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Chapter 1
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Five creatures with blue scales, enormous bat-like wings, and eagle-like feet soared above the sky, circling a gigantic oasis surrounded by houses made of earth and cactus roots. The creatures, each approximately 250 centimeters in size, emitted angry shrieks at ten white-robed men who looked up to meet their gaze.

One of the white-robed men stepped forward. He was the bulkiest, his massive frame casting a shadow. His long earrings reflected the sunlight. His golden-yellow eyes gleamed as he observed one of the creatures. He took a deep breath and yelled, “Argon, surrender and join us!”

However, one of the giant creatures dove sharply and roared before spewing out balls of fire. Al’ Kaar dodged, but the splashes of orange heat succeeded in burning the edge of his robe.

“Damn you, this is new!” Al’ Kaar exclaimed, opening his robe to reveal that he was now wearing only white shorts. The desert sunlight illuminated his bare blue skin.

Two of the argon creatures shot toward him, but Al’ Kaar quickly raised his left hand adorned with a chain bracelet and shouted a command. “Hold them back!”

Nine blue men sprang into action. Some of them pulled iron chains hanging from their belts and hurled them directly at the legs of the attacking creatures.

One of the argon creatures shrieked as its body slammed into the brown sandy ground covering the plain. It tried to rise, but an iron net with weighted ends had already trapped it.

“We got one!” exclaimed one of the blue-skinned men with a grin.

The other four argon creatures screeched and flew away. Al’ Kaar crouched down, propping both elbows on his thighs, and leaned his back forward, bringing their faces closer together as three of his companions removed the nets and restrained the captured creature’s arms, then fastened a collar with a lock around its neck.

“We mean no harm,” Al’ Kaar said, taking a deep breath. His three companions stood up after securing collars similar to their own around their captive’s neck. “I invited you to talk reasonably. Yet, you chose to provoke us.”

The wild argon creature choked and shifted its form, creating more space around its neck. Now, its appearance resembled the other men who surrounded it, though it remained naked. He grumbled and tried to pull the cord binding his neck with both hands. “I won’t be a part of your weird society! Remove these restraints!”

Laughter rang out from one of the standing men. “It’s called a collar.”

The captive argon creature glanced at the man who spoke, then hissed, “Remove these damn things... now!”

“Sorry, we can’t,” answered Al’ Kaar, rising to his feet. “These collars prevent us from transforming into monsters. We have no intention of accidentally setting cities on fire, you understand?”

“What do you want from me?” the wild argon rose on his feet while his hands tried to remove the uncomfortable leather collar from his neck.

“You need this key to unlock it.” Al’ Kaar smiled slightly, revealing the chain bracelet with a key attached to his left wrist.

“Give it to me!” The wild argon quickly reached out his right hand, attempting to grab the chain bracelet belonging to his captor. However, Al’ Kaar chuckled, and his two companions immediately pulled their prisoner’s arms, keeping him at a distance.

“Not yet,” Al’ Kaar said, tilting his head to the left. “Join us for a year, and after that... You’ll have a choice: return to your old life or stay in this city.”

The wild argon assumed a combative stance, bared his teeth, and muttered angrily, ‘Once I break free of these shackles, I’ll kill all of you.’

Laughter erupted from the ten men. One of them slapped the captive’s left shoulder hard. “Young one, I like your spirit!”

Al’ Kaar walked ahead, saying, “Come on, let’s introduce our new friend to his new home...”

*****
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TWO GUARDS AND AL’ Kaar accompanied the wild argon into Mar’tack City. The procession traveled along the main sandy road, allowing their guest to observe their surroundings freely.

The wild argon’s eyes widened as he saw rows of buildings made from earth and blue-skinned people, both adults and children, bustling about with cheerful faces.

“Do females exist in this place?” the wild argon asked, watching a group of women chatting casually. They all wore simple dresses, leather necklaces with small locks, and chain bracelets on their left wrists. However, only a few wore an earring on the left side, while others did not.

“Maybe you’ll get your chance,” one man teased.

“Why do they cover their bodies?” The wild argon looked disappointed. “The females shouldn’t hide their bodies’ beauty...”

Al’ Kaar couldn’t contain his laughter. He burst into laughter until the group of women turned to look at them.

“It’s time you put on some clothes,” one man suggested.

“Why? Argon doesn’t need anything!” The wild argon puffed out his chest as if proud of his nakedness.

Laughter from the women resonated. The wild argon turned to the females, who were giggling and whispering to each other while looking at his lower body.

Al’ Kaar smiled slightly at the scene, then removed his robe and draped it over his shoulders. “Put this on.”

The wild argon no longer resisted; he hurriedly put on the robe Al’ Kaar had given him, covering his body tightly.

Al’ Kaar turned to his two companions, winking. “Looks like I can leave you guys now. Sye’t Jibra needs me.”

“Hand him over to us.” One man grinned widely, slinging an arm around the wild argon’s shoulder. “Come on, let me introduce you... But remember, don’t bother the females with an earring. They already have a male.”

“We can have a female?” The wild argon’s voice sounded amazed. “They’re willing to have just one male?”

Al’ Kaar smiled as he listened to their conversation. He let the three men approach the women before he went toward the central building in the city.
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Chapter 2
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Two girls walked by, carrying rattan trays filled with boiled cactus fruits. They bowed respectfully to Al’ Kaar before stealing a secretive view of his naked body and giggling.

Al’ Kaar felt embarrassed. He involuntarily scratched his neck, which wasn’t itchy, as he stepped into the building across from him. Perhaps I should have gone home first and gotten my robe.

The grand hall welcomed him. Several male Argons sat on wooden chairs, deeply engaged in a serious discussion. One of the blue-skinned men with a considerable build turned his gaze toward Al’ Kaar and appeared surprised. “Where is your robe?”

“Greetings, Ikh Da’af.” Al’ Kaar bowed slightly, placing his right hand over his left chest. “A wild Argon needs it.”

“So, did you manage to capture them?” Another Argon’s question made Al’ Kaar, who had just straightened up, turn toward him.

“Only one,” Al’ Kaar sighed. He walked toward an empty chair and sat down. “The rest managed to escape...”

The wrinkles on Ikh Da’af’s aged face seemed to multiply as he felt dissatisfied. “Sye’t Jibra received reports that an eyewitness saw a group of wild Argons attacking the Nortley border again. They faced a griffin troop while trying to steal livestock.”

Al’ Kaar’s golden yellow eyes instantly sparkled with worry. He straightened his back as he asked, “Are they safe?”

“I hope so...” Ikh Da’af shook his head slowly. “Sye’t Jibra and his group are trying to eradicate the Death Worm’s nest. We think if the reported missing Argons from the city have likely become the monster’s prey.”

Ikh Da’af looked at Al’ Kaar with a pleading look. “...too many Argons have died in vain. We must gather the survivors and unite. It is the only way for our race to survive.”

Al’ Kaar nodded understandingly. He stood before gently inclined and rested his right arm on his left shoulder. “Don’t worry, I will go search for them.”

Ikh Da’af’s seemed a relief. He lifted his head and smiled contentedly. “Return with good news.”

“I will.” Al’ Kaar straightened himself. The long earrings hanging from his ears swayed.

Ikh Da’af’s eyes sparkled playfully. The leader of Mar’tack City tilted his head to the right and said, “I would be very pleased if you came back without wearing that earring again. Our race needs many offspring...”

Al’ Kaar grinned, showing off his row of white teeth. He responded with modest laughter. “If I have to tie myself down with marriage, then I’ll find that girl within this city, not in the wild.”

Ikh Da’af and the other Argons who heard those words burst into laughter. That old Argon seemed much more relaxed now. He leaned back and waved his right hand.

“Go before the sandstorm comes...”

Al’ Kaar bowed and turned around. He walked toward the east side of the building to enter his room and get ready.

*****
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DESPITE BEING SPACIOUS enough, Al’ Kaar’s bedroom was plain. There was only a thin kapok mattress stuffed into the fabric and a wooden chest—loot from one of the villages when he was still a wild Argon.

He squatted in front of the chest and started unpacking to sort out what he needed. Al’ Kaar currently had five pieces of clothing. Some female Argons had managed to find a way to make fabric using cotton.

Al’ Kaar took two pieces of clothing, grabbed a pair of fire stones, and a leather bag containing supplies such as cactus fruit and salted desert wolf meat. He wrapped everything in fabric before taking a water bag made from camel skin and slung it across his body.

“I believe I have everything ready,” he said, standing up while closing the chest. Al’ Kaar extinguished the candle that lit the room before stepping out and locking the wooden door from the outside.

*****
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AL’ KAAR WALKED TOWARD the city border, passing by the Argons. They were busy with various activities. He smiled as he saw two kids fighting. The two eight-year-old Argons were about to change shape due to the increase in adrenaline before coughing as the necklace tied to their necks stopped the transformation from happening.

A female Argon, most likely their mother, arrived with an annoyed expression and scolded the two kids. Al’ Kaar chuckled softly. He continued walking, gazing at the clear sky.

Two stalls stood by the main road, fashioned from basic wooden tables and cloth. Several trained Argons were selling various goods through the barter system. Items from neighboring countries filled the stalls.

Al’ Kaar greeted the female Argon guarding one of the stalls. “Good afternoon, Kat’harin. I need a camel for a long journey. Do you have one?”

The female Argon draped her headscarf and smiled warmly. “Go to the oasis. My son is bringing some camels for slaughter. You can take one of them if they are still alive.”

“I’ll bring you a desert wolf as a substitute,” Al’ Kaar replied politely.

However, Kat’harin shook her head. “We don’t need anything from you. Go now before there are no camels left.”

“Alright.” Al’ Kaar smiled and walked away.

*****
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“CRAZY CAMEL! STOP RESISTING!” An eighteen-year-old male Argon was yelling at a camel as the animal refused to cooperate.

The Argon quickly leaped to the right as the camel he was about to slaughter charged him. He rolled on the sand and got up with a face full of dirt.

“You damn camel! I’ll kill you!”

The teenager tugged on the black choker around his neck while uttering curses. “If I could get rid of this damn necklace, I’d burn you alive!”

“Tamil, how are you?”

Al’ Kaar’s greeting made the young man look up and promptly rise from his embarrassing position. Tamil brushed off the brown sand that dirtied his white robe. His yellow eyes glanced envyingly at the bracelet on Al’ Kaar’s left wrist. “Why am I not allowed to hold my key bracelet?”

“Maybe because you’d burn the city down over a camel,” Al’ Kaar replied, grinning.

“It is the worst camel I’ve ever encountered!” Tamil exclaimed, only to be kicked in the face by the camel’s hoof. “Stop that!”

Al’ Kaar examined the one-humped creature and asked, “Is this the only camel left?”

Tamil pointed to the freshly slaughtered camel. Puddles of blood and a stained butcher’s knife were still wet near the oasis. “Do you need camel skin? I’ve only butchered two. You can get them tomorrow.”

The camel suddenly spat at Tamil, covering his face with thick, fishy-smelling saliva.

“I’ll kill you right now!” Tamil yelled, running toward his sword to slash the creature’s throat.

However, Al’ Kaar quickly pulled the camel’s reins and said, “Tamil, I’ve got permission from your mother to take the remaining camel alive.”

Tamil halted his action. He stared at Al’ Kaar and then at the camel while breathing heavily. “Are you sure? That camel will bring bad luck to you...”

The one-humped creature shook its head and appeared ready to attack Tamil again. However, Al’ Kaar held onto the reins. He patted gently the camel’s hump and smiled. “I think we’re going to have a good friendship.”
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Chapter 3
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The late afternoon sun beat down on the expanse of sand in the desert, its heat unforgiving. However, the camel and its rider were unaware as they were too engrossed in their quarrel to notice their surroundings.

Al’ Kaar let out an exasperated sigh as he tugged on the reins of the camel he was riding. He regretted ignoring advice from Tamil and hoped for a more obedient camel.

“Come on, move!” Al’ Kaar scolded for what seemed like the hundredth time. He even gently kicked the side of the camel.

The camel took a few steps before it stopped. That one-humped creature retreated to observe the row of cacti while blinking its long, curly eyelashes.

“Good grief! Why are you so coy? Do your job!” Al’ Kaar exclaimed. His patience had worn thin; they had spent nearly three hours as the camel had only managed to cover about two kilometers.

Al’ Kaar glanced back at Mar’tack City with a frustrated look. His dignity refused to return there only because he failed to control a camel.

A light breeze carried sand particles around them as the sky was almost dark. Al’ Kaar felt restless. At this rate, he would have to spend the night on the city’s outskirts and become the amusement of passing Argons.

Al’ Kaar finally decided to dismount, pulling the camel’s reins. “Move!”

The camel resisted, but Al’ Kaar applied more force, compelling the camel to comply. Yet, after a few steps, the creature suddenly spat at Al’ Kaar’s face.

Al’ Kaar’s stride halted instantly. The male Argon slowly turned his gaze toward the camel. It fluttered its long eyelashes as he spoke softly. “This is the last time you disrespect your master—”

The second spit hit Al’ Kaar’s left cheek. His heart raced; the urge to kill surged through his veins.

Scales resembling those of a snake slithered slowly across Al’ Kaar’s blue skin while his body enlarged. A few moments later, a choking sensation came over him, causing him to cough.

“Patience... I should be patient,” muttered Al’ Kaar after catching his breath.

However, the camel stomped its four legs and resisted his order. Al’ Kaar was trying hard not to snap its neck when a light vibration caught his attention.

Al’ Kaar adopted a vigilant demeanor, scanning the surroundings for signs of danger. His right hand still held the camel’s reins tightly.

He felt the next subtle vibration from behind. Al’ Kaar turned around and saw a wave-like movement approaching them.

Al’ Kaar held his breath. His yellow eyes gleamed while pulling his weapon, kusarigama. Its chain was attached to the sharp sword hanging at his waist.

A mild tremor accompanied the appearance of a creature resembling a giant worm, five times larger than his, with a head-mouth emerging from under the sand, launching itself at Al’ Kaar.

Al’ Kaar leaped to the left. He hurled his weapon at the worm’s back. The blade sank into the monster’s flesh.

The Death Worm wriggled and slammed its slimy body into Al’ Kaar. But he jumped and entwined the chain around his opponent.

As the Death Worm writhed, it expelled saliva from its mouth. Al’ Kaar knew it was a paralyzing poison.

Al’ Kaar moved swiftly, pulling on the chain with all his might. Slowly but surely, his chain cut into the monster’s body.

A sound resembling a screech emanated from the mouth-like hole of the Death Worm, lined with sharp teeth. Al’ Kaar gritted his teeth and used both hands to pull harder.

Green blood started to trickle down from every wound. The monster struggled as Al’ Kaar clung to its back, not releasing his grip.

Al’ Kaar exerted one final burst of strength; the wounds inflicted on the Death Worm grew deeper before the creature collapsed and ceased moving.

Al’ Kaar breathed heavily, managing to jump off before hitting the ground. He turned his head to survey his surroundings.

The runaway camel stood a few meters away, ignoring the battle. It was busy chewing on cacti.

Al’ Kaar let out a sigh of relief. He tied all his belongings to the saddle. He would have been in a real bind if the camel had escaped.

The male Argon untangled his kusarigama from the death worm’s body and then attempted to clean the blood stains from his weapon.

*****
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