correct. The one you call Banyan reported that with the right spell, one might ingest this gem and become part man and part dragon.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    “You want the gem. Is it because the spell has already been cast on you?” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    “Answer me!” he said circling the desk. He produced a dagger and stuck it in my shoulder. 
 
    “Fuuuuck you!” I screamed. 
 
    He twisted, and the pain threatened to spin me into a world of madness. 
 
    “You have no idea who you’re fucking with!” I growled. 
 
    There was music coming from outside. He pulled out the blade and listened. 
 
    It was Metallica’s “Justice For All,” and it was loud as fuck. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    The Rise of the Dragon King 
 
      
 
      
 
    An explosion rocked the ship and gunfire rang out. I grinned despite the pain; my warriors had brought the fight to Varrus. 
 
    “Go and see what’s happening!” he demanded, holding the bloody dagger to my neck. 
 
    One of the three guards left. I tested my ropes and realized I had some wiggle room. I have thick wrists and slightly bigger hands, and the ropes were loose enough that I might get my right hand free. My left was another story. My shoulder wound left me unable to move it without whimpering. 
 
    The guard returned quickly. “My liege, they’ve breached the—” A sword protruded from his chest, and he fell. Vessa stood in the doorway. 
 
    The other two guards rushed her, but she raised a handgun and expertly put a bullet in each chest. 
 
    “Release him or die,” said Vessa, weapon aimed at Varrus. 
 
    With his attention elsewhere, I continued to wriggle my right hand. 
 
    “I think I will die,” said Varrus. “But first I will kill the man who killed my father.” 
 
    I yanked my hand free and grabbed his wrist right at the same moment he sliced my neck open. A single shot rang out, and Varrus fell against the wall. She tried to fire again, but the gun jammed. Varrus ran past her and out onto the fiery deck of his doomed ship. 
 
    “John!” Vessa rushed to my aid. 
 
    I tried to talk but only gurgled blood. I touched my neck, and my hand came away covered in hot red plasma. I’d saved myself from a worse fate by pushing Varrus’s arm away at the last second, but I was still horribly wounded. I pressed hard against the cut. 
 
    The only thought going through my brain? I’m fucked. 
 
    I was terrified, but I reminded myself to remain calm. She knelt in front of me, yelling something. Fire raged outside the window, and there was fire at the door. 
 
    But the world was silent, and as my lifeblood pulsed out of me, squirting between Vessa’s fingers and mine, I realized I was going to die. 
 
    Then I saw the dragon stone on the floor, where Varrus must have dropped it. 
 
    “Thaaa,” I croaked. 
 
    “What is it, John?” said Vessa’s lips. 
 
    “Stooohhh…stooooone,” I managed to utter. 
 
    She turned, saw the stone and darted for it. Another explosion rocked the ship, which listed sickeningly, sending me sliding, bound to my chair, into the wall to my left. Vessa pushed the stone at my face, but the boat lurched again, sending us flying like ragdolls. I was fading fast. Visions came in flashes. 
 
    There was fire one moment, rushing water the next. I was dry and hot, then submerged in water. 
 
    There was darkness beneath me and sparkling light above. I was sinking and fading. Trying to breath. Choking, gasping. Pain, so much pain. 
 
    Sinking. 
 
    Dying. 
 
    Sleep beckoned. Leave this miserable mortal coil. Curse this pain and this life and all the people in it. Let me wrap you in bliss. Let morning never come. 
 
    Then… peace. 
 
    Vessa swam to me like a goddess of the sea, the glowing gem in her hand. She shoved the dragon stone into my mouth, and with the last of my strength, I swallowed. 
 
    Fire erupted in my gut, and I wondered in a delirious moment if I’d just eaten a ghost pepper sandwich, but my pain disappeared at once and was replaced with buzzing power. That’s the only way I can explain it. I’d gone from the brink of death to doing an entire eight ball of coke in one bump while zapping my nipples with a car battery. 
 
    I was alive. 
 
    No, better than that. 
 
    I was becoming. 
 
    I twisted in the water. Steam rose as my joints contorted. My bones grew. The grind and snap of cartilage and bone sounded sharply in the abyss. It felt as if my shoulder blades exploded, and suddenly I had control of another set of limbs. I thrust upward toward the surface and emerged into a world of violence. In awe, I looked at my hands, which changed before my eyes into large reptilian paws with long fingers and deadly claws. I arched and flipped, wings—wings!— sending me higher. I marveled at my legs. I’d grown another knee joint, this one backward, and my feet were— 
 
    My dragon eyes locked on to Vessa, slowly sinking into the abyss. 
 
    I changed direction, propelling down through the water. Vessa fell into my waiting arms, and I surged for the surface. 
 
    I broke the water and rose fifty feet into the air. Droplets shot away from me and sparkled in the sunlight as I extended my wings and hovered above the Blytharian fleet, which was still bombarding the island. 
 
    I roared with rage, and the cannons stopped. 
 
    I realized I was a huge fucking dragon. 
 
    Okay, maybe not a full-blown dragon, but a badass blue and white dragon. 
 
    But Vessa wasn’t moving. She was blue, and her eyes were closed. 
 
    A spear zipped past me, and one hit me in the left shoulder but was deflected by my scales. 
 
    Holy shit. I have scales. I have scales because I’m a fucking dragon! 
 
    “Vessa, talk to me,” I said, and my voice was not my own. I mean it was, if I’d been playing around with a voice-altering program. It was much deeper. It was a voice fit for a dragon. 
 
    “Vessa!” I roared. 
 
    Another spear shot up from a ship below, and the words whale harpoon flashed through my mind. The spear hit me in the leg, not sticking, but it hurt like hell. I growled with so much fury, fire erupted from my mouth. Cool! I wielded it like a flamethrower, bathing the ship stem to bow. The men onboard screamed in a way I’d never heard men scream before. 
 
    I flapped my wings, intending to fly to the island, but having six limbs was weird. My arms wanted to move rather than my wings, and I had to remember my drumming practice and let my limbs work independent of but also in time with each other. 
 
    I soared above the armada with Vessa in my arms, watching her closely and not liking what I saw. She looked dead. I didn’t want to admit it, but she looked dead. I wanted to rage. I wanted to cry. I wanted to force my life force into her and make her wake up. 
 
    I landed on the cannon-assaulted shore. “Your king commands you to wake up.” 
 
    The warriors holding the beach approached hesitantly, looking at me with terrified reverence. They’d hoped and prayed and believed I would one day become the dragon king, but to see me, nine feet tall and five feet wide, built like a cross between Arnold Schwarzenegger and the mother of dragons, well, that was another thing entirely. They fell to their knees and bowed low, murmuring prayers to me. 
 
    “Get up. This is no time to act like lunatic sycophants!” I roared. “Vessa isn’t breathing. She drowned. I need magic!” 
 
    Everyone waited for someone else to speak up. 
 
    “Magic, anything. Didn’t any of you deal with my daughter? Matron Spider!” 
 
    A cannonball exploded fifty feet away, toppling the last palm tree on the beach. The rest of Varrus’s fleet was charging into the bay with their cannons. 
 
    I put my giant hands over Vessa’s chest. I was scared I’d crush her, not yet knowing my dragon strength, so I started off with gentle CPR. The thought occurred to me that a dragon doing CPR on a beach was outlandish and absolutely hilarious, but now was not the time. 
 
    Staying alive, staying alive, ah, ah, ah, ah. 
 
    I pumped her chest to the beat, but when I went to plug her nose and breath into her mouth, I realized I had a wide, razor-sharp-toothed maw. 
 
    Vessa was dead, and I suddenly felt hideous. The looks on the villagers faces told me as much. Philo was the only one who looked me in the eye. 
 
    “Vessa….” My dragon voice broke, and I felt the fire coming again. 
 
    I had no control over it. Rather than tears, I breathed fire, and I could no easier keep it in than I could the tears of grief. 
 
    Overcome by sorrow and anguish, I took two machine guns from my warriors and leaped into the air, spitting fire and sailing through it unscathed. I flew over and hovered above the Blytharian army. There were twenty-seven ships in the bay, some large hundred-footers with big guns and many more smaller infantry boats. My dragon eyes zoomed in so close to the crew’s faces , I could see their nose hairs, and I was once again awed by my new powers. But my fury turned every new discovery into a weapon. 
 
    I was a weapon, and vengeance was mine. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    The Flames of Vengeance 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Vessa!” I roared like an unleashed beast from the depths of hell and swooped down on the fleet. “Siri!” 
 
    Fire erupted from me like tears held back for a hundred years. My flames cut a swath across the fleet, setting dozens of ships aflame. As the crewmen yelled for buckets of water and screamed prayers to their gods and witches, I came around for another pass. 
 
    “Dezzlyn!” 
 
    I barfed out flame like a fraternity initiate vomiting Jägermeister and atomic hot balls, only it didn’t burn me. The release of my inner fire felt like purging a lifetime of anger, guilt, and unhappiness back out into the world. I was tired of sitting on that little island being scared. Now I was the thing to fear. 
 
    With the three women in mind, along with the dozens of villagers who had died that day, I landed on the closest ship, which was carrying twenty soldiers. To their credit, they didn’t cower before me. On the contrary, they stabbed and slashed at me with the ferocity of doomed men. I opened my maw and let loose my hellish flame, consuming the ship and the men inside it. 
 
    Cannons barked and fire erupted on the beach, close to where I’d left Vessa. I took flight and headed toward the ships with the cannons. I took aim at the men manning the cannons and riddled them with machine-gun bullets, spewing flame as I went. Harpoons zipped past me, but I would not be intimidated. Rage still coursed through me, manifesting in dragon fire. 
 
    I landed on the deck of another ship and opened fire on the crew, bullets tearing through flesh and bone. My fire consumed the ship, and I moved on to the next one. When my guns were empty I tossed them aside and tore into the Blytharians with my razor sharp claws. 
 
    A man came at me with a long sword, chopping wildly. I brought up an arm, deflecting the blade with my thick scales, and punched my fist right through the man’s chest. I lifted him by the ribcage and chucked him at a group of soldiers. A cannon fired behind me, and I fried the men who manned it. 
 
    I landed on another ship and the brave Blytharian warriors charged, screaming the names of their gods. I moved with deadly speed, slipping behind a feeble sword swipe and lifted the wielder off his feet with an uppercut, instantly breaking his neck. I ripped through flesh and bone, my tail broke backs with one mighty swipe, and one man after another fell before me. 
 
    Gunpowder kegs exploded on the burning ships, sending flames across the water to adjacent vessels. Soon the armada was a flaming pyre, and I flew through the carnage, plucking men from decks and tearing them apart with my bare hands. 
 
    A few ships tried to escape, but I quickly caught up to them and set them aflame. I landed on the last of the remaining ships, and found King Varrus among the terrified men. 
 
    “Varrusss,” I growled and stalked toward him. 
 
    “Attack!” he yelled, trying to move back through his ranks to safety. 
 
    I turned and lashed out with my tail, which impaled him through the gut. I lifted him and brought him face to face with me. 
 
    “Please,” he said, barely able to breath. “Have mercy!” 
 
    “Mercy? What do you know of mercy?” I grabbed him by the throat with one giant paw and blasted his head in dragon fire until nothing remained but a charred skull. 
 
    I tossed his body into the water and glared at the remaining warriors. “I will spare your lives so you can return to your kingdom and tell everyone what happened here. Tell the sons of King Zykon their brother is dead, and if they decide to continue this doomed campaign, they will share his fate. For I am the King of Dragon Key, and I will suffer no further harm to my people!” 
 
    I sailed into the air and the crew scrambled to work, eager to get the hell out of there. 
 
    Vessa had never been far from my thoughts, and she came back full force now that the crisis was over. Sorrow replaced rage, and I flew back to the island. My warriors were standing in a circle, looking down at something in the center. 
 
    “Where is she?” I demanded and stomped toward them. 
 
    They cleared a path for me, and I stopped dead, my big heart palpitating with surprise and overwhelming joy. 
 
    “John?” Vessa said in awe. 
 
    “Vessa! I thought you were dead. How…?” 
 
    “I coaxed her to breathe the way you showed us,” said Philo. “With cee-pee-ar.” 
 
    “You brilliant bastard,” I said and gave him a big hug that left him gasping for air and slapping my shoulders. 
 
    “Sire, I can’t breathe.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I released him and faced Vessa, who shakily rose to her feet. She fell into my arms, and I held her firmly, thanking the gods she was alive. 
 
    She released me and turned to the villagers. “All hail King Pyre!” 
 
    Cheers went up, and I regarded my brave villagers with pride and told them to rise. “I have sent the last remaining ship back with a message. I doubt the Blytharians will be bothering us anytime soon. Today we have secured an important victory. I’m proud of all of you. Now go and gather our dead; they deserve a warrior’s burial.” 
 
    Soon I was alone with Vessa, and I wanted nothing more than to hold her in my human arms. 
 
    “How do I change back?” I asked. 
 
    “You simply remember who you are. Imagine your human form.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and imagined myself in human form.  
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    I tried again, focusing on my body parts one at a time. 
 
    “Stop,” she said with dismay. “Your anger will not allow you to change back. You must let go of it. Tame the inner beast.” 
 
    “You told me to imagine myself as a human.” 
 
    “And to remember love, happiness, tranquility. Remember Siri.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and let out a smokey breath. I thought of Siri, Matron Spider, and how crazy this all was. I thought of my love for Vessa, for the villagers. I thought of my father, and my body began to change. It started with a prickling sensation crawling across my scales. Then my muscles spasmed and fluttered. My bones cracked. Ligaments twanged like the strings of a broken cello. A scream escaped me. Fire shot into the air. 
 
    I shrank in size. My mind spun. I felt like I might vomit. 
 
    Then it was over. I stood before Vessa as naked as the day I was born. 
 
    She rushed over and threw herself at me. I took her in my arms and kissed her deeply, our bodies melting against one another. 
 
    “You did it, John,” she said with a relieved little laugh. “No one can ever hurt us again.” 
 
    “They’ll come back.” 
 
    “And when they do, you will have your queens with you. Take me, John. Take me now. Turn me into your first dragon queen. Fill me with your—” 
 
    I kissed her again, urgently this time. She leapt onto me and clung tight as I carried her behind a private little cluster of bamboo. We frantically tore off our clothes, and I lowered her to the ground. I kissed her neck, her chest, her breasts. She reached down and took me in her hand, making me diamond hard. I ached for her. Breathlessly she guided me into her, and we gasped as I slid inside. We moved together slowly at first, but soon our passion was as hot as a burning sun. 
 
    Vessa rolled on top of me and arched her back, gyrating like a Hawaiian dancer. I braced myself and grabbed her hips, working her back and forth, around and around. I’d have liked to make love to her all day and night, but it had been a stressful week, and she felt so damn good. 
 
    “I’m almost there,” I said breathlessly. 
 
    She cried out in ecstasy, “Don’t stop, don’t stop!” 
 
    She ground against me and stuck her tongue in my mouth. Tension grew inside me to the point of no return, and my magical seed burst forth. Vessa stilled against me until there was no more for her to take. 
 
    I growled like a beast when Vessa cried out, eyes wet and astonished, gazing at me with a look of fragile love. 
 
    She fell on me, and we lay there panting. 
 
    “Oh, John,” she said, laughing and crying tears of joy. 
 
    “I know what you mean.” I said breathlessly. “That was—” 
 
    “Magical.” 
 
    We kissed again, languidly, lovingly, then she suddenly cried out and arched her back in pain. 
 
    “Vessa?” I was still inside her, and I felt her womanhood quickly heat. It felt like my dick was in a furnace, so I pulled out and lifted her off me. 
 
    Vessa writhed on the ground and began to change. Although I’d gone through the same thing, and it hadn’t hurt, I couldn’t help but be concerned for her. Her skin flaked off to reveal sparkling jade scales. Her arms and legs grew longer, and her torso stretched to twice its size. Her face changed and small horns grew out of her forehead. Wings ripped free of her back, growing from her shoulder blades and spreading in the sun like two giant, shimmering green banners. She roared like a dragon and leaped into the air when her body went through the last transformation. 
 
    She hovered high above the world, sparkling like a green gem. She was a sight to behold—strong, sleek, and enticingly feminine even in dragon form. 
 
    I wanted to join her so badly I could taste it. I clenched my hands and thought of the dead we still had to bury, letting my fury build. The tingling sensation returned. Wings grew, talons ripped out of the ends of my growing fingers. I transformed the rest of the way quickly and shot into the air. 
 
    She laughed and shoved me playfully before shooting higher into the sky. I gave chase, blasting fire that barely bit her ass and snapping my jaws at her. She was a natural, twisting and turning in midair with the grace of an eagle before changing course toward the gaping mouth of the volcano. 
 
    I tucked in my wings and veered downward, grinning. Vessa angled away from the opening of the volcano and shot down the slope, inches from the rocky terrain. I caught up to her and roared as we skimmed the tree line and then shot back into the air. We flew over the destroyed village and continued toward the beach, where the villagers pointed and cheered. 
 
    The destroyed fleet was still smoldering, and we flew through the smoke. Bodies floated in the water, charred from my dragon fire. I felt no pity for the dead men, and I would feel no pity for those who came after them. 
 
    After circling the wreckage, we landed on the beach, and every single villager fell to their knees. 
 
    “All hail the King and Queen of Dragon Key!” said Philo, and the chorus rang out. 
 
    That night the sun set over a bay littered with broken and smoldering Blytharian ships. At the heart of the once beautiful village, a massive pyre of bodies burned, sending thick smoke into the air. Vessa and I watched from the rim of the volcano, with the rest of the villagers standing solemnly with us. 
 
    Despite our victory, we’d sustained heavy losses. The village was destroyed, and Matron Spider, along with a dozen villagers were dead. We’d burned the dead and salvaged what we could from the fleet. Vessa and I were able to save half a dozen cannons using our dragon strength. We lined them up on the beach, along with other weapons and armor. All told we had enough weapons for a small army, and we’d even managed to save three of the Blytharian vessels. 
 
    When darkness fell, the villagers filed into the caves. The day had been long, and they were exhausted. 
 
    “My friends, let us not forget our fallen brethren, for without their bravery and sacrifice, the fight would have surely been lost. When I first arrived on this island, I couldn’t accept my destiny. My inaction cost lives, and for that I am sorry. Had I accepted my role as dragon king, perhaps our friends would still be with us. But now I know who I am, and I know what I must do. There are others like you out there in the world; good men and women who suffer under the rule of terrible leaders, and I intend to help them. My friends, we have a chance to not only thrive, but to help others thrive too. We have a chance to help rid this world of tyranny and greed. My place is here with you. I have been given a great gift, and I intend to use it. Rest easy tonight, knowing your king watches over you from the sky, and never again shall you know fear.” 
 
    “All hail King Pyre!” Philo declared. 
 
    Everyone bowed, and pride swelled in my big dragon heart. 
 
    It’s hard to describe how it feels to be in dragon form. It was like I was in the prime of life. My muscles felt like tight cables rippling under my thick dragon hide. My lungs expanded easily, taking in massive amounts of air. New glands in my throat waited to ignite dragon fire at my command. My wings felt natural tucked against my back, ready to propel me into the air and onward to new and exotic locations. I was a fire-breathing powerhouse able to bench press a bull and break a man’s neck with a flick of the wrist, and I gotta admit I liked it. 
 
    Alone with Vessa on the lip of the volcano, I once again beheld her magnificent form. She smiled at me. 
 
    “I’ll take first watch,” I said, my dragon voice vibrating deeply through the stone. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep now if I tried,” she said. 
 
    “A night flight then?” I asked, brow arched. 
 
    She laughed, which came out as a comical roar, and leaped from the volcano. We circled the island a few times before climbing toward the wispy clouds hanging overhead. The island became a speck of dirt far below, and even the volcano seemed small. Still, there was no land to be seen in any direction. 
 
    The moon hadn’t risen yet, and the night world was as I remembered it, without a crimson hue. Stars appeared, and without light pollution, there was a deep carpet of them, horizon to horizon. 
 
    I wanted to fly in the direction the Blytharians had come to see where they lived. I wanted to attack their strongholds, free their slaves, and reap the spoils of war. I yearned to unleash my hellish breath and dish out fiery justice, but that would have to wait. 
 
    We had to rebuild the village and secure resources before we thought of expanding, and there were over twenty women waiting for me to turn them into dragon queens with my seed. I imagined attacking the enemy with my dragon army, and was giddy with excitement. 
 
    No more would we fear the ships that came to our little island. Now they would fear us. 
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