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The dragon extended its crooked neck and snatched a side-hopper off the wall. For some reason the insect didn't have the usual pleasant crispness and bitter flavor. The monster spit it out into a nearby pool or molten lava and began pondering to himself.

- Defeated twice. and by the same person no less.

He smashed another nearby creature out of pure frustration with his fist. Ridley was utterly baffled at why Lady Luck had snubbed him more than once. On a good day, he would have said that the third time was the charm, but this was not a good day in the least.

- Cut, it out, Ridley.You're not getting any closer to the solution of your problem by crying about it, he scolded himself.

But truly, what was a renowned space pirate and former master of chaos and destruction (probably turned laughing stock) to do next?

He rose from the platform he'd been sulking on and flew to the top of his lair. If the dragon couldn't figure it out on his own, then perhaps one of his accomplices could be of assistance. His old friend Kraid was the closest, but Ridley was in need of fresh air, which meant he'd be skipping a rendezvous with an old chum to go ghost hunting.

The monster's wings carried him swiftly over the hot lava and rocks of Norfair and his mind kept up with the pace by thinking at a constant, stretching itself to solve the problem of employing and/or busying himself. Ascending quietly into Brinstar, no answer had come, and it wasn't all too far to the surface from there.

Phantoon will be able to help me out. he has even less to do now than I do... Heh, of course,being dead and all, I'd say he'd have a tough time of having it any other way.

Seconds passed where it felt like hours and the plant life and vegetation that was characteristic of Brinstar became the rocks and crags of Crateria. Upon reaching the surface, Ridley took to the air and spied the downed space craft. The dragon paused for a second, wondering just why it was he didn't want to go there anymore, but eventually shrugged if off and went on his way.

"So, friend, what brings you here?" The ghost greeted the dragon with a visible hint of curiosity. It wasn't often that Ridley bothered to come to the surface and much less often that he visited the Wrecked Ship region.

"Well, it goes like this," he sat in the doorway and let out a sigh, "I've found myself in a bit of a rut."

"You?" Phantoon put a tentacle over his mouth, holding in a chuckle.

"Right. So, I decided that one such as yourself, who happens to be terminally incapacitated," Ridley emphasized those last two words with an extra hiss in his voice reacting to the suppressed giggle, "would have a little advice for one unemployed, very much alive space pirate."

"Well," he smiled with a poor attempt at a shrug, "there's always fast food."

"." The former pirate pictured himself wearing one of those little paper hats and flipping burgers. "Yeah I definitely gave you way too much credit. I ask an honest question and you give me comedy. How old were you again?" he asked making a cutting motion over his throat for his last question. Ridley had to admit it was a bit entertaining, as he had flusterd the ghost a bit with his commentary.

"And just what is it you expect me to tell you, anyway?" Phantoon was now slightly irate. "Do you want to know how I keep busy? Hah! Well, it's quite simple really. I pass the years by, hanging around and watching the goings on of the planet, sustaining my dwindling life by absorbing the seemingly endless power from this ship. Now, if you're looking for something along those lines, you're only a ritual suicide away."

The dragon turned his back on the squid-like ghost. Why can't that goddamn bounty hunter come around when it's convenient for her to do so? "And while I'm at it I'll take up interpretive dance," he cracked, finally remembering why it was he never visited the Wrecked Ship region. "Go suck on a multiviola."

Irate, Ridley left the ship through its other exit, only stopping to cut a few seemingly important power lines on the way. Phantoon had been about as much help as a can of gasoline during a raging fire.

- Why am I even bothering?

He made his way back into the planet, avoiding the watery parts as much as possible, but to little avail. Utterly soaked, he decided he'd rest his mind and have a nap in Maridia. Wet, though it was, there wasn't a sound to be heard, save for an occasional breeze, or dripping noise. Ridley found it relaxing though. He let out a deep breath. Perhaps after he slept, the answer would come to him.

"I must be losing my mind." The monster muttered just before drifting off into a peaceful slumber.

"Mom!! Look what we found!!" Ridley shot straight up, letting out a startled roar. He quickly looked from side to side, as though taking in a potential enemy, but only found himself faced with Draygon's six children. The dragon scowled. "Annoying brats. Let me be, unless you're interested in helping me acquire a taste for seafood."

Naturally, the kids reacted in the nasty way that children react to being called brats, and resorted to making faces and name-calling. Ridley called back and threatened them several times in return, even going so far as to swipe at them when they came close, but they refused to let up and leave him alone.

"Get away you nasty little shits!" he yelled as he took in a breath in preparation for a fireball, though no sooner did he do so, than finally, the mother of the herd reared her head above water face to face with the mighty ex-pirate.

Surprised at the sudden appearance of the parent Ridley accidentally swallowed his own flame, throwing him into a violent choking fit.

"Sorry I'm not very familiar with the Heimlick. Now, what kind of language were you threatening my kids with?"

"Mom, he said shit!"

"Ssh, don't say that!" Draygon scolded, hypocritically, since she had also been known to curse on occasion."

"Hah, apparently your flock doesn't know the meaning of repressed rage," Ridley coughed.

"As though you know it any better! They've been driving me nuts all day!" The crustacean made frantic waving motions with her claws.

"So, why not eat 'em? Collect a few skewers and we've got ourselves dinner for a week."

"Hmph. Phantoon's morbid humor rubbing off on you?"

The pirate slumped over, leaning on his elbow. "The hell? Did everyone know about that but me?"

"Well, the way you lock yourself up in that hole, it's no surprise. What brings you around here anyway?" she narrowed her eyes suspiciously. If Ridley was around it usually meant bad news.

"Heh, just pondering the meaning of life," he replied lightheartedly.

"And here I thought you were one of those who had it all figured out - Will you kids cut that out?!"

The way Draygon screamed, Ridley wouldn't have been surprised if her vocal chords ended up stuck to a wall on the far side of the cavern. "Just thinking of the next step in life is all."

One of the babies swam over and began poking its mother repeatedly. "Mom, mom, mom, mom."

"You could always try raising a family - What IS it?"

"Mom, Ydra's pushing Ethan and Hrabs won't stop making fun of me!" the child whined.

"Well, tell them to stop and I'll be right over."

"But, but I already TRIED that!"

"Just tell them I said to stop and I'll fix it in a moment. I'm just helping the General with something."

"But-"

"GO."

Ridley raised a brow. He failed to see how this would help him during his particular crisis. "Somehow I don't think this is up my alley." Pictures of himself sitting in a Laz-e-boy, holding a drink and a clicker while the wife and kids screamed in the background pranced gleefully around in his brain. "Besides, where I come from, my return wouldn't exactly be welcome. You know, the whole universally known thief, spy, and murderer thing? It kind of has an effect on the way people see you."

"Hmm. you might be right about that, but I'd never rule out the choice. It can be surprisingly rewarding. CUT THAT OUT!! Sorry, I have to go take care of this." The crustacean rushed over to where her children were fighting and immediately began the most gruesome disciplinary action Ridley had ever seen. So much for peace and quiet.

For the third time that day, the dragon took to the air, but this time headed to where he should have gone in the first place.

- These people already know what they're doing, and they can't really help me out because they don't know a damn thing about change. And here I always thought new perspectives were refreshing.

"Master Ridley, is that you?" the clone asked, rolling up some sort of cigarette and lighting it.

"Oh no, of course not! It's the divine incarnation of peace and love! Shut the hell up. 'S your boss in?"

"Sure, there's not many other places he can go you know," it said taking a drag.

"Gee, that's news to me," the monster rolled his eyes and opened the door to see his old friend.

"Then why'd you-" The door closed. ".ask." The clone cursed, mumbling something about the General being unnecessarily caustic, but went right back to rolling more of his cigarettes and thought little more of it.

"Now this is a surprise: The great Master Ridley is at a loss for his own destiny." The great lizard towered over his old friend and most everything else for that matter.

"Why is everyone so touchy today? Is it so much to ask for some decent advice?"

"Sorry, no it isn't. It might just be that everyone sees so little of you."

"I hope that wasn't some sort of size pun," the dragon said as he perched casually on Kraid's shoulder.

"It's all in how you look at it, friend." Ridley raised a brow, hesitant to take the Lizard's statement very seriously.

"We can only help you as much as you let us and even so there's no guarantee that our lifestyles will work for you. Perhaps you might consider leaving it up to chance this time. Explore. You might find yourself doing something you'd never expect."

The former pirate took those words in and thought about them carefully. Was it possible that piracy and hate-crimes weren't his true calling? Whatever the case, Kraid was right: He couldn't let himself rot away on that desolate, off-the-beaten-path rock he had learned to call home like his comrades had.

"But. how would I go about finding direction like that? It seems your way is little more than the old 'guess and check' routine."

Kraid shrugged, making Ridley lose his balance on the great lizard's shoulder. "IF you're smarter than you look, you'll no doubt figure something out."

"." The dragon had no response to Kraid's humor, but the wheels had indeed started turning and options were opening up again. He began to think of all the things he liked to do versus everything that he was tired of. A half hour had passed by the time he was finished thinking and all that could be heard was Kraid's boisterous snoring.

"I've got it!!" the dragon yelled, coming out of his trance and waking the lizard from from one of his more pleasant dreams of large nude females.

"You're a genius, old man!" Ridley followed up.

"Yes, well, my genius tires of your presence, so."

"No need to worry about that! My path is set!" And so, more excited than he'd ever been in his whole life, the former pirate lifted from his perch and left Zebes to pursue a prolific and endearing career in accounting. 

The End.
