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			Chapter 1 - Maternal Instincts

			The crystal waters sparkled as the sun’s rays ricocheted off its surface. The wind seemed to whisper hello as a few birds soared over the waves capturing their food for the day. The small beach of the Santa Cruz was filled with large black lava rocks and a smattering of golden sand. One of several islands in the Galapagos, Santa Cruz was filled with unique animals who had a lifetime of stories to tell. 

			Today the beach was almost empty, except for one solitary penguin who was sunning himself. Dexter was not like the other penguins in the Galapagos. No matter how hot it seemed to be outside, Dexter was always cold. It was a good thing Dexter was not an arctic penguin. There was no way he would ever be able to survive those frigid temperatures. Dexter was a black and white Galapagos penguin. His face was black with a small white line of feathers that arched from his eyes on each side of his face, then curved back to where his tiny wings jutted from his body. The effect created a white s-shape, which is how he got his name—S, for Dexter. Most of his body was covered in black feathers, except for his white belly that always seemed to be rumbling. He could eat his weight twice over any day of the week and still not gain a pound.

			On the rock next to the penguin was a small lava lizard who was also sunning himself. His long thin frame was covered in scales that were colored in hues of gold and brown mixed with black spots. He had a large black diamond shape above his front legs near his neck on both sides of his body. His thin short legs were close to his body, making it easy to propel himself away from predators if the need arose. If he were sitting on the sand, he would have almost disappeared had it not been for the bright reddish orange coloring around his neck and the bottom of his face. While that would have been preferable for most lizards, Jax wanted the sun to warm up his skin, and perching on the black lava rocks seemed to attract its rays and magnify the heat.

			Jax squeezed his eyes shut as the sun beamed down on him. “Ahhhh…this is the life, Dexter. This is the life.”

			“If you say so.” Dexter shivered slightly as the wind touched his wings. If his wings could actually propel him into the sky, he would be enticed by the breeze. Instead, it was just a cruel reminder that he could not fly like the other birds on the island. 

			“What’s got your goat?”

			“Goats? Where?” Dexter’s eyes shot around him as if he were about to be attacked at any moment.

			“Relax. It’s just an expression.” Jax tried not to laugh at his friend. “You know there aren’t any goats here.”

			“Sorry. I’m just having a flash back to the time—” Dexter started to go into the account of the long traumatic experience when he had encountered a herd of angry goats.

			“When you swam to the other island,” Jax finished with a slight roll of his eyes. “You don’t even know if they were going to attack you. You ran away, if I remember correctly.”

			“Did not!” Dexter crossed his wings in front of him and tapped his foot on the sand.

			“Well, Felix tells a different story,” Jax interjected.

			“Bah!!! You can’t trust that flighty finch!” Dexter’s beak seemed to pout. “Why are you bringing this up again, anyway?”

			“Boredom?” suggested Jax. “What else is there to do?”

			“Yes, well….” Dexter had no words to disagree with that. Some days were better than others, but most were pretty lackluster. It was as if the two friends were missing purpose in their lives. They were meant for more, Dexter was sure of it, but every day was the same old thing. It was grating at times. “I think I’ll take a walk.”

			“Have fun. I’ll be here if you need me.” Jax was not moving from his spot any time soon. He closed his eyes and a small humming sound came out of his body.

			“What are you doing?”

			“Meditating,” Dexter replied without moving a muscle.

			Dexter sighed aloud. “Not that again.”

			“Ommmmmmmm.” Jax’s voice was now louder, only because he was trying to blot out the sound of Dexter’s voice. 

			“Can life get any duller?” Dexter turned away from the lava lizard and started down the beach, mumbling about meditation and how they both needed something more fulfilling in their lives. 

			As Dexter waddled across the sand, his foot hit what he thought was a sharp rock. He grabbed his foot with his wings and hopped up and down. “Yeooowwwww!”

			“Maybe you should watch where you’re going.” Two eyes popped up from the sand, followed by two sets of pinchers that opened and closed menacingly.

			“Serge!” Dexter clamped his beak together. “I should have known better.”

			By now, the Galapagos crab was fully emerged from the sand. His legs were like a fire, with yellow at the tips bleeding into orange, then red as the eight legs met the electric blue of his belly. His pinchers were the opposite, with deep red at their tips then lightening up as it met the blue that extended to where his pinchers met his body. The top of his shell was a bright yellow that was almost blinding to the eyes. His eyes stood out from his shell just slightly, as the blue and red orbs rotated left and right to view the world around him. Serge was colorful in more ways than one, especially his cantankerous personality.

			Serge waved his arms in the air, as if he were prepared to karate chop his foe. “Put ‘em up!”

			Dexter let out a loud annoyed sigh. “Serge! Knock it off. I’m walkin’ here.”

			Serge side-stepped to the left, then the right, ready to box the penguin who shuffled past him. He lowered his pinchers in disappointment when Dexter did not take up arms. “What’s with you today?”

			“I just don’t feel like sparring today, Serge. I just don’t have it in me.”

			“Whaaaaaaat?!” Serge’s eyes stood out from his head in shock. “Are you sick?”

			“No.”

			“Tired?” Serge continued.

			“No.”

			“Hurt?” The crab’s eyes were looking him up and down as if searching for hidden injuries.

			“No.”

			“Consti—”

			“No, Serge!” Dexter cut him off.

			“Then what gives?” Serge’s body angled to the left as if he were trying to figure out what in the world could possibly be wrong with his friend, who spent almost every morning sparring with him.

			“Just bored with the same old thing.” Dexter kicked a small rock with his foot.

			“Say what now? So you think I’m boring? Hmmpph! I see how you are. Some amigo you are.” Serge swiped his claws in the air and snapped them open and closed with attitude. The crab scampered off with his small legs barely tapping the sand. His claws still made little clicking sounds to indicate his annoyance as he zipped away.

			“Wait, Serge! You’re not….” Dexter sighed again. “Ah, who am I kidding? Maybe it’s just me who’s the problem.”

			The wind picked up and Dexter shivered against it. Tiny granules of sand flew through the air and slapped him in the face. He spit them out and shook the rest off his head. “Figures.”

			As the sand continued to whip past him, Dexter saw an object he did not recognize at first. It looked like a rock, but the white coloring was off for this area. Most of the rocks on the island were dark grey or black. He walked closer to the object and peered down at it, speculating its origins. After a brief perusal, he realized that it was not a rock at all, but an egg.

			“Where did you come from, little one?” Dexter knelt down closer to it and started to dig the sand out from around it. “Don’t worry. Uncle Dexter will get you free.”

			“Uncle?” Jax’s voice nearly made the penguin jump ten feet into the air.

			“Jax! What are you doing sneaking up on me like that?” Dexter put a wing to where his heart was beating erratically in his chest. 

			“Not my fault you’re hard of hearing,” teased Jax.

			“Am not!” Dexter raised his voice and then remembered the egg at his feet. “Sorry, little one. We’re not really fighting. Don’t worry. Uncle Jax likes to push my buttons. You’ll get used to it.”

			“Get used to it? You can’t seriously think you’re going to keep that thing.”

			Dexter gasped. “Ahhhh! Don’t call it a thing! He’s got feelings, you know.”

			“He? You don’t even know what’s in that egg. How do you know it’s a he?” Jax was looking at Dexter as if he had lost his mind.

			“I just do. Maternal instincts, of course.” Dexter tapped his head knowingly.

			“But you’re not a mother, Dexter. You can’t lay eggs.” Jax put his hand over his head and let out a long sigh. “Why do I even bother.”

			“Exactly. Don’t bother trying to talk me out of it. You know I’ve always wanted a child of my own. If I had found a mate who understood my complexities, I’d already be a father.” Dexter held up his wing tip and started to list all his good qualities. “I’m kind, punctual, organized, adventurous—”

			“And longwinded,” Jax chuckled. “Fine, you can keep that egg, but keep in mind they are hard to care for. There might not even be anything in it anymore.”

			“Don’t worry, Jax. I’ve got this.” 

			Dexter used his feet to pry the egg from the sand. He shuffled it back and forth between his feet as he waddled across the sand back to the home that the two friends had shared for many years. The two of them walked in silence as Dexter dribbled the egg carefully. Little did they know, their lives were about to change forever.
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			Chapter 2 - Egg Sitting

			The short walk to their tiny cave took much longer than usual. Considering the effort that Dexter was taking to make sure the egg was moved as safely as possible, it was understandable. He would move forward a step with his left leg, quickly shift the egg to his left foot, then repeat the same action with his right foot. Jax had already reached home long before Dexter.

			“What took you so long?” teased Jax when Dexter made his way into the cave that they had shared for the past few years.

			“Moving Junior around sure is difficult. There’s a delicate nature to it all.” Dexter’s brow was covered in sweat.

			“Junior?” Jax rolled his eyes at his friend. “Dexter, you really need to know that things don’t always go the way you plan.”

			“I know you think this egg has expired, but I’m not giving up on him.” Dexter was clearly invested in his venture, for his voice was determined.

			“Very well, Dexter. We’ll hatch the egg. First, you need to keep it warm.” 

			“Warm? That’s easy enough.” Dexter was one of the warmest penguins on the island, after all. 

			Dexter went to the nest that he had crafted out of hundreds of small sticks. He rolled the egg carefully inside it and started to fluff around it with some of the leaves he used to keep himself warm during the colder nights. He climbed in beside the egg and snuggled it as tight as he could without breaking it. “There. That ought to do it!”

			“Try not to crush the poor guy,” warned Jax. 

			“See! You think it’s a boy too!” teased Dexter.

			Jax let out a slow breath. “You keep telling yourself that.”

			“You might want others to see your rough and tough exterior, but I know you’re just a big softy under all that crank.” Dexter held up his wing and gave him a knowing glance.

			“Whatever you say, Dexter. Whatever you say.” Jax closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep.

			Dexter was not far behind him. He snuggled in for the night and stretched one wing at a time, so he always had a wing around the egg. When he was finally comfortable, Dexter shut his eyes and tried to sleep. As much as he tried to slumber in his nest, the next few hours were filled with anxiety as he tried to shift one way or the other without hurting the egg next to him. Finally, realizing he would not sleep a wink so close to the egg, he stepped out of his nest and curled up next to it. 

			Throughout the night Dexter woke up. He alternated between rubbing the egg and talking to it to soothe the growing animal inside it. He would get as close as he could to it, eying the shell for any movement beneath the surface. One time he thought the egg had shaken slightly when he talked to it, but then he decided that his imagination must be on overtime. By the time he was finally ready to give up for the night, he was more than exhausted.

			The next morning, Dexter was half in the nest, half out, and snoring loud enough to wake up the heaviest sleepers. When the sunlight entered the cave through the opening near the front, his right eyelid lifted slowly, stayed up for a few seconds, then closed again. When he opened both of his eyes they were bloodshot, and he had bags under them from sleep deprivation.

			Jax clucked his tongue at the penguin. “Tsk, tsk. He’s not even here yet and you look like you’ve been hit by a charging rhino.”

			Dexter glared at his friend and puffed out his chest. “A mother’s work is never done.”

			“No, it’s not, but you’re not his mother,” reminded Jax.

			“Fine,” Dexter almost growled. “Don’t worry, little one. Uncle Dexter is here. You happy now?”

			“Happy is just a state of mind, my friend. So, what are your plans for the day?”

			“Well, I was planning to take Junior on a walk.” He nodded to the egg.

			“Oh, for Pete’s sake. How are you going to do that? It doesn’t have legs, after all,” Jax reminded him.

			“Right. So it’s a little tricky, but he needs some sun like the rest of us, so we’ll have to make it work.” 

			Dexter looked around the cave and saw their surplus of rare things at the back. He crossed his wing around his chest and tapped his head thoughtfully with his right wing.

			Dexter gathered some of the sticks, a piece of string, and a small piece of cloth that had washed up on the beach. He spent the next few moments tying the sticks together into a small rectangle, with tiny walls around three of the sides. Turning back to the egg, he climbed into the nest and carefully rolled it out and onto the small rectangle where there was no wall. He swaddled it carefully with the cloth, like a baby in a blanket. Then he tied the left-over string to the front of the rectangle, where he had rolled the egg into place.

			“What in the world is that supposed to be?” Jax tilted his head at his friend and looked at him as if he had lost his mind.

			“A baby carriage—well, an egg carriage, since it’s still just an egg.” Dexter’s face was beaming with a smile as he gestured to his invention. “I just step into the ropes here and hold it up. Then I can pull him across the sand faster.”

			“That’s actually not a bad idea.” Jax was slightly impressed. 

			“Let’s get this show on the road, shall we?” Dexter grabbed the rope and tugged it hard to make sure that the carriage would move. He sighed in
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