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      Forty-nine. Fifty. Fifty-one. Damn, one too many. Where did the extra one come from? Rangon frowned, counting the dragons again from his perch on the rocky cliff, the wind tugging at his tunic as if trying to pull him into the vast expanse below. The great leathery wings of the creatures shifted in the distance, a sea of scales and tails rippling under the sun. It wasn’t unusual for a clan to lose one or two dragons to sickness or injury. But gaining one? What the hell was going on?

      He reached out with his mind, the old magic humming through his veins like a current, searching for the intruder. There—he felt it. A dark purple aura that clashed with the familiar blue glows of the rest of the Clan. His stomach tightened. As Shepherd, it was his job to weed out the stranger. There was only so much food, only so much space. Fifty was the legal limit. Fifty kept the fragile balance of their world intact.

      The dragons had resisted at first, of course. They were proud creatures, ancient rulers of the skies, and they didn’t take kindly to being corralled like livestock. But that was before the sacrifices, before the Overseers had shown them that defiance had no place in the new order. The dragons had learned, as all had, that this was not a choice. This was the future. And the future did not bend to the will of beasts.

      Rangon rose to his feet, the rocky outcrop beneath him shifting slightly as he steadied himself. Below, the plain stretched out like a rough, sun-baked canvas, dotted with the massive forms of his Clan. He raised the whistle to his lips but didn’t blow just yet. His free hand reached for his crossbow, the familiar weight of it settling against his chest as he cocked the bolt into place. He scanned the group again, watching for movement. Somewhere in that cluster of wings and scales was the rogue dragon, the one that didn’t belong.

      For a moment, doubt flickered in his mind. Was he really doing the right thing? Could this creature truly pose such a threat? It was just another dragon after all, perhaps one lost from another clan, seeking refuge.

      A sharp pain jolted up his arm from the metal cuff locked tight around his wrist, cutting his thoughts short. He gritted his teeth against the shock, his body stiffening as the electric sting erased the doubt from his mind. The Overseers didn’t allow questions. His duty was clear. He was the Shepherd, not their friend. He had trained his mind and heart for this, conditioning himself to follow without hesitation. He steadied his hand and blew the whistle, the sound inaudible to his own ears but clear as day to the dragons below.

      A rustle of leathery wings echoed across the plain, the dragons ducking instinctively toward the ground at the sound. All except for one.

      There! The purple-aura-clad intruder stood out, its dark form defiant against the backdrop of the blue-clad clan. The dragon’s eyes glinted with intelligence and fear as it realized it had been discovered. Its powerful hind legs pushed off the ground, wings beating in a frantic attempt to escape.

      But Rangon was faster. His crossbow snapped up, the bolt flying before the dragon could clear the ground. The bolt found its mark, sinking deep into the creature’s soft underbelly. The dragon’s roar of pain split the air, a fiery blast of breath escaping from its jaws as it tumbled from the sky. Its great body crashed into the earth, dust billowing up around it like smoke from a dying fire.

      The other dragons watched without a sound, their heads low to the ground, instinctively submissive. Rangon blew twice on the whistle, the signal for the feeding to begin, and lowered his crossbow—but not before loading another bolt, just in case. He had learned long ago never to trust the peace that followed such moments.

      The Clan moved in slowly, circling the fallen intruder with a kind of grim acceptance. And then, with surprising coordination, they tore it apart. Rangon watched, detached, as they shared the kill among themselves. It was a grotesque scene, yet oddly orderly—each dragon taking its share, passing pieces to those who were smaller or weaker.

      Once, the dragons had been majestic rulers, feared and respected by all. Now, they were little more than domesticated cannibals, forced to survive on the flesh of their own kind. He had heard stories from his grandfather, tales of dragons soaring free through the skies, unchallenged and untamed. Those days were long gone. The return of the dragons to the surface had marked the beginning of the end for human civilization. Their reappearance had coincided with the fall of the old world, the collapse of cities, the death of the technological marvels that had once defined humanity’s dominance. The ancient relics of that time still lay scattered across the landscape, broken and useless—roads that had crumbled into dust, buildings that had become little more than hollow shells.

      Now, the dragons moved across the land in great Clans, migrating seasonally under the watchful eyes of Shepherds like Rangon. And Rangon… well, he did his job. He kept his charges alive. Kept them in line. It was all he could do in this new world.

      He couldn’t deny the beauty of the creatures, though. Even now, as the last of the Clan finished their meal, the way the sun glinted off their scales, the way their wings stretched and flexed—it was breathtaking. Every color imaginable, from deep sapphire blues to fiery reds, danced in the light, creating a living tapestry of power and grace. Even the intruder, lying torn and broken on the ground, had been magnificent in its own right.

      A sharp pain shot through his wrist again, reminding him of the thoughts he wasn’t allowed to have. Admiring the dragons was dangerous. His bond with them could never be more than duty, never more than the obedience that was demanded by the Overseers. And yet… that admiration always surfaced, no matter how hard he tried to suppress it. He could fight it for a while, but it always came back, a constant itch he could never quite scratch.

      Rangon sighed, shrugging off the thought as he sat back down on the cliff’s edge, his eyes scanning the horizon. He couldn’t afford to be distracted. Feeding time was coming soon, and with it, the inevitable chaos that accompanied it. The Overseers would arrive, and they would count. They would inspect. If anything was amiss, if one dragon too many or one too few was left standing, the punishment would be swift. Shepherds had been replaced for less.

      He leaned forward, the tension in his shoulders easing only slightly as he kept his vigil over the dragons below. They were his responsibility, but they were also his burden. And in this world, there was little room for anything else.
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