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    Hey you. 
 
    Yeah, you. You should join my Patreon page. When you join, you will get preview chapters of my future books to both read and listen to. You’ll also be able to see cover art sketches and get copies of sexier, NSFW versions of my already super sexy covers. If you are into audiobooks, I have a tier where you get 3-4 every month included for a crazy low price. Woah. 
 
    Click here, or search for my name on Patreon.com 
 
      
 
    If Patreon isn’t your jam, you can always join my Facebook group to get updates there. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    I stared down at the faded brown piece of paper in my hand for what had to be the millionth time in the last month, but I could still barely believe my eyes.  
 
    A map of the orc island.  
 
    If this was legitimate, then it could change the entire course of the conflict between my people and those muscle-bound green bastards.  
 
    “It is just a piece of paper, Ben,” Mira teased as she poked me in the shoulder. “You’re looking at it as if it were going to come to life and attack you.”  
 
    “We pulled it off Carnog,” I reminded the beautiful dragonkin warrior. “I wouldn’t put it past him to give me a fake map as one final ‘fuck you’ before he died.”  
 
    “It is certainly an authentic map regardless,” the elder dragonkin, Jonas, said with a scoff. “I hate to admit I’ve seen enough orc artifacts in my day to recognize its signs. Between the crude, nearly-illegible handwriting and the poor sense of geography, it is surely written by an orc. If not Carnog himself.”  
 
    “I doubt he was able to write with that meat hook he had for a hand,” I snorted.  
 
    “It’s probably something all the captains carry on them,” Batari, the white-haired Queen Mother of the Cero people, said. “I used to have all of my scouts carry maps with them, just in case they got lost out on the plains.”  
 
    “The geography isn’t even that bad,” Isla interjected as she brushed a bit of her long, braided green hair out of her good eye. “It’s certainly poorly done, but from what I can tell, it’s a fairly accurate map of the sea.”  
 
    The one-eyed dragonkin woman smiled warmly as her bright blue eye caught my own. Then she rested one hand on her pregnant belly, and I wondered how much longer it was going to be before she went into labor.  
 
    She was already two months pregnant, which was right on the outer edge of the dragonkin’s gestation period, so she was most likely going to bear me another royal child very soon.  
 
    As if that wasn’t enough, the beautiful cook Hali was also on the verge of popping like a balloon. The gray-haired raccoon-woman Malak was fairly far along, too, as were the four Morpho women I’d impregnated. Then there was Pae, Shala, and Erel, the three Spindrel women I’d bedded, who were now just starting to show their pregnancies. And last, but certainly not least, were the multiple Cero women who walked around with my seed growing in their wombs, whose pregnancies didn’t even show until they went into labor.  
 
    Pretty soon, this place was gonna make the Sesame Street on Ice crowds look tiny.  
 
    Thank the gods we had Uncle Bungal around to watch all the little rapscallions.  
 
    But I couldn’t let myself get distracted by the prospect of my upcoming children.  
 
    I had to focus on the one task that would finally allow us to live out the rest of our lives in peace and prosperity.  
 
    Getting rid of the orcs.  
 
    “So, resident dragon experts…” I trailed off as I looked between Jonas, the Aviar leader Nevar, Ethala, and Bungal. “What the hell is the ‘Shadow Dragon’ at the top of their island?”  
 
    It is a rare species of my kin, Benjamin, Bungal said telepathically. I’m afraid there are not many known Shadow Dragons left in the world, and frankly it twists the cockles of my heart to see one is in the possession of those dreadful orc creatures.  
 
    “It twists your what?” I raised an eyebrow at the fat brown dragon.  
 
    My cockles, Benjamin! he grumbled. The things that pump blood into my heart and then back out again?  
 
    “Your ventricles,” I said with a nod. “Right. Anyway, what is this dome it’s projecting?”  
 
    “And is there any way to break through it?” Mira added as she narrowed her eyes.  
 
    “I wouldn’t know,” Nevar said. “We Aviars knew the Shadow Dragons had such powers, but we’ve never seen it used up close.”  
 
    That dome is a protective barrier made out of dark magic, Ethala the Sparrow Dragon explained. It functions much like Bungal and Tirian’s fire breath or Swaer’s wind breath, only it is used mainly for defensive purposes.  
 
    “How in Cacoo’s name did they get it all the way around the island?” Ahwara asked with a flap of her pink butterfly-like wings. “Even for a dragon of Bungal’s size, it would be difficult to get a blast large enough to cover an entire island.”  
 
    A dragon of my size? Bungal gasped as he placed his chubby foreleg against his chest. Whatever is that supposed to mean?  
 
    “Now, now, Bungal,” Mira chuckled. “Even you can’t be completely oblivious to your… hefty nature.”  
 
    I was born with abnormally large bones, the fat dragon said. Large bones that I have surrounded with crazy amounts of adipose tissue. But that’s not the point!  
 
    The winged woman is right, Ethala said with a roll of her beady eyes. Even if the orcs possessed the largest Shadow Dragon in existence, it would take much effort to create a blast of breath even close to what they are showing on this map.  
 
    “And for an extended period of time?” Mira raised an eyebrow. “It sounds impossible.”  
 
    “I wonder if it is all just more orc propaganda,” Ahwara spat. “They just want to make themselves seem more powerful than they really are.”  
 
    “I don’t think so.” I shook my head. “Why would the orcs need to boast about their strength to their captains? Especially in terms of their island’s defenses?”  
 
    “To make them feel safer?” Batari suggested.  
 
    “Or…” Jonas trailed off as his eyes widened, and he ran a hand through his peppered black hair. “They are telling the truth after all. Perhaps-- and I don’t even want to consider this-- but perhaps they are torturing the poor creature and forcing it to shoot its breath at all times of the day?”  
 
    “That’s horrific,” Batari growled. “That would be a longer, more sustained torture than any being could possibly handle. Surely, if that were the case, the dragon would be dead by now.”  
 
    “Not exactly,” I said with a frown. “The orcs may be dumber than a box of rocks, but they definitely know all the best ways to be freaking psychopaths. If I had to bet, I’d say they’re putting that poor creature through a constant state of physiological and minor physical tortures, just enough to make him fire off his breath but not enough to permanently maim him.”  
 
    I can’t wait to get my claws on those bastards, Ethala snarled. Death is too good for them.  
 
    “I hear you, Ethala,” I said. “But we can’t kill them until we figure out how to actually get onto their island. We’re already at a disadvantage in terms of numbers--”  
 
    “We have dragons, though,” Nevar protested. “Quite a few, actually. We could easily fly them out there and completely burn the orc island to the ground.”  
 
    “Not with the shield up, we can’t,” I reminded the dark-haired bird-woman. “And even if that was the case, I don’t want to just go all Daenerys on them. For all we know, there could be innocent women and children on the island. Or prisoners and slaves who have nothing to do with those green fuckers.”  
 
    “There’s no such thing as an innocent orc,” Mira said, and her lips curled up into a snarl.  
 
    “We cannot jump to conclusions.” Jonas frowned. “Surely the orc children are not all born evil. Killing them haphazardly would be somewhat sadistic.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t want to do that, anyway,” I said. “I don’t want to conquer an island that’s nothing but smoldering ashes.”  
 
    “This is all hypothetical,” Ahwara interjected. “We can’t even talk about conquering the island until we can figure out what to do about the protective dragon shield over it. Or how we could even get to it without detection.”  
 
    “Seashuna has offered to get us close,” Isla explained. “Though she has heard of the orcs’ reputation, and she doesn’t want to be any closer than two hundred miles away.”  
 
    “I don’t blame her,” Jonas chuckled. “All the stories I’ve heard about the orc island make it sound like a horrific place, with billowing smoke that comes out of large rock formations and a smell your nostrils can pick up from miles away… Then there is the fact that it’s filled with plunderers, rapists, and killers. I wouldn’t want to go there, either.”  
 
    Mira and I exchanged a glance after hearing the soothsayer’s words. Mira simply smirked and shook her head, while I rubbed the back of my neck and twisted my lips into an awkward smile.  
 
    “Now’s probably not the best time to tell you this,” I said. “But, uh-- We will need you to come with us when we finally go to the island.”  
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Jonas asked, and his eyes grew wide. “What use would I be to you on this island? I cannot fight like I used to, and there are no dragons there for me to help you tame… I believe I would simply be a hindrance to your party, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Nonsense,” I said. “You bring infinite wisdom along on our adventures, Jonas. Plus, there will be a dragon to tame at the end of it all.”  
 
    “You cannot be serious, Draco Rex,” Nevar gasped, and her mouth dropped open. “You wish to tame the Shadow Dragon?”  
 
    “Is there a problem with that?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow at the Aviar.  
 
    “Shadow dragons are… difficult to handle,” Batari explained. “They are said to be the most wild of the god Tai’s creation.”  
 
    I can confirm that, Ethala added. There was once talk of removing the Shadow Dragons from the Council completely due to their unpredictability and self-serving ways.  
 
    “It still makes me sad.” Batari frowned. “One of Tai’s majestic, beautiful creatures, and they’re putting it in a constant state of torture.”  
 
    “Perhaps it would be more merciful to simply put it down,” Ahwara suggested as she slammed her fist into her open palm. “Just like a wild animal with a broken leg.”  
 
    You kill animals with broken legs? Bungal gasped. My word… You are aware those can heal, correct?  
 
    “Not on a wild animal without the ability to use logic,” I said. “And I would bet if that Shadow Dragon’s been put through all this sadistic torture, he might be as feral as you were when we first met.”  
 
    Must we keep bringing up that insubordination? the fat dragon asked with a wave of his paw. I told you I was not in my right mind.  
 
    “I bet the poor thing’s just scared,” Isla sighed. “I know I was when the orcs had me captive for that short period of time, so I can only imagine what it must be going through.”  
 
    “See?” Jonas argued. “Trying to tame this dragon sounds like a suicide mission.”  
 
    “Which is all the more reason I’ll need your wisdom, Jonas,” I said as I gave the elder a warm smile. “The simple fact of the matter is we now have a small, yet significant, strategic advantage over the orcs… An advantage that’s all lost if we can’t get the shield down. As long as the Shadow Dragon is under their control, their island is impenetrable, and we won’t be able to invade.”  
 
    “I’ve studied enough about Shadow Dragons to know nothing can break through their shields,” Jonas said. “Not the strongest blast of dragon’s fire nor the most powerful assault of cannons. I would wager even a blow from Seashuna herself wouldn’t do any real damage. There is no way onto the island unless the orcs want you on it. How in Oshun’s name do you intend to get through?”  
 
    “I’m… I’m still trying to figure that part out,” I said as I ran a hand through my hair. “Hence why it’s taken me so long to actually sit you all down and go over it.”  
 
    “You’ve had a lot on your plate, Ben,” Mira reminded me. “We’ve quite literally been building a civilization from the ground up, and that takes lots of time and effort.”  
 
    It has only been a month, Benjamin, Bungal said. A long, glorious month without a single attack from those brutish orcs or an ambush from a frothy-mouthed, rabid dragon. It’s as if we have been on vacation!  
 
    “I don’t know about you,” I chuckled. “But usually when I think of ‘vacation,’ I don’t think about spending twelve hours a day, day after day, constructing buildings and planting gardens and setting up defenses.”  
 
    “But Bungal is right,” Batari said. “We haven’t been attacked by the orcs even once.”  
 
    “Seashuna knows how to avoid them,” Isla said as she rested her hands on her hips. “She told me she’s been doing it for her entire existence. Isn’t that right, Seashuna?”  
 
    Indeed, a motherly, angelic voice answered. The orcs have never even once laid eyes on me, and I wish to keep it that way. Other than those ones who followed you here, of course.  
 
    “And once again, I’m sorry about that,” I said. “Also, do you just listen in on all of our conversations?”  
 
    I try to give you your privacy, the living island said. Though it can be difficult when I overhear you speak of things involving orc-infested waters and then mention my name.  
 
    It had taken some time to get used to the fact Seashuna could hear every single thing that happened on this island, since it was located directly on her back. This ability was extremely useful for locating food and those horrific turtle-elephant monsters, but it also kinda creeped me out a bit.  
 
    Was the living island listening to us in the throes of passion? What about when we were in the latrine?  
 
    I appreciated the hospitality Seashuna had shown us all so far, but I didn’t really want her listening to me while I was taking a piss.  
 
    “Well,” I said as I tried to bring the conversation back full-circle. “That’s why we came here in the first place, isn’t it? To get away from the constant attacks on our home? By the end there, it felt like they were happening every few weeks.”  
 
    “Not that it mattered,” Mira said as she placed her arm on my shoulder and leaned against her upright spear. “Because we kicked their butts every single time they showed their ugly faces.”  
 
    “It was still exhausting, though,” I chuckled. “Sometimes I just wanna be the one to initiate the fight, instead of being on defense all the time.” 
 
    “And with this map,” Ahwara said as her eyes narrowed. “That’s exactly what we can do.”  
 
    Just as soon as we figure out how to break through the barrier, Ethala said.  
 
    “Perhaps a recess is in order?” Jonas suggested. “We’ve been locked in this strategy meeting for nearly two hours now, and it appears we have come to a massive mental barrier.”  
 
    “A break sounds great,” I said as I rubbed my temples. “Maybe this will be one of those ‘eureka’ moments that comes to me while I’m out planting carrots or something.”  
 
    “Shall I tell Seashuna to stay on course, then?” Isla asked.  
 
    “I didn’t realize we were on any course,” I laughed. “So I guess tell her to keep at it.”  
 
    “Very well, Draco Rex!” the one-eyed beauty said with a bow. “In the meantime, I’m going to keep studying the map.”  
 
    “You’ve been studying it for a month straight, Isla,” Mira joked. “I don’t think it’s changed.”  
 
    “No…” Isla said with a shake of her head. “But I still don’t have it completely memorized yet. Until I can recite every single detail from memory, I’m going to keep at it.”  
 
    With that, the navigator and historian of the dragonkin people turned and dashed away toward the village, and the rest of us simply exchanged amused looks before we turned and followed her down the path.  
 
    We’d been meeting in what I’d dubbed “the discussion hub,” which was a section of Seashuna’s jungle where we’d torn out trees and created a circular clearing. It was private enough that I could have important conversations with my friends, lovers, and children, though it was still somewhat open to convey a sense of transparency.  
 
    Plus, we hadn’t had any time to build in this part of the village.  
 
    Like, at all.  
 
    The last month had been spent toiling away at the different features of our new home, and the secret conversation circle wasn’t exactly high up on anybody’s list of things to focus on.  
 
    But, as we came out through the tree line, I saw our new village in all its glory.  
 
    Zikiu sat atop her Mierak with a page of schematics in her hands, and she pointed around to different areas of the village and barked orders. The brown-haired Cero woman had been the architect of the Cero village back on their home island, so it was a no-brainer to have her be in charge here, as well.  
 
    Even to this day, it amazed me to see how all of my people worked together in unison.  
 
    The dragonkin, Coonag, and Cero women were in charge of cutting down the trees that would act as the building materials for our structures, while the dragons did most of the heavy lifting. I watched as the land dragon Huwar, with Zamwae mounted on top of his back, carried three giant logs over to the site where we’d constructed our tiny “palace.” George, Nixie, and their children transported several more logs on their backs, while the flying beasts of Tirian and Bungal’s clan were responsible for lifting them into place.  
 
    Our winged friends, the Aviars and the Morphos, fluttered above each of the structures and acted as the “foremen” in charge of directing the dragons into position, and across the way were the Spindrel and the Niralope women, who mainly focused on harvesting the crops from the massive gardens we’d created. There were two rectangular strips of land that had been tilled up and meant for planting, and they were both the size of a football field. We’d had the foresight to bring along many of the plants we’d been cultivating on the dragonkin island, and the soil on Seashuna had proven to be extremely fertile.  
 
    Zikiu also found a way to make every single inch of space in this giant clearing serve an important function and, most importantly, she’d found a way to appease every single race.  
 
    Several circular huts lined the northern perimeter of the clearing in a horseshoe pattern, and they’d all been constructed out of a mixture of throatsilk, waddle and daub, and whatever material we could find to make thatching. The dragonkin, Niralope, and Cero people all felt right at home inside these dwellings, which were a perfect stylistic mixture of their native homes.  
 
    Of course, Queen Nerissa felt there should be some disparity between the homes of royalty and the commoners, so we built a miniature “palace” meant to replicate the one we’d left behind on the dragonkin island. It was a large rectangular building centered in the very middle of the property and built mainly out of logs, with a bit of throatsilk thrown in. The new palace was only two stories tall and about the width of a small office building, but that was plenty of space for us. The structure was only about half-finished, but when it was done it would be where Nerissa, our children, myself, and any other “royalty” of the island would live. Not to mention, it was also the location of a brand-new kitchen and a massive dining hall that could accommodate five times the number of people we already had.  
 
    It needed to be that big, though.  
 
    Because I fully intended to keep helping these women repopulate, and I intended to keep doing it until I was an old man shooting dust out of my junk.  
 
    My eyes then trailed to a much smaller building next to the palace.  
 
    Our armory.  
 
    In addition to walls and walls full of weapon racks, there was also a space for a makeshift “blacksmithing station,” which was little more than a dug-out fire pit and tank of water at the moment. Half of the building was for weapon storage and making, while the other was completely empty. That was where I intended to set up targets and dummies as part of a “training zone” for my warriors.  
 
    Just to the right of that was the structure the Aviars had begged Zikiu to add, which was just a large pile of sticks. It wasn’t a haphazard brush pile, though, since the bird-women had tried to recreate the nest of their homeland to the best of their abilities. It was also only about half-finished, but all five of the women were over the moon about the job they’d done so far.  
 
    Most ingenious of all, however, was the fact they shared a dwelling with the Spindrels.  
 
    Since the hedgehog-people had originally lived in a cavern deep below the ground, Zikiu instructed the Coonag women and me to help dig out a small subterranean tunnel system that was then reinforced with large sticks and throatsilk. Sure, it wasn’t a sprawling cave with a crystal-clear underground lake, but it was good enough for the Spindrel.  
 
    The last section of living quarters wasn’t even located in the clearing at all but was instead in an area just off into the forest. We’d hollowed out several large trees using a strategic mixture of Tirian’s fire breath and Waeren’s claws, and then we spent a decent amount of time carving simple fixtures into the remaining wood. The Coonag women loved their new treehouse home, and they all packed into a singular tree like a family of, well, raccoons.  
 
    Much like the rest of the village, it was nowhere near done yet, but it was still functional.  
 
    As for the Morpho women, they were used to creating their own homes. They’d taken up residence in the very same trees as the Coonag, but they dwelled on the branches instead of in the trunk. The butterfly-women built makeshift homes out of their own throatsilk, and the cozy little cocoons dangled down like drops of dew hanging onto a leaf’s edge. We all knew the homes would be temporary, but none of the ladies seemed to mind.  
 
    In addition to the two gardens and our houses, our village included a pen for the clucker birds, a makeshift playground for the children, a storage shed for the preservation of our food, and even a small space with a makeshift wooden stage and an accompanying fire pit.  
 
    I wouldn’t want Arrick and Bungal to feel left out, after all.  
 
    The dragons had their own place to stay, as well, but it was located all the way off to the east, in a clearing much larger than anything we had here. It included a giant, barn-like structure built completely out of logs, with a roof made up of large tree branches that formed a makeshift canopy over the structure.  
 
    Everything was still in a state of construction, but it was coming along nicely.  
 
    Finally, after several weeks of long hours and hard work, this place was starting to feel like home.  
 
    “Come on, ladies!” Zikiu barked as we walked past her. “Zaerwa here could lift a log better than that!”  
 
    “If you don’t like the way we’re doing it,” the green-mohawked Aviar, Teeka, grumbled, “feel free to come over here and do it yourself.”  
 
    “I don’t think so, dear,” Zikiu said as she winked back at the bird-woman. “I’ve got a lot more projects to oversee… Just make sure you carry your own weight, and I’ll carry mine, okay?”  
 
    Teeka returned to her work, but I could very clearly see she was mumbling something under her breath.  
 
    Damn. Now I could see why the Cero had Zikiu build their village.  
 
    She knew how to manage a crew, and she knew how to get results.  
 
    “You know my people don’t have any sort of enhanced strength, right?” Nevar asked as she watched her friends move a log into place. “They have just as much struggle lifting one of those large sticks as you would.”  
 
    “I know that,” Zikiu said with a shrug, and then she patted the baby swaddled to her chest. “That’s why I’m glad I’m down here, and not up there.”  
 
    Nevar’s eyes narrowed, and I heard a soft snarl slip through her lips, but Zikiu wasn’t even fazed. The Cero woman simply kissed Zaerwa on the forehead and then barked out another order.  
 
    “How’s our little girl doing?” I asked as I looked over at our beautiful half-dragonkin, half-Cero child. “She seems to be resting pretty soundly, considering her mom is yelling out orders at the top of her lungs.”  
 
    “I think she’s gotten used to it,” Zikiu said. “She was somewhat fussy the first few days of construction, but now? I think she could sleep through a thunderstorm.” 
 
    “I wish mine would sleep through a thunderstorm,” Batari sighed. “Tuquaar wakes up at the drop of a pebble. And once he’s awake, no amount of lulling seems to get him back to sleep.”  
 
    “Not even the trance song Zamwae taught us?” Zikiu raised an eyebrow at her leader. “That always works for Zaerwa.”  
 
    “Nothing works for Tuquaar,” the white-haired woman grumbled. “I’ve just accepted that most nights I’m only going to get a few hours of sleep. If I’m lucky.”  
 
    “You know,” Ahwara said. “You’re not making this whole motherhood thing sound very appealing.”  
 
    “Oh, don’t listen to me, Ahwara,” Batari said with a smile. “I might be complaining now, but it’s completely worth it in the end. I wouldn’t trade my little horned prince for anything.”  
 
    “Maybe I’m just nervous,” the orange-haired butterfly-woman said as she cupped her belly. “I feel like I should have had my child by now. The same with Dalwen. And Zerandrie. And Elzara.”  
 
    “We don’t know how your pregnancies function,” I said as I placed a hand against her soft cheek. “For all we know, you guys could be gestating for a full year or more. The dragonkin and Niralope and Cero just seem to have very fast pregnancies.”  
 
    “You’re probably right,” Ahwara said, though her frown told me otherwise. “ But I’m still nervous.”  
 
    “Don’t be,” I reassured her. “You’re going to be a great mom. A fucking badass one, too. I bet our kid is gonna be lethal with a fan-blade by the age of two.”  
 
    “Not if he has training from you,” the orange-haired beauty said. “Mom is going to handle all of that, thank you very much.”  
 
    “If you say so.” I raised my hands and shrugged before I looked back at Zikiu. “Speaking of kids… Where are all my little rugrats?”  
 
    “Well,” Zikiu said. “The last time I saw your three Coonag children, they were chasing poor Waeren around one of the hollowed-out trees.”  
 
    “Of course, they were,” I laughed.  
 
    “I believe Arrick and Marella are in the palace, and all the others are with the dragonkin nannies,” the Cero woman said as she fidgeted with her gold earring. “And I think Kehlaan is with Arrick.”  
 
    Rehearsing for their roles in “Our Lady, Oshun” no doubt, Bungal said as he puffed out his chest proudly. I hate to blow my own smoke, but I believe it may be the finest play I’ve ever written! I made sure to give both of them some juicy roles that fit their natural chemistry perfectly.  
 
    “Right.” I looked at the fat dragon and clicked my tongue. “I can’t wait to see it.”  
 
    I would hope so! Bungal proclaimed. I spent nearly two straight weeks dictating it to Arrick and Kehlaan. 
 
    “I thought Kehlaan was supposed to be helping with the village construction?” Mira asked as she crossed her arms over her chest and scowled.  
 
    Instantly, Bungal’s eyes went wide, and then they started to dart back and forth nervously.  
 
    Um… the dragon began. There is a slight, greater than zero chance that he was told to abandon his manual labor in favor of the arts. Quite a noble endeavor, if you ask me. 
 
    “I didn’t,” Mira said with a huff. “But I guess as long as shit’s still getting done, I can’t be too mad.”  
 
    I promise you the play will be worth it! Bunga said. It’s a three-act structure, with plenty of violence, drama, and even some--  
 
    “Save some for the stage, buddy,” I chuckled as I held my hand up. “No spoilers.”  
 
    Bungal made a “zipping lip” motion with his pudgy paw, and then he shook his head.  
 
    “What can we best do to help, Zikiu?” Batari asked as she surveyed the construction. “We had a productive meeting, but now it’s time to get back to work.”  
 
    “Maybe we could--” I started, but then a telepathic voice cut me off.  
 
    Draco Rex? Isla’s soft voice echoed in my brain. We’ve got a problem.  
 
    “What’s up?” I asked the dragonkin navigator. “Is it something with Seashuna?”  
 
    She’s the one who wanted me to warn you, Isa said. We are approaching a storm.  
 
    “Oh, that’s no big deal,” I said. “We go through plenty of storms. I’ll just have everybody go inside and--”  
 
    It’s a shrieker storm, Ben, the navigator warned.  
 
    “Am I… supposed to know what that is?” I asked.  
 
    Bad news, Isla said. It’s a storm that rips creatures out of the ocean, even down in the deepest parts, and tosses them onto land.  
 
    “Okayyyyyy…” I said. “So we’ll have some fish and crabs and maybe some weird-looking eels on our island. I don’t see the big deal.”  
 
    But Seashuna said we’re traveling through the part of the ocean she calls the “dark waters.”  
 
    “Dare I ask why she calls them that?” I sighed.  
 
    Because… Isla trailed off. They’re filled with all sorts of horrific creatures, most of which are thirsty for blood.  
 
    Motherfucker. Not only were we headed straight into a storm, but it was a freaking storm that was gonna launch deadly, unknown monsters right into our home?  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “Isn’t there any way we could go around the storm?” I asked Isla as the horizon grew darker. “You know… To avoid the deadly creatures that’ll get tossed up with its waves and shit?”  
 
    There is no changing course now, Seashuna’s calm voice said. Even if I tried to turn around or head in a different direction, the shrieker storm would still find us eventually.  
 
    “Fucking hell,” I mumbled, and then I turned to my friends. “We’re in for some rough waters, guys. Sound the alarm, and everyone into the town square.”  
 
    “We don’t have a town square,” Batari said.  
 
    “The fire pit,” I argued. “That’s the main gathering place for the village, is it not?”  
 
    “There’s not much ‘square’ about it.” The Queen Mother shrugged. “But I guess you’re right.”  
 
    As we spoke, Zikiu pulled out a small ivory horn from her side, and we watched as the short brunette woman lifted it to her lips, inhaled deeply, and then puffed out her cheeks as she blew into the instrument. A bellowing trumpet sounded across the clearing, and everybody instantly froze in place.  
 
    “Everyone?” I asked all of my friends who could hear me telepathically. “Sound the alarm. There’s a storm coming… A storm, and something much worse.”  
 
    Instantly, I saw Tirian, Swaer, and Candara dart through the air frantically while Jemma and Nadir ran around on foot. All of them made wild motions with their arms and screamed something illegible at the tops of their lungs, and I assumed they were alerting everybody else to the situation at hand.  
 
    One by one, my friends stopped what they were doing and headed over to the fire pit, so I jogged over to meet them and instantly saw they were all whispering and gossiping, probably about what we were headed into.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks…” Batari said as she tapped me on the shoulder and pointed to the horizon. “Seashuna wasn’t kidding.”  
 
    Sure enough, far off into the distance, the sky had turned so gray it was one shade away from being black. A few claps of thunder echoed across the ocean, and I could see the massive tidal waves that rose as a result of the storm. Then several large funnels of water rose up from the ocean and twirled as they moved back and forth across the horizon.  
 
    We were still quite a ways away from the chaos, but Seashuna was floating closer by the second.  
 
    “Alright, guys,” I said as I addressed my loyal subjects. “This is gonna be way different than any battle we’ve had before. We can’t just set up defenses and meet our enemy out on the shores or out at sea… This time, our entire island will be moving through enemy territory. That means we need to secure our most valuable assets.”  
 
    The clucker birds? Swaer asked with a tilt of his furry head.  
 
    “I was thinking more ‘women and children,’” I laughed. “But we’ll need to secure the chickens, too.”  
 
    “The Coonag shall secure the clucker birds,” Nadir offered. “You know how important those creatures are to us, Ben.”  
 
    “They are quite delicious,” Lezan said as she brushed her multi-colored hair out of her face. “We shall not let anyone lay a hand on them. Not while we stand. Right, ladies?”  
 
    The rest of the Coonag women raised their axes in the air and let out a hiss in unison, and as they did so, their bushy tails frizzed out like a frightened cat’s and trembled with excitement.  
 
    And I thought I loved clucker birds, Tirian, the small silver dragon, said telepathically.  
 
    “I don’t know what sort of monsters we’re gonna be up against,” I admitted. “So I want everybody who’s not at the top of their game to hole up in the palace. That includes anyone heavily pregnant, young, or generally not a good fighter.”  
 
    “The palace isn’t done yet, Ben,” Queen Nerissa protested. “Won’t they just come in from the openings above?”  
 
    “The keep was the first thing we completed,” I said. “For this exact reason. As for the openings on the roof? That’s where our winged friends come in.”  
 
    “You want us to protect the skies?” Ahwara asked as her orange eyes lit up.  
 
    “Not you.” I shook my head. “You’re on the brink of giving birth, and I don’t want to put you or our child in danger like that. I’m afraid you’ll have to sit this one out, Ahwara. So will Dalwen and Elzara and Zerandrie.”  
 
    “I-I--” Ahwara said with a frown, but then she finally sighed and slumped her shoulders. “I understand. Our species is delicate enough as it is, and I don’t want our child to suffer from my overconfidence.”  
 
    “Is this the same Ahwara we knew before?” Elzara giggled.  
 
    “Being a mother changes things,” Ahwara said to the blue-haired beauty. “Don’t worry, though. The second the child is old enough, I will be back to my old feisty self in no time!”  
 
    “Then it’s up to us?” Kwah, the co-leader of the Aviars, asked. “My flockmates and I watch the skies?”  
 
    “Yes, I want all you Aviars on the perimeter roof of the palace,” I said. “Kill anything that comes anywhere near our home, got it?”  
 
    “I think we can handle that.” Nevar smiled.  
 
    “As for the rest of us… I’m going to defend the palace on the ground,” I continued. “We still need somebody to defend the gardens, though--”  
 
    “I’ll do it!” Valea said as she raised her hand like an excited school child. “I cannot bear to feel the suffering of the plants, and I swear Waeren and I will protect them with our lives.”  
 
    “And I’ve spent too much time planting them to let a bunch of nasty monsters gobble them up,” Erel, the pink-haired Spindrel woman, snorted.  
 
    “I feel the same way as Erel,” Pae chuckled. “I’m not going to let a month of hard work go to waste.”  
 
    “We shall protect the crops, as well,” Ainsley said as she gestured to the Niralope women.  
 
    “I don’t know about the rest of you,” Ashanti spoke up from atop her Mierak. “But if these monsters are really going to fall from the sky, then I’m going to take them out before they even hit the ground.”  
 
    “Good plan.” I nodded to the three-horned Cero woman. “That’s what I want the rest of the Cero to do, as well. You guys are the cavalry, so just kinda float around and kill whatever comes your way. Dragons? How do you feel about being our first line of defense?”  
 
    It would be an honor, Benjamin. Bungal bowed, though his fat belly didn’t allow him to bend over very far.  
 
    My family shall ride with the Ceros, dear one, George, my water dragon, said. We shall mount a mobile ground defense.  
 
    Why do you have to be so weird about it, Dad? Cerin, George and Nixie’s daughter, asked. Just say we’ll run around and kill anything that lands.  
 
    Seriously, Malkey said with a hint of teenage dragon snark. It’s like you’re speaking another language sometimes.  
 
    George just frowned and looked over at his wife, Nixie, but his mate simply let out an amused snort and then smiled at the blue dragon.  
 
    Children these days, George said as he looked back at me. I do not know how you deal with having so many, dear one.  
 
    “Only two of them are teenagers,” I chuckled. “I’m sure we’ll have our hands full once they’re grown. Now, I’m going to need a small party to defend the palace from the ground. Anyone who’s not doing that, or who doesn’t already have another posting assigned to them… Follow the Cero and the ground dragons. We can use as many troops as possible.”  
 
    “Surely there can’t be that many creatures in the sea?” Nerissa asked.  
 
    “Seashuna knows these waters better than anyone else, my Queen,” Isla said. “Not to sound disrespectful, but I trust her on this matter over anyone else. Even you.”  
 
    “She made it sound like there could be dozens of things coming out at us,” I explained. “Maybe even hundreds. We gotta be ready for anything.”  
 
    “Hundreds?” Holara gasped, and her silver wings clapped together as her eyes widened. “How are we going to fight off hundreds of creatures? Especially when we don’t even know what they look like?”  
 
    “The same way we do everything.” I smiled at the Morpho woman. “Together. And with a loooooot of luck on our side.”  
 
    “Pray to Cacoo, then,” the wild-haired beauty said with a frown. “Got it.”  
 
    “Everybody, get into position,” I commanded my friends. “We’re going to be in this storm in no time, and I don’t want us to get caught with our pants down.”  
 
    With that, my subjects started to move again. The non-combatants were led into the palace by Sela, who then promptly turned back to the clearing and tried to take a step out.  
 
    “Nuh-uh.” I stopped her with a hand against her chest.  
 
    “Draco Rex!” she gasped as she looked down at my arm. “I appreciate your forwardness, but now’s not the time--”  
 
    “You need to be in there with them,” I said to the moss-scaled dragonkin. “If all else fails, and all of our forces out here fall, they’re gonna need somebody to protect them.”  
 
    “No offense, my king,” Sela said with a scowl. “But if all of our forces out here fall, I don’t see much chance at survival, anyway.”  
 
    “Maybe not.” I shrugged. “But my people need to know their king has their survival in mind. What better way to do that than by sending in one of my best warriors? At least if you all have to die, you can die fighting.”  
 
    “Your best warrior?” Sela asked with a smug grin. “Better than Mira?”  
 
    “Don’t push your luck,” I warned. “I said ‘one of my best.’ Now, get in there and protect your Queen.”  
 
    “I heard you say ‘best,’” Sela said. “And I’m never going to let you live it down.”  
 
    I gave Sela a playful smack on the ass as she turned around, and the blue-haired woman shot me an amused, yet dirty, look. Then she jogged down the hallway of the new palace and out of sight.  
 
    When I turned around to observe the clearing once more, I saw the motley crew of warriors who were going to help me defend the palace.  
 
    Obviously, Mira was present, since she never left my side if she could help it, but the dragonkin twins, Darya and Zarya, were also there. The two warriors leaned against their spears nonchalantly as they stared at me completely straight-faced, and Jemma stood beside the sisters as she checked the string on her bow and then inspected her quiver for arrows.  
 
    Next were the only two butterfly-women who weren’t pregnant or too far along in their pregnancies, Candara and Holara. Both of the Morphos had their fan-blades folded into a singular, deadly spike, and their wings fluttered nervously as they looked off to the dark horizon.  
 
    Then two Spindrel women, the short-yet-fiery Shala and the no-nonsense Alvee, rounded out the party.  
 
    “I’m surprised you guys aren’t with the rest of your people,” I said as I pointed between the Morphos and the Spindrels.  
 
    “Well,” Candara said as she flashed me an airy smirk. “Holara and I are the only Morphos who aren’t heavily pregnant, so we figured we could stick around and protect those who are.”  
 
    “I want to be where the action is,” Alvee said with a stoic expression. “Monsters won’t go to garden. No fresh meat.”  
 
    “And I simply wanted to be around the hunk of scales that is our Draco Rex,” Shala added. “If we’re gonna die, then at least I’ll have something nice to look at while I do.”  
 
    “Gross.” Arrick’s voice gagged from the doorway behind me.  
 
    “Arrick?” I gasped as I turned around. “Shouldn’t you be in the hold?”  
 
    Sure enough, my son was standing there clad in a simple cream-colored shirt and a pair of holey brown pants. He had his seaglass sword drawn and at the ready, and the kid wore a confident smirk on his face as he approached.  
 
    “I’m not sitting around while my people get slaughtered,” he answered.  
 
    “It’s gonna get really messy out here, son,” I said.  
 
    “I know that.” The Dragon Prince nodded. “That’s why I want to be out here. I want to help you, Dad. I may not yet be the great warrior you are, but I’ve got a sword, and I can fight.”  
 
    My heart swelled with pride at my son’s words. Arrick had come a long way since the days when he was just a baby in Nerissa’s arms. Now, I saw shades of the man he would soon become.  
 
    A man who would eventually succeed me and lead our combined peoples to new glory.  
 
    “It’s because Kehlaan is out here fighting, isn’t it?” Shala giggled.  
 
    “W-What?” my son sputtered, and he turned red. “N-No! I want to help my dad.”  
 
    “Okay, dear.” Shala winked at the kid. “I’ll take your word on it.”  
 
    “Just get into position, you two,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “The storm will be here before you know it.”  
 
    What I didn’t know, however, was ‘before you know it’ would take forever.  
 
    We all stood there at the ready as Seashuna slowly floated toward the cloudy skies. The ocean around our living island became even more rough, and I could now see the water spouts clearly as they twirled and spat.  
 
    Then, as we got even closer, I could see the spouts were tossing out several figures.  
 
    The creatures of the dark waters.  
 
    We floated on for another hour, and it was one of the most grueling hours of my life. All we could do was stand there and watch as near-certain doom approached us at a snail’s pace, until finally we were so close that every clap of thunder was deafening.  
 
    Be prepared, Draco Rex, Seashuna’s soft, soothing voice warned. The storm is upon us.  
 
    “Get ready, guys!” I called out to anyone that could hear. “Here it comes!”  
 
    Soon, the winds began to howl around us, and the trees of the forest started to rock and shake from the force of the storm. Harsh, cold droplets of rain poured down from the sky, and it was as if we were permanently stuck in one of those large dumping buckets at a water park. The rain chilled me to the bone as it splashed against my bare skin and soaked my clothes. Meanwhile, lightning crashed in the sky overhead, and thunder shook the entirety of our island.  
 
    “Gods…” Holara had to scream over the sound of the storm. “How is anyone supposed to fly in this?”  
 
    “That’s why the dragons are our air support,” I said. “They should be strong enough to handle this.” 
 
    “I don’t even know if my arrows will land,” Jemma said, and her lips were twisted into a frown. “I’ve shot in high winds before, but never like this.”  
 
    “Tirian? Ethala? Swaer?” I asked the smaller dragons in the party. “How are you guys holding up?”  
 
    It’s difficult, Ethala said. But I think I’m starting to get the hang of it. 
 
    Speak for yourself, Tirian said with a huff. It feels like the flesh of my wings is going to get torn off my body!  
 
    At least you two have wings! Swaer interjected. You two are both sleek and fast against the wind. I’m about as useful as a wet noodle right now.  
 
    “Just hang in there,” Jemma said to the bonded dragons. “We’ll get through this.”  
 
    That was when the first spout hit.  
 
    A large, twirling funnel of water rocketed down from the clouds above like a tornado, and it took out a large chunk of forest when it landed.  
 
    “Holy fuck!” I screamed as I watched it touch down about half a mile away from the clearing.  
 
    Eyes to the skies, my friends! Bungal declared. Vile villains are afoot.  
 
    Sure enough, several figures began to rain down from the sky. At the same time, a bunch of things were tossed out from the watery tornado before us, and they all landed with a crash in the forest. Then, seconds after the initial crash, I noticed the brush at a nearby tree line beginning to move unnaturally.  
 
    “Here they come!” I warned. “Keep your eyes peeled.”  
 
    Suddenly, something straight out of a fucking Cronenberg movie burst forth.  
 
    Several monsters lumbered out of the jungle and into the clearing, and my stomach turned over on itself when I got a clear view.  
 
    They were oversized, nightcrawler-like creatures with pale white flesh and a rigid, plump body. The monsters had no eyes, though at the very front of their heads they had a mouth whose corners curved nearly halfway down their sides and row after row of sharp canines.  
 
    Worst of all? They didn’t crawl around like regular nightcrawlers.  
 
    Instead, they walked on two gangly, pale legs that looked like they came from a malnourished human.  
 
    Nearly a dozen of the monsters came through the tree line, so Jemma stepped forward. Then the Niralope woman closed one eye as she placed an arrow against the string, pulled it back, and pointed it in a direction that appeared way off course.  
 
    The second she released her projectile, the wind caught it and threw it horizontally into the trees to our right.  
 
    “That’s not good.” Jemma gulped.  
 
    “You’re gonna have to take them out hand to hand,” Zarya said as she stepped forward and twirled her spear. “I hope you know how to use those arrows in close-quarters combat.”  
 
    “We’re about to find out,” the Niralope sighed, and then she pulled out a dagger from her belt.  
 
    As the nightcrawler monsters charged at us, several more beasts rained down from above. The sky lit up with red and orange as the fire-breathing dragons blasted at the falling creatures, and I looked up to see several of them go up in flames.  
 
    However, there were simply too many of them for the dragons to handle.  
 
    “Incoming!” I growled as I ducked out of the way of a falling creature, which hit the ground with a sickly splat beside me.  
 
    I looked back at the beast who had just fallen and saw something that was a cross between a snake and an eel. It had a long, slimy, smooth green body, which left behind a trail of ooze as it rolled around and slithered toward me, but it didn’t have a tail. Instead, each end of the monster split off into two pointed heads with a literal needle on the ends.  
 
    “What the fuck is that, D--” Arrick began, and then the creature struck.  
 
    It let out a gurgle as it launched forward and went rigid, and as it flew toward my son, the four-headed monster spun its body like a fucking living ninja star, with its needles held out and ready to slice through his skull.  
 
    I jumped in front of my kid, hauled back my sword, and tried to time my swing perfectly. My seaglass blade sliced through the monster with a disgusting squelch, and I felt warm, gooey slime splatter all over my torso.  
 
    The creature shrieked in agony as its two halves landed on the ground, and then it went limp.  
 
    I didn’t have much time to process what had just happened, since more creatures plopped onto the ground around us, and more running nightcrawlers came out through the jungle.  
 
    But there appeared to be one more variety of monster that fell from the sky, and this one was perhaps the most peculiar of them all.  
 
    The third monster was short and stubby like an angelfish, complete with a wispy blue tuft of hair that ran down its back. Its body was taller than it was wide, and its flesh appeared to be much more human than the rest of our assailants. Its black, forward-facing eyes jutted out horizontally as it landed on the ground, and then the hair on its back stood straight up.  
 
    It burrowed into the fucking ground so that all I could see was its fin and its eyes, and in the next breath, it shot toward us with the speed of a cheetah.  
 
    I didn’t know what would happen if those hairs touched us, and I didn’t want to find out.  
 
    One of the nightcrawlers snarled as it lunged at me, and I quickly side-stepped its attack, drew my pink-stone dagger from its sheath, and plunged it into the creature’s side.  
 
    It let out an inhuman hiss as the blade pierced through its skin, and I proceeded to drag my weapon down the entirety of the monster’s body. Dark red blood and yellow, pus-like liquid gushed out at my feet as I split the fucker open, and it collapsed to the ground as it bled out.  
 
    “Heads-up, Ben!” Jemma said as she ran over and lunged out with her dagger.  
 
    The Niralope archer stabbed the head of her dagger through an incoming eel-snake with a shluck, and then she slammed it into the ground. The second the beast was pinned down, Jemma stomped on two of its heads with her right foot, and they both exploded into an oozing mess beneath her weight.  
 
    Without missing a beat, Jemma twirled around and stabbed her weapon into the ground, right as one of the burrowing fish was upon her. There was a high-pitched squeal as she yanked the floundering creature up from the dirt, and then she tossed it up into the air.  
 
    “Batter up,” I said to myself, and then I sliced the damn thing in half with my sword.  
 
    Another two more eel-snakes launched themselves in my direction, but I was able to duck down before they took my head off my shoulders. As I came back up, I was able to snag one with my sword, and I quickly slammed it into the ground and caused it to explode into a pile of goo.  
 
    Meanwhile, Arrick let out a battle cry as he spun around, brought his sword up in a diagonal motion, and sliced the second fucker in two.  
 
    Of course, he wasn’t expecting the goo to splatter onto his face.  
 
    “Ack!” Arrick gagged as he wiped the gunk off his head with his left hand. “I think some of it got in my mouth.”  
 
    “You get used to it after a while,” Shala said playfully.  
 
    “I’m already grossed out enough, Shala!” the Dragon Prince grumbled.  
 
    The curvy, short-haired hedgehog-woman cackled as two of the burrowing fish approached her, and then she charged right at them before she sprang into the air, twisted her body around, and stabbed her double-sided stick into the ground with a schluck. While still in mid-air, she jerked her body to the other side and pulled her staff out of the dirt, complete with the skewered fish. She then stabbed the second side of her weapon into the ground and took out her second opponent.  
 
    “Anybody up for skewers?” Shala asked as she held up her weapon and displayed her slain enemies.  
 
    “Those things are definitely poisonous,” Candara said as she rolled away from one of the nightcrawlers. “Just look at how colorful they are. That’s usually nature’s way of warning you!”  
 
    I saw the golden-haired butterfly-woman tuck into a ball and roll underneath another pale monstrosity, and as she passed underneath, she held up her fan-blade and dragged its sharp tip across the creature’s belly. Guts, pus, and blood splattered onto the ground with a hiss, and then the nightcrawler stumbled for a second before it collapsed to the ground.  
 
    Meanwhile, Holara was attacking from above, and the Morpho woman’s long, purple hair fluttered in the wind as she glided to the ground and stabbed her fan-blade straight into a burrowing fish. She wore a giant grin as she pulled the creature out of the dirt, held it high, and then opened up her blade, and as she did so, the fish-like monster was sliced right in half.  
 
    Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a few more burrowers headed for the door of the palace.  
 
    “Darya! Zarya!” I commanded the twins. “Protect that door!”  
 
    Zarya looked over, and her eyes widened when she saw the creatures heading for the opening. She instantly ran toward her sister, who simply held out her arm like she was about to get tagged into a wrestling match. Instead, the twins locked arms, and Darya used her sister’s momentum to launch her into the doorway.  
 
    Zarya landed on her knees and then wasted no time in getting down to business. The golden-scaled warrior stabbed the point of her spear into the ground and killed one of the burrowers, and then she quickly cartwheeled into the path of another, pulled out her dagger from her belt, stabbed it into the dirt, and took out the second fish in a flash.  
 
    “How many of these fucking things are there?” Arrick demanded as he sliced open another four-headed eel.  
 
    “No clue,” I said as I took aim at another nightcrawler. “We don’t have to kill them all, though… We just have to wait out the storm.”  
 
    I took a step toward my opponent, and then I was suddenly struck from the side. A wave of pain shot up my torso as I slammed into the ground, and I looked up to see a second nightcrawler right above me.  
 
    Thank god for these scales on my body, or I would probably be missing a kidney right now.  
 
    The fucker tried to jump onto me, but I was ready for him. I tossed up my legs, caught him in the stomach, and then used his own momentum to bring him all the way over and face-first into the ground. He let out a snarl as his eyeless face hit the earth, and I wasted no time in putting him out of his misery.  
 
    I stabbed my sword straight through his stomach and then yanked it to the left, which sent his innards spraying out of his body.  
 
    However, I wasn’t out of the woods just yet.  
 
    From my prone position, I could see two of the burrowers approaching me from both sides, so I pulled my knees up into my chest, rocked back, and then jumped up to my feet.  
 
    Seconds before the burrowers’ fins would have sliced into me.  
 
    I spun around and plunged my sword into the dirt, and I heard a snarl as my blade made contact with flesh. Then I yanked the fish out of the ground, drew my dagger, and stabbed it through its head.  
 
    The burrower went silent as its body turned rigid, and I tossed it to the side.  
 
    “This is it?” Alvee asked as she stomped on the body of a dead eel-snake. “Not much challenge.”  
 
    “You’re saying that like it’s a bad thing,” Candara said just before she cut down another nightcrawler.  
 
    Alvee brought her double-sided stick down across a nightcrawler’s face, and the creature snarled as it recoiled in pain. The pale Spindrel woman then stabbed one end of her weapon through the creature’s leg, which brought it down on one knee, and before the nightcrawler could react, Alvee spun around and stabbed her pointed stick all the way through its head.  
 
    The nightcrawler’s green tongue flopped out of its mouth as it went limp, and Alvee moved on to her next target.  
 
    Mira seemed to be keeping her opponents at bay with ranged attacks, and I watched the dragonkin warrior as she spun her spear around her head and slashed across two of the nightcrawlers’ bodies. Without missing a beat, Mira twirled her weapon, twisted her body, and plunged the head of her spear right above one of the monsters’ mouths. As it collapsed to the ground, she came back around with another ranged swing, and this time she sliced her enemy open like a rotted pumpkin.  
 
    Pus, guts, and crimson liquid poured from the nightcrawler’s side as it collapsed, and then Mira got to work on her next target.  
 
    As I turned back around, three more four-headed eels launched themselves at me, but thankfully, I had the cavalry on my side.  
 
    Before any of them could even come close, a blast of water slammed into their bodies and sent them hurling in the opposite direction, and as the eel-snakes fell back to earth, Rikuri rode by and finished them off with her razor-sharp Kablae.  
 
    You’re welcome, dear one, George said, and then the water dragon rushed past me.  
 
    My ground troops were still heavily engaged, and I looked up to see the Aviars had their hands full, as well. Each of the bird-women swooped around the roof of the palace as they jabbed their talons into falling creatures. Some of them simply tore the monsters in half, but others got a bit more “elaborate.”  
 
    Kwah let out a caw as she dug her talons into an eel-snake and then, with the monster still writhing in her grip, she spun around, threw out her foot, and used the fucking thing as a makeshift weapon. Kwah cut through a few more of the creatures, and they were dead before they even landed.  
 
    Meanwhile, Nacut and Maca shared kills as they threw their enemies back and forth between each other. Once the monsters were dead, the pair tossed them to the side and got to work on the next one.  
 
    There was a sudden shriek from my left, and I turned my head just in time to see another nightcrawler headed my way.  
 
    I held out my sword as the creature charged at me, and the dumb motherfucker impaled himself straight through the mouth. As the nightcrawler writhed on my blade, I noticed another burrower headed my way.  
 
    Which gave me an idea.  
 
    I yanked my sword to the right and slammed the nightcrawler down onto the ground, straight into the path of the burrower.  
 
    I wanted to know if these things were toxic or not, just so I would know if they could be useful in death.  
 
    My hypothesis was confirmed when the rigid hairs of the burrower cut through the nightcrawler’s flesh like a hot knife through butter.  
 
    I instantly pulled my sword out and jumped out of the way before the burrower could get me, but my test was a success.  
 
    Green foam began to ooze out of the nightcrawler’s mouth as it writhed and trembled, and then its tongue flopped out of its mouth.  
 
    Yep. Definitely poisonous.  
 
    I see daylight, Ben! Tirian said telepathically. We’re almost through the storm!  
 
    Thank fuck. I didn’t know how much longer we could keep this up.  
 
    More and more monsters were falling by the second, and the poor fire-breathers weren’t able to keep up.  
 
    Which meant more monsters for us to fight on the ground.  
 
    Which meant that eventually, these things would win the war of attrition.  
 
    We may have been approaching the end of the storm, but we couldn’t keep this up.  
 
    Just then, two more of the walking nightcrawlers came at me, but one of them didn’t make it far.  
 
    He took two steps beyond the tree line before a blur of red and green shot down from above, and the fucker’s pale body exploded like it was a popped water balloon.  
 
    Have I mentioned these things are disgusting? Ethala said as she swooped back toward the sky, now covered with nightcrawler guts.  
 
    I side-stepped the second incoming nightcrawler and, as I did so, I brought my sword down on his back. My seaglass blade sliced through him like he was made of jello, and the bastard’s guts spilled onto the ground as he was split in two.  
 
    Then I saw the clouds above us begin to swirl.  
 
    Mother fucker. This storm was about to create another water spout right on top of us.  
 
    Another water spout that would be filled with these horrific creatures.  
 
    “Please tell me that’s not what I think it is,” Mira said as she looked to the sky.  
 
    “It is,” Alvee confirmed.  
 
    I had to think, and I had to think fast.  
 
    We were completely at the mercy of mother nature on this one. It wasn’t like we could simply reverse the water spout, right?  
 
    Or maybe we could.  
 
    I cut down a burrower in the dirt as I pondered the predicament. Then, as I looked up at our dragons above, it hit me.  
 
    Maybe we couldn’t reverse this storm, but maybe we could put a stop to it.  
 
    What was a storm, anyway? Too heavy clouds that were releasing their water. And what could evaporate water and kill any living creature that may be dwelling inside of it?  
 
    Fire.  
 
    And we had a fuck-ton of fire.  
 
    At first, I wondered if I should just command all the dragons to shoot up at the sky, but that wasn’t enough.  
 
    We needed something big, something that could cause more damage than a singular attack.  
 
    Then it hit me.  
 
    Swaer. That little furry dragon was our ticket out of here.  
 
    “Swaer?” I asked telepathically. “Bungal? Tirian? New plan.”  
 
    This better be a good one, Ben! Swaer’s high-pitched voice said. We’re getting our tails kicked up here.  
 
    “Do you think you can summon up a major wind breath?” I asked the furry dragon. “Like, the kind that’s more like a tornado than a gust?”  
 
    I haven’t done that one very often… the wind dragon trailed off. I don’t have a lot of practice. But I can try. 
 
    “That’s all I’m asking, my friend,” I said with a smirk. “Bungal? Tirian? You two get down here beside him.”  
 
    What ever for, Benjamin? Bungal asked before he snapped his jaws down on a four-headed eel. Our forces are already miniscule enough as it is up here!  
 
    “You two have a mental link with Swaer thanks to the dragonbond,” I explained. “You’re the only ones I trust. Tell everybody else to clear the sky.”  
 
    Clear the sky? Tirian gasped. Are you crazy?  
 
    “Probably.” I shrugged. “Just do it.”  
 
    Clear the sky, legions of fire! Bungal said to the rest of his clan. The Draco Rex has a plan.  
 
    I watched as the fire-breathers spread out across the sky, and Swaer, Tirian, and Bungal all swooped down and landed at the center of the clearing.  
 
    “The second Swaer unleashes his tornado breath, you two blast fire into the air,” I commanded. “Got it?”  
 
    Ohhhhhhh, Tirian said. I get it now!  
 
    “Awesome, then do it,” I ordered.  
 
    The second water spout had begun its descent from the sky, and it was now or never.  
 
    I cut down another nightcrawler as Swaer took a deep breath and closed his eyes, and I really hoped this plan was gonna work.  
 
    Finally, Swaer opened his mouth and blasted a powerful gust of wind into the sky.  
 
    My heart stopped in my chest. That might have been strong, but it wasn’t quite the Twister-esque funnel cloud I was looking for.  
 
    Had I just completely fucked us all?  
 
    Then relief washed over me when the wind around the three dragons began to swirl wildly.  
 
    Now, Bungal! Tirian cried out, and then both fire-breathers unleashed flames into Swaer’s tornado.  
 
    The wind caught the flames from the mighty beasts, and the sky turned into a swirling inferno of white-hot fire. Then the air was filled with a mixture of hisses and shrieks as the flaming tornado evaporated the water and anything that may have been inside of it.  
 
    It was working.  
 
    I watched as the storm clouds themselves began to dissolve, and soon the sky grew blue once more.  
 
    Then we passed by the second water spout, and it exploded into a giant vertical tunnel of steam.  
 
    I killed three more fish and two more eels before finally, they stopped raining down from the sky, and at the same time, the thunder and lightning began to drift away.  
 
    We were out of the storm.  
 
    Huzzah! Bungal said as he released his fire breath. Victory is upon us, my friends.  
 
    “Not quite yet,” I growled as I stabbed another nightcrawler. “There are still a few of these bastards left over.”  
 
    However, now that the storm had passed, any advantage these fuckers had was completely gone.  
 
    Jemma, Ashanti, and the other archers sniped the nightcrawlers from afar, and they dropped like flies before they could get anywhere close to the palace or the chicken coop or the garden.  
 
    Soon, the jungle around us went silent.  
 
    “Is that… Is that all of them?” Arrick asked as he leaned against his sword. “Please tell me that was all of them.”  
 
    “I don’t see any more movement in the jungle!” Teeka called down as she hovered in the sky.  
 
    “And I do not sense any more hostile forces,” Valea said as she approached with her hand out and her eyes closed. “Just dead bodies. Lots and lots of dead bodies.”  
 
    “Holy fuck.” I let out a sigh of relief as I fell to my knees. “I can’t believe it… We did it. We fucking did it!”  
 
    Somehow, we had literally weathered the storm. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “I won’t lie to you, Ben,” Zikiu said as she nudged a dead nightcrawler with her foot. “This is going to take a bit of time to clean up. Unless I’m way off with my prediction, it may even require each and every one of us if we want to get it done in a timely manner.”  
 
    “Can’t we just feed them to the dragons?” Nadir suggested, and then the Coonag woman plucked the corpse of a burrowing fish off the ground. “Or even ourselves? These things look pretty tasty.”  
 
    Nadir lifted the fish to her face and opened her mouth to take a bite, but Alvee quickly swatted it out of her hand.  
 
    “Not a good idea,” the brown-haired Spindrel said in a huff.  
 
    “What, you think it’s bad because it’s been sitting for a while?” Nadir argued.  
 
    “Coonag women have stomachs of stone!” Trin, the amber-eyed raccoon-woman, said. “We once shared the meat of a beast that had been dead in the forest for several moons, and none of us got sick.”  
 
    “It’s poison,” Alvee warned. “But if you want, be my guest.”  
 
    “Poison?” Nadir asked, and her eyes widened as she looked down at the creature. “How can you be so sure?”  
 
    “Well…” I said. “I literally watched one of the giant worm creatures start to writhe and foam at the mouth when it got scratched by one of those spines.”  
 
    “And you were just going to let me eat it?” Nadir gasped.  
 
    “Tried to warn you.” Alvee shrugged. “Not my fault.”  
 
    “They may not be suitable for eating,” Ashanti, the beautiful three-horned Cero woman, said as she rode up. “But they’re perfect for arrows.”  
 
    “Ohhhhh,” Jemma chuckled. “I like the way you think, Ashanti. We could easily cut off the fish’s spines and then use them as arrowheads.”  
 
    “I’ll do you one better,” I said as I knelt down and pulled out my pink-stone dagger. “I have a theory…”  
 
    I stuck the tip of my blade into the fish’s stomach and then dragged it across, which created a small incision straight down the middle of its torso. Once that was done, I wiped off my knife, sheathed it, and picked the corpse of the creature up into my hands. Then I carefully spread apart the fish’s belly at the incision site, and several odd-looking organs plopped out onto the ground before me.  
 
    In addition to the usual bits of intestines, a bright red heart, and a gallbladder, I noticed there was an organ that looked like a small, cylindrical tube. It dangled down right below the creature’s incision, and something in the back of my mind told me to give it a squeeze. When I did so, the fish’s spines sprang to attention in an instant.  
 
    The last organ I saw, however, was the one that intrigued me the most. There was a perfect sphere organ about the size of my palm, with flesh as bright blue as the thin, hair-like tuft on its head.  
 
    “What is it, Ben?” Jemma asked with a bit of a disgusted grimace.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “But I would bet anything this is the source of their poison. Can you hand me an arrow?”  
 
    The tall, slender Niralope woman reached into her quiver and produced a single projectile. It had already been modified, since the arrowheads had been swapped out for the deadly, spiny legs of some parasite creatures we’d taken out not long ago.  
 
    I took the arrow from Jemma, set the fish down on its side, and then plunged the head of the projectile right down into the blue organ. The bone-tipped weapon cut through the organ like a hot knife through butter with a wet squelch, and sure enough, when I pulled the arrow back out, it was covered in a vibrant blue liquid I assumed to be poison.  
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t follow, Draco Rex,” Nevar said.  
 
    “Goodness, Sister!” Kwah squawked. “It’s not complicated. If Ben’s warriors simply dip their arrows in the strange organ, they instantly become coated with poison. That would be a much simpler and more efficient way of modifying the arrows.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I confirmed with a nod. “In fact, I want somebody to go and grab me one of those barrels we made. Everybody else? Start gathering up these fish’s organs. Carefully.”  
 
    “Maybe you can eat the worms,” Alvee said to Nadir, and a sly half-smile twisted up her stoic face. “Might be tasty.”  
 
    “No, thank you.” Nadir shook her head. “We’ve eaten a lot of strange things in our time, but we draw the line at oversized bugs.”  
 
    “Come on,” I said as I nudged Nadir on the shoulder with my fist. “Bugs are actually an excellent source of protein. Back in my world, there are some whole cultures who cook them up as a main dish.”  
 
    “I don’t see the problem,” Valea said with a shrug. “The Spindrel eat bugs all the time.”  
 
    “See?” I motioned to the blonde hedgehog-woman. “You’re missing out on some fine dining options!”  
 
    “In all seriousness, though…” Kehlaan turned his head to the left as he looked over the fallen worm. “As long as those things aren’t toxic, I’ll gladly take it off your hands for you.”  
 
    “I’d listen to him, Ben,” Pae said with a giggle. “I believe Kehlaan could devour three of these oversized grubs in a single sitting.”  
 
    “I believe it,” I chuckled. “When I was a teenager, the owners of Chinese buffets dreaded to see me walk in the door. I took ‘all you can eat’ very seriously.”  
 
    “Come on now, Magnus Dux,” Shala said as she gave Pae a sarcastic glance. “You could probably put down at least two of those things. I know I’ve been eating like crazy ever since I got pregnant.”  
 
    She had a point. Shala, Erel, Valea, and Pae were all now eating for two.  
 
    If they were like the hedgehogs of my world and enjoyed creepy-crawlers as a delicacy, then the more power to them. It would mean less hunting for us, and it would add a bit of variety to their dinner options.  
 
    As of right now, all that was on the menu seemed to be fish, elephant-turtle meat, and the vegetables we’d been able to cultivate. Our resident chefs, Baratu and Hali, had been able to do some really freaking great things with what they had to work with, but anything we could do to expand our options was always a good thing.  
 
    Which actually got me thinking about the rest of the dead creatures.  
 
    “New plan,” I ordered my friends. “I want the nightcrawlers and the star-eels all gutted. The dragons can burn or eat the innards if they want, and then we can take the meat off their bones.”  
 
    I do not think the giant worms have bones, dear one, George said with an amused chuff.  
 
    “Either way, they need to be preserved,” I continued. “We can’t eat the poisonous fish, but I don’t want anything of value to go to waste.”  
 
    “That is the way they would want it,” Valea said as she closed her eyes, smiled, and gave me a soft nod.  
 
    “They’d want to be killed in horrific ways and then eaten by their enemies?” Rikuri, the hornless Cero woman, raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Well, no,” Valea huffed. “But if they were destined to die, then they would have wanted their remains to be utilized to the fullest.”  
 
    “Is eating them really ‘utilizing them,’ though?” Ashanti asked as she exchanged a playful glance with Rikuri. “You’re basically tearing off pieces of their flesh, putting them in your body, and then shitting them out.”  
 
    “I don’t think they would be happy getting turned into shit,” Rikuri said with a snort.  
 
    “All I’m saying is I agree with the Draco Rex!” The blonde Spindrel whipped her undercut away from her face. “We should use anything we possibly can.”  
 
    “We’re not actually going to eat those slimy, four-headed things, are we?” Arrick said with a gag.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Kehlaan asked my son. “I thought you said you weren’t afraid of anything?”  
 
    “I’m not afraid of eating those disgusting things,” Arrick argued. “I just don’t want to. They look like a bunch of severed orc dicks.”  
 
    Welp. That was about as unappetizing as you could get.  
 
    I must concur, Benjamin. Bungal shuddered. Those look truly vile.  
 
    I wouldn’t eat them, either, Tirian said. Especially after Arrick’s comment. 
 
    Uh… Swaer trailed off as he curled around Batari’s arm. I would. I’ve eaten way, way worse stuff than that before. 
 
    “Eel meat is actually delicious,” I said to everyone. “It’s in such high demand, people back in my world sell it for boatloads of money because it’s such a rarity and tastes so good. I’ve had it a few times, and it was well worth the money.”  
 
    “What’s ‘money?’” Nevar raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “I’ve got this one, Ben,” Mira said as she stepped forward and cleared her throat. “The Draco Rex has taught me lots about this… It was some sort of shiny metal circles and paper rectangles that people in his world exchanged for things they wanted or needed.”  
 
    “But… Why?” Batari asked. “It sounds very pointless.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Lezan scoffed. “Why didn’t the people of your world just kill their enemies and take what they wanted from them?”  
 
    “Or why didn’t they just share?” Valea asked as a horrified expression crept up her face. “Surely there was enough food and water and land to go around for everyone.”  
 
    “That’s the million-dollar question,” I said with a sigh. “And honestly, I don’t know the answer to any of that. It’s just kinda the way it was. I love the way you guys do things waaaaaay better.”  
 
    “You mean the way you do things,” Zarya said. “You are the one who guides us in our ways, Draco Rex.” 
 
    “And don’t forget it.” I winked at the beautiful dragonkin warrior before I turned back to the rest of my loyal subjects. “So… I’m gonna need some of you to work on gathering up the worms so we can preserve them for the Spindrel, some people to gather up the poisonous organs from the burrowing fish, and then some of you can go around and start filleting the eels. Just make sure you drain all of their blood first.”  
 
    “Won’t we need to drain their blood, anyways?” Baratu, the Cero chef, asked from atop her Mierak. “That’s standard practice for any animal I’ve ever butchered.”  
 
    “You have to make extra sure with those things, though,” I explained. “If they’re anything like the ones I’m familiar with, then they’ll have super toxic blood.”  
 
    “Toxic in what way?” Trin asked, and all the Coonag women leaned in with looks of pure delight.  
 
    “Neurotoxin,” I said. “Like, if you eat their blood, all your muscles start to cramp up, which means--”  
 
    “Your heart will cramp, too,” Candara said.  
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a snap of my fingers. “And when that happens? Well… That’s the end of that.”  
 
    “Don’t waste their blood,” Alvee suggested. “It could be useful.” 
 
    “I agree,” Pae said as she looked at her spiky-haired friend. “If you let us play around with it for a bit, we could surely come up with some sort of weaponized version.”  
 
    “Or we could just dip our arrows in it, too.” Ashanti clicked her tongue. “As long as the toxin gets into the body somehow, it should work.”  
 
    “That’s no fun.” Pae smiled up at the rhino-woman and crossed her arms. “Our armies will already have poisonous arrows thanks to the burrowing fish’s venom. Why not do something a little more interesting with this new discovery?”  
 
    “Interesting and fun was never in Ashanti’s nature,” Rikuri snorted. 
 
    “Tembori blessed my dear friend Ashanti with many things,” Batari said as she patted Swaer on the head. “A warm and enjoyable personality was not one of them.”  
 
    Ashanti simply narrowed her brown eyes as she placed her finger against the base of her largest horn and slowly dragged it up to the very tip. Batari laughed at the Cero equivalent of getting flipped off, and then she turned back to Rikuri.  
 
    “Ashanti is correct,” Valea said. “It would be very simple to just dip our weapons in the toxic blood. But I am with Pae on this issue. We haven’t been able to develop a new powder or potion since we’ve been off our home island, and I am starting to get the aching desire to experiment.”  
 
    “Then we’ll gather up the eels’ blood in a barrel, too,” I confirmed. “You guys can take it back to your dwellings and go to town on it… I can’t wait to see what you come up with.”  
 
    If it’s anything like that powder you hit me with, then it will do wonders for our plight, Bungal interjected. That concoction put me out cold!  
 
    Powder? Ethala asked. Bungal the Mighty was defeated by a powder?  
 
    The rest of the fire-breathers began to snort and laugh, but Tirian quickly stepped in.  
 
    It knocked me, Swaer, and Cerin out, too, the silver dragon said. It’s no joke.  
 
    No man-made material can defeat a dragon so easily, Ethala scoffed and held her horned head high.  
 
    You still underestimate Benjamin and his friends? Bungal asked. Even after watching them destroy not just one, but a whole village of snowpouncers?  
 
    I just do not believe such lunacy until I actually see it, the Sparrow Dragon said. You know I have the utmost respect for the Draco Rex. That’s why I volunteered to come back with you and to bond with Zerandrie.  
 
    “Oh, shit!” I gasped as a relaxation suddenly struck me. “Somebody should probably go and tell Sela the battle is over. I know she’s probably chomping at the bit to get out of guard duty.”  
 
    “I’ll do it!” Teeka said as she ran her hand back through her emerald mohawk, and then she darted into the doorway. 
 
    “You just want more people to help you work, don’t you?” Mira asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “Or maybe I just want my people to know the coast is clear, and it’s safe for them to come out now. And I want them to help clean up this mess. It’s really, really bad.”  
 
    “I can’t believe there were so many creatures in the ocean around us,” the golden-scaled beauty said.  
 
    That is the dark waters for you, my dear, Seashuna’s motherly voice said telepathically. Luckily, we are now past their horrific depths, and we should have nothing but clear horizons ahead of us.  
 
    It was still gonna take time to get used to our freaking island talking to us, but it was a helpful thing to have.  
 
    I’d only been away from the human world for a few years, but I doubted Tesla’s self-driving vehicles were the standard nowadays.  
 
    What can we dragons assist you with, Draco Rex? Ethala asked. I do not believe any of us know how to fillet an eel or preserve a grub.  
 
    I don’t think any of us would be able to, anyway, George chuckled. Our paws are not small enough to do such delicate work.  
 
    Swaer could do it! Bungal said as he glanced over at the Wind Dragon. He is the most petite of the lot of us, after all.  
 
    For one, I’m not “petite.” Swaer’s eyes narrowed as he huffed and raised his stubby yellow paws up so Bungal could see. Also, these things don’t really allow for much motion. I’d be slicing the fish open with my teeth and, if they’re poisonous, I don’t have to tell you why that’s a bad idea. 
 
    “You guys don’t worry about the clean-up,” I said to all of the dragons. “You’ve done your part already. If it wasn’t for you all patrolling the skies and taking out the creatures before they landed, we would have been completely screwed. I’m giving you guys the day off… Go hang out in your clearing. Go hunting. Hell, you can even go for a swim for all I care. Just go do whatever it is you guys do when you want to relax.”  
 
    I don’t think swimming would be wise, George said. None of us can quite keep up with Seashuna.  
 
    Speak for yourself, old man, Malkey teased his father. I’ve been practicing in the lagoon, and I bet I’m faster than all of you.  
 
    Oh, please. Cerin, Malkey’s sister, rolled her eyes. You couldn’t outswim a geriatric turtle.  
 
    I could outswim you, Malkey huffed as he turned to his sister and stared her down. But that’s not much of an accomplishment.  
 
    I’d offer to race you, but it wouldn’t be fair, Cerin said. Besides, I don’t want to make you look even worse for Ethala.  
 
    What’s that supposed to mean? the copper-scaled dragon asked, but his tone suddenly shifted into one of panic. Why would I care what some Sparrow Dragon thinks?  
 
    Mhmmmm… Cerin trailed off with a smug smile. So that wasn’t her name I heard you muttering in your sleep the other night?  
 
    N-No! Malkey said with a frantic gulp. That’s not-- Shut up!  
 
    It’s the truth. The purple-scaled water dragon shrugged. I’m not going to stop saying it if it’s true-- 
 
    Enough, you two! Nixie, their mother, sighed. If you don’t stop bickering like overstimulated animals, I’m going to throw you both off the island and see if you really can keep up with Seashuna.  
 
    Both of the adolescent water dragons looked at Nixie with wide eyes, and then Cerin and Malkey turned away from each other before they began to make strange mumbling noises.  
 
    Never underestimate the power of the Mom voice.  
 
    “Please tell me you left some creatures alive,” Sela said as she exited the door of the palace. “Please tell me I did not miss the entire battle.”  
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “We pretty much have it handled out here.”  
 
    “Seatrom’s beard!” the dragonkin warrior cursed. “Not even one?’  
 
    “It is alright, Sela,” Queen Nerissa said as she stepped out and placed a loving hand on Sela’s shoulder. “You fulfilled the duty your king bestowed upon you. There is no greater satisfaction in the entire universe.”  
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Ahwara grumbled as she exited the building. “I wanted to be out here in the thick of battle, too.”  
 
    “It was pure chaos out here,” I explained. “I wasn’t going to let you fight when you’re as pregnant as you are.”  
 
    “Candara is pregnant, too,” the orange-haired Morpho argued. “She didn’t hide away in a bunker.”  
 
    “That is because she has been pregnant for a much shorter time, Ahwara,” Dalwen said as she placed a hand on her own pregnant belly. “We have never been able to reproduce, and through Ben, Cacoo has finally given us that blessing. It was the correct decision, even if it was frustrating for you.”  
 
    “I suppose,” Ahwara sighed. “I just haven’t been in a good fight in forever.”  
 
    “And you will fight again,” Dalwen promised. “All in due time. It is Cacoo’s will.”  
 
    Ahwara seemed to be satisfied with that answer, because she simply gave her Queen a nod and then moseyed out to the rest of the group. Soon, all of our children, caretakers, royals, and pregnant women were back outside, so I explained to them all what had just happened.  
 
    Once they’d been caught up to speed, we got to work on cleaning up our new home, and the dragons flew or ran off to lord knows where, other than Swaer and George. My blue water dragon stayed behind because he felt it was his sacred duty to help his bondmate with this task, but Swaer wanted to remain with us because “there was not a more comforting place on the island than Batari’s shoulder.”  
 
    We brought a few barrels out to the clearing, and we proceeded to fill them with eel blood and the blue juices from the burrowing fish’s organs. The entire process ended up taking the rest of the day, but by the time the sun had started to set, we’d gathered up three full barrels of poison and two barrels of the eels’ blood. There were also massive piles of juicy white eel meat sitting atop one of our outdoor tables, as well as a much less appealing pile of nightcrawler corpses on the ground to the left.  
 
    The nightcrawlers had both of their ends cut off, and their bodies were splayed straight down the middle to remove their innards. Once all the corpses had been collected and cleaned, my friends and I gathered around the campfire area of the clearing.  
 
    “What do we do with all this meat?” Mira asked. “Surely it will go bad before we can eat it all.”  
 
    “We dry it, just like we used to do with boars,” I explained. “It’s the same process… Just with a different kind of meat.”  
 
    We brought out a few of our empty salt barrels and then placed the hunks of meat inside. I knew the process might take a while to get going, but the salt would kill any of the bacteria that may have been on the creatures’ flesh and would dry it out to the point where it would be preserved. Once that task was done, we locked away the barrels in our food storage area.  
 
    Then we moved the barrel of poison into the armory, while the eel blood ended up inside of the Spindrel dwelling.  
 
    Now, all that we were left with was the skin and the innards of the slain creatures. Lots and lots of fucking skin and guts.  
 
    “We should definitely have the dragons burn these things,” Arrick said as he pinched his nose. “When the sun comes up tomorrow, it’s going to smell awful.”  
 
    “Son, son, son.” I clicked my tongue. “Haven’t I taught you better than that?”  
 
    “We’re not going to eat the guts, too, are we?” the Dragon Prince asked.  
 
    “Nooooo.” I shook my head. “I might be all for Valea’s idea of ‘use everything,’ but not like that. I’m pretty sure that would make all of us sick.”  
 
    “Then why can’t the dragons burn them?” Arrick asked once more.  
 
    “Because, son, we can use these things for non-food purposes,” I explained. “Isla? You want to explain about the skin?”  
 
    “Gladly, Draco Rex,” Isla said before she gestured to the remains. “You see, young prince--”  
 
    “Please call me Arrick,” my son said. “That or ‘future Draco Rex.’”  
 
    “Easy there, kid,” I warned. “I plan on sticking around for a long, long time.”  
 
    “You see, ‘Arrick,’” the green-haired woman continued. “The flesh of the eel-creatures will make for great leather. Think of all the possibilities! I could create new sheaths for our weapons, or maybe some belts. Your father also mentioned this leather is very comfortable to wear, so I could easily make us some new boots. Wouldn’t that be amazing?”  
 
    “I guess.” The Dragon Prince shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t really care much about what I look like these days.”  
 
    “You can say that again,” Marella snickered, and Arrick shot her a dirty look.  
 
    “What about the guts, then?” Arrick asked. “You can’t tell me we can make clothes out of those.”  
 
    “So, you don’t want a nightcrawler-intestine scarf?” I said in my best “Dad voice.”  
 
    “Maybe to hang myself with,” the boy grumbled and rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Think, Arrick…” I said as I tried to prompt the boy. “What’s going to happen to all these guts eventually?”  
 
    “They’re going to start to rot, and then attract flies?” Arrick guessed.  
 
    “And what else gets attracted to rotting flesh?” I asked.  
 
    “Maggots, worms, beetles-- Ohhhhh,” the Dragon Prince said, and then he slapped himself on the forehead. “I’m an idiot.”  
 
    Marella opened her mouth to say something, but I gave her a dad glare before she could say something snarky.  
 
    “It’s great fertilizer,” I explained. “It’ll attract all sorts of insects as it decomposes, which will turn everything they eat into fertile soil. Which means we have two final tasks to do here before the sun goes down completely.”  
 
    Several of my subjects assisted Isla in gathering the eel skin and taking it into the palace so it could be tanned. Meanwhile, the rest of us picked up the gnarly innards of the dead creatures and tossed them around the two fields where we grew our crops.  
 
    Finally, when all was said and done, we went over and rinsed our hands off in a local river. The dragonkin healers gave us a bit of their sanitizing compound to get rid of any remaining bacteria, and then we were all as good as new.  
 
    It had been a long, hard day filled with insanity and chaos, but now night was falling. Zamwae built a large fire over in the pit, and my entire population of subjects descended on it in a flash.  
 
    But not me.  
 
    As much as I loved the festivities of the Cero people and wanted to spend time with my friends, I decided to hang back for a bit.  
 
    The night sky was full of vibrant twinkling stars, and the bright white light from the moon radiated down and illuminated the jungle around me. I could hear the sounds of rustling leaves in the distance, accompanied by the chirps and buzzing of insects and the howls of faraway animals.  
 
    There was so much of Seashuna left that we hadn’t explored, and I was itching to see it all.  
 
    And after those orc bastards had been eradicated, there would be all the time in the world.  
 
    “They are beautiful, aren’t they?” a stern voice asked from behind me.  
 
    The voice surprised me, and my heart leapt up into my throat as I spun around to see who was there.  
 
    I saw a winged figure, and my heartbeat instantly slowed down to a normal speed.  
 
    It was Nevar.  
 
    “Did I surprise you, Draco Rex?” the dark-haired bird-woman asked.  
 
    “A little, yeah,” I said as I placed my hand over my chest. “I didn’t even hear you walk up.”  
 
    “That’s because I didn’t,” she explained as she retracted her dark wings back into her body. “I flew.”  
 
    “That would explain a lot,” I laughed. “So, what brings you out here into the middle of the dark woods?”  
 
    “You, Draco Rex,” Nevar said with a warm smile. “I came out here to see you.”  
 
    Suddenly, my heartbeat started to speed up again.  
 
    Perhaps Nevar simply wanted to talk about battle strategies or something in regards to her new home, but my mind couldn’t help but wander to the more pleasurable possibilities.  
 
    After all, the last time I was alone with an Aviar woman, I ended up getting her pregnant.  
 
    Maybe this would be a repeat performance? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    “Me?” I asked coyly.  
 
    Even though my mind was going to some fun, dirty places, I couldn’t help but remember the big deal she’d made when she found out I’d slept with Kwah. Nevar had scolded her sister about breaking tradition by both sleeping with a man who wasn’t an Aviar and a man who hadn’t gone through the proper courtship rituals.  
 
    If Nevar wanted me to break out a mating dance, she was in for a rude awakening.  
 
    The only dance I remembered how to do by memory was the Hammer Dance, and I was pretty sure she wasn’t going to find that very romantic.  
 
    “Yes, Draco Rex,” the Feathered Monarch repeated. “I came out here for you.”  
 
    “Were you wanting to talk to me about something?” I asked. “Something private?”  
 
    “Yes.” The dark-haired woman nodded. “I wished to speak with you about a private matter, away from the prying eyes of the rest of your subjects.”  
 
    “And by ‘the rest of my subjects’, you mean your sister, right?” I said with a smirk.  
 
    “Yes, I mean Kwah,” Nevar sighed, and she crossed her arms over her busty chest. “My sister has a tendency to stick her beak in my affairs, whether I want her to or not.”  
 
    “Well, I think this is probably private enough,” I said. “What did you want to talk about?”  
 
    “This is not easy for me to say.” Nevar closed her eyes and looked to the ground. “But I believe I have become… jealous of my sister.”  
 
    “For what?” I asked, even though I had a pretty good idea of what she was going to say.  
 
    “Please don’t play it coy, Draco Rex,” Nevar said as her moss-green eyes stared into my own. “I wish to have an egg, like Kwah and Nacut.”  
 
    Even though that was my sneaking suspicion, hearing the beautiful woman say it out loud made my loins start to throb with anticipation, but I couldn’t get too ahead of myself.  
 
    For all I knew, I was gonna have to bust out the parachute pants before she’d even give me a chance.  
 
    “So, uhhhh…” I trailed off as I tried to think of what to say. “Why don’t you go and get yourself one, then?”  
 
    Smooth, Ben. Real smooth.  
 
    “I can see why my sister fell for you.” Nevar smiled. “You are quite charming. Dare I even say ‘cute?’”  
 
    “You can definitely say that.” I nodded. “I’d probably say the same thing back to you.”  
 
    “Much appreciated, Draco Rex,” Nevar said. “But you know why I do not just ‘get myself’ an egg. Much like ruling over the Aviar people, it is a job that requires two people.”  
 
    “And you… You want me to be the second person?”  
 
    “You are the only male on this island who bears any fertile seed,” the raven-haired beauty said. “Kehlaan and Arrick are both too young, and Jonas’ is most likely all but dried up.”  
 
    “Probably like the Sahara desert,” I snickered.  
 
    “Then there is the simple fact that you are the most attractive man on this island,” Nevar continued. “Even if the others had fertile seed, they wouldn’t be my first choice. You would be.”  
 
    “That’s an honor,” I said. “There’s nothing in the world I’d like more than to help you repopulate your species, Nevar.”  
 
    “I know that.” Nevar looked away and closed her eyes, and her voice began to tremble. “It’s just that… I am conflicted. I wish to have a child, and I wish for it to be yours.”  
 
    “Then what’s the problem?” I asked as I took a step closer.  
 
    “The gods won’t let me.” She shook her head. “Even though I want the happiness Kwah and Nacut have, I cannot break the wishes of the Aviar elders. I cannot mate with anyone who is not my species, especially if they do not abide by the proper courting rituals.”  
 
    “It worked for those two, didn’t it?” I said. “They both mated with a non-Aviar, and they haven’t been smited by the gods just yet.”  
 
    “It’s not a matter of whether or not they will be ‘smited,’” Nevar explained. “That is not how our deities function.”  
 
    “What’s the problem, then?” I asked once more.  
 
    “It’s the guilt,” she finally admitted with a sigh. “If I ever did what you did with Kwah and Nacut… If I ever got to experience you that way… I would know it was wrong, no matter how much I wanted it. I worry I would spend the rest of my days knowing our relationship was not endorsed by the gods, and that our child would not be considered a true Aviar.”  
 
    “There’s no reason to feel guilty,” I said as I reached out and placed my hands on her soft, exposed shoulders. “Nacut realized that, yeah, our kid might not be a ‘normal’ looking Aviar when it hatches and that, sure, I’m like the polar opposite of your species. But your species is at risk of dying out completely, so you need all the children you can get. Kwah and Nacut both recognized that, so they eagerly took my seed in their wombs.”  
 
    “In a way, that makes it even worse,” Nevar said with a frown. “As you said, they have both become pregnant. Our species is already on the way to being saved. Then there is the fact Kwah’s baby will be the future Feathered Monarch, and any child I have would be their rival for the throne--”  
 
    “Rival?” I scoffed. “This isn’t Game of Thrones, here. We’d raise our child to love their siblings, to the point where they’d never even consider trying to usurp their own flesh and blood. Plus, there are two Feathered Monarchs right now, and that seems to be working out pretty well.”  
 
    “Ha!” Nevar let out a sarcastic laugh. “You think it’s going well? The rest of the Aviars might say I’m their leader, but it’s not true. They always side with Kwah. They adore her.”  
 
    “They adore you, too,” I said as my face turned down into a frown.  
 
    “They respect me, Draco Rex,” she sighed. “They love her. There is a major difference, but you wouldn’t know.”  
 
    “Why not?” I asked.  
 
    “Because…” Nevar trailed off. “Your subjects give you both, so you’ve never had the absence of one or the other.”  
 
    “So, what?” I raised an eyebrow at the woman. “You have their respect, and they listen to your commands. What does that have to do with having a child?”  
 
    “Their respect is all I have right now,” Nevar said. “I have built my entire reputation on maintaining the old ways and following the traditions of our forefathers. If I were to have a child with you, Draco Rex, I would be breaking every single one of those. And if I did that, I would lose the respect of my people.”  
 
    “Bullshit.” I shook my head. “If anything, they would respect you more.”  
 
    “Doubtful,” Nevar snorted. “They would see me as the biggest hypocrite in the whole world. Not a lot of respect there.”  
 
    “Nevar…” I said as I moved my right hand over and placed it against her cheek. “I think it would be the opposite. It shows a lot of growth, not hypocrisy, to change your mind, especially when it’s something you have been vehemently outspoken against for a while. Hypocrisy would be if you decided to go against your beliefs and have a child, and then come back and talk down to Kwah and Nacut for breaking the Aviar traditions. But I don’t think you would do that.”  
 
    “Of course not!” Nevar gasped. “My sister and I might not get along all the time, but I would never do such a thing.”  
 
    “Okay, then let me ask you this, Nevar,” I said. “Just take a step back from it all. Imagine there were no other Aviars on the whole planet. Imagine there were no traditions or gods or anything like that. If none of that existed or mattered, what would you want?”  
 
    “Well, it is written in--” the raven-haired beauty started, but I cut her off with a wave of my hand.  
 
    “Nonono.” I shook my head. “Nothing else but your own desires. You’re a damn good leader, Nevar, and I know that means your mind is running around a thousand miles per hour. Fuck, I know mine certainly is. But try to block that all out right now. No subjects. No gods. No elders. What does Nevar want?”  
 
    I watched as Nevar clenched her fists, put her hands down to her sides, and then slammed her eyes shut. She stood there for a few moments as she mumbled something silently, and her hands began to rub against her outer thighs. Finally, she opened up her eyelids and looked at me with her emerald irises. 
 
    “I know what I want.” Nevar nodded her head. “Gods be damned.”  
 
    Before I could say anything more, the dark-haired woman leaned forward and pressed her lips against mine. Her kiss tasted sweet like honeydew, and I reciprocated her love as I placed one hand firmly against her soft cheek. Our tongues locked together inside of Nevar’s mouth, and I felt her hands begin to run along the sides of my body.  
 
    However, I quickly realized we were still pretty far out in the open.  
 
    “Wait,” I said as I pulled away. “Not here. I don’t want to give everybody a show. Especially my kids. I once walked in on my parents, and I don’t think I’ve ever quite recovered from it.”  
 
    For the first time since she’d come to talk to me, a smile crept up Nevar’s face. She let out an amused giggle, but then she simply grabbed onto my hand and led me deeper into the forest. We walked on for a few more minutes until the sound of the campfire festivities faded away into nothing more than a whisper, and finally, we came to a small spot in the woods covered with nothing but trees, plants, and rocks.  
 
    “Is this secluded enough?” Nevar asked. “I don’t think anyone will find us here.”  
 
    “Probably not,” I said as I waggled my eyebrows. “Now, are you sure you don’t want me to do the mating dance?”  
 
    “You wouldn’t even know where to start,” the raven-haired beauty giggled. “Besides… I don’t want to wait that long.”  
 
    My pulse quickened as Nevar threw her arms around my neck and pulled me in for another passionate kiss. This time, I let my hands wander around her incredible body, from her wide hips to her supple ass and then to her flat, toned belly. She let out a few excited moans as my fingers explored her figure, and her eyes opened wide when I slid my fingers down into her pants.  
 
    Nevar gasped as my finger traced down along her cleanshaven pubic bone and then lingered just over her clitoris. The Feathered Monarch bit her lip and stared deep into my eyes, and she was practically begging for me to keep going.  
 
    So, that was exactly what I did.  
 
    I circled Nevar’s clit with my finger, and she just about collapsed onto the ground. Her knees turned to jelly as they wobbled beneath her, and then she let out a long, satisfied moan.  
 
    “You like that, don’t you?” I asked. “You love how I’ve got my hands all over you.”  
 
    “Y-Yessssss,” Nevar groaned. “It feels so good. But I want you inside me.”  
 
    “We’re building up to that,” I promised. “First, I want to make sure you’re all ready for the big one.”  
 
    I continued to rub Nevar’s tender button for several minutes, all while we explored each other’s mouths with our tongues. Eventually, her left hand drifted down, slid into my waistband, and wrapped around my already-firm erection.  
 
    Nevar let out a long, satisfied groan when she felt my cock in her hands, which she then began to stroke softly in long, firm motions. Every time she got to the backstroke, the raven-haired beauty took a second to stop and trace around my balls with both her fingers, and I felt them tighten up into my body as waves of ecstasy shot through my legs.  
 
    “I’m just-- just returning the favor,” Nevar moaned through a half-smile. “You rub me, and I rub you.”  
 
    “You can fucking rub me all day long if you want.” I winked.  
 
    “I can’t take it much longer, Draco Rex…” the Aviar woman said with a sigh. “I need you inside of me.”  
 
    “Ask, and you shall receive,” I growled. “But first, maybe let’s get those wooden garments off you? I don’t want either of us to get a splinter while we’re, you know.”  
 
    “Ben,” Nevar purred. “If you want to see me naked, all you have to do is ask.”  
 
    The bird-woman took a step away before she placed her hands at the bottom of her wooden armor and slowly began to slide it off her body. Her tight tummy glistened in the jungle sun as my eyes followed the bottom of the armor, which dragged over her small, perky breasts and then exposed them to the air.  
 
    Nevar’s breasts were small and amazingly perky. Each one had a pointed pink nipple whose areola was half the size of the breast itself, and they already stood erect with excitement. Then the raven-haired woman tossed her armored top to the side before she let out a sigh and placed her hands on her hips.  
 
    “Normally, I am supposed to do my half of the mating dance as I undress,” she said with a chuckle. “But I figure I’ve already pissed the gods off this much, so…”  
 
    “Awwww.” I winked. “Maybe I wanted to see it?”  
 
    “You-- you want me to dance for you?” Nevar gulped. “In this state?”  
 
    “That’s part of your mating ritual, isn’t it?” I asked. “Believe it or not, human men would go to special spaces where women in various states of undress would dance for them. It was a really popular pastime.”  
 
    “If you want me to dance, then I suppose I shall.” Nevar smiled, though I saw a glint in her eye that made me think she was nervous.  
 
    The topless woman cleared her throat, looked down at her feet, and held out her hands to the side. Then she took two small steps forward before she bent at the waist and proceeded to sway her entire torso back and forth precisely once. As she did so, her breasts jiggled in time with her motions, and I felt a large grin twist up the sides of my mouth.  
 
    Nevar repeated the same move three more times before she finally got to the good stuff.  
 
    My mouth fell to the ground as I watched Nevar clasp her hands above her head and then sashay her hips in a circular motion, all while she turned three hundred and sixty degrees. As she turned, the Aviar woman’s feet stomped in time with an invisible beat, but I didn’t pay too much attention to that. I was more focused on the sexy woman’s hips and ass as she moved them rhythmically, in addition to the way her breasts jiggled with each motion.  
 
    I felt my cock growing harder by the second, to the point where I wondered if it was going to tear through the fabric of my pants.  
 
    Finally, Nevar stopped and placed her hands on her hips.  
 
    “Wow,” I said as I clapped my hands. “That was fucking fantastic.”  
 
    “I can see you enjoyed it,” Nevar said as her emerald eyes glanced down at my pitched tent. “Though I suppose that’s to be expected. It is a mating dance, after all.”  
 
    Mission fucking accomplished.  
 
    I couldn’t wait any longer. I was already revved up and ready to go before, but now that I’d seen what Nevar could do with her body? I’d gone from six o’clock to midnight in a flash.  
 
    I yanked my shirt off as I approached the beautiful bird-woman, and she responded by biting her bottom lip and looking over my body. Then my hands grabbed onto the sides of Nevar’s wooden bottoms and gave them a soft, firm tug. The wood slid down her long, toned legs without much effort, and I had to get down on my knees as I pulled them off her body. As I removed her armor, I was greeted by her soft, tender womanhood, which was right at eye level.  
 
    Her cleanshaven pussy was dripping wet with arousal, and I could see her clitoris was equally as excited.  
 
    The second I was back onto my feet, Nevar had her hands around my waistband. Then she yanked my pants down with one quick motion and gasped as my rock-hard erection nearly struck her in the face.  
 
    “Careful,” I warned. “This thing’s been known to go off sporadically.”  
 
    “Just as long as it goes off inside me…” the bird-woman said as she studied my dick with her eyes. “That might be difficult, though. There’s nowhere to lay down.”  
 
    “We’re not laying down,” I growled, and then I reached down and picked up Nevar under her armpits.  
 
    As soon as she was back on her feet, I wrapped my arms around the back of her thighs and lifted her up into the air.  
 
    “Draco Rex!” she gasped as her eyes grew the size of saucers. “This is quite… unconventional.”  
 
    “Get used to it,” I said, and then I adjusted her so I had a firm grip on her soft, supple legs.  
 
    I pressed my lips against Nevar’s once more, and we began to kiss with the passion of two long-lost lovers.  
 
    That was when I put her up against a nearby tree.  
 
    “Oh, gods!” she purred as her back pressed against the trunk.  
 
    The shaft of my dick was pressed vertically up against her labia, which was now throbbing to the beat of her pulse. I felt her warm, sweet juices dripping out onto my balls and my legs, and I knew she was more than ready for the next step, so I moved my hips back and pressed the head of my erection against her soft, wet opening. Then I took a deep breath before I slowly slid myself into Nevar, and we both groaned with pure ecstasy as her pussy surrounded me.  
 
    “Y-You’re so fucking tight,” I said through a seductive growl.  
 
    That wasn’t an exaggeration, either. It felt like I was trying to push a basketball through a garden hose. Her velvet tunnel quivered and spasmed as I continued to push into her slowly, until she finally let out a whimper.  
 
    “This is torture,” Nevar said with hunger in her eyes. “Stop teasing me, Ben… I want it all, and I want it right now.”  
 
    Before I could bust out any smooth comeback, Nevar wrapped her feet around my waist and pushed me the rest of the way in with a harsh shove.  
 
    “Fuck!” I screamed as I felt the head of my cock press against her cervix.  
 
    I felt my knees turn to jelly from the sheer pleasure of it all, and I had to rest my right hand up against the trunk of the tree to keep from collapsing. Once I regained my composure, I began to nibble on Nevar’s neck while I simultaneously pumped in and out of her slowly.  
 
    The raven-haired beauty let out a long, guttural groan as her body trembled against me. Her pussy and thighs spasmed every single time I moved inside of her, and her love juices were now practically running down my legs.  
 
    Meanwhile, I could tell I was getting close to the promised land.  
 
    My balls were practically up inside my body, and the tight coil in my lower abdomen was building up to levels of tension that I rarely experienced.  
 
    I continued to pump in and out of the beautiful woman as our sounds blended together in a chorus of pleasure.  
 
    “You’re splitting me in half, Draco Rex,” Nevar moaned as she ran one hand through her short black mohawk and leaned back against the tree. “Do it harder.”  
 
    I obliged.  
 
    The muscles in my legs burned like crazy when I increased the intensity of my thrusts, but it was more than fucking worth it.  
 
    Nevar’s mouth fell open as she closed her eyes and let out a few short, hurried moans, and all the while, her pussy had a hold of me like a velvet vise, one I never wanted to let go of me.  
 
    I took the bird-woman’s left nipple into my mouth and dragged my tongue across it in a circular motion. Then, once I had gotten a full taste, I gave it a soft suck.  
 
    “B-Ben!” I felt Nevar take a handful of my hair, and I knew it would all be over soon.  
 
    Her body started to tense up randomly as her moans grew closer and closer together, until finally her fingernails gripped into the scales on my back.  
 
    “Are you ready for the climax, Nevar?” I asked with a wink. “Because it’s gonna be a big one.”  
 
    “Is that what you call it?” the Feathered Monarch whimpered. “I-I want you to fill me with your seed, Draco Rex. I want you to climax and put a child into my fertile womb.”  
 
    “If you insist,” I teased, and then I pressed my lips against Nevar’s.  
 
    That seemed to do the trick.  
 
    “Oh, Ben!” she screamed through our kiss as her body tensed up. “I-I think I’m going to-- Ohhhhhhhhhh!”  
 
    Nevar froze in place as she let out an eardrum-shattering scream, and then her legs wrapped around me so tightly I thought they might just cut off my circulation.  
 
    Her tight, velvet tunnel spasmed around my manhood as she moaned my name, and that sent me over the edge.  
 
    I felt the warm coil in my stomach snap, and my legs began to tremble as I reached the mountaintop. Then my cock and balls flexed as they unloaded buckets of my warm seed into Nevar’s fertile womb.  
 
    My vision went completely black as a wave of pure ecstasy washed over me, and for a split second all I could experience was the sound of Nevar and me cumming together. It must have led to some sort of heightened sensation, because pleasureful spasms took over my entire lower half as I struggled to stay upright.  
 
    Our moans and groans eventually began to subside as my vision returned, and my muscles started to cramp up. The first thing that my fresh eyes saw were Nevar’s beautiful green ones, which were shining as bright as the morning sun.  
 
    The Aviar woman had a mile-wide smile plastered to her face, and her cheeks were flushed with a bit of a blush. Even though her hair was a bit unkempt, she was simply glowing.  
 
    And she was fucking beautiful. 
 
    “You’re so gorgeous,” I said as I ran my hand along the side of her face, and then I gave her one last soft kiss.  
 
    “I appreciate the compliment, Draco Rex,” Nevar said, and then she let go of my waist. “But you don’t need to keep it up. I think we both got what we wanted from this little… transaction.”  
 
    “I’m just telling you the truth.” I shrugged. “You’re beautiful, Nevar.”  
 
    “I won’t be if my back is all cut up from the tree bark,” the raven-haired beauty said with a chuckle.  
 
    I pulled away from the tree and gently set Nevar back on her feet. She wobbled a bit when she took her first step, but then the Aviar scooped up her bottoms and pulled them over her legs.  
 
    “Getting dressed so soon?” I raised an eyebrow. “We’re not really gonna just ‘wham, bam, thank you ma’am’ are we?”  
 
    “What else is there to do?” Nevar asked. “The mating ritual has been completed. I mean, sometimes it is customary for the male to give the female a gift of some sort, but that can be as simple as a stick or a pretty rock.”  
 
    Man. Aviar men apparently really knew how to woo their ladies.  
 
    I pulled my pants onto my body and then plopped down on the ground, right next to the tree we had just fornicated under.  
 
    “Come sit with me.” I patted the ground beside me as I beckoned for Nevar to join. “I may not have a pretty rock or a stick to give you, but I can offer you something even better.”  
 
    “And what’s that?” the Feathered Monarch asked.  
 
    “Pillow talk,” I said with a nod and a smile. “Er-- more like ‘jungle talk.’ It’s the same thing.”  
 
    Nevar’s emerald eyes flitted back and forth, and I figured she was considering my offer. The Aviar woman finally shrugged, and then she strutted over and sat down beside me.  
 
    I put my arm around the beautiful bird-woman, pulled her head against my shoulder, and then rested my noggin against hers. We’d both put our bottoms back on, but we were topless, and Nevar’s soft, silky skin felt like velvet against my own.  
 
    “So, what is this ritual of ‘pillow talk?’” Nevar asked as she looked up at me. “I assume it involves speaking of some sort?”  
 
    “Maybe,” I admitted. “Sometimes, I just like us to lay there and hold each other tight in complete silence. Either way, it’s part of the act.”  
 
    “Fascinating,” Nevar said. “Your human rituals perplex me, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “I can’t exactly say yours are any easier to understand,” I chuckled.  
 
    “What’s there not to understand?” Nevar asked. “The male does his dance, the female does hers, and then they fornicate. Then there is the post-coital gift. It is pretty straightforward if you ask me.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said with a sigh. “Now, we just have to hope my seed took, and you’ve got a mini-Ben inside of you. Actually… That came out wrong. Way wrong. I hope you’re pregnant!”  
 
    “As do I, Ben,” the Aviar woman said, and a soft smile spread across her face. “I’ve seen how strong your seed is, and I’m confident it will impregnate me. If not, then another lovemaking session will be required.”  
 
    “Just as long as I don’t have to do the dance,” I laughed. “But that one you did? You can do that to me anytime you want. Annnnnyyyy time.”  
 
    “Was it good?” she asked with a smirk. “I’ve been perfecting it for many season cycles.”  
 
    “Very good,” I confirmed. “You put the ladies at Coyote Ugly to shame.”  
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” Nevar shrugged. “Though I will always take the compliment.”  
 
    The two of us continued to chat playfully as we sat next to each other and watched the sun move across the jungle sky, but eventually, we figured we needed to get back, since it would be dark in no time at all.  
 
    And even though we’d established ourselves in this new home on Seashuna, it was still a terrible idea to be out in the middle of the forest at night.  
 
    Nevar and I put our tops back on and then began our journey back to the clearing, and we walked on for a few minutes until we exited through the tree line.  
 
    As we did so, we saw several figures lined up, almost as if they were waiting on us specifically.  
 
    It was the Council of Queens.  
 
    Queen Nerissa’s long, silver hair fluttered in the wind behind her, and the shells braided into it reminded me of wind chimes. She wore a stern scowl upon her face, which I instantly recognized as the “we need to talk” expression. 
 
    Batari, the Queen Mother of the Cero people, stood there with her hands on her hips and her head tilted to one side. Her expression was a bit more somber, but I could tell she was trying to put on a face to hide her true emotions.  
 
    Pae and Nadir, though? Neither of those leaders hid anything.  
 
    The hedgehog and raccoon-women laughed as they stood there talking to each other, and it took them the longest of anyone to notice we had arrived. Nadir straightened up when she saw us, and she tapped Pae on the arm to get her to stop talking. The Magnus Dux’s expression went rigid, and she turned to face us.  
 
    Dalwen, Kwah, and Ainsley stood on either side of the Council, though they all were completely stone-faced.  
 
    “Uh-oh,” I said as I walked up to the Council. “I don’t like the way you’re looking at me, guys. Did I do something wrong?”  
 
    “We don’t even know if I’m pregnant yet!” Nevar blurted out. “I am sorry, Sister, but there will be another heir to the Feathered Monarch throne.”  
 
    “What?” Kwah scoffed. “I don’t give a dragon’s ass about that. Buuuuutttt now that you told me… I’m gonna make sure my kid is way better than yours. I mean, I already know they’re going to be anyway, but now I’m going to go out of my way to make sure.”  
 
    “We certainly don’t punish women for getting pregnant by Ben’s hand,” Nerissa said with a roll of her eyes. “That is simply him doing his kingly duties.”  
 
    “What is this about, then?” I asked. “You gathered up the entire Council to talk to me. Why?”  
 
    “Because, Ben,” Dalwen said as she stepped forward. “We believe we have found a way to end the war.”  
 
    What? My pulse quickened as a cold sweat broke out around my face.  
 
    “End the war?” I asked. “As in…”  
 
    “As in getting onto the orc island and sabotaging its defenses,” Nadir said with a toothy grin. “And then marching in there and lopping all their heads off their shoulders!”  
 
    “What Nadir is trying to say is that Isla has made a breakthrough on the map,” Nerissa said. “She has found a way to get you onto the orc island, completely undetected.”  
 
    Holy shit. This was huge.  
 
    If what Nerissa was telling me was true, it could change the tide of this entire long, drawn-out war.  
 
    And if we could end the war, we’d never have to worry about the orcs again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    “Take me to Isla,” I demanded. “Like, right now. What kind of a breakthrough are we talking about?”  
 
    “I will let her explain it to you herself in more detail,” Nerissa said as she motioned for me to follow. “But essentially she believes there is a way onto the orc island that could circumvent the Shadow Dragon’s shield.”  
 
    “No way.” I shook my head. “How the hell did she manage that?”  
 
    “It’s best for her to explain,” Kwah said with a raised finger. “Even I was kinda having trouble understanding what she was saying.”  
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me,” Nevar giggled.  
 
    Kwah just rolled her eyes and stuck out her tongue at her sister before she turned away.  
 
    Then the Council of Queens led me back to the center of the clearing, where Isla sat cross-legged in the dirt. The one-eyed dragonkin woman had her arms folded across her large, pregnant belly, and she held the map of the orc island in her hands.  
 
    “The Draco Rex has returned,” Nerissa announced as we walked up. “And he is ecstatic about your discovery.”  
 
    “So, I’m assuming that means you didn’t tell him about the orc shit, did you?” Isla opened her one eye and smirked.  
 
    “Uhh… Orc shit?” I asked. “What’s orc shit have to do with anything?”  
 
    “Let me show you,” Isla said as she unfolded the map and slowly got back onto her feet, and then the silver-scaled dragonkin woman wandered over beside me before she leaned up against my shoulder and held out the map so I could read it.  
 
    “What am I looking for, Isla?” I asked as my eyes flitted back and forth across the paper. “This looks like the same ‘ol map to me.”  
 
    “It is,” Isla confirmed, but then she pointed to one of the lines that had been scribbled onto the land mass. “But I made a very important discovery. Remember how we thought these were just roads? These lines here?”  
 
    “Well, yeah,” I said with a sigh. “They’re spread out all across the island, interconnected with all the places marked as villages. What else could they be?”  
 
    “That’s what I thought, as well,” she continued. “Until I noticed something somewhat… inconsistent. Do you notice that each of these lines are marked with either an ‘R’ or a ‘P?’ And how there are small dots every now and then that are labeled with a ‘SH?’ Well, I did a bit of digging in the dragonkin archives.”  
 
    “Why would your archives have anything to do with an orc map?” Nevar asked.  
 
    “Even though the orcs were ultimately victorious against our men and water dragons, we killed plenty of them, too,” Isla said with a narrowed eye. “We made it a habit to loot the bodies, particularly once it was apparent we were going to lose the war, and we needed to figure out how to survive… Essentially, this map I’m holding is not the first orc document we have ever encountered.”  
 
    “So, we have another map?” I asked. “One with a similar coding system?”  
 
    “I wish,” Isla scoffed. “We just have a few letters and journals from slain orcs. Thankfully, they were written in common, so I was able to decipher them fairly easily.” 
 
    “And?” I raised an eyebrow and motioned for Isla to finish up the story. “What did you find?”  
 
    “I’ve been misinterpreting the legends on this document the whole time,” the dragonkin woman said. “I was never quite able to figure out what the ‘SH’ stood for, but thanks to a rather profane letter a slain orc wrote back to his wife--”  
 
    “Slave,” Nerissa growled. “Orcs don’t have wives, they have sex slaves.”  
 
    “Okay, fine.” Isla shrugged. “The orc was writing to the sex slave he considered his favorite. But that term doesn’t matter. What matters is the terminology he used when talking about… the latrine.”  
 
    “The latrine?” Nevar squawked. “You cracked the code by reading about a latrine?”  
 
    “Actually, yes,” the one-eyed beauty said with a nod. “In the letter, he complained the ship he was on didn’t have any ‘shit holes’ like they had back home. He then went on to talk in great, horrific detail about everything that goes on in an orc latrine, but that’s not pertinent to this conversation.”  
 
    “Do you understand what she is saying, Draco Rex?” Nevar asked. “Because I’ll admit I’m completely lost.”  
 
    “I’m kinda with her, Isla,” I said. “I’m not seeing the connection here.”  
 
    “Shit hole.” Isla rolled her hand as if to prompt the answer. “ An abbreviation of which could be ‘SH.’”  
 
    “That still seems like a random coincidence.” I shook my head. “‘SH’ could stand for anything. Besides, that doesn’t explain why they are attached to lines labeled with a ‘P’ and a ‘R.’”  
 
    “Sure it does!” Isla clapped her hands together and smiled. “I did a little bit more digging through our archive of orc documents and found another reference to something they called ‘Piss Lines.’ And then in another document there was a comment about the great system of ‘Removal Ducts’ underneath the cities.”  
 
    “So what you’re saying is--” I began, but Isla cut me off with an excited giggle.  
 
    “Those lines aren’t roads, Ben!” Isla said. “They’re the map of a sewer system.”  
 
    “Okay.” Nevar crossed her arms across her chest. “So we know how the orcs remove their bodily waste. How does that give us any sort of tactical advantage?”  
 
    “Follow the map, my friend,” the one-eyed dragonkin said as she placed her finger up to a spot on the northeast side of the island. “What do you see here?”  
 
    I squinted as I leaned in and tried to see what Isla was talking about.  
 
    There, at the tip of her finger, was a line labeled “R” that jutted out past the boundaries of the island and out into the ocean.  
 
    And past the perimeter of the Shadow Dragon’s shield.  
 
    “Oh, my god,” I breathed as I stepped back and ran my fingers through my hair. “Isla… This is huge!”  
 
    “We know,” Dalwen said with a half-smile. “Which is why we came and found you right away, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “I’m still trying to figure out why they would put in such a major security flaw,” Ainsley half-asked.  
 
    “Think about it,” I told the deer-woman. “If that pipeline was inside the bubble, then all of their excrement would just get stuck inside with them. I don’t know how they’re doing it, but they have it draining out just beyond the edge, probably so it goes off into the ocean and doesn’t float back to their shores.”  
 
    “Those poor sea creatures.” Batari shuddered.  
 
    “This really is a game-changer,” I said as I looked at the Queens. “I’d seen that line on the map before, but I figured it was their main road. You know… The port where they entered and exited the magic bubble via a pier or something. I assumed it would be the most heavily-guarded spot on the entire island.”  
 
    “It may still be,” Kwah said. “These orcs may be stupid, but I don’t think even they would be dumb enough to leave the only entrance to their island unprotected.”  
 
    “I think you overestimate the orcs,” Ainsley grumbled. “They make the seashells we collect on the beaches look intelligent.”  
 
    “And I think you’re underestimating them,” I said to the strawberry-blonde Niralope. “Their grunts are about as dumb as they come, but their captains and their leaders seem to know what they’re doing. You don’t capture several deadly dragons and create one of the most secure islands in the ocean by being a complete idiot.”  
 
    “So, you think the pipes will be guarded?” Nerissa asked.  
 
    “Not necessarily.” I shook my head. “If I had to guess I’d imagine it’s somewhere in the middle. I bet there’s guards stationed at the pipe, but it’s not going to be anywhere near as well-protected as Kwah claims.”  
 
    “We can handle a few guards,” Batari said as she slammed her fist into her open palm. “We killed the Skudawar, after all!”  
 
    “If you’re right, Isla, and those really are the island’s sewer systems… Then we’re in really good shape,” I admitted. “I mean, they cover pretty much the entire island, and they’ve got a fuck-ton of exit points.”  
 
    “And by exit points you mean…” Ainsley trailed off with a shudder.  
 
    “Shit holes,” I said with a chuckle. “Yeah, we’re gonna have to be climbing out of shit holes, and probably walking through a bunch of orc waste.”  
 
    “I hope you don’t want all of us to come on this one.” Pae frowned. “That sounds like it would be horrific, and not very safe for those of us who are pregnant.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t ask you to do that,” I said to the hedgehog-woman as I looked her deep in the eyes. “In fact, I’m thinking this will be a pretty small mission, considering we can’t fit our entire army through the sewer system.”  
 
    “A small force?” Nerissa asked with a gasp. “Ben, you are walking straight into enemy territory. Without your army, that is practically a suicide mission.”  
 
    “We can’t get everyone there,” I repeated. “The orcs would pick us off easily before we even had a chance to break through their shield. If we want this to succeed, we’re gonna need a bit more stealth. That’s why I’m thinking I go out with a small team who can help me get inside and stop the dragon.”  
 
    “And then you’ll be all alone, surrounded by the legions of the Grand Gar,” Dalwen warned. “All of which will be alerted to your presences.”  
 
    “That’s why I’m taking a bunch of flyers and small dragons,” I said with a laugh. “The second that shield is down, I want to get us the fuck out of there. Once we’re back on Seashuna, we can regroup and prepare for an all-out invasion.”  
 
    “All alone, surrounded by thousands of enemies, with nobody to help?” Nadir whispered to herself, and then a smile twisted up her cheeks. “Count me in, Ben!”  
 
    “That still might not be enough,” Pae said, and her frown only deepened. “Surely they will see you fleeing, will they not?”  
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “And if they do, I’m just gonna pray our flyers know how to serpentine.”  
 
    “Now is not the time for jokes, Ben!” Ainsley hissed as she slapped me on the shoulder. “Your people need you alive. Algon and the rest of your children need you alive… I need you alive.”  
 
    When I looked into the blonde’s eyes, I saw two pools of bright blue staring back at me. They were full of tears, and Ainsley’s bottom lip was trembling as she tried to hold back her emotions.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I said as I pulled her into my chest and kissed her on the crest of her head. “I know you all worry about me, but this isn’t any more dangerous than any of the other crazy adventures I’ve been on before.”  
 
    “Certainly it is,” Nerissa said. “You are walking into the homeland of our greatest enemy and essentially announcing your presence.”  
 
    “As well as your attempt to invade,” Batari added. “Once the Shadow Dragon’s shield is out of commission, they will realize the next step is war.”  
 
    “Yeessssssssss,” Nadir practically moaned, and her tail twitched with glee.  
 
    “I know that,” I said as I looked my beloved Queens in the eyes. “And for the first time since becoming the Draco Rex, I feel-- No, I know we have enough firepower to actually take them down once and for all. We’ve got nine fire-breathers, four water dragons, a wind dragon, a sparrow dragon, and a land dragon. That alone is enough to take out a small army, but then we also have all of you guys and your people, all of whom have become mighty warriors.”  
 
    “And the Council of Dragons.” Kwah reminded me. “They would surely come to your aid if you asked them.”  
 
    “See?” I threw out my hands to my side. “We have the Council of Dragons, too. The orcs don’t stand a chance. We just have to get their shield down.”  
 
    “I don’t know, Ben,” Pae said as she placed her hands on her slender hips. “The orcs have dragons of their own, too.”  
 
    “An entire fleet of cannon-bearing ships, as well,” Nerissa added. “We only have two.”  
 
    “We have Seashuna,” I said with a scoff. “We don’t need a fleet to get us there… When it comes time for the final battle, she and the other dragons can bring our forces right up to the orc island. As for their fleet? The fire-breathers can take that out on their own.”  
 
    “Hopefully not all of them,” Nadir said. “I’ve had a strange urge to smash some skulls underneath my axe.”  
 
    “Didn’t you just do that with all the creatures from the storm?” Pae asked with wide eyes and a scrunched-up face.  
 
    “It’s not the same as an orc’s head, Pae,” the dark-haired Coonag woman sighed as she looked up to the sky longingly. “There’s just something about watching their green flesh turn a shade of crimson… Hearing the satisfying crunch as their bones are smashed to bits… Watching their muscular bodies lying there helpless, twitching uselessly as their life drains out of them…”  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks,” Batari said with a gulp.  
 
    “It sounds like you’ve already gotten your first volunteer,” Kwah said.  
 
    “I’m going to go, as well,” Batari added. “I’m assuming Swaer will be one of the ‘small dragons’ you take, correct?”  
 
    “Of course.” I nodded. “You don’t get much smaller than him.”  
 
    “I don’t want him to go on the journey alone,” the white-haired rhino-woman said. “He needs his bondmate to keep him out of trouble.”  
 
    “I would assume that means you’ll want Ethala, as well?” Dalwen asked. “I am not sure if Zerandrie would be up to the task of another long journey.”  
 
    “I’m not asking Zerandrie to go.” I shook my head. “I’m not asking any of the pregnant women to go, mainly because I know how dangerous this is going to be. If something were to happen to our party, I would want to give the rest of our people a fighting chance. That’s obviously not going to happen if I put the next generation at risk.”  
 
    “We shall ask for volunteers, then,” Nerissa said. “Isla? You have done quite a good job explaining the map. Would you like to do it again, this time for the whole village?”  
 
    “With pleasure!” Isla said as she rubbed her hands together and smiled.  
 
    With that, all of us turned and headed back to the main area of the clearing, but Isla and I remained at the “stage” area of our village while the members of the Council of Queens went out and gathered up their respective peoples. Then, in no time at all, the two of us were staring down at a massive crowd of everybody we’d known over our time as dragonkin.  
 
    “Hello, everyone,” Nerissa began as she paced back and forth in front of us. “Isla and the Draco Rex have a very, very important discovery they wish to inform you about, as well as a new journey that lies ahead. Isla? Do you wish to go first?”  
 
    All eyes were on the one-eyed dragonkin woman as she stepped to the front of the stage and held out the map for everyone to see, and then Isla proceeded to go through the entirety of what she’d just told me, from the lines on the map to the process that led to her discovery, as well as the mission ahead. She talked about how we would try to sneak onto the orc island through the sewer system, find the Shadow Dragon, and then figure out a way to take it out of the equation. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Jonas’ voice said from somewhere in the crowd. “That means I must be a member of this party, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “I’ll let the party leader talk about that,” Isla said before she stepped to the side and looked back at me over her shoulder.  
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said as I walked to the front of the stage. “If you’re down for it, Jonas. You’re the only one around here who knows how to do a rebonding ceremony, after all. I have no idea if we’ll have a chance to rebond the Shadow Dragon, or if we’ll have to put the poor, tortured soul out of its misery… But if we have the opportunity to rebond it, I want you there.”  
 
    “I see,” the dragonkin elder said before he sighed. “As nervous as this makes me, I humbly accept your request, Draco Rex.”  
 
    “Thank you, Jonas,” I said as I did a little bow toward the soothsayer, and then I looked around at the rest of the crowd. “Now comes the fun part… I need volunteers to help on this one. Preferably people who think they could be good at stealth--”  
 
    “That would be me!” I heard Shala blurt out from the crowd. “I know how to sneak around and all that fun stuff.”  
 
    “Nobody who’s pregnant.” I shook my head. “This is going to be arguably the most dangerous journey we’ve ever been on, and I’m not risking any of my children.”  
 
    “You’re gonna risk me, Dad,” Arrick said in a defiant tone. “There’s no way I’m letting you go without me.”  
 
    “Don’t be an idiot, Arrick!” Marella said with a snort. “You’re not the type of warrior Dad is looking for.”  
 
    “Arrick’s not strong enough!” Lizzie, one of my twin girls, teased. “Arrick’s not brave enough!”  
 
    “Arrick, Arrick, thinks he’s tough,” her sister, Amaria, joined in with a playful rhyme. “But we all know that’s just a bluff!”  
 
    “Shut up!” the Dragon Prince hissed. “I’m way tough.”  
 
    “I volunteer, Draco Rex!” Kehlaan, Pae’s teenage son, said as he stood up in the crowd. “It would be my honor to fight alongside you on a death-defying mission.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Arrick grumbled. “If he’s going, then I’m definitely going, too!”  
 
    “Calm down, son,” I said to the boy. “I would be glad to have both of you come along.”  
 
    “What?” Pae and Nerissa gasped in unison.  
 
    “Hear me out, you guys--” I held up my hands, but they both went full “mother mode” on me.  
 
    “You won’t risk the pregnant women, but you will risk our son?” Nerissa asked.  
 
    “And the brother of our child?” Pae said, and she rubbed her swollen belly for added effect.  
 
    “I’ve fought next to both of them before,” I said as I looked over at the two boys and smiled. “They are excellent warriors, and they are wise beyond their years. Besides, they’re going to be the leaders of our peoples eventually, right? They need all the experience they can get for when that time comes.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Pae sighed. “But know I do not approve.”  
 
    “Come on, Mom…” Kehlaan said in a somewhat whiny tone. “I sat out the last adventure.”  
 
    “Is that what you really want, Kehlaan?” Pae raised a silver eyebrow. “Or are you simply trying to impress Marella?”  
 
    Kehlaan’s face turned beet-red at his mother’s comments, and he instantly looked down at his feet.  
 
    Marella simply shook her head and rolled her eyes, but this time I noticed something a bit different about her reaction.  
 
    She smiled.  
 
    It was only a half-smile, and it disappeared quick enough that the untrained eye wouldn’t have paid it much attention, but for the first time since they’d met, Marella had actually smiled at Kehlaan’s antics.  
 
    Maybe the kid will become my future son-in-law yet.  
 
    “I want to be the leader my people expect me to be,” Kehlaan said as he lifted his chin. “How can I show my strength and my courage if I’m stuck on an island planting crops and fishing the whole time?”  
 
    “What he said.” Arrick pointed to Kehlaan.  
 
    “If this is how you truly feel, then I shall accept your decision,” Pae said with a nod.  
 
    “I am with Pae on this matter,” Nerissa said. “If it is truly what you want, then I shall say no more.”  
 
    “Yes!” Arrick said with a little fist-pump.  
 
    Surely you know I shall come along, Benjamin, Bungal said from the back of the crowd. What would an adventure to a faraway land be without your resident, jolly dragon?  
 
    I’m coming, too, dear one, George said. You’re going to need all the help you can get.  
 
    “Sorry, guys,” I sighed. “I don’t know the exact measurements of those sewer pipes, but I can promise they’ll be too small for both of you. Same thing for Huwar or any of the fire-breathers. That’s why I’m just asking for the three small dragons on this one.”  
 
    Egads… Bungal frowned, and his jowls jiggled with each shake of his head. An adventure without Bungal the Mighty? What ever shall I do?  
 
    “You can watch the little ones,” Nadir said, and a devilish grin spread across her face. “They love playing with Uncle Bungal.”  
 
    Instantly, the fat dragon’s eyes went wide, and a panicked expression crossed his face as his body went tense.  
 
    Oh, dear, he said with a gulp. I do believe that’s more dangerous than going onto the orc island.  
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Nadir said and waved her hand. “Just remember to cover any soft tissue while they’re climbing on you, okay?”  
 
    Bungal let out a soft snort, but he still looked absolutely petrified.  
 
    “Who else?” I asked the crowd. “We’re getting a pretty damn good crew so far, but I want to make sure we have a bit of diversity in terms of skills.”  
 
    “I’m coming, as well,” Jemma said. “You’ll need a sharpshooter, and Tirian will need his bondmate to guide him.’  
 
    Thank you for the vote of confidence, Tirian teased.  
 
    “You’ve gone on plenty of journeys without me,” the Niralope said with a wink. “I don’t know how you survived without me there to watch your back.”  
 
    The same way I survive when you are around, the silver fire-breather said. By flying around, dodging attacks, and shooting deadly fire out of my mouth.  
 
    “You know what?” Maca, the colorful red and blue Aviar woman, said with a huff. “Screw it. I’m coming, too. I’m with the kids… I need a little bit of excitement in my life. Building a bunch of buildings is kinda boring.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Zikiu growled. “When this is all constructed, our home will be a work of art.”  
 
    “I’ll leave that to you, then,” Maca said. “I want to go out and see the world.”  
 
    “I won’t let you go alone, Maca,” Teeka giggled. “Somebody’s got to keep an eye on you, and I’m the only one who’s bold enough to do it.”  
 
    “If you say so, dear.” Maca winked at the emerald-haired woman.  
 
    “I suppose I’m the only Morpho woman who can come along,” Holara said timidly. “Just based on the fact I’m the only one of us who isn’t pregnant.”  
 
    “I have a feeling that will change if you go on this journey,” Elzara said with a giggle.  
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Ahwara snickered. “I think he’s going to go five-for-five on our species.”  
 
    “And you know you can’t go anywhere without me,” Mira said with a warm smile.  
 
    “Of course not,” I said. “What’s a captain without his second mate?”  
 
    “Not much.” The golden-scaled beauty winked. “Not much at all.”  
 
    “It’s settled, then.” I looked out to the crowd. “Our team of fourteen will set sail first thing in the morning via The Dragon Queen. Everybody else? Keep working on making this place our home.”  
 
    “And prepare for war,” Mira said in a stern tone. “If we return, we will need all hands on deck for the next step of our plan.”  
 
    “If” we came back? Fuck, Mira was serious about this.  
 
    The fourteen of us were about to head directly into the belly of the beast. And, even though I was confident in the abilities of all my allies, there was a very good chance we wouldn’t come back.  
 
    I just had to hope Isla’s reading of the map was correct.  
 
    Because if it wasn’t?  
 
    We’d be coming back to our home island in tiny, chopped-up pieces.  
 
    Or worse.  
 
    We wouldn’t come back at all.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    Here we are, Draco Rex, Seashuna’s calming, motherly voice said as the island slowed to a crawl. We are a few hundred miles away from the orc island. This is as far as I will take you for now.  
 
    “Thank you, Seashuna,” I said as I stood behind the wheel of The Dragon Queen. “If all goes well, we should be back in a day or two at most.”  
 
    How shall we find you again? Mira asked both me and the living island telepathically. We could very easily get blown off course or end up on the island for longer than expected.  
 
    I shall wait for you here, the island answered. I shall not move from this spot for anything short of an orc attack. You have my word.  
 
    “Anyone who can hear me needs to take a bit of advice,” I said to my remaining friends who had the dragonbond. “Seashuna has gone out of her way to help us out. Make sure you hunt down and kill a lot of parasites while we’re gone.”  
 
    We intend to, dear one, George said with a nod. My family has actually become quite fond of their flavor.  
 
    And I will simply hunt them to quell my boredom, Bungal added. And perhaps as a way to escape my babysitting duties…  
 
    “You’re gonna break their little hearts,” Nadir said to her bondmate. “They love getting to play with Uncle Bungal.”  
 
    Play with? the thespian dragon grumbled. Unless I am mistaken, they have a tendency to play on me, rather than with me.  
 
    “Same thing.” The Coonag leader shrugged. “Just take care of the kids while we’re gone, okay?”  
 
    Nadir, Mira, and Batari were all underneath the masts of the ship, since they were the ones responsible for the sails. Meanwhile, Kehlaan and Arrick stood a few feet away on the deck and sparred with wooden swords.  
 
    Then there were the two Aviar women, both of whom sat up in the literal crow’s nest of the vessel.  
 
    I guess there was a reason they called it that, after all.  
 
    Jonas, Jemma, and Holara simply stood over at the edge of the ship as they waved goodbye to all of their friends out on shore.  
 
    The entire village had gathered around the lagoon to see us off, as did all of the dragons.  
 
    Take care of yourself, Ethala, Zerandrie’s timid voice said to her beloved bondmate. I know you’re strong, but be smart.  
 
    It is alright, my friend, Ethala answered. I was on my own long before you and Ben came along, so this is no different than then.  
 
    It’s much different, the frail Morpho woman said. This time, you’re headed straight into a nest of angry bees. Angry bees that have cannons and swords.  
 
    Angry bees that are easy to kill, the Sparrow Dragon reminded her bondmate. I shall take care.  
 
    I watched Zerandrie give Ethala a pat on the head and a scritch underneath the chin, and then the Sparrow Dragon flew up into the air and floated over to the deck of The Dragon Queen.  
 
    Meanwhile, Tirian was saying goodbye to his mother.  
 
    I know you’re worried, Mom, the silver dragon said to the large golden one. But I promise I’ll come back to you. We won’t get separated again… Not ever.  
 
    Tirian rested the side of his neck against Ralea’s, and the golden dragon returned the gesture. It was heartwarming to watch the two dragons hug each other in their own unique way, but it also brought along a twinge of sadness.  
 
    We’d saved Tirian from the orcs when he was still in his egg, but he lived the first year of his life without knowing his mother. And now that he had found her, and she was tamed enough to be an ally, he was rushing off on another deadly journey.  
 
    Hopefully, if all went well, this would be one of the last.  
 
    Swaer didn’t really have any heartfelt goodbyes to make. The little furry wind dragon was wrapped around Batari’s arm, and he raised his head up and moved it around like a red noodle as he looked around the ship. Swaer had grown significantly since we’d hatched him back on the Cero island, but he was still small enough at the moment to fit onto Batari’s shoulder snugly.  
 
    It was like watching a dog with its owner. He never really wanted to be away from her.  
 
    Finally, once we’d all said our goodbyes, we headed out to sea, and the rest of the village shouted out good luck wishes and blessings as we sailed across the lagoon and into the river that led to the open ocean.  
 
    Soon, we passed over the threshold, and we were free from Seashuna’s wake.  
 
    Good luck, Benjamin, Seashuna’s voice said in my head. Hopefully, I will see you again soon.  
 
    I really hoped so, too.  
 
    My crew all turned back to the shore and waved at their loved ones on the beach, but soon we were far enough out that everyone back on Seashuna looked like they were the size of housecats.  
 
    “We’re out in the open sea!” I called out to all my crew. “Come about with The Dragon Queen, and lower the sails. Full speed ahead!”  
 
    Nadir, Mira, and Batari quickly hopped up and unfurled the lines of our vessel, and the massive white swatches of fabric unrolled from the tops of the masts. The wind was directly behind us, so it caught each of the sails and pushed against their resistance.  
 
    I turned the wheel of the ship slightly to the left, and we set off toward the orc island.  
 
    After about twenty minutes, I peered back over my shoulder and saw Seashuna was nothing but a large, distant shape on the horizon.  
 
    We truly were all alone out here now.  
 
    “Yeow!” Kehlaan gasped as he fell down flat on his ass.  
 
    “I told you I was the superior swordsman,” Arrick said with a smirk as he set his wooden sword on the ground. “My dad’s been training me since I was a toddler.”  
 
    Much to my surprise, Arrick took a step forward and held out his hand for Kehlaan to take. This kid had come a long way since the first time he met the Spindrel boy and punched him in the face for flirting with Marella. Now, after many more battles, dinners, and long nights by the fire, it seemed like the two boys were friends.  
 
    That was good. Kehlaan was the only other boy who was around Arrick’s maturity right now, and he needed some friends other than his own siblings.  
 
    “Stupid sword,” Kehlaan grumbled as he took Arrick’s hand and was lifted back to his feet. “If we’d been fighting with my staff, I’d have beaten you easily.”  
 
    “You wanna bet?” Arrick raised his eyebrows and crossed his arms over his chest. “I bet I could beat you even then.”  
 
    “Get serious, Arrick,” the Spindrel boy said with a scoff. “I’ve been training with all the other Spindrel women for years. I’ve killed just about every type of creature with my trusty weapon, and I have no doubt I’d defeat you.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk at the unfolding situation. Arrick may have been brave and loyal, and he may have grown into a good leader and strong warrior, but he still had one fatal flaw.  
 
    Like many teenage boys, he was cocky as fuck, and he needed to get his ego kept in check.  
 
    And I had a feeling that was exactly what was about to happen here.  
 
    “I’ll make you a bet,” Arrick said as he walked over and picked up a nearby shovel. “We spar again with the giant stick--”  
 
    “Double-sided staff,” Kehlaan corrected.  
 
    “Double-sided staff,” the Dragon Prince said with a roll of his eyes. “We spar with the double-sided staff, and the loser has to do the winner’s ship chores.”  
 
    “So, you’d scrub the deck instead of me?” Kehlaan whistled. 
 
    “If you win,” Arrick said. “If I win, though, you have to take over my latrine duties.”  
 
    Kehlaan’s face turned into a scowl, and he looked up to the sky as his eyes narrowed. The Spindrel boy rubbed his chin for a moment before finally, he snapped his fingers and smiled at Arrick.  
 
    “I accept your wager,” Kehlaan said, and then he pulled his double-sided staff from his back. “I can’t wait to get a break from scrubbing the deck!”  
 
    “Save some of that energy,” Arrick said as he held the shovel like a Spindrel weapon. “You’re gonna need it when you’re dumping out the shitters.”  
 
    I watched amusedly as the two boys circled each other like housecats locked in a state of play. Every now and then, Arrick moved the spade end of the shovel, but Kehlaan wasn’t biting on his bluff.  
 
    “Come on, already!” Mira called out. “This is the most boring fight I’ve ever seen.”  
 
    Sure enough, all of the rest of the crew had turned to watch the “epic” fight between the two boys. Everyone had amused expressions on their faces, but their eyes were fixed firmly on the two combatants.  
 
    This may have been a friendly sparring match, but we took these things really, really seriously on the dragonkin island.  
 
    Finally, Kehlaan made his move.  
 
    The Spindrel boy lurched forward and struck out at Arrick’s right leg, but my son blocked the attack with the spade of the shovel before he spun around and lashed out at Kehlaan’s face with the blunt end.  
 
    Kehlaan was way too fast, though. The Spindrel boy simply side-stepped the attack, let out a short grunt, and struck Arrick in the right side of his body. He hit the Dragon Prince with the round, blunt edge of his weapon, but Arrick still let out a yelp as he stumbled to the side. Then Kehlaan spun around and stooped down in an attempt to take out Arrick’s legs, but my son was quick to jump over the attack.  
 
    As Arrick jumped, he threw out his left boot and slammed it right into Kehlaan’s chest.  
 
    The Spindrel boy grunted as he was tossed backward onto his ass, but he didn’t have much time to recover. Kehlaan rolled out of the way just as the wide end of Arrick’s shovel came down onto the deck with a dull thud, and then the boy jumped back to his feet.  
 
    He made an upward swing at Arrick with his double-sided staff, and Arrick was just barely able to avoid the attack.  
 
    Apparently, though, this was just what Kehlaan wanted.  
 
    Without missing a beat, Kehlaan reversed his swing and brought the blunt part of his staff down onto Arrick’s skull.  
 
    “Ack!” my son gasped as the wooden staff slammed into his head and knocked him down onto his knees.  
 
    Arrick desperately swung his shovel around and tried to take out Kehlaan’s legs, but the Spindrel boy was ready.  
 
    Kehlaan sprang up into the air, tossed out both his bare feet, and slammed them into Arrick’s chest.  
 
    The Dragon Prince let out a growl of frustration as he fell onto his back and hit the deck, hard, but luckily for Arrick, Kehlaan’s dropkick had left the Spindrel boy on his back, as well.  
 
    Both the combatants flipped up onto their feet and held their staffs at the ready.  
 
    “I hope you’ve got a lot of arm strength,” Kehlaan said. “Because it takes a ton of scrubbing to get some of those stains out of the deck.”  
 
    “You know,” Arrick growled. “I was going to let you borrow my nose plug when you did the latrines, but now I think I’m just gonna hold onto it for myself.”  
 
    “You’re the one who’ll be doing the cleaning.” Kehlaan shrugged.  
 
    This time, Arrick made the first move.  
 
    Instead of attacking with either end of the shovel, Arrick held the wooden hilt tight and tossed the entire shovel forward. Kehlaan blocked the blow by twisting his staff so it was perpendicular to Arrick’s, but the impact of the attack was enough to make him stumble backward.  
 
    Arrick quickly spun around and slammed the blunt end of the shovel into Kehlaan’s side, which caused the Spindrel boy to yelp in pain. My son tried to take advantage of his stunned opponent by twirling back around and striking him with the flat head of the shovel, but Kehlaan was prepared.  
 
    Kehlaan’s face fell into a snarl as he whipped the left end of his staff up and knocked Arrick’s shovel up and away from his body. Then, without missing a beat, the Spindrel boy brought the same end of his weapon down and slammed it into the Dragon Prince’s side with a powerful thud.  
 
    However, Kehlaan wasn’t done yet.  
 
    Before Arrick could make another move, Kehlaan lashed out with the other side of his staff and slammed it into the back of Arrick’s left hand, and the dragonkin boy yelped as he let go of his weapon completely.  
 
    Kehlaan then slammed the length of his weapon against Arrick’s chest, spun around like Darth fucking Maul, and held the point of his staff against Arrick’s throat.  
 
    “Okay, okay!” Arrick held up his hands as he conceded defeat. “You win.”  
 
    “Have fun scrubbing the decks.” Kehlaan grinned as he lowered his weapon and held out his hand. “In all seriousness, though, that was a fun battle. You lasted a lot longer than I thought you would.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah…” the Dragon Prince grumbled as he shook Kehlaan’s hand. “You had some good moves, too.”  
 
    “And that, my son, is a lesson in overconfidence,” I snickered. “As a wise Jedi once said, ‘your overconfidence is your weakness.’”  
 
    “I know the stories, Dad,” Arrick said as he held onto his side and looked at Kehlaan. “Did you have to hit so hard?”  
 
    “Sorry,” the Spindrel boy said as he lowered his eyes. “I let my anger get the best of me there, and I may have gone a little overboard.”  
 
    “It’s fine,” Arrick sighed. “I was kinda getting a bit too into it, as well. I’m just glad you stopped before you jammed that pointed end through my throat.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t have killed you.” Kehlaan rolled his eyes. “Who would I have a friendly rivalry with if you were gone?”  
 
    “One of my younger siblings?” Arrick shrugged.  
 
    “Lizzie and Amaria are both feisty,” Kehlaan chuckled. “But I don’t think they’d be much of a rival.”  
 
    “My kids could be!” Nadir interjected. “Hokir and Terra are both already mighty enough to take down a full-grown boar on their own. Give them another few weeks of training, and they’d be a worthy opponent to anybody on the dragonkin island.”  
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” Jemma said with a smirk. “I’m still hesitant to let Nirali play with any of them without supervision.”  
 
    “Tuquaar mostly just sleeps.” Batari shrugged. “We know nothing of Cero males, but I do hope this is something he grows out of.”  
 
    “Ehhhh…” I said. “Boys are pretty lazy until they get to be adults. No offense, you guys.”  
 
    “Why would that be offensive?” Jonas chuckled. “I still find myself going through the occasional bouts of laziness.”  
 
    If sleeping half the day and being lazy is something you grow out of, Swaer said telepathically. Then I’m not sure if I even want to grow up.  
 
    “Of course, you do,” Batari argued. “Once you’re a full-grown wind dragon, you can literally control the weather around the entire island. Think about it… Seashuna could permanently have deadly storms around her perimeter as she swims, which would keep any enemy ships or deadly creatures away from our home.”  
 
    Yeah, but-- but… The little dragon’s eyes filled with sadness. Once I’m big, I won’t get to sit on your shoulder anymore.  
 
    Oh, my gosh. I could feel my heart literally melt in my chest.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks.” Batari frowned as she petted her little bondmate on the head. “The roles will just be reversed, my friend. Once you are large enough, I’ll be the one who can sit on your shoulders.”  
 
    I don’t think I have shoulders, Swaer said as he wiggled his tiny yellow paws like a fish out of water. But you can sit on my back, for sure.  
 
    There’s much more support on the back, Tirian said from his perch above. Trust me on that, it feels much less cumbersome once you’re larger. Also, growing bigger has plenty of perks. 
 
    Like what? Swaer asked the silver fire-breather.  
 
    Your stomach gets larger, too! Tirian explained. Which means there is plenty of room for more boar, chicken, and fish. Every single meal. 
 
    Wow. The furry wind dragon’s whiskers twisted upward like a smile.  
 
    And you don’t have to worry about the bigger dragons pushing you around, the silver dragon continued. Malkey and Cerin used to always get the better of me when we would play or race, but now neither of them can keep up with me. Then there’s the simple fact you become much, much more useful on these journeys… I don’t think there has ever been one I missed. 
 
    “Indeed,” Mira said with a laugh. “You have been an invaluable asset to our crew ever since you hatched.”  
 
    “We always need big fireballs,” Nadir added. “They cause massive destruction very quickly, and very easily. Gods, I wish the Coonag were capable of such destruction.”  
 
    “I really wish I knew what they were saying,” Holara muttered under her breath.  
 
    “You’ll know soon enough,” Mira promised. “Once you mate with the Draco Rex, you can easily form a dragon bond with one of the other dragons back on the island. Then you’ll be able to partake in these conversations, as well.”  
 
    Holara’s eyes went wide, and she crossed her arms over her chest.  
 
    “I-I don’t know about that,” the purple-haired woman said. “I’ve never had children before.”  
 
    “It’s not as bad as it sounds,” Batari chuckled. “The worst part is pushing them out.”  
 
    “And surely the Morphos won’t have as hard of a time as the Ceros,” Jemma said with a shudder. “Their children have fully-developed horns attached to their heads.”  
 
    “It was unpleasant,” the Queen Mother confirmed. “But it was well worth the pain. I think every mother on this boat would agree.”  
 
    Jemma and Nadir both nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Those little rapscallions are the greatest thing that’s ever happened to me,” Nadir said with a longing sigh. “They’re little bastards sometimes-- actually, all the time… But they’re cute, loving little bastards.”  
 
    “I just don’t know,” Holara said as she twisted a bit of her wild violet hair with her finger. “None of my friends have had their children yet, so we don’t have any idea what they’re even going to look like.”  
 
    “As long as they’re healthy and happy, that’s all I care about,” I reminded them all. “They’re a blessing of Oshun or Tembori or whatever God you worship, that’s for sure.”  
 
    “What about you, Ethala?” Mira asked the Sparrow Dragon, who was currently perched on the bow of The Dragon Queen. “You’ve been pretty quiet this whole time. What do you think about growing up? Or having children?”  
 
    I don’t, Ethala answered as she glared back over her shoulder.  
 
    “You don’t what?” I asked.  
 
    I don’t think about growing up or having children, the sparrow dragon said. Unfortunately, my species is one of the smaller species of dragons. What you see before you is a “full-sized” sparrow dragon. And as for children? I gave up on that a long time ago. 
 
    “Why did you give up?” Jemma asked in a sorrowful tone. “Are the males of your species dead, too?”  
 
    I’ve been a member of the Council of Dragons for several season cycles, Ethala said. I have always seen that as my primary duty in life, so I’ve never taken the time to find a mate or start a family.  
 
    “It doesn’t have to be that way, you know,” Mira said with a frown. “Jemma, Batari, and Nadir have all had children, and they are still fulfilling their duties as a loyal subject to the Draco Rex without sacrificing their duties as mothers.”  
 
    “The same with Ben,” Jemma said as she pointed to me with her thumb. “He’s the best father a woman could ask for, but he’s always able to make time for his kids without abandoning his responsibilities as a king. Or a captain. Or a lover.”  
 
    It’s not that I don’t think there is time, Ethala said. It’s just something I have never gotten around to. That’s all.  
 
    There was a hint of bitterness in the sparrow dragon’s voice as she spoke, which made me think it was unwise to try and push the issue any further. Still, Ethala was the newest member of our crew, and she was traveling without her bondmate.  
 
    I wanted to make her feel as welcome as possible.  
 
    “Do you think Zerandrie is handling her pregnancy well?” I asked, mainly just to make conversation. “You can read her thoughts, after all.”  
 
    She’s such a sweet girl. Ethala’s tone instantly changed to one of affection when she talked about Zerandrie. So timid and shy… She may not say it out loud, but she is more excited to be a mother than just about any other Morpho on that whole island.  
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” I chuckled. “I worry about her sometimes.”  
 
    As do I. Ethala nodded. She is so frail, I wonder if a small breeze might break her in two.  
 
    “She’s actually pretty damn strong,” I said with a smile. “She scaled the mountain your Council meets on, remember?”  
 
    I know, Ethala said. What Zerandrie may lack in physical strength, she makes up for with her caring, determined heart. 
 
    “Guyyyyyyyyyyyysssss!” Maca’s voice suddenly screamed from the top of the crow’s nest. “We’ve got a problem!”  
 
    “What is it?” I asked as my heart skipped a beat. “Do you see the orc island?”  
 
    “Worse!” Teeka said. “We see a ship in the distance.”  
 
    “Fuckers of mothers…” Mira growled. “Do they have a fleet patrolling their borders?”  
 
    “Tirian?” I asked the silver dragon. “Can you do a bit of reconnaissance?”  
 
    Sure thing, Ben, Tirian said, and then he launched himself off his perch and up into the sky.  
 
    We watched as the silver-scaled dragon flew upward and disappeared into the cover of the clouds. All I could see was the faint silhouette of the fire-breather as he shot through the air like a rocket toward the horizon, and soon he disappeared completely.  
 
    That was when I saw the ship in the distance.  
 
    It was still very far away, so all I could make out at first was a dot in the shape of a vessel, but as it drew closer, I began to recognize all of its features.  
 
    The ship itself was smaller than most vessels, and it had a large, curved body with a bow that jutted out like Squidward’s nose. It had a long, pointed bowsprit, three square sails, and then one triangular one toward the back. The dead giveaway, however, was the fact there was a giant, open, bulb-shaped space between the hull and the quarterdeck.  
 
    “A carrack?” I asked aloud. “All alone out here? That’s not much of a fleet.”  
 
    “What’s a carrack, Dad?” Arrick asked. 
 
    “A fucking behemoth is what it is,” I said to the boy. “It’s a ship built like a freaking tank, and it was mainly used to fend off attacks from pirates or other hostile forces.” 
 
    “It’s all alone,” Mira said with a scoff. “We can surely sink it easily.”  
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” I warned the dragonkin woman. “Those things are defensive-minded vessels. Even with our size and speed advantage, all it would take to blow us out of the water is a single cannon blast. I know you can’t see it from here, but the cannons alone are half the size of our fucking ship.”  
 
    “Surely they will have seen us by now, right?” Jonas asked. “If they were truly enemies, then they would already be getting into attack formation.”  
 
    “Not necessarily,” I explained. “They’re going to want us to go on the offensive, and if we do that, we’re fucked.”  
 
    “What can we do, then?” Jemma asked. “Run?”  
 
    “We’re not running,” I said as I shook my head. “We’re going to let them come to us.”  
 
    Ben? Tirian’s voice cut through my thoughts. I’ve got eyes on the ship, Ben.  
 
    “What do you see, Tirian?” I asked the dragon via our bond.  
 
    Orcs, Tirian confirmed, and my heart fell into my stomach. This is certainly an enemy ship. Shall I burn it? 
 
    “No,” I ordered the fire-breather. “Get back here, and we’ll figure out a strategy from there.”  
 
    It’s strange, though… Tirian said. These orcs don’t look like any of the usually ugly creatures we fight against.  
 
    “Are they wargs?” I asked. “Goblins?”  
 
    Nope, the silver dragon said. They’re women, Ben. It’s a ship full of orc women. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    “Orc women?” I sputtered. “I thought the orcs treated their women as second-class citizens?”  
 
    “They do,” Mira growled. “It’s one of their more despicable features.”  
 
    “Then why are they sending out a ship full of lady orcs to attack us?” Arrick asked.  
 
    “They are still not in an offensive position,” Jonas argued. “Perhaps they mean to negotiate?”  
 
    “Yeah, right,” I grumbled as I began to turn the wheel. “I’m not falling for that shit. They put up the peace flag so we get up close and make ourselves vulnerable, and then bam! We get blown out of the water. Tirian? What else can you see?”  
 
    I only see three women on the deck right now, Tirian said. Two more just went below deck… I don’t know how many there are total.  
 
    “Odd,” I pondered aloud. “It doesn’t sound like there are many crew members on that vessel.”  
 
    “Even more reason to get up close and rip their throats out!” Nadir chittered as she bared her sharp teeth. “We surely outnumber them.”  
 
    “Unless that’s a ruse, too,” I explained. “That was a common tactic we had to worry about with pirates back in my world. They’d always try to hide their real numbers in the hopes we’d get cocky and send a small team out to take them in.”  
 
    “I still say we should have Tirian burn them alive,” Mira said.  
 
    “That’d probably be the easiest solution,” I admitted. “But then we lose out on taking another ship for our fleet. Do you have any idea what we could do with a carrack on our side?”  
 
    “Of course, we’re going for the more difficult way,” Arrick said with a sigh. “You’d have it no other way, Dad.”  
 
    “Damn straight.” I winked at the boy. “Tirian? Fall back.”  
 
    Suddenly, there was a loud, booming rumble of cannon fire, and a giant ball of metal shot out of the carrack ship. 
 
    At a vertical angle.  
 
    They were firing at Tirian.  
 
    “Tirian!” Jemma screamed as she watched the cannonball rocket upward. “Get out of there, now!”  
 
    Yikes! the silver dragon gasped as the cannonball blasted through the clouds. Gods, that was close.  
 
    “I guess this means they know we’re here,” I said as I tightened my grip on the wheel. “Battle stations, everyone!”  
 
    “Battle stations?” Holara gulped. “You just said they could blow us up with one cannonball.”  
 
    “Then you’d all better hope I’m a good driver,” I said with a frown. “And that Oshun’s good graces shine down on us.”  
 
    “We don’t need Oshun’s good graces,” Batari said as she held onto one of the lines. “We have Swaer.”  
 
    Uh… Did you see how they almost blew Tirian out of the sky? the tiny wind dragon asked. What exactly do you think I’m going to do?  
 
    “You can boost our speed,” the Queen Mother explained. “We can’t be assured the wind will carry us fast enough to avoid our enemy’s attacks, but with you behind us, blowing wind into our sails…”  
 
    Got it, Swaer said as his noodly yellow whiskers straightened out. One burst of wind breath, coming right up.  
 
    “Wait until I give the signal,” I said as the furry dragon slithered into position. “It’s going to take a highly calculated, coordinated effort if we want to stand a chance here.”  
 
    “Shall we man the cannons, Draco Rex?” Jonas asked.  
 
    “Yes.” I nodded my head. “Have them ready, but don’t fire. I’m not going to blow up my prize unless it’s one hundred percent unavoidable.”  
 
    “So, we can’t light it on fire, and we can’t blast it with cannonballs,” Holara groaned as she rubbed her temples and closed her eyes. “If I may ask, Draco Rex, what exactly is the plan?”  
 
    “It’s probably an awful idea,” I admitted. “But we’re going to board their ship and take it by force.”  
 
    “I was afraid you were going to say that,” Jonas said with a frown.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Jonas,” I said as I looked over at the soothsayer. “You, Mira, and Jemma are going to stay on board The Dragon Queen.”  
 
    “What?” Mira gasped. “I’m going with you, Ben.”  
 
    “You’re the only other person I trust to captain the ship,” I said. “And we need somebody up top who knows how to man the sails, and somebody down below to man the cannons. That would be you three.”  
 
    “Now we’re talking!” Nadir said as she rubbed her hands together. “I can’t wait to feel the warm splatter of orc blood at my feet once more.”  
 
    “There’s something very, very wrong with her.” Holara shuddered.  
 
    “Wow,” Maca said with a shrill squawk as she and Teeka landed on the deck. “That ship has some serious weaponry.”  
 
    Did you see that, Ben? Tirian asked as he swooped down from the clouds and hovered above our ship. They almost hit me!  
 
    “But they didn’t,” Jemma said as she smiled up at her bondmate. “I knew you’d be far too agile for our enemies to strike.”  
 
    It was a matter of inches, the silver dragon warned. It came out of nowhere… I didn’t even know cannons could fire into the sky without tipping the boat.  
 
    “They must have some special riggings in their armory,” I said with a frown.  
 
    “Anti-dragon weaponry, no doubt,” Jonas added.  
 
    “Well, fuck,” I said. “Now that makes me want to take the ship even more.”  
 
    We’re taking the ship? Tirian asked.  
 
    Indeed, Ethala said, and then she beat her green and red wings and lifted herself off the hull. I believe they intend for us to be methods of transportation.  
 
    “You catch on quickly, Ethala,” I said with a wink. “That ship’s too tall for us to board by jumping or by swinging over on ropes, so we need to go airborne.”  
 
    I can carry the two little ones, Ethala said as she pointed a clawed finger at Arrick and Kehlaan. Anyone else would be too heavy.  
 
    “Then that just means Tirian will have to carry Batari, Nadir, and me,” I explained. “Everybody else can fly themselves over.”  
 
    Suddenly, another blast of cannon fire rang out across the ocean.  
 
    “What in the world?” Mira said as she ran over to the side of the ship. “What are they firing at? We’re way too far away to actually-- Holy shit! Incoming from above!”  
 
    Sure enough, a dark, round shadow appeared in the clouds above us.  
 
    A cannonball. These motherfuckers had arced a fucking cannonball right at us.  
 
    “Swaer!” I commanded as my heart hammered in my chest. “Now!”  
 
    The furry wind dragon took a deep breath as he reared back his head, and then he blew into the main sail with the force of a typhoon.  
 
    The Dragon Queen lurched forward violently, which forced me off my feet and slammed my chest into the ship’s wheel. There was a giant splash in the water behind us, and a geyser of seawater sloshed up over the side of the deck and washed over my feet.  
 
    However, the maneuver had been successful.  
 
    We were still in one piece.  
 
    “That was too fucking close,” Mira said as she leaned against a mast.  
 
    “How the hell did they almost hit us from this far away?” I demanded. “The military has satellites that aren’t even that precise.”  
 
    “No wonder they only sent one ship out to attack us,” Teeka said. “It’s built like a rock dragon, has the firepower of a fire-breather, with the precision of a sparrow dragon!”  
 
    “Alright,” I growled as I used the wheel to pull myself back up straight. “It looks like we’re gonna have to accelerate things. Jonas? Get down there on the cannons. Jemma? Man the sails. Mira? Prepare to take over the wheel. Everybody else? Get ready to board the enemy ship.”  
 
    “Yes, Draco Rex!” they all called out in unison.  
 
    Chaos broke out atop the deck of The Dragon Queen as all of my crew went off to get into their positions. Jonas hurried down the ladder that led to the lower deck, while Tirian and Ethala both swooped down and landed atop the main deck.  
 
    The second the dragons landed, Nadir and Batari jumped onto Tirian’s back. Meanwhile, Ethala hovered up over Kehlaan and Arrick, wrapped her small paws around their shoulders, and lifted them into the sky.  
 
    Maybe this was a terrible idea. It would definitely be a lot easier to just tell Tirian to blast them with his deadly fire breath and torch the whole damn thing.  
 
    But I couldn’t resist. This was a fucking carrack that had multi-directional cannons.  
 
    I absolutely needed this ship in my fleet, and I was going to risk life and limb to get it.  
 
    Two more cannon shots rang out, and I saw giant balls of metal fly up into the clouds.  
 
    These bastards were getting wiser. They must have observed our first maneuver, and surely they were expecting us to just launch our ship straight forward again. Only this time, it would be right into the trajectory of their second cannonball.  
 
    “Swaer?” I said to the wind dragon telepathically. “I’m making a hard starboard turn.”  
 
    Is that left or right? Swaer asked in a panic. 
 
    “Right!”  
 
    Right, got it! the furry dragon said as he readied his wind breath.  
 
    “Hold… Hold… Hold…” I growled as I waited for the shadows of the cannonballs to appear. “Now!”  
 
    The second I saw the two shadows appear, I spun the ship’s wheel to the left. At the same time, Swaer unleashed his mighty breath and blasted nearly hurricane-level winds into the sail, and there was a wooden groan as the ship twisted to the starboard side, caught the wind, and then lurched forward.  
 
    The two cannonballs slammed into the sea and sent splashes of water up onto the deck, but nothing more. The Dragon Queen rocked from the waves of the disturbed water as it continued forward, and I quickly turned it back so it was on course again.  
 
    “Whoever those orc women are, they definitely aren’t as dumb as their male counterparts,” Jemma called back.  
 
    “You can say that again,” Mira said. “It’s like they’re learning from each new move we make.”  
 
    “Which means they’ll probably fire off more cannonballs next time,” I said as I narrowed my eyes. “Probably one on each side of the ship.”  
 
    “How can we avoid that?” Holara asked. “They’ll cut off all of our escape routes!”  
 
    “Don’t worry about that,” I said, even though I was worried myself. “Swaer’s breath can get us to safety.”  
 
    I hoped. The truth was, if they scatter shot cannonballs in our direction, in large quantities, it was going to be next to impossible to avoid them.  
 
    Swaer blew into our sails, and we soon came to within half a mile of the enemy vessel.  
 
    Of course, this meant we were a closer target, as well.  
 
    Five cannon shots rang out, though this time they sounded softer.  
 
    My heart sank as I watched five giant balls of metal death shoot up into the air, arc toward our ship, and then begin to plummet back down to earth.  
 
    “Ben?” Holara screamed.  
 
    “Shall we abandon ship, captain?” Mira asked in a panicked tone.  
 
    “Never!” I growled. “Swaer, I’m gonna do a zigzag maneuver. Can you handle that?”  
 
    Which way are we starting? the wind dragon asked.  
 
    “Port si-- Left!” I called out, and then I spun the wheel to the right. “Now!”  
 
    The Dragon Queen began to twist around slowly as Swaer’s breath caught the sails, and we were pushed forward faster than any schooner I’d seen before.  
 
    Still, it wasn’t enough.  
 
    My body went numb with fear as one of the cannonballs appeared in the sky right above our ship.  
 
    There was no avoiding it. It was going to hit us.  
 
    Did I make the command to abandon ship? This vessel had been a staple of our adventures since the days on the Coonag island, and it was named in honor of Nerissa. On the other hand, a ship could be rebuilt.  
 
    We couldn’t.  
 
    Then again, even if we jumped overboard and survived, the orcs would be upon us in minutes.  
 
    We’d still be fucked.  
 
    Thankfully, fate took the decision out of my hands.  
 
    Or, more accurately, Ethala did.  
 
    A streak of red and green shot past the deck of The Dragon Queen moving at nearly supersonic speeds, and once it got underneath the cannonball, it twisted its trajectory upward and rocketed toward the falling metal ball.  
 
    There was a deafening crack as Ethala slammed head-first into the cannonball, and a shockwave blasted horizontally from the point of impact. It was enough to knock us all down onto our asses, but it apparently was also enough of a blow to stop the falling ball of death.  
 
    The cannonball’s trajectory halted in mid-air, and then it was tossed to the side and into the ocean with a harmless plop.  
 
    However, the blow took its toll on Ethala, as well.  
 
    The sparrow dragon’s body went limp, and she seemed to hang in the sky for a moment before she plummeted down like a ragdoll.  
 
    I’ve got her! Tirian said as he zipped up into the air.  
 
    The silver dragon caught the falling Ethala with his stubby legs, and then he swooped back down and laid her body on the deck.  
 
    “Ethala!” Jemma gasped.  
 
    “Is-- is she dead?” Arrick asked as tears filled his eyes.  
 
    Batari ran over to the fallen sparrow dragon and placed the palm of her hand against the flesh at the base of her neck. Her dark eyes flitted back and forth as she assessed the situation, but then finally she breathed a long sigh of relief.  
 
    “She still has a pulse,” Batari said. “But she’s out cold.”  
 
    “I guess Tirian’s taking all of us, then,” I growled. “Mira? Are you ready to take over?”  
 
    “As long as you disable those cannons ASAP,” the golden-scaled dragonkin said. “I don’t know if I can dodge them as well as you did back there.”  
 
    “Then we’d best get going,” I said. “Take the wheel.”  
 
    Mira stepped into the captain’s position the second I let go of the wheel, and then I ran over to Tirian.  
 
    Nadir, Batari, Arrick, and Kehlaan had already jumped onto his back, so I simply spring boarded off the deck and into the spot right behind Batari. The second my boots were pressed against Tirian’s flesh, the dragon took off.  
 
    I held on tight as we shot up into the sky alongside Holara, Teeka, and Maca. Down below, Swaer gave The Dragon Queen another shot of wind, and it lurched off further away from our enemies’ ship.  
 
    Good. I wanted these bastards to be focused completely on us.  
 
    Unfortunately, I got just what I wished for as three cannon shots rang out, and a trifecta of deadly metal death blasted toward us.  
 
    “Scatter!” Teeka commanded as she and Maca split apart and flew off in separate directions.  
 
    Holara simply tucked her wings into her back and allowed gravity to pull her down out of the trajectory of the cannonball. Her long, wild purple hair fluttered behind her like a parachute as she plummeted, and then she popped her silver wings out and used them as a makeshift glider.  
 
    Tirian, on the other hand, was a bit more old-school.  
 
    I’m gonna show them what they’re up against, Tirian said with a growl.  
 
    The fire-breather whipped his head back as his mouth began to glow red, orange, and yellow. I felt his silver scales grow warm underneath my legs as Tirian powered up his flames, and then he finally unleashed them down onto the cannonball.  
 
    The blast of fire slammed into the metal ball and engulfed it in the inferno, and even though it didn’t seem to melt the cannonball, the sheer force of Tirian’s attack was enough to blow the projectile back down into the ocean.  
 
    The cannonball slammed into the water right next to the carrack, and the resulting waves caused the ship to rock from side to side uncontrollably.  
 
    “Now’s our chance!” I commanded as I drew my seaglass sword. “Prepare to board!”  
 
    Tirian, Holara, and the Aviars all swooped down to the deck of the ship, and Teeka and Maca both transformed their legs into deadly, clawed talons as Holara unfolded her fan-blade and held it up beside her head like a villain in a kung-fu movie.  
 
    Meanwhile, Arrick, Kehlaan, Nadir, Batari, and I all sprang off Tirian’s back and prepared for battle.  
 
    There were only three orc women on the deck of the ship, one of which stood behind the wheel, and two who were manning the sails. I assumed the rest of them were down below, but I wasn’t worried about them at the moment.  
 
    Right now, all I cared about was commandeering this vessel.  
 
    The orc woman behind the wheel snarled as she pulled out a dagger and then stabbed it between the spokes to hold the wheel in place.  
 
    These three women looked absolutely nothing like I expected them to look. They all shared the green skin, boar-like incisors, and triangular ears, but their bodies were slim and tall. They were muscular like the male orcs, as well, but it was in more of a fit, sleek, Amazonian fitness-model manner.  
 
    And each of them wore skimpy leather outfits reminiscent of pirates, all of which just barely contained their breasts and pussies.  
 
    What the fuck?  
 
    The orc women were hot?  
 
    Oh, well. Hot or not, they were trying to kill us.  
 
    The woman behind the wheel, who I assumed was the captain, was clad in nothing but a brown leather corset that wrapped around her body from just below her curvy breasts and stretched down to the middle of her thighs. The garment was held together at the center with a bit of tan string, as well as a circular bone hook that looked like it was hanging on by a thread. On her lower body, all she wore were a pair of brown, platform leather boots with folded tops. The orc woman’s brown, wavy hair was wrapped with a blood-red bandana and cascaded all the way down to her breasts, though it now trailed behind her as she ran. 
 
    And, of course, no orc outfit would be complete without gaudy, useless spikes and bones all over. This woman had metal barbs up and down the sides of her corset, as well as several small, horizontal bones around the perimeter of her boot flaps.  
 
    “I don’t know who the fuck you are,” the woman snarled as she drew a black, bone-handled cutlass from the belt of her corset. “But we’re gonna gut you like fish!”  
 
    Charming.  
 
    The second orc woman who came for us was a bit taller, maybe six-foot-three, with blonde hair that came down to about her neck. It was parted in the middle and held in place with a leather strap, which caused her bangs to hang down over her right eye and a quarter of the left side of her face. She had two pieces of black leather bikini-style over her small chest, which were held up by a complex series of bone rings that led up her sternum and then tied around her neck. On her lower body was nothing but a bone-covered black leather belt with a bit of fabric that hung down to cover her naughty bits.  
 
    She held a club over her shoulder as she ran, and she sure as fuck looked like she knew how to use it.  
 
    The last orc woman on deck had a set of short, black, curly locks that would make Weird Al jealous, and although she still had toned biceps and calves, this orc was significantly slimmer than the rest. She wore a brown tri-cornered hat atop her head that had been edged with a purple silk ribbon, and her massive breasts strained against a simple cream-colored shirt. A red corset belt wrapped around her stomach, and it was fastened together by bits of bone from which dangled two daggers. On her lower half, she wore a pair of black leather pants, and they hugged every curve and muscle in her toned body.  
 
    “Whoa,” I heard Kehlaan whisper to Arrick.  
 
    “Fuck me, dude…” The Dragon Prince whistled in response. 
 
    Honestly, I couldn’t even blame the kids.  
 
    I was feeling the exact same way.  
 
    But as much as I wanted to stand there and appreciate these beautiful green-skinned women’s amazing bodies, we had bigger fish to fry.  
 
    We still had to take over this ship.  
 
    “Three of you, and eight of us!” Nadir said as she took off toward the orcs. “I’d offer to let you surrender, but there’s no fun in that.”  
 
    Suddenly, there was an angry roar from down below the deck, and I heard the sound of splintering wood as I turned around, just in time to see two large green hands burst through the surface like it was fucking drywall. The hands grabbed onto Tirian’s back legs, and the fire dragon yelped as he tried to fly away.  
 
    However, he couldn’t go anywhere. The hands were holding him firmly in place.  
 
    “I have the dragon!” a deep woman’s voice called out. “Now they can’t escape!”  
 
    “Holy fuck…” I breathed.  
 
    “We need all hands on deck, ladies!” the captain yelled. “Except for you, Yrsa. You keep holding that dragon!”  
 
    That was one of the orcs holding Tirian?  
 
    What the fuck had I gotten us into?  
 
    As we continued to charge at the orcs, two more green-skinned women emerged from below deck.  
 
    The first one had ruby-red hair on her head that was shaved on one side and super long on the other. The long side was braided into intricate patterns, with a silver headband around her forehead to top it all off. Around her shoulders was a black frock-coat with white buttons and blue trim, which had been modified to have three-inch spikes on each of the shoulders. The coat was open, so her brown leather bikini top and exposed navel were on full display, and the orc woman completed her outfit with a pair of tight blue pants and black leather thigh-high boots.  
 
    Most peculiar of all, though, was the weapon she held in her hand.  
 
    It looked like a miniature anchor attached to a rope.  
 
    The last orc woman sported chin-length blonde hair with ends so frayed, they looked like she’d stuck her finger in an electrical outlet. She wore a strange, armored top made out of bone and leather, with two giant white plates that covered each breast and were then fastened around her back with red leather. Elaborate bands made of precious metals and jewel-encrusted bone wove around both of her wrists, and there were similar pieces around her bare neck. Her bottom half was covered with red, gold-trimmed leather, which looked like it was as tight as a second skin.  
 
    In her hand, though, she wielded a familiar weapon.  
 
    A pistol. An honest to god flintlock pistol.  
 
    The orcs had those?  
 
    I didn’t have long to ponder the revelation because then my crew met the orc women at the center of the carrack, and all hell broke loose.  
 
    Nadir engaged with the curly-haired orc woman, and it was quite the sight to see. The black-tailed Coonag swung her axe at the orc, who simply fell down to the ground and slid past her in a flash.  
 
    Then the orc woman drew two small daggers from her belt before she spun around and took a stab at Nadir’s legs.  
 
    Thankfully, Nadir was able to get her axe around and block the attack with the broad side of her weapon.  
 
    “You send children to fight me?” the orc woman with the club bellowed, and then she tried to take Arrick’s head off. “What an insult.”  
 
    “I don’t know what’s more insulting,” the Dragon Prince said as he ducked under the attack. “You calling us children, or the fact that you think your dumb ass can beat us?”  
 
    Kehlaan let out a battle cry as he went for the tall orc, but she was prepared.  
 
    The blonde orc woman snarled as she wrapped her hands around Kehlaan’s staff and stopped it dead in its tracks. Then she jerked her arm to the side, and Kehlaan let out a yelp as he slammed into Arrick and knocked them both to the ground.  
 
    “I guess I’ve got the bejeweled one!” Maca said as she took to the sky and flew toward the orc with the pistol.  
 
    The blonde woman stopped instantly when she saw Maca approaching, and then she lifted her pistol up, closed one eye, and clicked back the hammer on the gun. The gunshot echoed across the deck of the ship as she fired at Maca, and the Aviar woman was forced to zip away into the sky.  
 
    Meanwhile, Holara and Batari went for the redhead, but as Holara flew toward the orc, she was entangled in her enemy’s attack. The redheaded orc’s rope wrapped around Holara’s torso, and then she yanked it like a whip.  
 
    Holara let out a yelp of pain as she slammed into the ground, but Batari was already coming to her aid.  
 
    The Queen Mother sprang into the air and attempted to plunge her Kablae sword into her enemy’s chest, but the redheaded orc side-stepped the attack before she slammed her fist into Batari’s face and sent the Cero woman to the ground.  
 
    Meanwhile, the orc captain took a swing at Teeka with her cutlass, but the Aviar woman was quick on her feet, and she simply jumped up and somersaulted out of the way as the blade swished under her harmlessly.  
 
    I used the opportunity to lash out at the brown-haired woman, but she was too fast. My opponent blocked my sword with her cutlass, and we stared into each other’s eyes as we both tried to overpower our opponent.  
 
    “A seaglass blade?” the captain said as her yellow eyes narrowed. “Who do you think you are, dragonkin?”  
 
    I tossed up my right knee and slammed it right into her stomach. The captain let out a snarl as she stumbled backward, and then she rolled away just as Teeka’s talons swiped past her position.  
 
    Then Teeka stomped her left foot into the ground before she pivoted and lashed out with her other leg. Her talons sliced across the orc woman’s corset, and three giant gashes were carved into the leather.  
 
    However, the orc woman was still standing, so I ran toward her and stabbed my blade at her head, but she was quick to parry.  
 
    As she knocked away my blade, I jumped backward just in the nick of time. The woman’s cutlass slashed past my stomach, and I only narrowly escaped getting disemboweled.  
 
    Then Teeka’s taloned foot lashed out and caught the orc captain’s wrist from behind, and the Aviar woman spread her wings as she jumped into the air. Teeka used her momentum to twist the orc captain around, where I proceeded to slam my elbow into her face.  
 
    The brunette woman snarled as she went down to her knees, and I instantly held my sword up to her throat.  
 
    “Like we said before,” I growled. “We outnumber you.”  
 
    “Do you?” The orc captain raised an eyebrow as she snickered. “Do you have any idea how many more orcs are underneath the deck, just waiting for my command to attack?”  
 
    “You’re bluffing.” I rolled my eyes. “I’ve played enough poker to spot a liar a mile away, and--”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, the orc pulled a palm-sized flintlock out from her belt. The hammer was already cocked, so she squeezed the trigger as she held it up to my face.  
 
    I jumped to the right just as the musket ball shot past and flew up into the sky.  
 
    “You egg-sucker!” Teeka growled as she leapt forward and grabbed onto both of the captain’s wrists with her talons.  
 
    Teeka flapped her wings hard as she lifted the woman up into the air, all while the orc flailed wildly.  
 
    It was like watching an eagle snatch a fish out of the water, and it was extremely satisfying.  
 
    “Olga!” the orc woman with the club gasped.  
 
    Kehlaan and Arrick used the distraction to their advantage. Arrick slammed his right foot into the woman’s leg as Kehlaan ran around her, and she went down on one knee. The second she did so, Kehlaan tossed his staff around her throat from behind and pulled her head backward.  
 
    Arrick then disarmed the orc with a twirl of his sword, and she was completely at the mercy of the two boys.  
 
    Meanwhile, I looked around to see Maca, Batari, and Holara had gotten their respective opponents on the ground.  
 
    “Yrsa!” the orc captain, Olga, called out. “Let go of the dragon! We need you up here now.”  
 
    That wasn’t good.  
 
    The two hands that had been latched around Tirian’s feet released the dragon and then disappeared beneath the deck.  
 
    Serves you right! Tirian growled. I don’t know who you think you are, but--  
 
    Suddenly, the wood of the deck splintered beneath Tirian, and another orc woman burst forth.  
 
    She looked a lot more like the traditional orc men, with broad shoulders, a towering figure, and muscles that looked like they could crush a watermelon just by flexing. Her long, unkempt blue hair fell down around her face, and she wore a giant brown leather bra that looked like it was three sizes too small. On her lower half the orc woman only had on a simple pair of leather panties and nothing else.  
 
    It was weird, though. Even though this orc woman was much more “tough-looking” than the rest of her allies, she was still gorgeous.  
 
    It was just more in a “Chyna from WWE” or a “She-Hulk” sort of way.  
 
    Then my admiration was cut short as the blue-haired orc roared and charged across the deck, straight for me.  
 
    Fucking hell. I just watched this woman hold a dragon with her bare hands. What the fuck was I going to be able to do to her?  
 
    I had to use the only advantage I could possibly have over her.  
 
    The signature Whitfield smooth-talking.  
 
    “Stop!” I commanded the orc woman as I held out my hand. “Or Teeka up there will drop your captain!”  
 
    The rage evaporated from the blue-haired woman’s eyes as she slowed her pace to a jog. Finally, she came to a halt about six feet away from my current position.  
 
    My heart was beating like a drum as I looked her over. At this point, she was close enough that she could tear my head off my body before I even had a chance to utter another word.  
 
    Brain, don’t fail me now.  
 
    “What are you doing?” Olga demanded from the air. “Don’t worry about me! He’s going to kill us all! Save yourselves!”  
 
    I felt a twinge of guilt flit through my mind when I heard the captain’s words.  
 
    These women were afraid of us.  
 
    “Now, just hold on a minute,” I said as I looked up at the captain. “You shot cannonballs at us first. Who’s trying to kill who, here?”  
 
    “You sent a fucking dragon after us,” Olga argued. “I told my crew to do what any good captain would have done.”  
 
    “Tirian didn’t hurt anybody, did he?” I asked.  
 
    “He’s a dragon,” she sneered. “Much like you men, they cannot control their disgusting, primal natures.”  
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” I said as I held out my hands. “I thought you were coming after us.”  
 
    “And we thought you were coming after us,” Kehlaan’s captive said, and she blew some of her blonde hair out of her face. “It’s dangerous in these waters, especially for a ship full of women. We were already spooked when we saw an orc ship on the horizon because we thought some of the Grand Gar’s warriors were out in search of “wives” or hunting us down, so you can only imagine our reaction when the dragon came to our ship.”  
 
    Shit. Sometimes I forgot we were still sailing around in a stolen orc vessel.  
 
    “Tell you what,” I began. “If I have Teeka lower you down, can we have a truce? You call off your crew, and I call off mine?”  
 
    “Why should I trust you?” Olga spat, and she struggled a little in the Aviar’s talons. “You’re probably going to take us all captive as your sex slaves, anyway. I’d rather die fighting.”  
 
    “He would never do such a thing!” Arrick said. “My father is an honorable, good man.”  
 
    “That’s what they all say,” the orc captain scoffed. “Until they aren’t.”  
 
    “Look, Olga…” I trailed off. “You don’t really have a choice. We’ve got all of your friends defeated other than-- Yrsa? Is that your name?”  
 
    “Yrsa is my name.” The large orc woman nodded. “Please don’t hurt Olga.”  
 
    “I’m not going to hurt Olga,” I said. “I’m starting to see this was all just one huge miscommunication, partially on my end, so will you call your friends off? Nadir and that curly-haired one seem pretty evenly matched. They’re gonna fight until the end of time if we don’t call a truce. You know what? Here.”  
 
    I pulled out my pink-stone dagger, crouched down, and placed both of my weapons on the floor. Then I stood back up and took a few steps toward Yrsa, and I tossed out my hands.  
 
    “What are you doing?” The blue-haired orc raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “I have no weapons on me,” I said. “I’m completely defenseless.”  
 
    “Why would you do that?” Yrsa scratched her head, and I was starting to realize she may not have been the brightest bulb on the Christmas tree. “Now I can hurt you.”  
 
    “It’s a show of good faith!” I smiled. “If I’m willing to toss away my weapons and call a truce, then…”  
 
    “You die easier?” Yrsa asked.  
 
    “What? No.” I shook my head. “It means you can trust me.”  
 
    “And what about the rest of the people on your ship?” Olga asked as she glared down at me. “Who says you’re not just going to have them jump out and take us prisoner once we agree to a truce?”  
 
    “Does it look like I’m the kind of guy who takes women hostage?” I asked as I gestured to my crew. “Come on, now. I’m not like the orc men. In fact, right now we’re putting plans in motion to wipe them off the face of the oceans.”  
 
    Suddenly, Olga’s entire demeanor changed. The brunette orc’s body stopped flailing, and her yellow eyes widened as she looked down at me from above.  
 
    “You wish to kill the orcs?” she asked.  
 
    “That’s exactly what I want to do,” I said. “They’ve killed, raped, and pillaged their way through too many islands for long enough, and I’m about to put an end to their reign of terror.”  
 
    “Even with the barrier?” Olga continued.  
 
    I went silent for a few seconds as I pondered the situation. These women were orcs, and they’d just been trying to kill us. Was it really the best idea to lay out our plan to them in full?  
 
    Then again, they were only trying to kill us because they thought we were orcs ourselves. These women seemed to hate the Grand Gar and everything he stood for, and I couldn’t blame them.  
 
    The orcs sounded like they treated all women, orc or otherwise, as second-class citizens. Hell, it sounded like they treated them as simple chattel.  
 
    At the end of the day, these women could be valuable assets. 
 
    “We figured out how to get around the barrier,” I explained. “We’re going in through the sewers.”  
 
    “The sewers?” the brunette woman said with a scoff. “Good luck with that one.”  
 
    “Do you have a better idea?” I asked. “Because if so, I would love to hear it. Like, I’m not being sarcastic. I want to hear it. But you’re gonna have to call a truce first.”  
 
    “Fine,” Olga finally sighed. “Ladies? Stand down.”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and watched as the curly-haired orc lowered her daggers and took a step away from Nadir.  
 
    “Awwww.” Nadir frowned, and her tail drooped sadly behind her. “The fight was just getting good.”  
 
    “Bring her down, Teeka,” I said to the emerald-haired Aviar, and then she slowly lowered Olga back to the deck of the ship.  
 
    I picked up my weapons and sheathed them as the rest of my crew released the orc women from their grasps, but Tirian simply hovered over the ship like a cloud and let out an annoyed grumble.  
 
    That was a dirty move, he said to himself. Sneak-attacking me like that.  
 
    “See?” I said as I leaned up against a nearby mast. “We’re not a threat to you. In fact, I’m starting to think we may actually have a common enemy.”  
 
    “We do.” Olga nodded. “Though that doesn’t make us allies.”  
 
    “Fair enough.” I shrugged. “But we’ll need to work together if we want to stand a chance against the Grand Gar.”  
 
    “You-- you want to kill the Grand Gar?” the blonde, club-wielding orc woman gasped.  
 
    “That’s the plan,” I confirmed. “At least, that’s the plan somewhere down the line. We’re kinda working up to it, but we need to deactivate the Shadow Dragon first.”  
 
    “Deactivate the-- Wow,” Olga said with a click of her tongue. “You’re downright insane.”  
 
    “Are you going to help us, or not?” Teeka frowned.  
 
    “I can get you into the island undetected,” the orc captain said. “But if you want to get to the Shadow Dragon or go after the Grand Gar? Well… That’s basically a suicide mission.”  
 
    “We’ve had a lot of those over the years,” I said with a chuckle. “They’ve all seemed to work out so far. Now, what’s wrong with the sewer system idea?”  
 
    “Other than the fact that you’d be crawling through waste?” Olga asked. “It’s too predictable. It might work, but if any of the orcs happen to see your ship or sense something is wrong, you’ll be trapped in the sewers like rats for the slaughter. If you want to sneak into the orc island, you’re gonna need to use the secret tunnels under the city.”  
 
    “And that’s something you can show us?” Teeka asked.  
 
    “If that’s what you desire.” Olga shrugged. “I must warn you, though… It took every bit of our resourcefulness and wit to escape from the island in the first place. Getting back will almost surely be more difficult.”  
 
    “That’s fine with me.” I nodded my head. “Tell us more about these tunnels.” 

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    “Alright, girls…” Olga said as she raised up her hands. “I don’t think he’s lying.”  
 
    “Sure he’s lying,” the dark curly-haired woman said through gritted teeth. “They all lie.”  
 
    “Men all lie!” the brutish, blue-haired orc woman snarled.  
 
    “Are-- are we going to be taken as concubines?” the blonde, bedazzled woman said as tears filled her yellow eyes.  
 
    “No, Thyra,” Olga said as she walked over and placed her hands on the woman’s cheeks. “I’ll never let us go back into that life. I will lead us in a mass suicide before I ever let that happen.”  
 
    “Calm down, you guys,” I sighed. “I’m not going to force you to be concubines.”  
 
    “Then why are all these women here with you?” the tearful blonde, Thyra, asked. “Surely they are women you defeated in battle and have bound to you.”  
 
    “Nobody ‘binds’ us,” Nadir snickered. “Well… Unless we very specifically ask.”  
 
    “We follow the Draco Rex because he is a kind, intelligent man, and a masterful tactician,” Batari said.  
 
    “Not to mention a bold leader,” Holara added.  
 
    “And a badass father.” Arrick smirked.  
 
    “A great father, as well.” Nadir placed her hands on her hips. “I don’t know what I’d do if I had any other man helping me to raise my children.”  
 
    All of the orc women looked at Olga in unison as their mouths fell agape. Meanwhile, the captain of the carrack ship simply tilted her head to the side before she reached up, scratched her scalp underneath her bandana, and smiled.  
 
    “You’re the Draco Rex?” she asked. “Are you telling me my crew put up a fight against the legendary dragon king?”  
 
    “We still won the fight,” I reminded her. “But yes, I am the Draco Rex. I’m assuming you’ve heard of me from the male orcs of your island?”  
 
    “Ohhhhh, have we,” the redheaded orc said. “We have heard much about you, Dragon King, but we thought you were only a tall tale.”  
 
    “Orc men are scared of you,” Yrsa the blue-haired orc added. “Very scared.”  
 
    “Why would you think the Draco Rex is just a tale?” Arrick scoffed. “My Dad has kicked orc butt on almost every island in the ocean!”  
 
    “When we escaped the island, we’d only heard of one battle,” Olga said as she shook her head. “Though we found it hard to believe some magical savior of the dragonkin people had arrived on their island and had whipped our men’s asses in a battle.”  
 
    “We all thought they were just embarrassed to lose to a bunch of women,” the tall blonde orc woman said.  
 
    “After we escaped, we heard a handful of tales about you every now and again,” Olga continued. “Usually when we would capture an orc ship and they were begging for mercy.”  
 
    “It was funny,” Yrsa giggled, but it came out like a deep rumble. “‘You can help us kill the Dragon King’ they would say. ‘You’re smarter than the other captains’ they would say. Then I would crush their heads under my boots!”  
 
    “Can I just say you’re already my favorite?” Nadir’s mouth stretched wide in a sharp grin.  
 
    “We didn’t think it was possible,” Olga said. “We thought they were making up stories to try and subdue us and get us back into captivity once more.”  
 
    “Is that what orc women are to those fuckers?” I asked as a bit of hot rage bubbled in my stomach. “Nothing but faceless concubines?”  
 
    “We are baby factories, as well,” the tall blonde orc added. “That’s about the extent of our worth to them.”  
 
    “Now, now…” the redheaded orc said with a smirk. “The Grand Gar sees women as more than just sex slaves. He’s married plenty of orc women. Again and again and again.”  
 
    “Is it like, a sister-wife situation?” I asked.  
 
    “Nope,” the orc sneered. “He just has them executed when he gets tired of them.”  
 
    “Yes,” Olga sighed. “He tends to have his wives killed when they start to show a bit too much independence.”  
 
    “Not all of them, though!” Yrsa proclaimed. “Not Thyra!”  
 
    “Yrsa!” the tall blonde orc said as the rest of them groaned. “What have we told you about saying that information out loud?”  
 
    “It stays in my head.” The muscular orc hung her head. “I’m sorry, Gudrun.”  
 
    Holy shit. Not only was I standing here with a bunch of orc women who could smuggle me onto the orc island undetected, but I was also standing in the presence of one of the Grand Gar’s wives. 
 
    “You were his wife?” I asked the fizzle-haired blonde. “Do you know his secrets? Could you maybe--”  
 
    “Back off, Dragon King.” Olga took a step between us and bared her teeth. “I told you I would help you figure out the tunnel system, and that was all. I’m not going to let you make Thyra relive that horrendous time, and I’m certainly not letting you take her back to that son of a bitch.”  
 
    “Okay, okay…” I conceded. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it was such a sore spot for you.”  
 
    “It’s fine,” Thyra said as she looked off into the distance blankly. “I would gladly help you.”  
 
    “What?” Olga asked, and she spun on her friend wide-eyed. “I told you the night I smuggled you out of the palace that I’d never let him take you again.”  
 
    “Olga,” Thyra said as she wiped away a tear from her eye. “I know you are just trying to protect me. But there is nothing more I want in this world than to see my husband’s head on a pike. If the Dragon King can help me do that, then I will help him any way possible.”  
 
    “No, you won’t,” Olga argued. “And it’s not up for debate. This is a direct order from your captain.”  
 
    “Olga…” Gudrun said as she stepped forward. “You can’t baby her forever. She’s a bright girl, and she can make her own decisions.”  
 
    “Not when it comes to that rat bastard, she can’t!” Olga spat. “She’s too close to the situation. Going back to that island is already a suicide mission, but trying to get to him? That’s just flat-out insanity.”  
 
    Suddenly, I saw movement out of the corner of my eye, and The Dragon Queen sailed up to the port side of the carrack ship.  
 
    “Ben!” Mira called out from behind the wheel. “Ben, are you alright?”  
 
    I ran over to the side of the deck, smiled at the beautiful warrior, and gave her a hearty wave.  
 
    “Did you take the ship, Draco Rex?” Jonas called up from the hole next to the cannons.  
 
    “What?” I heard Olga growl behind me.  
 
    Son of a bitch.  
 
    I spun around just as the orc captain strode up to me with pure vitriol in her eyes.  
 
    “Olga,” I said calmly. “This is all just a big misunderstanding-”  
 
    Before I could finish my sentence, the orc captain drew a hidden dagger from underneath her corset and lunged at me.  
 
    I instantly side-stepped the attack, and as I did so, I grabbed onto her wrist and pulled her in close. Then I wrapped Olga in a bear hug so her hands were pinned down to her sides, and I made sure she couldn’t move.  
 
    The orc captain tried to flail and kick, but I was as firm as a stone.  
 
    “Let go of her!” Yrsa demanded, and her voice nearly shook the deck.  
 
    “I will,” I said. “If she promises to let me explain.”  
 
    “I don’t really have a choice in the matter, do I?” Olga growled.  
 
    “Nope,” I laughed. “But at least this way you don’t have to be pinned like the loser of a gator wrestling match.”  
 
    Olga stopped thrashing for a second, and she let out a long sigh.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as I let the woman go and prayed she didn’t try to attack me again. There was only so much I could tolerate, especially today.  
 
    “This better be a good explanation,” Olga said with a frown. “Because it sounds to me like you wanted to take over our ship.”  
 
    “I did,” I confirmed. “When we thought you were sent out by the orc men to kill us. Obviously, now I can see that’s not the case, so can we both just drop anchor and try to talk this out?”  
 
    “We have smoked boar,” Kehlaan said with a helpful smile. “I don’t know about all of you ladies, but a fight like that makes me really hungry.”  
 
    “Smoked boar?” Yrsa gasped. “They have smoked boar?”  
 
    “We haven’t had anything but fish for many moons,” the curly-haired orc said. “All of our provisions ran out forever ago.”  
 
    “That’s why you pack more than a barrel,” the redheaded orc giggled.  
 
    “We left in the middle of the night!” the dark-haired orc protested. “It’s not like I had much time to gather up supplies.”  
 
    “Tell you what,” I said. “We’re going to drop anchor here, toss all of our weapons into a barrel-- All of our weapons… And then talk this out over some delicious food. Sound good?”  
 
    “Yes!” Yrsa bounced up and down and giggled like a schoolgirl. “It sounds great!”  
 
    Olga and the rest of the crew seemed much, much more subdued about the proposal, but they didn’t protest one bit.  
 
    We anchored both ships in place so we wouldn’t float away, and then we had everybody load onto The Dragon Queen.  
 
    As we boarded our ship, Mira tossed out her hand and grabbed my arm.  
 
    “Are you sure about this, Ben?” she whispered. “These women may be unarmed, but they are still orcs.”  
 
    “We have to trust them,” I said. “They’re our ticket to getting onto the orc island without alerting the horde. And… If we play our cards correctly, one of them could get me into the palace of the Grand Gar.”  
 
    Mira’s jaw hit the floor when she heard the last part.  
 
    “They’ve offered to help you get to the Grand Gar?” Mira asked. “That could make things much simpler.”  
 
    “Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “But we have to get them to warm up to us a bit first, so try to be nice, okay? I know they’re literally the same species as our enemies, but they’re all victims. The orc men treated them like total shit.”  
 
    “No surprise there,” Mira sighed. “I will do my best, Draco Rex.”  
 
    Once everybody was on the ship, I had Jemma and Tirian unload a barrel full of smoked pork and a bit of dried peas, which we ground up into a porridge and topped with a few succulent herbs.  
 
    “Wow,” the redheaded orc said as she took a chunk of boar and a bowl of porridge. “You eat like this every day?”  
 
    “Better than this, actually,” Mira said, though her tone was somewhat cautious. “This is just the food we eat when we are out at sea. Back on our home island, we have two chefs who prepare us very, very elegant meals.”  
 
    “Home island,” Olga scoffed. “It’d be nice to have one of those.”  
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Olga,” Gudrun said before she gulped down a spoonful of porridge. “Isla Gar is our home.”  
 
    “Some home.” The orc captain tore out a chunk of boar meat with her teeth. “There was nothing but death, servitude, and despair in that place.”  
 
    “We both know it wasn’t always like that,” Gudrun said. “Before the Grand Gar, it was a calm and peaceful place, filled with happy orcs and all sorts of living things.”  
 
    “The Grand Gar’s been around for so many season cycles,” Olga said. “Hell, Thyra, Yrsa, and Hilda hadn’t even been born when he took over!”  
 
    “I’m Hilda, by the way,” the redheaded orc said to us all. “I don’t think you ever got my name.”  
 
    “And I’m Signe,” the orc with the curly black hair said softly.  
 
    “I’m Yrsa!” Yrsa said in a happy tone.  
 
    “They already knew that, dear.” Gudrun rolled her eyes before she turned back to Olga. “Isla Gar is still our home. We just have to take it back.”  
 
    “Good luck with that,” Olga grumbled. “His bastard sons will never turn on him.”  
 
    “Hold on,” I interjected. “The Grand Gar has children?”  
 
    The orc women all looked at each other with amused expressions.  
 
    “I forget we are in the presence of non-orcs,” Olga said with a smirk. “Forgive me, Dragon King.”  
 
    “Draco Rex,” I corrected. “Now, what were you saying about the Grand Gar’s children?”  
 
    “We are all the Grand Gar’s children,” Thyra said timidly.  
 
    “Okay…” I raised an eyebrow. “I get that he’s like, the ‘father king god’ figure who rules over you all, but who are his biological children?”  
 
    “All of them are, Dragon King,” Gudrun repeated. “Every single male orc alive today is descended from the current Grand Gar.”  
 
    I nearly spat out my porridge.  
 
    “How is that possible?” Jonas asked.  
 
    “The Grand Gar and his original children hunted down every other male on the island,” Olga said. “They wiped out all other bloodlines and then got to work repopulating the island with his own.”  
 
    “The population would die out eventually, wouldn’t it?” Batari asked. “Because eventually you’d run out of people to mate with that weren’t… Oh, gods…”  
 
    “Please tell me this isn’t going where I think it’s going,” I said with a shudder.  
 
    “It is, unfortunately,” Olga confirmed. “Gudrun, Signe, and I are the only orcs before you who were around before the Grand Gar’s takeover. The other three are all descendants of his line.”  
 
    “But… You said he was married to Thyra?” Teeka asked.  
 
    “He was.” Olga scowled.  
 
    “Holy fuck,” I said as my stomach turned over on itself. “He was-- he was fucking members of his own bloodline?”  
 
    “Why do you think so many of the orc men are borderline imbeciles?” Gudrun asked. “They’ve been inbred for many, many years.”  
 
    It was a precarious situation, and I wondered for a moment about my own lineage. Right now, Jonas and Kehlaan were the only other males who weren’t my direct descendants, so we would have to address the problem sooner or later. Then again, that wouldn’t be difficult.  
 
    Once the orcs were gone, they wouldn’t be out killing off males of other species. Maybe when this final mission was finished, we could sail around the world and meet them, which would give my daughters their choice of future mates.  
 
    If they bowed to the Draco Rex, of course.  
 
    But I couldn’t worry about that now. Right now, I had one mission, and one mission only.  
 
    Kill the Grand Gar and rid the world of the blight known as the orcs.  
 
    “Every now and again, though, you get a child who defies the odds,” Signe said as she patted Thyra on the shoulder. “Like this lovely lady right here. She’s the smartest damn person I’ve met in my entire life, and it’s not even close.”  
 
    “I’m not very smart,” Thyra said as she looked down at her bowl. “I’ve just practiced a lot of theoretical equations.”  
 
    “She is our gunner,” Olga explained. “This girl right here can calculate the exact arc of a cannonball, and she’s accurate up to a few feet.”  
 
    “We saw that first-hand,” Jemma said with a scoff. “She nearly blew us out of the water multiple times.”  
 
    What about me? Tirian huffed. I was almost ripped in half!  
 
    “It’s just simple math,” Thyra continued. “There’s nothing to it.”  
 
    “Nothing to it?” I said with a whistle. “I had to cheat to pass Calculus, and I barely squeaked by Physics with a B minus.”  
 
    “Her intelligence is why the Grand Gar wanted to execute her,” Olga said. “He hates the idea that a woman might be smarter than him.”  
 
    “It’s not very hard,” Gudrun snorted. “I think I could pluck a random creature out of the ocean, and it would probably be more intelligent than him.”  
 
    The orc women all shared a hearty laugh, but I wanted to know more.  
 
    “So, you saved her, Olga?” I asked. “You got Thyra off the island before she could be executed?”  
 
    “I’d been planning our escape for several season cycles,” Olga said with a longing sigh. “Every single night, once I knew the men were asleep, we would go down into the tunnels and explore, trying to find a way to escape the island. It involved many long, sleepless nights of wandering through the labyrinth of tunnels, as well as quite a bit of digging.”  
 
    “But eventually, we were able to find the daylight,” Signe said. “Literally.”  
 
    “That wasn’t enough, though,” Olga continued. “We had a way out, but we hadn’t found a ship yet.”  
 
    “So, that’s how you got this thing?” Arrick asked as he gestured to the carrack anchored beside us. “You snuck around and stole it in the dead of night?”  
 
    “Oh, no, young man.” Gudrun smirked and shook her head. “It was not in the middle of the night. And there was not much sneaking involved.”  
 
    “When I got word that the Grand Gar was pissed at Thyra, I realized I wasn’t going to have much time to act,” Olga explained. “I knew he was going to have her executed almost immediately, so our plans for escape got pushed ahead by quite some time.”  
 
    “It was insanity,” Hilda laughed. “Yrsa, Signe, Gudrun, and I were all sitting there working on tanning some leather hides, and then these two psychos burst in.”  
 
    “I remember it like it was yesterday,” Signe said with a fond smile. “Olga was carrying Thyra in her arms like an adoring husband, and she just kept saying ‘we have to go now.’”  
 
    “And that’s what you did?” Arrick asked as he leaned forward in his chair.  
 
    “That’s exactly what we did,” Olga said. “Signe went off to gather our rations, Gudrun went out to collect the supplies, and Hilda and Yrsa stayed behind to protect Thyra from the search parties the Grand Gar had sent out for her.” 
 
    And you went for the ship? Swaer asked.  
 
    The wind dragon’s snout was covered with a glob of green mashed peas, which dripped from his noddle-like whiskers as he licked his lips.  
 
    “You went for the ship, we assume?” I translated, since Olga couldn’t hear the dragon.  
 
    “Oh, I went for the ship.” The brunette captain smiled from ear to ear. “I snuck through the tunnels out to the main dockyard, and then I flirted with the former captain of this ship until I was able to get him alone. And, when he was peeling off his clothes and thinking he was about to fuck me? I slit his throat and threw his body out the window. Then I sailed the ship away, and nobody even tried to stop me.”  
 
    “And here I assumed all orcs were dumb, oafish creatures,” Nadir said as her tail flicked back and forth. “Maybe we have more in common than I thought!” 
 
    “The story doesn’t end there, though,” Gudrun continued. “The rest of us moved through the secret tunnels under the island until we reached the agreed meeting place. Much to our surprise, we were met with a fucking carrack!” 
 
    “A carrack that still had a few of the crew members on board,” Signe chuckled.  
 
    “You didn’t check the rest of the ship for crew members?” I asked Olga.  
 
    “I didn’t have time.” The orc woman shrugged. “I wanted to get off the island as soon as possible.”  
 
    “So, basically, we had to fight off five orc men,” Hilda said. “It was hard. Like, really, really hard. None of us really knew how to fight at that time.”  
 
    “Still, we were eventually victorious,” Gudrun added. “Though the entire incident made us realize we needed to practice our combat skills fairly urgently.”  
 
    “And that’s where we are now,” Olga said. “We sailed out to sea, and we’ve remained out here for several moon cycles, just sharpening our fighting skills and looking for orc men to terrorize.”  
 
    “You look for orc men to terrorize?” Batari raised an eyebrow. “You said you weren’t good at fighting them.”  
 
    “And that you wanted to escape,” Jemma said. “Why would you go looking for them?”  
 
    “Because.” Olga’s yellow eyes narrowed. “I wanted to make them feel the same terror they’d made us feel for so many years. Now, we patrol these waters, destroying and plundering any orc vessel we happen to come across.”  
 
    “You’re giving them a taste of their own medicine.” I smiled. “Fucking fantastic.”  
 
    It really was. It sounded like these women had lived in fear for decades, if not centuries. Now, they’d completely flipped the script, and the orc men suffered defeat after defeat by their hands. 
 
    “They named us, too!” Yrsa grinned.  
 
    “Indeed they did,” Olga said with a nod. “The few orcs who were lucky enough to escape went back and told the rest of the island about us, the ‘Emerald Bitches.’ I know it’s meant to be a derogatory name, but it’s kind of grown on me.”  
 
    “It’s a badass name,” Arrick said with wide eyes. “I wish we had a cool title like that.”  
 
    “Aren’t you literally called ‘the Dragon Prince?’” Kehlaan asked his friend. “That’s way cooler than anyone else on this ship. Other than maybe the Draco Rex.”  
 
    “So, what is your end goal, then?” I finally asked what I’d been thinking this whole time.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Olga raised her chocolate eyebrows.  
 
    “Like… What do you ultimately want from all this?” I said as I gestured to their ship and then took a bite of porridge. “Do you want to kill all the orc men? Overthrow the Grand Gar?”  
 
    “We’ve never really talked about it,” Gudrun sighed. “We escaped Isla Gar on The Valtras, and we have just sort of been living day to day ever since.”  
 
    “The Valtras,” Maca said through a mouthful of boar. “I love that name. Is that what you call your ship?”  
 
    “Indeed.” Olga nodded. “It means ‘freedom’ in our language.”  
 
    “As much as I’m enjoying this history lesson,” Mira spoke up. “I want to know more about these tunnels and their tactical advantages over the sewers.”  
 
    “Where do we even start?” Signe asked. “The sewers are dark, cramped, and smelly. Also, they will be protected.”  
 
    “Your island has guards for the sewers?” I sighed. “I’m not surprised, but that seems a bit excessive.”  
 
    “It’s a small force,” Olga said as she whipped her hair out of her face. “Easily dispelled. However, it’s still an inconvenience.”  
 
    “Which is one of the reasons we didn’t choose the sewers,” Hilda said. “Little did we know.”  
 
    “Then there’s the simple fact those tunnels are of our own design,” Signe continued. “Sure, we added onto some that already existed, but nobody knows the layout like us.”  
 
    “But there were already tunnels there,” I said as I tried to process their words. “Doesn’t that imply somebody else knows how to get around them?”  
 
    “That’s the best part,” Thyra spoke up, and for the first time I saw the blonde woman smile. “My ‘beloved husband’ killed the men who built the labyrinth beneath the island. And, to make it even better, he burned their entire libraries… Libraries that had the maps to the labyrinth itself!”  
 
    “No wonder the orcs we’ve fought are so stupid,” Arrick laughed. “They all came from a dumbass.”  
 
    “Why was there a labyrinth under the island, anyway?” Mira asked.  
 
    “It was a prison,” Olga said. “It was built to be nearly impossible to escape without a map, so anyone who was seen as a detriment to orc society was thrown down there and left to die. The Grand Gar put a few of his early wives in there until he decided he wanted to execute them in more ‘creative’ fashions.”  
 
    “But you guys know how to get through it?” I sat back and crossed my arms. “By memory alone?”  
 
    “Of course not,” Olga scoffed. “We made our own map, Dragon King.”  
 
    As she spoke, Olga reached into her massive cleavage and fumbled around for a second. The orc captain then pulled out a small, rolled-up piece of parchment paper, unfurled it, and held it up for me to see.  
 
    It looked just like the map we’d taken off Carnog’s body, only with a completely different system of legends. The villages, palace, fields, and ports were all marked, as were the winding, snaking tunnels that ran beneath the island.  
 
    “We all have copies!” Yrsa said as she pulled a map out of her cleavage, as well.  
 
    The rest of the orc women produced the small, rolled-up pieces of parchment and smiled as they held them up in the air.  
 
    “So, does this mean you trust us now?” I asked. “You’re giving away a lot of your secrets to some people you just met.”  
 
    “If you wanted to kill us, you would have killed us by now,” Olga said as she studied me. “You certainly have had plenty of opportunities, yet we all still live.”  
 
    “You’ll help us, then?” Jonas asked.  
 
    “Tentatively,” Gudrun said with a nod of her head. “I wouldn’t quite say we ‘trust’ you yet… But we certainly think we are allies against the bastard men of Isla Gar.”  
 
    “I can live with that.” I nodded as I raised my bowl of porridge into the air. “To new allies.”  
 
    “To new allies,” the rest of my crew repeated, and then we took a long swig of the soupy substance.  
 
    After a little while, I heard stirring behind me.  
 
    “Ethala is awake!” Batari said as she jumped to her feet and then ran over to the fallen Sparrow Dragon. “Are you alright, my friend?” 
 
    I’ve been better, Ethala grumbled as she stood up on all fours. My brain feels like it has exploded inside of my skull.  
 
    “Thankfully, you have such a hard head,” Mira said with a wink. “I think Atrix himself could step on you, and you’d come out alright.”  
 
    I don’t know if I’d go that far, the Sparrow Dragon admitted. Atrix is really heavy. What did I miss? Did I-- Orcs? On our ship? 
 
    Before Mira could explain, Ethala swooped up into the air. Then she let out a growl as she shot forward, straight at Olga, and lowered her head.  
 
    “Ethala, wait!” I demanded, but the dragon didn’t seem to hear me.  
 
    Thankfully, Yrsa was there to save the day.  
 
    The blue-haired orc woman stepped directly in front of Ethala and then dug her heels into the deck of The Dragon Queen. Yrsa let out a roar of determination as she threw out her hands and, much to my surprise, she stopped Ethala dead in her tracks.  
 
    What? Ethala gasped. Let go of me, you brute!  
 
    “Relax, dragon,” Yrsa said as she looked down at the Sparrow Dragon. “We are your friends.”  
 
    Yrsa’s face twisted into a goofy, child-like grin, all while Ethala simply looked up at her in horror and struggled to escape.  
 
    I liked this girl. She was giving me some major Fezzik vibes, and I was all for it.  
 
    “It’s okay, Ethala,” I said as I walked over to the scene. “She’s telling the truth. These women aren’t our enemies.”  
 
    You could have fooled me, Ethala said as she stopped struggling, and Yrsa let her go. I didn’t realize allies hit you in the head with cannonballs.  
 
    “Traditionally, they don’t.” I shrugged. “But this was all just one big misunderstanding. They’re going to help us get into the orc island undetected.”  
 
    Huh. Ethala frowned. I really did miss a lot while I was out, didn’t I?  
 
    “There wouldn’t have been anything to miss if you hadn’t jumped in front of that cannonball,” I said to the sparrow dragon as I patted her softly between the horns. “Way to take one for the team.”  
 
    I hope I never have to ‘take one’ again, Ethala said with a chuckle.  
 
    Just you wait, Swaer’s high-pitched voice interjected. This is just the first of many.  
 
    It comes with the territory of being a dragon, Tirian said. We’re much stronger and faster than anyone, so a lot of times we have to take the brunt of whatever’s going on.  
 
    “Hey, now,” I said to the three dragons. “You know I’d never make you do anything I wouldn’t do myself.”  
 
    I’m just giving you a hard time, Ben, the silver adolescent dragon said with a smile. You’ve done so much for us, and I’ll always return the favor. 
 
    As I talked to the three dragons, Thyra slowly approached. The orc woman twirled the ends of her frayed blonde hair as she walked up, and her eyes were focused on the ground the entire time.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry I hit you with that cannonball,” Thyra said. “I thought you were going to capture us and put us back into service as concubines. I should have waited to see what you were really like before I attacked.”  
 
    Ethala’s expression softened when she heard Thyra’s apology. Then the Sparrow Dragon tilted her head to the side, pursed her lips, and let out a small chuff as her tail began to wag slowly behind her.  
 
    Apology accepted, Ethala said. Ben, can you tell her I’m sorry for trying to kill her friend, as well?  
 
    “She’s sorry, too,” I told the blonde woman. “She’s sorry for trying to take out Olga like that.”  
 
    “We all make mistakes.” Thyra shrugged. “It’s part of life. I am over it already, and I hope you will get over it, as well.”  
 
    “The Dragon King is going to get over things really quickly,” Hilda said as she nudged Gudrun on the side.  
 
    “Ow,” Gudrun grumbled as she gave Hilda a death glare. “Is that even a tradition Olga wishes to continue?”  
 
    “It was our tradition long before the Grand Gar took over,” Olga said as she stood up and brushed a few crumbs off her clothes. “So it is a tradition I intend to keep until my dying days.”  
 
    “Even if one of the orc men had been able to defeat you?” Signe asked with a shudder.  
 
    “The orc men could never defeat me!” the orc captain snapped. “So that entire thought is invalid.”  
 
    “What tradition are you talking about?” Teeka asked. “Does the Draco Rex get a reward for defeating you in battle?”  
 
    “He gets the greatest gift of all…” Olga trailed off, and her eyes locked on mine. “He gets me.”  
 
    “You?” I gulped. “Uh-- What do you mean, exactly? Like you join my crew?”  
 
    “Not exactly,” Olga said with a half-smile. “As you’ve probably noticed, we orcs pride ourselves on our skills in combat. We are from a warrior culture, and we believe all good warriors should be recognized for their accomplishments. So, there is a particular tradition that is always upheld with orc women. One the Grand Gar has forbidden, but I intend to keep going.”  
 
    “Which is…?” I asked.  
 
    “When a man defeats an orc woman in battle, she is required to bed him as a reward,” Olga continued. “We want our children to be the strongest warriors possible, and that is only accomplished by rewarding those who are stronger than ourselves.”  
 
    My loins turned red-hot as the blood rushed into my manhood, and my heart began to flutter like it was being electrocuted.  
 
    I’d never known orc women could be so attractive, and now one of them was literally throwing herself at me as part of some traditional reward system.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    “Look, Olga,” I said as I raised my hands and tried to make sense of what was going on. “You’re not a prize. I didn’t ‘win you’ in battle or anything like that.”  
 
    “Of course not!” The orc captain crossed her arms across her chest. “I’m not a simple object that can be passed around from one person to another.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “So you don’t have to feel obligated to, uh, give yourself to me.”  
 
    “I’m not obligated,” Olga corrected. “I want to give myself to you, Dragon King. You have proven yourself to be a powerful warrior, one much greater than myself. I want my children to be the strongest warriors they can possibly be, and that can only happen by mating with someone like yourself. It’s a choice, not an obligation.”  
 
    “Come now, Draco Rex,” Hilda teased. “Any other man would practically be falling over his own erection to fuck Olga.”  
 
    “There’s no need for such vulgar language, Hilda,” Gudrun said with a glare. “We should speak with more grace than our oafish male counterparts, remember?”  
 
    “Well, that’s just fucking stupid,” the redheaded orc said with a snort.  
 
    “I believe it.” I nodded. “Any man would be lucky to be with Olga. She’s really, really pretty, especially for an orc.”  
 
    “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?” Signe growled.  
 
    “Nothing bad!” I said as my face turned red. “It’s just… we’re so used to seeing the lumbering, hideous orc men we’ve fought. I never in a million years would have figured orc women would be the exact opposite in appearance.”  
 
    “Thanks, I guess,” Signe said with a frown.  
 
    “I get what he means,” Arrick said as he puffed out his chest. “The men orcs are fugly, but you guys are like, all hot and stuff.”  
 
    “Awwww,” Olga chuckled. “The little one thinks we’re cute, girls.”  
 
    All of the orc women began to laugh playfully, while Arrick’s face turned the color of a tomato. The Dragon Prince cleared his throat and looked like he was about to say something, but all he could do was sputter for a moment before he looked down at the ground.  
 
    “Wow,” Kehlaan said. “You ladies have done the impossible… You’ve left Arrick speechless!”  
 
    “Shut up!” the Dragon Prince hissed at his friend. “I-I’m just trying to think of something smooth to say in response.”  
 
    “You’re going to be thinking forever,” the Spindrel boy said. “If you haven’t thought of it already, your brain’s probably failing.”  
 
    “Your brain would be failing too if you were getting laughed at by a bunch of attractive women,” Arrick grumbled.  
 
    “My brain’s just fine, thank you.” Kehlaan shrugged.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Hilda said to the hedgehog-boy. “Are you not into orc women?”  
 
    “You’re all very pretty,” Kehlaan said as he shook his head. “But my heart belongs to one woman, and one woman only.”  
 
    “Dude…” Arrick gagged. “You’re still on that shit with my sister? Shouldn’t you have taken the hint already?”  
 
    “She’s been a bit cold,” Kehlaan said, and he went a little moony-eyed as he thought of Marella. “But she’ll come around eventually. Especially once I get the Draco Rex’s seal of approval. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned from hanging around your father, it’s that you never give up, even when the odds are against you.”  
 
    I would have been proud that I’d taught the Spindrel boy a life lesson, if he wasn’t equating it to getting together with my first-born daughter. Still, it was good to know I had such a positive impact on the youth of the island.  
 
    I was like Daren the D.A.R.E. lion or Woodsy the Owl, if either of them had actually been effective.  
 
    At least I’d been able to make Kehlaan “give a hoot.”  
 
    “Look at that, Olga,” Hilda said with a mile-wide grin. “He’s an excellent father figure, as well.”  
 
    “You have no idea,” Jemma spoke up. “The Draco Rex has fathered many children, and he is equally wonderful to all of them.”  
 
    He’s basically been my dad, too! Swaer said, even though the orc women couldn’t understand him.  
 
    “Even little acorn-hoarders like mine,” Nadir cackled. “You should have seen his reaction when they said their first words. It was sweet and hilarious at the same time.”  
 
    “That’s because Terra’s first word was ‘blood,’” I said with a frown. “And Hokir’s was ‘smash.’ Of course, I was a little bit taken aback.”  
 
    “I was so proud of them for that,” the Coonag woman said as she wiped away a happy tear. “I was even prouder of you for playing along with it and telling them both that they were going to be seeing lots of that in the future.”  
 
    “They’re Coonag children,” I said. “They’ve already smashed lots of shit and seen lots of blood, and they’re only a few months old. You-- we’re getting off topic here! I appreciate your offer, Olga, but you don’t have to do that.”  
 
    “I do, though,” Olga said as her lips pursed and twisted downward. “It’s the only way to make our race strong once more. If we do not mate with the strongest warriors we can find, then we run the risk of putting more orcs into the world that are as dumb and as worthless as the descendants of the Grand Gar.”  
 
    “They seem to be doing pretty well for themselves,” Mira snarled. “They’ve pretty much pushed all of the races you see before you to the brink of extinction, and it’s taken every ounce of the Draco Rex’s fortitude to keep us going.”  
 
    “They have a prowess for war and brutality,” Olga said. “I will give them that. The Grand Gar instills his own horrific mindset into them from a very young age, and he makes sure to only promote the most brutal and violent of the bunch. However, once you get outside of war and fighting? Well, you’ve seen how dumb they can be.”  
 
    “Like Captain Carnog,” Jemma noted. “He kept coming back, even though we defeated him multiple times.”  
 
    “Carnog?” Signe asked. “They sent Carnog after you?”  
 
    “Twice,” I said with a nod. “He went rogue and came after us a third time, thinking they would promote him from his position as a trash dumper if he killed me.”  
 
    “Carnog was a trash dumper?” Olga’s eyes lit up with glee. “I really hope he is still alive so we can give him shit for that.”  
 
    “The trash is where he belongs,” Yrsa said as she flipped her blue bangs out of her eyes and held her head high.  
 
    “You’ll have to gloat to his ghost,” I explained. “I killed him the last time we fought… I’d had enough of his shit.”  
 
    “Carnog is dead.” Thyra smirked.  
 
    “Carnog is dead!” Olga parroted. “After being demoted to a trash dumper. What can’t the Draco Rex do?”  
 
    “Apparently, get the hint across,” I laughed. “You don’t have to mate with me just because I beat you in battle. Besides, it was a joint effort. Teeka helped out a lot, too.”  
 
    “That’s okay,” the orc captain said as she winked at Teeka. “She can join in, too, if she wants.”  
 
    Teeka’s ocean-blue eyes widened to the circumference of saucers, and she bit her bottom lip as she seemed to ponder Olga’s offer.  
 
    “Maybe you can work up to that,” Signe said. “Not all women are so quick to be as… generous with their bodies as we are.” 
 
    “Look,” Mira finally sighed. “It doesn’t matter what you decide to do, Ben. We can’t sit out here in the ocean forever, especially not when we’re this close to the orc island.”  
 
    “Isla Gar,” Thyra corrected.  
 
    “Isla Gar,” Mira said with a roll of her eyes. “We are certainly close enough now that we would be within striking distance of their fleet, no?”  
 
    “Maybe.” Olga shrugged. “But they’re not going to send out their fleet unless they’re going to pillage or invade. If anything, we may get discovered by a patrolling security ship or maybe a trash dumping vessel that’s headed to the Tainted Sea, but that wouldn’t be an issue. We’ve sank plenty of those ships before, and I’ll gladly do it again.”  
 
    “So you have plenty of time to mate!” Yrsa declared as she closed her eyes, smiled, and bounced up and down on the balls of her feet. 
 
    She really wasn’t going to let this go, was she?  
 
    I mean, on the one hand, I’d just met Olga, she’d tried to kill me multiple times, and we were currently smack dab in the middle of enemy territory.  
 
    Then again, who here on this ship hadn’t tried to kill me at one point or another?  
 
    And I’d had sex in plenty of questionable situations.  
 
    Plus, despite being a member of the horrid orc race, Olga was stunning. Her brown, wavy hair looked like two waterfalls of chocolate as they trailed down the sides of her neck and draped against her shoulders, and her wide, dark green lips formed an adorable little bow shape underneath the deep cleft that sat above them. Her golden eyes shimmered like stars in the night sky, and I could see in them the swashbuckling, fiery spirit of adventure she seemed to have.  
 
    Any man would be lucky to have her, but the head on my shoulders told me one thing, while the head between my legs told me another.  
 
    “It’s okay, Ben,” Batari said as she scratched Swaer under the chin. “We can hold down the ships if you wish to go below deck with Olga. You don’t have to say ‘no’ on account of us.”  
 
    “We’ve got Tirian and Ethala to keep watch,” Jemma added. “They’ll let us know if anything dangerous is headed our way.”  
 
    I will need some time to heal up, anyway, Ethala said telepathically. My head is still pounding, and I don’t know how much use I would be in a battle right now.  
 
    “See?” Nadir placed her hands on her hips. “We can handle the ship while you’re fulfilling your kingly duties.”  
 
    “Can we talk about something else?” Arrick asked as he did a full-body shudder. “Like, anything else? Anything that doesn’t involve my father’s sex life?”  
 
    “But Arrick,” Mira said in a joking tone. “This is all part of the life of a Draco Rex. When you’re older and eventually become king, you’re going to have plenty of relationships like this.”  
 
    “And I’m sure my children will hate hearing about it just as much as I do,” the Dragon Prince huffed.  
 
    “I know you didn’t ask for my opinion,” Holara said as she stepped forward. “But I’m going to give it anyway. Your contribution to the Morpho race has been better than anything I’ve ever seen. All of my sisters are pregnant now, and our race has been saved. All thanks to you. If you can help these women get their race back on the right track by giving them a bunch of babies, then I think you should do it.”  
 
    “Listen to the one with the crazy hair,” Olga purred. “She makes some very good points.”  
 
    “This isn’t a democracy,” I said with an awkward laugh.  
 
    So the truth finally comes out, eh? Tirian snickered.  
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” I said as I rolled my eyes at the dragon. “I’m just saying you guys don’t really get a say in this matter.”  
 
    “Doesn’t what I want matter?” Olga asked as she batted her almond-shaped yellow eyes at me.  
 
    Goddamnit. That was my one weakness.  
 
    “Of course, it does…” I trailed off. “I just want you to want me because, well, you want me. Not because you’re ‘supposed to’ based on some ritual that doesn’t even sound like it’s being kept going by anyone but your crew.”  
 
    “It was commonplace in orc culture before the Grand Gar came around,” Gudrun explained. “He quickly squashed the tradition because he knew it would create warriors who would eventually be better than him. And when that happened, he would be usurped without question.”  
 
    “Better to keep them dumb, but juuuuusst useful enough to conquer other races,” Hilda said as she held up her thumb and index finger and pinched them together for effect.  
 
    This whole situation left me with a strange ethical dilemma. The orcs had been public enemy number one to my friends and lovers for decades, as they were the ones who’d killed off all their men and kidnapped their women to be raped and tortured. They’d been nothing but evil since the day I’d arrived in this topsy-turvy world of monster girls, dragons, and swashbuckling adventures.  
 
    The orcs were my enemy, and I wanted nothing more than to wipe the vile, disgusting creatures off the face of this world.  
 
    But now, come to find out, they weren’t intrinsically evil.  
 
    They’d been a somewhat peaceful race before the Grand Gar came along. Sure, they were a warrior race that surely stomped all who opposed them into the ground, but they hadn’t always been the sick fucks they currently were.  
 
    For the first time in my career as the Draco Rex, I literally held the fate of an entire race in my hand.  
 
    I could continue on with my original plan. We could take the orc women’s help, continue on to Isla Gar, deactivate the Shadow Dragon’s shield, and then kill every single one of those bastards, including the Grand Gar. And the orcs would be no more.  
 
    Or, I could take Olga up on her offer. Much like the rest of the women on my crew, I could impregnate her and the other female orcs of her crew and start their species anew. If I played my cards right, the Grand Gar’s entire legacy would be replaced by that of the Draco Rex.  
 
    Then again, it was orcs. Something about the whole thing just didn’t feel right. 
 
    “I-I think I need a minute,” I sighed and held up my hands. “I’m gonna go down to my quarters and mull it over, okay? You guys just hang around up here and let me know if anything interesting happens.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” Mira asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Yeah, just… I’ll be back.” I turned on my heels, power-walked over to the ladder that led down below deck, and scurried down. The second my boots thudded against the soft carpet that covered the floorboards, I was headed for the captain’s quarters, and when I reached it, I tossed open the door, slid inside, and then fell back onto the bed and stared up at the ceiling.  
 
    Maybe I was overthinking this whole thing. It wasn’t like my children would be the same as the fuckers we’d been fighting against this whole time.  
 
    Right?  
 
    Olga’s crew didn’t seem to act like any of the other orcs we’d encountered before, but that may have simply been because they were all women. What happened if I impregnated these women, and we ended up with a boy?  
 
    Would he grow up to be just as brutal and as violent as the rest of his race? Or would his half-dragonkin side win out and keep him civil?  
 
    Then there was the whole idea of helping the orcs in general. Why would I want to help people who had caused so much death, despair, and destruction?  
 
    Of course, if it was all because of the Grand Gar and his way of life, then killing him should correct any problems, and maybe, just maybe, it would be possible to live in peace with the orcs if we actually got rid of the asshole at the top and all his lackeys.  
 
    That was when a troubling thought entered my brain.  
 
    What if Olga was lying?  
 
    Sure, it was quite clear the crew of The Valtras hated the Grand Gar and everything he stood for, but all that meant was we had a common enemy. And, if my World War Two history lessons were any indicator, the enemy of my enemy was most certainly not always my friend. 
 
    Olga could have easily been bullshitting me. If I gave her a child, then she would have somebody who would grow up to usurp the Grand Gar. And if she trained him to be like any other orc male, he could end up trying to usurp me, too.  
 
    Fucking hell.  
 
    Was I just being too paranoid about this?  
 
    Maybe it was as simple as Olga being alone and horny, and that was her excuse to get me into bed.  
 
    Never in my life had I been so conflicted about making love.  
 
    Suddenly, my mind was brought back down by the sound of a knock on my door, so I jumped up and sauntered over to open it up, even though I had a feeling I already knew who was on the other side.  
 
    Sure enough, when I opened the door I was greeted by the smiling green face of Olga.  
 
    “I, uh… I haven’t made my decision yet,” I said before I cleared my throat. “Sorry.”  
 
    “It’s alright, Draco Rex,” Olga said as she placed her right hand up on the door. “I think I may have been a bit too forward with my proposition before. Right now, I just wanted to come down here and talk.”  
 
    Right. I remember where all the “talking” had gotten me with the other women before.  
 
    “Come in,” I said as I stepped out of the way and held my arm out. “Take a seat, and we can talk about whatever it is you wanted to talk about.”  
 
    Olga sashayed into the room and headed over to the chair next to the large table that held The Dragon Queen’s collection of maps. She plopped down into the wooden seat with a creak and crossed her legs seductively as she patted her knees.  
 
    “These are very nice quarters,” she said as she looked around the room. “You have much better taste than the orcs who originally possess these dwellings.”  
 
    “I mean, it’s pretty basic pirate stuff,” I admitted. “I mainly just copied things I saw in Pirates of the Caribbean and Treasure Island. The one with the Muppets, most specifically.”  
 
    “Well, then,” Olga continued, and her brow furrowed in slight confusion. “Those Muppets must have had good taste, as well.”  
 
    “Depends on which one,” I said with a snort. “I don’t think I’d trust Animal or Fozzie to decorate my room.”  
 
    “I don’t understand that joke at all.” Olga shook her head and chuckled. “But I am sure it would be hilarious if I did.”  
 
    “So?” I asked as I walked over and leaned against the table. “What was it you wanted to talk about?”  
 
    “Well… Everything,” she said with a frown. “I know I was very aggressive back there about the whole ‘mating with the man who beat me’ thing, but it’s mostly just an act for the rest of the girls. It’s extremely exhausting to be the resident hard-ass all the time.”  
 
    “You’re the hard-ass?” I asked. “I was kinda picking up that Gudrun was the hard-ass of the group.”  
 
    “Maybe that’s the wrong word,” Olga said. “It’s hard being the… person in charge? The one who everybody looks to as an example?”  
 
    “The leader.” I nodded. “It’s hard being the leader. Trust me, I know exactly what you’re feeling.”  
 
    “It’s just… I have an image I have to uphold when I’m in front of the other girls,” she explained. “They see me as this rough-and-tough, take-no-prisoners sort of captain, when in reality that’s never what I’ve been. I have simply just adopted that identity in the season cycles since we escaped Isla Gar.”  
 
    “So, it’s all a front?” I raised an eyebrow. “The pirate outfit? The gruff and tough way of talking? The forwardness when it comes to-- uh… Nocturnal activities?”  
 
    “Yes, yes, and yes,” Olga sighed. “Do you have any idea what I did before we broke away?”  
 
    “Not really.” I shook my head. “But I assumed you were like, a concubine to a badass warrior or something like that?”  
 
    “Not at all!” the orc captain scoffed, and then she burst out laughing. “I was a seamstress, Draco Rex. My main contribution to orc society was I made comfortable clothes for the men to wear into battle and clothes for the women that made them look ‘attractive’ to the men. That’s it. I wasn’t a warrior or a queen or general or anything. I was a seamstress. That’s how I met the rest of the girls.”  
 
    “Even Thyra?” I asked. “You said she was the Grand Gar’s wife, though. How did you two meet?”  
 
    “I made her wedding dress,” Olga said. “After that, she came to me for all her clothing, and we became quite good friends. So, when I found out the Grand Gar wasn’t happy with her--”  
 
    “You got her off Isla Gar,” I finished the story for the captain. “And then sailed away on a stolen ship. Or is that part of the story a fabrication, too?”  
 
    “It’s not.” The orc woman shook her head. “Everything I told you about our escape was true. We really had been exploring the tunnels for several season cycles, chipping away at the dirt until we found a way out. I really did kill that man and throw him overboard, too. Like I said, I had to adapt to the ‘captain’ identity fairly quickly.”  
 
    As Olga spoke, she pulled the bandana out of her hair and let her locks free. The two sides of her hairdo cascaded down onto her shoulders, and the top frizzed up above her head. Then she gave her head a quick shake to free any matted strands before she tossed the bandana to the side.  
 
    “Well, your seamstress past explains why you all have such great outfits,” I joked. 
 
    “Oh, that was priority number one,” Olga chuckled. “I set to work making us outfits the first day we were out at sea.”  
 
    “You did a damn good job,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest and smirked. “You may claim to just be playing a part, but you definitely look it.”  
 
    “Not everything I say is part of the act, you know.” Olga frowned. “I do care about all of my crewmates, and I would fight the Grand Gar himself, one-on-one, if it meant I could give them a better life.”  
 
    “You’re in luck, then,” I said. “Because once you help us get onto Isla Gar, and we figure out how to shut down the Shadow Dragon’s shield, we’re going to launch a full-out assault on the island.”  
 
    “Will we be with you, though?” Olga asked as she cocked her head at me. “Or once we have shown you the way in, will you simply toss us to the side and never speak to us again?”  
 
    “That’s all gonna depend.” I shrugged. “I’m still not sure if I can trust you all. Actually, I was just sitting down here wondering if this entire thing was just a giant ruse.”  
 
    “Please, Draco Rex.” The brunette woman rolled her eyes. “I could never come up with a plan that elaborate. That’s more Thyra’s thing. Mating with the victor of a battle was a tradition in our old orc culture, before the fuckwad came into power, and it’s a tradition I wish to keep alive. If possible, of course.”  
 
    I looked Olga’s body up and down as I pondered her words. Her large breasts were smashed together by her corset to form a single, large line of cleavage, and her toned legs seemed to shine under the sunlight. The woman’s arms were fit and slightly muscular, as was the bit of her abdomen that wasn’t covered by her outfit.  
 
    Maybe it was the fact she was so beautiful, or maybe it was because she’d just opened up to me and expressed all her vulnerabilities.  
 
    Either way, something took over me in this moment, and I wanted one thing.  
 
    Olga.  
 
    “It’s possible.” I smiled, and I felt a dull throb between my legs. “Under one condition, of course.”  
 
    “Of course,” Olga said in a somewhat sarcastic, yet playful tone.  
 
    “If you really want me to honor the tradition of your people and help you bear a child,” I began. “Then you have to promise me you’ll stick around when this is all over. After we kill the Grand Gar and wipe out his lineage, you have to promise you’ll let me see our child, and that you won’t just go off and abandon me.”  
 
    “Draco Rex,” Olga said as she smiled from ear to ear. “That is the easiest deal I’ve ever had to make. Of course, you can see your child. You will be its father, after all. Besides… I think having you around would be good for the girls’ spirits. For obvious reasons.”  
 
    “Then I think-- I think we might have a deal.” I cleared my throat as my heart pounded in my chest.  
 
    I really, really hoped I hadn’t just made a poor decision.  
 
    However, my mind went completely empty when Olga leaned over and pressed her lips against mine. Her kiss was gentle and sweet, and my heart fluttered when she ran her soft fingers along my neck.  
 
    We kissed passionately as I placed my hand against her cheek and caressed it tenderly, and soon I found my hand reaching down to the leather strap on her corset. When I began to unfasten Olga’s garment, she let out a sound that was a mixture between a purr and a moan.  
 
    Soon, her left hand drifted down and brushed past my not-so-hidden erection. She instantly pulled her head away from mine, and her eyes were the size of dinner platters as a sly grin slid up her lips.  
 
    “Lucky me,” Olga purred. “Now I’m even more glad we have this tradition.”  
 
    The orc woman kissed me again, and this time her tongue slid into my mouth as she dug her fingernails into my shoulder. The process of undoing her corset was somewhat complicated, so we simply made out as I untied the top and then pulled the string through each and every loop. Finally, I felt the string come loose, and Olga’s corset fell open.  
 
    “Holy fuck!” I gasped when her body came into view.  
 
    The corset must have been extremely tight, because her breasts looked nearly double the size they’d appeared before. Each one was at least a freaking double D, with an erect, circular nipple that looked hard enough to cut glass. Olga’s areolas were equally as large, and they took up a quarter of each breast. Her nipples were perfectly rounded, and they were pigmented with a bright shade of pink to contrast the emerald skin of her body. Each one had a small metal piercing that hung off her erect nubs and looped down about half an inch below her actual areolas.  
 
    Olga’s corset had also been covering her lower body, so when it fell open her womanhood was also exposed to the world. Her slit was already moist with arousal, further evidenced by the swollen olive-colored clit that laid at the top. A tasteful bit of brown hair covered the top of her pussy, and I licked my lips when I thought about going down on her.  
 
    Even though her two most intimate parts were on display, seeing the rest of Olga’s body sent me into overdrive. The woman looked like she was chiseled out of fucking marble with her six-pack abs, slender-yet-toned biceps, and legs that looked like they were strong enough to outrun Usain Bolt.  
 
    “You’re not the only one who’s bigger than they appear.” Olga winked as she playfully slid the corset over her shoulders. “Now, I think it’s your turn.”  
 
    “Okay,” I said, and then I pulled my shirt off and threw it to the side.  
 
    “That’s not fair!” Olga laughed. “You know that’s not what I wanted to see?”  
 
    “Why not?” I asked as I flexed like an Olympian. “Don’t you wanna see the gun show?”  
 
    “I want to see your gun,” the orc woman demanded, and then she reached down to my waistband.  
 
    Olga unfastened my belt, yanked it off like she was starting a lawnmower, and then pulled my pants down below my ankles. Her eyes lit up as my erection nearly hit her in the face, but she wasted no time getting down to work.  
 
    The orc woman threw my pants to the side before she grabbed my cock at the base, opened her mouth up wide, and shoved the tip of it inside.  
 
    “Oh, my god…” I moaned as I leaned my head back and let the pleasure take over. “That feels so fucking good.”  
 
    Olga only had about the first third of my dick in her mouth, but she was lashing her tongue back and forth like she was trying to lap up the milk in a bowl. Her tongue felt warm and wet, but most importantly, it felt like fucking heaven on earth.  
 
    The orc woman made a slight gagging sound as she pushed down further, this time about two-thirds of the way down.  
 
    Then I felt the head of my dick press against the back of her mouth, and the warm coil in my stomach started to build up when her tight muscles wrapped around me.  
 
    Olga took one final deep breath before she looked up at me with her beautiful yellow eyes, both of which were full of lust. Her hand drifted up and started to rub my balls as she prepared for the final phase, and my legs started to tremble.  
 
    When Olga finally pushed herself all the way down onto me, though?  
 
    I just about exploded right then and there.  
 
    Olga let out a muffled moan as I bottomed out against her throat, and then she pulled up and let my cock slide all the way out of her mouth.  
 
    “Good fucking god!” she panted as she looked down at my erection. “How the fuck am I going to keep putting that into me?”  
 
    “Just like you have been,” I growled as I ran my fingers through her hair. “You’re doing a damn good job.”  
 
    “Not with all this hair in the way, I’m not,” Olga chuckled, and then she pulled her brown locks back over her shoulders.  
 
    She was putting her hair back. If experience was any indication, that meant things were about to get very, very intense.  
 
    Before I could say anything else, Olga grabbed onto my cock and held it up to her lips, and she swished her tongue around the head in a clockwise pattern before she lapped up the bit of pre-cum that had managed to ooze out. Then she gave my erection a final kiss on the tip before she opened wide and shoved it in again. The captain pushed herself all the way down in one single motion, and my entire body trembled with excitement.  
 
    I didn’t know how long I could fucking take this.  
 
    Olga proceeded to bob up and down on my cock in quick, rhythmic motions. One hand caressed my balls as the other ran up and down my outer thigh, and all while the orc woman swallowed each and every inch of my dick like a bigmouth bass.  
 
    Olga was down on her knees, so her tight ass was jutted out and on full display for me to see. Even better? The woman hadn’t taken off her leather boots, either.  
 
    Damn, she knew how to please a man.  
 
    It didn’t take long for the warm coil in my abdomen to grow to new levels of tightness, and I figured it wouldn’t be long before I unleashed the beast.  
 
    My eyes were glued to Olga’s ass as she pleasured me, and after about five straight minutes of ecstasy, I knew the end was near. I started to run my fingers through Olga’s beautiful brown locks as she sucked me dry, and then I hit the mountaintop.  
 
    “Olga?” I gasped as every muscle in my abdomen spasmed. “I think I’m gonna-- I think-- Ohhhhhhhhh!”  
 
    I gripped Olga’s hair tightly as my balls sprang up into my body and then pulsed with the intensity of a category five hurricane. My vision tunneled around the edges of my eyes as pure pleasure shot throughout my body, and I went completely rigid. My cock began to spasm, and what felt like a gallon of my semen started to spray into Olga’s mouth.  
 
    The orc woman, however, just kept going.  
 
    She made an “mmmmmm” sound as she bobbed her head up and down on my dick, and the sensation sent me into overdrive.  
 
    Olga’s throat spasmed as she gulped down every drop of my seed, until finally there was literally nothing left to give. When that happened, the orc woman let my dick slide from her mouth, wiped off her lips with the back of her arm, and then shot me a smile.  
 
    “That was tasty,” she purred. “I can’t wait for it to be in my womb.”  
 
    “I’m not sure how orc anatomy works,” I said with a smirk. “But it doesn’t get to your womb from your mouth.”  
 
    “I know.” Olga winked. “That was for fun. We’ll get to the part that’s more… essential in a minute.”  
 
    “In a few minutes,” I growled as I stood up from my seated position. “I need to return the favor first.”  
 
    I quickly scooped her up in my arms and then gently set her naked body down on the table, but as I got down onto my knees, she looked down at me with a confused expression on her face.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Uhhh… Shouldn’t that be obvious?” I asked. “I’m going to pleasure you, orally.”  
 
    “You are?” Olga gasped, and her yellow eyes bulged. “I-I didn’t think men did that.”  
 
    Man, these orc men were really something else. Then again, I guess you didn’t really think about a woman’s pleasure when you were in it all for yourself.  
 
    “I do,” I said with a seductive growl. “Hold on tight.”  
 
    I spread apart Olga’s legs and instantly noticed she was trembling. I tried to calm her down by running my hands along her outer thighs first, and then I got to kissing the erogenous zones on her inner thighs.  
 
    “Oh…” she breathed in a somewhat confused tone. “Oh!”  
 
    “It gets better from here,” I said as I slowly approached her dripping wet womanhood. “I promise.”  
 
    I pressed my tongue against Olga’s left labia, and then I proceeded to run my appendage up one of her lips and then down the other. Her juices were as sweet as blueberry pie, and I lapped them up like a thirsty dog in the Florida summer. Olga’s legs trembled even more as she grabbed onto my hair and let out a few soft whimpers, and that was when I got to the best part.  
 
    I ran my tongue up against her swollen clitoris, and Olga practically melted.  
 
    “Gods, Draco Rex!” she gasped. “That feels soooo good.”  
 
    “Call me ‘Ben,’” I said as I looked up at her. “It’s way hotter to hear you say my real name.”  
 
    I slid two fingers into Olga’s pussy, and the woman let out a gasp when I entered her. My digits went in without any resistance whatsoever, so I slowly fingered her while I ran my tongue across her clit in every pattern imaginable. Circles, crosses, x-s, and even fucking triangles were drawn with my tongue, and Olga began to moan intensely as I pleasured her.  
 
    All the while, my erection slowly built back up to full mast. 
 
    I was ready for round two, and it was going to be glorious.  
 
    Olga’s moans started to grow closer and closer together as the muscles in her pussy began to spasm. Then she tensed up and seemed to freeze in place.  
 
    “Oh, Ben!” she screamed. “Ohhhhhhhhh, gods!”  
 
    Olga let out a few eardrum-shattering moans as she orgasmed against my face and around my fingers, and her ecstasy seemed to go on for several minutes. Her juices oozed out of her pussy like a geyser, and I made sure I caught as much of the sweet nectar as possible with my tongue.  
 
    When she finally stopped screaming, and her body relaxed, I pulled away from Olga and looked up into her eyes.  
 
    “Pretty good, huh?” I asked.  
 
    “Y-Yes,” she said as she ran a hand through her disheveled hair. “Nobody’s ever done that to me before. It felt so amazing.”  
 
    “Don’t worry.” I promised. “If you stick around, there will be a lot more in the future.”  
 
    “I may just accept that offer,” Olga growled. “I want more of you, Ben. I want… I want all of you. Inside me. Right now.”  
 
    “Wish granted,” I said as I stood up and gestured to my rock-hard erection.  
 
    Olga spread her legs open invitingly, so I stepped toward her and placed the head of my cock against her labia. We both trembled at the sensation, and I wasted no time in getting started.  
 
    I slowly slid my cock into Olga’s pussy, and her warmth engulfed me like a second skin.  
 
    The orc woman’s mouth fell open as her brow furrowed with surprise, and she let out a few whimpers.  
 
    “Is-- is that all going to fit?” she asked. “I’m kinda worried it’ll split me in two.”  
 
    “Maybe it will,” I said with a smirk. “There’s only one way to find out.”  
 
    I pushed my cock into Olga further, and she groaned as my erection spread open the muscles of her tight tunnel. Once I was inside of her, the orc woman’s pussy grabbed onto me and didn’t let go. Soon, I felt myself bottom out inside of Olga, so I leaned over her body and braced myself against the table beside her head.  
 
    “W-Wow…” Olga sputtered. “This is incredible.”  
 
    “You haven’t seen anything yet.” I bent over and softly nuzzled on Olga’s emerald neck as I began to pump in and out of her slowly. She responded with a long, guttural groan as I kissed up the side of her neck and then nibbled on her earlobe, all while her hands dug into my back. I could feel Olga’s erect, pierced nipples pressing against my chest as she held me tight, and I couldn’t wait to give them the attention they deserved.  
 
    Olga’s velvet tunnel was tight as fuck, and it didn’t take long for the pleasureful sensations to come back to my penis. The warm coil in my stomach tightened up as I pounded the orc woman in slow, rhythmic fashion without much effort. Olga was sopping wet, but her tightness was still incredible.  
 
    “You’re so fucking sexy,” I growled as I lifted up and started to increase the speed of my thrusts. “And so damn tight.”  
 
    “A-And wet,” she reminded me through a moan.  
 
    Now that I’d increased my speed, Olga’s giant breasts bounced up and down with each thrust. I ran my hands along each of her pierced nipples sensually, and then I leaned over and gently sucked on her areola.  
 
    Olga whimpered as her body tensed up, and I wondered how much longer she could keep it up.  
 
    Then she gave my chest a slight push, and I was forced back away from her.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Am I going too hard?”  
 
    “No.” Olga shook her head and bit her lip. “I was just wondering if-- if I could be on top?”  
 
    “Fuck, yes, you can,” I said with a smirk. “In fact, I think you’ll like that even better.”  
 
    I pulled out of Olga, and she instantly sat up and patted the spot on the desk beside her. Then I jumped up onto the piece of wooden furniture before I flipped around and laid down on my back.  
 
    The second I did so, Olga got onto her knees and swung her left leg over my body. She reached down, grabbed onto my cock, and carefully positioned it so it was up against her pussy.  
 
    Then she bit her lip and lowered herself down.  
 
    “Oh-ohhh!” Olga moaned as her velvet tunnel wrapped around me once more.  
 
    The orc woman pressed her hands against my chest, which also pushed her breasts together, and she proceeded to move up and down on my erection in quick, hurried bounces. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I growled as I slapped my hands around her fit ass. “You’re gonna make me blow if you keep doing that.”  
 
    “T-That’s the point, isn’t it?” Olga panted, and she flashed me a smirk.  
 
    Olga’s giant breasts jiggled with each thrust she made against me, and I could feel her warm juices as they dripped down onto me like a fountain.  
 
    The warm coil in my stomach was now wound up to new levels of tightness, and I knew I was approaching the edge of the mountain.  
 
    “I’m going to fill you with my seed,” I told the woman. “I’m going to put it into your fertile womb, and then you’re going to have my baby.”  
 
    “Gods, yes!” Olga moaned. “Fill me with your strong, powerful seed, Draco Rex.”  
 
    The muscles in my lower body started to tremble with anticipation as my balls jumped up into my body, and Olga’s pussy had begun to spasm around me faster than she could even thrust.  
 
    We were both on the verge, and I just hoped we could cum together.  
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked. “Are you ready for me to unload inside you?”  
 
    “Oh, yes!” she nearly screamed as she whipped her head back. “Gods, yes. I-I-- Oh, Bennnnnnnnn!”  
 
    Olga’s velvet tunnel wrapped around me like a vise as she orgasmed a second time, and the woman’s entire body froze in place. Her mouth opened like she was going to scream, but nothing came out. Instead, there were just a few rapid, hurried whimpers as she came on top of me.  
 
    The sights and sounds of her pleasure sent me over the edge, and I felt the coil in my belly snap.  
 
    “Fuccccckkkkk!” I growled as I pushed down on Olga’s ass and shoved her all the way down against me.  
 
    The tip of my cock pressed up against her cervix as I bottomed out inside of her, and that was when things really got intense.  
 
    The world fucking turned white.  
 
    My vision completely disappeared as my balls pulsated, and my cock began to spasm. Wave after wave of carnal pleasure swept through my body as I tensed up, and it felt like a fucking rubber band snapped inside of me.  
 
    I blasted what felt like a gallon of my seed up into Olga, and she whimpered when she felt it ooze into her fertile womb. I opened my mouth and let out a long, guttural moan as a few shapes and colors started to return to me, but it was still all fuzzy. 
 
    Her pussy continued to spasm as she took it all in, and when my vision finally returned, I saw Olga’s face was completely radiant.  
 
    “Yes, Draco Rex…” she whispered as she circled her hips against mine to take in everything I had to give her. “I-I want it all. Keep spraying deep inside of me.”  
 
    My orgasm continued for a solid minute until finally, I felt my erection start to go limp.  
 
    Olga let out a long breath as she collapsed down onto my chest, and I instantly started to run my fingers through her hair.  
 
    “That was amazing,” I said as I kissed her on the head.  
 
    “It really was,” she sighed. “I’m glad you finally changed your mind.”  
 
    “I am, too,” I admitted.  
 
    “Do you think it will work?” Olga asked as she looked up at me with her soft yellow eyes. “Do you think I will finally get pregnant?”  
 
    “It hasn’t failed me yet,” I said. “Most of those women out there on the deck have been pregnant at some point or another with my seed.”  
 
    “I wonder what the child would even look like?” the orc captain asked. “I don’t think there has ever been a successful hybrid pregnancy in the orc kingdom.”  
 
    “Which is strange,” I said. “Because they seem to want to fuck everything that moves.”  
 
    “Their seed is weak,” Olga explained. “That’s why the Grand Gar and a few of his cronies are the only ones who can have children. They killed off all the men who were able to.”  
 
    “What assholes,” I grumbled. “At least there’s one silver lining out of all of that shit.”  
 
    “What could that possibly be?” the orc woman gasped.  
 
    “If the Grand Gar had never come into power, then I never would have met you,” I said with a warm smile. “And that would just be downright criminal.”  
 
    “That’s pushing it, Draco Rex.” Olga giggled. “But it’s also sweet, so I’ll allow it.”  
 
    “So you don’t mind me being sweet to you?” I asked. “Up there you don’t really seem like the kinda girl to take those compliments.”  
 
    “That’s because I’m not,” she admitted. “Up there, around my crew, I am the toughest of the tough. I can’t let them get word that I’m accepting compliments and calling people ‘sweet.’ They’ll start a mutiny!”  
 
    “No, they won’t,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “They adore you, Olga.”  
 
    “In time, they will come to adore you, too, Ben,” Olga explained. “Just maybe not right after we all tried to kill each other.” 
 
    “Hey, it worked for us…” I trailed off.  
 
    We continued to lay on the table for a few more minutes simply cuddling as we stared up at the ceiling and enjoyed each other’s company. However, all good things eventually came to an end, so we got up and put our clothes back on.  
 
    “They’re all going to know exactly what happened in here,” Olga said. “In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if they actually heard some of it.”  
 
    “That’s fine,” I said with a snort. “They’re used to it. Well, maybe other than Arrick and Kehlaan, but I’d hope they would have just gone to the other ship or covered their ears.”  
 
    Once Olga and I were dressed, we walked back over to the ladder of The Dragon Queen and ascended back to the main deck. When we got out there, we saw everybody was still pretty much in their original places, and they sat around laughing, telling jokes, and swapping stories of their adventures.  
 
    When they saw us, though, they all went silent.  
 
    “So?” Thyra asked. “Did you do it?”  
 
    “Thyra!” Gudrun hissed. “You can’t just ask people that question.”  
 
    “Seriously,” Arrick said with a shudder, and his face went a little green. “I really don’t want to know.”  
 
    “I don’t care,” Thyra said and frowned. “Did you do it, Olga?”  
 
    “Well… yes,” the orc captain finally conceded. “But we don’t know if it actually worked or not.”  
 
    “Please,” Batari chuckled. “This is Ben we are talking about. He just looks at women, and they seem to get pregnant.”  
 
    “I’m sure his baby is growing inside of you as we speak,” Nadir chuckled.  
 
    “I want to make sure, though.” Thyra nodded. “Do you know the percent chance of impregnation?”  
 
    “I don’t-- Why would I know that?” I asked.  
 
    “Thyra!” Signe said. “There’s no need to be this impatient.”  
 
    “Sure there is,” Thyra said with a scowl. “We need to know if they’re coming.”  
 
    If they’re coming? What the fuck was she talking about?  
 
    My heart sank into my stomach as I pondered Thyra’s words. Had I miscalculated, and this was all an elaborate ruse?  
 
    “What are ‘they,’ Thyra?” I asked.  
 
    The timid blonde woman looked me straight in the eyes and smiled.  
 
    “Our savior, Dragon King,” she said. “Your child will be the savior of the orc people.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    “The savior of the orc people?” I asked with a scoff, and then I looked over at Olga. “You never said anything about that.”  
 
    “I didn’t think it was pertinent.” The orc captain shrugged. “Besides, I’m not even sure if I believe that legend, anyway. I may be a traditionalist, but it’s a bit too far-fetched even for me.”  
 
    I smell a story coming on, Tirian snickered.  
 
    “I do, too,” Jemma said as she leaned forward. “Do tell.”  
 
    “There’s not much to it,” Olga said. “The myth says the god Frodeheim went against the wishes of his father and fell in love with a mortal dragon woman. Even though their love was forbidden, they ended up having a child together.”  
 
    “You’re saying your god mated with a dragonkin woman?” Jonas asked, and then the soothsayer put his hands on his knees as he leaned in to listen further. “Fascinating.”  
 
    “Their child was said to have all sorts of great abilities,” Olga continued. “He was a powerful warrior and a cunning leader but, most importantly… He had the ability to speak with dragons.”  
 
    “That checks out.” I nodded. “All of my children so far have had the ability to communicate with dragons so far, as have the women who have mothered them.”  
 
    “He was said to be the greatest leader the orcs had ever known…” Gudrun said. “A man who was destined to unite all races in harmony.”  
 
    “This is a myth, right?” Batari asked. “I’m assuming this man’s story doesn’t have a happy ending?”  
 
    “Unfortunately, it does not,” Olga said with a frown. “Harald the Mighty was slain before he could unite anyone other than the dragonkin and the orcs.”  
 
    “Hold on there,” Mira interjected. “Did you just say he united the dragonkin and the orcs? No fucking way. Jonas, have you ever heard about this?”  
 
    “I haven’t.” The elder soothsayer shook his head. “Though, if it was in the earlier days of creation, I doubt anyone I knew was around to see it.”  
 
    “I’m just telling you what the legend says,” Olga explained. “The story clearly says Harald united the two races of people before his death. I know it sounds far-fetched given the current relationship between the two races, but it’s how the story goes.”  
 
    “So, what happened to Harald?” Nadir asked as she tilted her head to the right. “Did he fall in battle?”  
 
    “That would have been a much more noble way to die,” Olga sighed. “Harald was literally stabbed in the back by one of his most trusted friends, a friend who then went on a rampage and killed everyone Harald ever cared about… Including his mother.”  
 
    “Then Frodeheim smashed him into a bloody pulp!” Yrsa said as she slammed her fist into her palm.  
 
    “Exactly,” the brunette captain said. “Frodeheim wasn’t very happy with his wife and son being killed, so the legend says he brought down his wrath on the original orc island, along with any of the orcs who were still on it. The few who survived went off to find a new place to live, and Frodeheim went into a permanent exile.”  
 
    “Am I to assume Isla Gar is the second island?” Jonas asked, and Olga confirmed with a nod.  
 
    “What was the first, then?” Teeka questioned.  
 
    “An island you will be very familiar with…” Olga smiled. “Your home. Or, at least, the home you had before you left for the living island.”  
 
    Holy shit, everything was starting to make sense now. The orcs weren’t just coming after us because they had an irrational hatred for our species.  
 
    We were living on the island that was originally theirs.  
 
    “Is that why the orcs kept coming?” Mira asked, and I assumed she’d taken the same line of thought as I had. “They wanted their island back?”  
 
    “Actually, no.” Olga shook her head. “The Grand Gar doesn’t want anything to do with the old island.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Signe grumbled. “Isla Gar is a testament to his ‘strength’ and power. He’d never go back to our people’s original home.”  
 
    “Then why the fuck did he send shiploads of orcs out to attack us?” Mira demanded as she clenched her fists. “They killed all of our men and children. They kidnapped and raped our friends. That doesn’t sound like ‘never going back’ to me.”  
 
    “He never wanted to go back.” Olga shook her head. “But he wanted to make sure there was never another rival to his throne. You see… The legend doesn’t end with Frodeheim going into exile. It ends with him sending another child into the world, one that will unite the races once more… A child born of a dragonkin and an orc. This is why the Grand Gar had your men and children killed, Mira. It is also why they were quick to kill any dragonkin captive who accidentally got pregnant.”  
 
    “They wanted to make sure an orc-dragonkin child wasn’t possible,” I said as it dawned on me.  
 
    “So that there wouldn’t be a rival to the Grand Gar’s throne,” Jonas added.  
 
    “And what better way to do it than to just kill off an entire biological sex?” I asked rhetorically. “They made it impossible for them to reproduce.”  
 
    “They weren’t just trying to kill the males, Draco Rex,” Gudrun explained. “They wanted to wipe out the entire race altogether. It just appears these women made it very, very difficult for them to do so.”  
 
    “Then the Dragon King came along,” Yrsa said.  
 
    “Exactly,” Olga responded. “The Dragon King came along and threw all of the Grand Gar’s plans into disarray. Suddenly, our orc ‘friends’ were actually losing battles against the dragonkin, and it appears they lost many more battles to the might of the Draco Rex in the time since we escaped.”  
 
    “We’ve kicked their asses a million different ways.” I grinned. “They never stand a chance.”  
 
    “Let’s hope that stays true when we get back to Isla Gar,” the orc captain warned. 
 
    “Do you truly think your child could be the reincarnation of Harald, Olga?” Signe asked her captain. “Do you think he could be the one to save our people?”  
 
    “I don’t know, my friend.” Olga shook her head. “All I know is that, if I am pregnant by Ben’s seed, our child will be the first orc-dragonkin since the time of Harald. Though I may not fully believe in the myth itself, I do believe in the Draco Rex. I have no doubt our child will be as powerful as Ben, if not even stronger.”  
 
    “That’s what we hope,” I said with a smirk. “I want all my kids to end up stronger, wiser, and better than me. Even you, Arrick.”  
 
    “I won’t tell Marella you said that.” The Dragon Prince winked.  
 
    “One thing’s for sure,” Maca said as she ruffled the red and blue feathers under her arms. “We’re not going to be saving anybody if we don’t take out the Grand Gar first.”  
 
    “Or at least the shield,” Teeka said as she ran her fingers through her emerald mohawk. “That would open up the entire island for aerial attacks.”  
 
    “It won’t be as easy as you think,” Gudrun said with a sigh. “Even if you manage to take the shield down, there will be lots of mounted crossbows to take down any dragon attacks.”  
 
    “Little dragons won’t be a match for big dragons, either,” Yrsa added.  
 
    “We’ve got more than this.” I pointed between the three dragons we’d brought with us. “There are actually eight more fire-breathers, four water dragons, and a land dragon back on our home island, just waiting to attack Isla Gar.”  
 
    “And the orcs have several full-sized dragons at their disposal, as well,” Olga said with narrowed eyes. “Their feathered dragon is quite notably fierce.”  
 
    We don’t have to worry about big, dumb, and plume-y, Swaer giggled. He’s getting eaten by fishes right about now.  
 
    “We already killed that one,” I explained. “And the two thunder dragons they had.”  
 
    “Impressive, but I’m afraid that only scratches the surface,” Olga said. “I don’t know how things have shaken up after we all escaped, but that isn’t anywhere close the number of dragons they had.”  
 
    “Well, if that’s the case…” I puffed out my chest. “Then we’re gonna just have to kill them, too.”  
 
    It made me a little nervous to know the orcs still had more deadly creatures on their side, but it was nothing we hadn’t seen before. We had nine fire-breathers ourselves, along with the sparrow dragon, four water dragons, and the land dragon Huwar. If we brought the Council of Dragons into the mix, we’d have more than enough firepower to take down whatever the Grand Gar could throw at us. 
 
    “I like his confidence,” Yrsa said as she brushed her blue hair out of her eyes.  
 
    “I do, too,” Hilda added with a sly smirk. “I’m so used to the orc men talking a big game and then not being able to back it up, but it sounds like the Draco Rex has every right to be confident. Killing a single dragon is a monumental feat, and he’s killed at least three?”  
 
    “Killing a dragon is nothing to celebrate,” Batari said in a grave tone. “The Goddess Tai weeps every time one of her marvelous creations passes on.”  
 
    “Yeah, killing them isn’t the goal, only the last resort.” I frowned. “After being bonded with so many of these majestic creatures, I’ve realized they all have personalities and intelligent minds, just like us.”  
 
    “The dragons the orcs have under their command were all raised from the infant stage,” Olga grumbled. “They were trained by the orc men themselves, so they all have a similar level of intelligence.”  
 
    “They’re dumb.” Yrsa nodded.  
 
    “And vile,” Thyra added. “The Grand Gar told me the entire process when I was his wife, you know. They steal away dragon eggs and infant dragons so they can be brainwashed into performing all sorts of cruel acts. They torture them, beat them, and submit them to all sorts of terrible acts that shape the dragons into raw killing machines. Those creatures may share the same blood as the majestic beasts that roam the sky, but they are nothing like them. All an orc’s dragon cares about is death and destruction.”  
 
    “It’s why they kill the adult dragons,” Olga confirmed. “Since it’s impossible to control a full-grown one.”  
 
    “Not exactly,” I said. “At least, it’s not impossible if you know what you’re doing. It’s just really hard.”  
 
    The orc women quirked their heads to the side and narrowed their eyes as they seemed to try and make sense of what I was saying.  
 
    “These dragons are all adolescents,” Signe said as she pointed between Tirian, Ethala, and Swaer. “I’m assuming you raised them from hatchlings?”  
 
    Who are you calling an adolescent? Ethala asked with a huff.  
 
    “Swaer and Tirian, yes,” I said with a nod. “Ethala is a full-grown dragon, as are most of the other dragons back on our home island.”  
 
    “Sorry,” Signe said to Ethala as she gave the dragon a slight bow. “I simply assumed you were not done growing.”  
 
    I should be, Ethala said with a half-smile. Unless I continue to gorge on wild boar, that is. Then I shall grow outward.  
 
    “She accepts your apology,” I said.  
 
    “But you raised her from a hatchling, too, right?” Olga asked. “You’ve just had her for a long time?”  
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “Ethala is bonded with one of the Morpho women on our island. We only met her a little over a month ago.”  
 
    Olga’s jaw dropped to the floor, and she started to shake her head back and forth in slow, disbelieving motions.  
 
    “No, no, no,” Olga said as she clicked her tongue. “You must be mistaken. There is no way to get an adult dragon to obey you.”  
 
    “Sure there is,” I said. “You have to treat them nicely and love them like a member of your family, just like any good bondmate would do.”  
 
    “You keep using that word, ‘bondmate…’” Olga trailed off. “What are you talking about?”  
 
    Now I was a bit confused. Surely the orcs understood the basic concept of bonding with dragons, right? They’d been trying to capture all the dragons we’d encountered before, and at one point they wanted to take Jonas so they could re-bond with the dragons themselves.  
 
    Then again, that was some pretty high-tier knowledge, and it probably wouldn’t have been shared with a bunch of seamstresses.  
 
    “Allow me to elaborate,” Jonas said as he placed a hand against his chest and took a step forward. “A dragonbond is a spiritual connection between a humanoid creature and a dragon, which is normally brought about when the dragon decides said humanoid is a desirable individual to be around. Once that happens, the person and the dragon can communicate with each other via their bond, silently in their respective minds.”  
 
    “You-- you’re actually talking to the dragons?” Thyra asked, and her yellow eyes were as wide as a full moon.  
 
    “Of course, we are,” Mira said with a raised eyebrow. “How do you think we understand their emotions, comments, and tactical ideas?”  
 
    “We just thought you had been around them long enough to understand all that nonverbally,” Olga admitted. “We had no idea you were actually speaking to them.”  
 
    “It’s alright, my friends.” Jonas smiled. “The orc men are not exactly desirable people to be around, so I cannot imagine any of their dragons willingly chose to bond with them.”  
 
    “Which is why they want you, Jonas,” Nadir said with a chuckle. “Now that they know you can do the rebonding ceremony.”  
 
    “Rebonding ceremony?” Thyra asked.  
 
    “Jonas here knows how to bond people to adult dragons,” I said. “Provided the dragon and the person are not already bonded with somebody else.”  
 
    “That’s incredible,” Thyra breathed. “With that sort of knowledge, it’s no wonder you are running circles around the orc men.”  
 
    “It appears much has changed since we escaped, ladies,” Olga said with a sigh. “You say the orc men are familiar with this concept?”  
 
    “They know Jonas can do it,” I explained. “But they have no fucking clue other than that. Carnog tried to have his men kidnap him before, even though they didn’t know what he’d even done.”  
 
    “Victory would have ultimately been ours, anyway,” Jonas said. “Had they actually succeeded in capturing me, I would have just botched the ceremony and made the dragons burn their island to the ground.”  
 
    “Now we’re talking!” Nadir cackled.  
 
    “And… You wish to take Jonas to Isla Gar?” Signe asked. “Seems somewhat risky.”  
 
    “Like I said.” I shrugged. “Jonas is the only one who can do the rebonding ceremony. If we have to kill the Shadow Dragon, then so be it. But if it’s not too far gone to be saved, and we can rebond it? Well, then we’re gonna need Jonas. I know it’s risky taking him into the literal lion’s den, but it’s even more risky and irresponsible to kill an animal like that if we don’t have to.”  
 
    “I’m not too worried,” Maca interjected, and her multi-colored wings flapped as she stretched out her arms. “After all, you’re pretty confident you can get us onto the island without detection, right?”  
 
    “We can get you onto it, yes,” Olga said. “We can also get you to just about any of the main villages of Isla Gar without being caught. However, if you truly wish to go to the Shadow Dragon, then we will have to go topside at some point. When we do, there will be no guarantee of your safety.”  
 
    “Fair enough.” I nodded. “I know what we’re getting into.”  
 
    “It’s been a while since you escaped, right?” Holara asked as her wild purple hair fluttered in the wind. “Do you think the orc men might have figured out your tunnel system by now?”  
 
    “Possible, but unlikely,” Olga said.  
 
    “They’re stupid,” Yrsa added. “Only care about fucking and killing.”  
 
    “Our blue-haired beauty here is correct,” Gudrun laughed. “If anything, the orc men would have tried going into the tunnels to look for our escape route, realized it was a complex system intentionally designed to be confusing, and then given up. Most of them don’t really have the mental capacity to solve such a puzzle.”  
 
    “Not even when they were looking for the Grand Gar’s wife?” Teeka asked.  
 
    “The wife he was going to have executed?” Olga snorted. “I mean, sure… He probably spent some time looking for her so he could have her brought back and killed, but I doubt he gave two shits once a bit of time had passed.”  
 
    “I’m sure he had another wife the second Thyra was gone,” Gudrun said. “If not before.”  
 
    What sort of Walder Frey shit was going on with this guy?  
 
    “Plus, there’s the fact I always threatened the Grand Gar with how I would escape through the sewers,” Thyra said with a sly grin. “Whenever we would fight.”  
 
    “So, you intentionally planted a misleading seed in his mind to throw him off your trail?” Mira asked, and then she crossed her arms over her chest and let out a smug laugh. “That is very clever.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Thyra said. “Outsmarting those idiots never got old.”  
 
    “It’s also what just about got you killed,” Olga reminded the blonde orc.  
 
    “I wonder if the Grand Gar even knows you’re still alive,” Teeka said as she looked to the sky and furrowed her brow.  
 
    “I know he does,” Olga said. “I’ve ensured we let just enough orc men go free so our tale gets told.”  
 
    “My former husband knows I’m out here and that we’re terrorizing his men.” Thyra smiled. “But I’m sure he also knows his men will never have the capacity to catch us.”  
 
    “Indeed, young one,” Gudrun said. “Though we know they will keep trying.”  
 
    “That’s why we need to get to them first,” I said as I rested my hand against my knee. “Once that shield is gone, we can launch our invasion, complete with our entire fleet of ships and dragons… An invasion I hope The Valtras will take part in.”  
 
    “No promises.” Olga shook her head. “As much as I wish to see the Grand Gar usurped, you must understand the risk we are undertaking. With this journey, we can remain hidden most of the time, but if we join you in a full-on invasion? There is no hiding. Do you have any idea what would happen to us if we were to lose that battle?”  
 
    “You’d be killed,” Holara said. “Probably very, very brutally.”  
 
    “Not if the orcs had their way.” Thyra scowled. “They would first be sure to publicly humiliate us, then they would probably rape and torture us until we begged for death. And then maybe, just maybe, they would grant us our wish.”  
 
    “And that’s just for us,” Gudrun said as she pointed between herself, Olga, Yrsa, Hilda, and Signe. “Thyra would have it much, much worse, given that she was the Grand Gar’s former wife.”  
 
    “I do understand,” I said. “That’s why I’m simply putting the idea out there. We will have nearly two-dozen dragons on our side, as well as an army of highly-trained warriors.”  
 
    “Only two ships, though,” Mira said with a frown. “Both of which are fairly small. The Valtras would make our lives much, much easier.”  
 
    “We shall consider it,” Olga allowed.  
 
    “That’s all I’m asking,” I said with a nod. “Our agreement was you take us through the tunnels of Isla Gar, and nothing more. If you want to tell us all to piss off when that’s done, you’re more than welcome to.”  
 
    “Come now, Draco Rex,” Olga said, and then she patted her belly. “You will hopefully be the father of our species’ savior. I would never tell you to ‘piss off,’ even if we do not decide to join in your invasion efforts.”  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said as I looked over at The Dragon Queen’s wheel. “I suppose we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, but for now, we need to get going. I don’t really like sitting here motionless in the sea when we’re so close to Isla Gar.”  
 
    “Round up your weapons, ladies,” Captain Olga commanded her crew. “We set sail immediately.”  
 
    “I guess I have one more question,” Holara said with a raised finger. “How exactly are we going to sneak up on the orc island in the first place? Won’t they see a ship coming from miles away?”  
 
    “We don’t have to worry about that,” Signe said. “The--”  
 
    “Ships are the same,” Yrsa interrupted with a goofy grin. “They won’t notice.”  
 
    “Exactly.” Signe shot the blue-haired orc a dirty look and then turned back to us. “Your ship and our ship were both originally orc vessels. They won’t even question that we are part of their tribe.”  
 
    “Then couldn’t we just, like, have them deactivate the shield and let us in?” Maca asked.  
 
    “Not a chance.” Olga shook her head. “They do inspections on every single boat that pulls into their ports, and for obvious reasons. Our best chance is to try and sail around the island to the spot where our tunnel system ended, and then we can anchor there. It’s secluded enough that nobody will bother our ships while we’re away.”  
 
    “Good,” I said as I began to head back toward the wheel. “Because if anything hurts my baby here, I think I’d have an aneurysm.”  
 
    “Just follow us, Draco Rex,” Olga said with a sly half-smile. “And try to keep up.”  
 
    “We’re in the schooner, here,” I reminded the brown-haired beauty. “If anything, you’re gonna have a hard time keeping up with us!”  
 
    Everybody gathered up their respective weapons and then hopped back into their positions on the vessel, and as soon as we were ready to go, we hoisted the anchors and set sail once more.  
 
    We traveled on for about another two or three nautical miles before Isla Gar appeared on the horizon, and even from afar, it looked like a hideous place.  
 
    The water grew murkier by the second as we sailed ahead, and the sky became dark. Once we were a bit closer, it became very obvious why. The silhouette of Isla Gar was lined with fucking smoke stacks, each of which billowed out an endless stream of black, smoggy waste into the sky. My nostrils picked up the gross, bitter-yet-tangy scent of the pollution in the air, and I instantly began to cough and hack from the scent alone.  
 
    In front of it all was the Shadow Dragon’s barrier, which appeared as a translucent glow. Every now and again, a shimmer of rainbow appeared on its surface, and there was a strange humming noise that accompanied its presence.  
 
    Fuck. If the island was this ugly from this far out, I didn’t even want to know what it looked like up close.  
 
    Unfortunately, I had to find out.  
 
    The smell became even more overpowering as the island grew closer, until we were at the point where it was hard to breathe. Thankfully, The Valtras banked to the starboard side, away from the pollution. We followed Captain Olga’s ship around the island, and as we noticed that several of the guards turned their heads in our direction. Thankfully, the three dragons made themselves scarce as we moved, and our ships were far enough away that we probably all just looked like indiscreet blobs. Still, I had a sinking feeling the guard orcs saw straight through our facade.  
 
    Eventually, though, we came to a spot on the island perimeter just above a bunch of jagged rocks.  
 
    A part of the island that was distinctively outside of the Shadow Dragon’s barrier.  
 
    I heard the giant iron anchor of The Valtras drop, so I had my crew pull up the sails and drop anchor here, as well. The second I did so, Olga walked up to the side of her vessel.  
 
    “This is it, Draco Rex!” she called over to me, and then she pointed up into the side of a muddy cliff. “This is where we escaped!”  
 
    Sure enough, about halfway up the side of the cliff sat a seven-foot-tall hole in the dirt. It looked like it had been crudely carved out of the mountainside, though a portion of its threshold had collapsed. Naturally, it came up to about the same spot where The Valtras’ deck would have been, but that didn’t help us much.  
 
    Then there were the jagged rocks down below, as well as the powerful current that would sweep us away if we missed our cue.  
 
    “How the fuck are we supposed to get to that?” I called over to Olga.  
 
    “How the fuck would I know?” the beautiful orc captain replied. “It was designed as an escape route only.”  
 
    Well, fuck me. We were gonna have to figure out a way to get into that tunnel, and it wasn’t going to be an easy task.  
 
    And if we failed? It almost certainly meant death.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    “Alright, guys,” I announced to my crew as we looked up at the hole in the side of the cliff. “We gotta get up there, without falling.”  
 
    “No problem for me!” Nadir said as she began to run toward the edge of the deck.  
 
    “Wait, Nadir!” Mira called out, but it was too late.  
 
    The Coonag woman sprang out over the ocean and held her claws out in front of her as she approached the cliff.  
 
    “Teeka? Maca?” I asked the Aviar women as my heart stopped in my chest.  
 
    “On it!” Maca answered as she popped her vibrantly-colored wings and took to the sky.  
 
    Nadir landed against the cliffside with a wet plop and sank her claws into the mud, but the second she did so, her fingers pushed right on through the muddy dirt and fell away from the cliff.  
 
    “Acorn-hoarding frizzletail!” Nadir hissed as she fell backward and plummeted straight down toward the jagged rocks below.  
 
    The Coonag woman hurtled downward for several feet before Maca was able to swoop down and grab onto her from behind.  
 
    Maca’s talons snagged Nadir’s furry bikini top from behind, and the strap looked like it was getting stretched to the limit as the Aviar pulled Nadir upward. Maca let out a squawk-like sound as she heaved her feet upward and tossed the Coonag woman into the air, and then she reached out with her talons again and grabbed onto each of Nadir’s wrists.  
 
    We all watched as the blue-and-red Aviar woman lifted Nadir back up to the deck of The Dragon Queen and plopped her down onto the wooden platform.  
 
    “Guys,” Nadir said with a huff as she stood up and proceeded to wipe her muddy palms against her clothes. “I wouldn’t try to climb that if I were you. It’s way too muddy.”  
 
    “That’s what I was trying to tell you,” Mira grumbled. “Before you went leaping off the side of the ship like a flea on a water dragon.”  
 
    “You should have spoken sooner.” Nadir shrugged, and Mira rolled her eyes in response.  
 
    “You’re welcome, by the way,” Maca said as she landed on the ground.  
 
    “I would have been fine,” Nadir said as she waved her hand. “These clothes are made out of mole-bat leather… Those rocks probably wouldn’t even pierce the surface.”  
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “But the current would have easily swept you away.”  
 
    “And then thrashed you against the rocks again,” Jemma added. “Over and over again.”  
 
    And that’s if no horrific creatures of the deep grabbed you! Swaer said with a shudder. I don’t like traveling without George or Malkey or Cerin around. There are too many creepy things lurking down below the surface.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Olga asked from her ship.  
 
    “We’re golden!” I said in a sarcastic tone, and then I held up a “thumbs-up.” “Just give us a second to get up there.”  
 
    We watched as the crew of The Valtras positioned themselves in front of the opening on the cliffside, and then they jumped across the gap one-by-one. All six of them were able to get into the tunnel without any issues, which meant it was time for us to make our move.  
 
    “Do you wish to jump again?” Kehlaan teased Nadir. “Maybe this time Tirian could save you?”  
 
    “Easy, you little shit,” Nadir chittered. “I’d hate to tell Pae you tragically perished by falling over the side of the ship and smashing into the rocks down there.”  
 
    “Please.” The teenage Spindrel rolled his eyes. “I would never be that clums-- Ohhhhhh.”  
 
    Kehlaan’s eyes went wide, and he pursed his lips and took a long stride away from Nadir.  
 
    “Tirian?” I asked the silver adolescent dragon. “Are you up to the task of getting us up there?”  
 
    I don’t really have much of a choice, do I? Tirian chuckled. You all need me to get up to that tunnel.  
 
    I can carry one of you, Ethala said. But only one. And it must be one of our lighter crew members.  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said with a nod. “Okay, so Tirian can hold five… Holara, Teeka, and Maca can fly themselves… And Ethala can take one--”  
 
    “We can take one each, as well,” Teeka offered.  
 
    “Kehlaan can go with Ethala,” Arrick said as he pointed to his friend. “He’s pretty much nothing but skin and bones.”  
 
    “I prefer ‘swift and agile,’” the Spindrel boy replied with a harumph. “But that’s fine.”  
 
    “I’ll take Nadir,” Maca said as she winked at the Coonag woman. “Since she’s already familiar with my flight patterns.”  
 
    Nadir stuck her tongue out at Maca, but she didn’t refuse the offer.  
 
    “I’ll take the Draco Rex,” Teeka said as her blue eyes found mine. “If that’s okay with him, of course.”  
 
    “Sure.” I shrugged. “I’m used to riding on Tirian, but there’s always time to try new things. Now, let’s get up there before the orc women leave us behind.”  
 
    Maca grabbed Nadir under her armpits, while Ethala floated down and grabbed onto the back of Kehlaan’s brown tunic. At the same time, I felt Teeka’s large, taloned toes wrap around my underarms, and the emerald-haired woman lifted me into the sky.  
 
    Then we zipped up to the mouth of the makeshift tunnel, where the Aviar women gently placed us down on the ground. My boots squelched into the mud as I landed, and my nostrils were hit with a distinct earthy scent mixed with a hint of mildew and fungus.  
 
    Tirian came up right behind us, and for a split second I worried he wasn’t going to be able to fit inside.  
 
    “I think you’ll fit, Tirian,” Jemma said to her bondmate. “It’s going to be tight, but I think if you just squeeze your wings against your body…”  
 
    The silver dragon slowly entered the tunnel and, sure enough, he had to pull his wings flat against his sides. Thankfully, the ceiling of the tunnel gave plenty of room for his passengers, who slid off and into the mud with a dull plop.  
 
    Couldn’t they have made this thing any bigger? Tirian asked rhetorically.  
 
    “I don’t think they intended it for dragon use,” Jemma said with a smirk.  
 
    “That’s why I didn’t want to bring any of the bigger dragons,” I reminded the pair. “Can you imagine George or Bungal or Huwar trying to fit in this thing?”  
 
    “This is about the size of Bungal’s right arm,” Arrick snorted.  
 
    “Don’t make fun of Bungal’s weight,” Nadir said with a glare. “His heft is part of what makes him such a mighty beast.”  
 
    “A mighty fat one,” Kehlaan said under his breath, which caused Arrick to burst out laughing.  
 
    “Shhhhhhh!” Thyra hissed as she placed her finger to her lips. “Do you want to get caught?”  
 
    Instantly, Arrick and Kehlaan’s faces fell.  
 
    “S-Sorry,” Arrick said with a gulp. “We were just having a little fun--”  
 
    “Fun?” Thyra asked. “Fun? Do you know what’s the opposite of ‘fun?’ Getting caught by the orcs and having your toenails ripped out of your body, one by one.”  
 
    Both of the boys’ eyes widened, and they went completely silent.  
 
    “Thyra…” Gudrun trailed off. “They’re just children. Give them a pass.”  
 
    “There’s no time for a ‘pass’ now, Gudrun.” Thyra frowned. “Not now that we’re back on this gods forsaken place. One mistake is all it takes to give us away and alert the orcs to our position.”  
 
    “These tunnels are deep,” Olga said as she placed a hand on Thyra’s shoulder. “And they are far away from the closest village. I’m not even sure they would hear a dragon’s roar from this distance.”  
 
    “We can’t take that risk.” Thyra shook her head. “We just can’t.”  
 
    “It’s okay…” Yrsa said to her friend, and then she scooped Thyra up into a bear hug. “You will be safe.”  
 
    “P-Put me down, Yrsa!” the blonde orc demanded.  
 
    “No,” Yrsa said with a giggle. “You wanted protection, now you have it.”  
 
    “I can take care of myself,” Thyra argued, but Yrsa wasn’t letting go.  
 
    “Come on, big and beautiful,” Hilda said as she gave Yrsa’s ass a slap. “Put the girl down.”  
 
    “Ow,” Yrsa huffed as she twisted her head around and glared at Hilda, but the blue-haired orc woman obliged and set Thyra back on the ground.  
 
    “Thank you,” Thyra said with a hint of sarcasm as she brushed herself off. “Now, Olga, can we please get a move on? I don’t like being here at all, and the sooner we get this done, the better.”  
 
    “It will be alright, my dear,” Captain Olga said to her friend. “Like I said before, we won’t let the Grand Gar take you again.”  
 
    “Can-- can you promise me something?” Thyra asked as tears filled her eyes. “Olga… If it looks like we’re going to be captured again… Will you kill me?”  
 
    Olga’s yellow eyes looked full of hurt, and her lips twisted into a frown. The orc captain crossed her arms across her chest as her bottom lip began to tremble, and I swore I saw her eyes glisten.  
 
    “Yes, my dear.” Olga nodded. “If it comes to that, I promise I will do the deed myself.”  
 
    “But it won’t come to that,” Mira interjected. “Not while we’re around. The Draco Rex has never lost a battle to these fuckers of mothers, and he doesn’t intend to now.”  
 
    “Let’s hope you’re right,” Olga said with a sigh.  
 
    “Lead the way, Olga,” I ordered the orc captain.  
 
    “I’ll take you as close as I can to the Shadow Dragon,” the brunette woman explained. “Though if my memory serves me correctly, there is still quite a hike to get up to him.”  
 
    “What about… Him?” Signe asked. “Surely we need to think about how to kill Thyra’s husband?”  
 
    “No, my dear,” Olga said. “Right now we are only focusing on the dragon. But we will kill him. Soon.” 
 
    “As much as I’d love to charge right into his castle, kick down the door, and decapitate the fucker,” I added. “We’re way too outnumbered to do that. If I can get the rest of my forces here, though? The Grand Gar won’t know what hit him.”  
 
    “Fine,” Thyra sighed. “Just as long as I can be there to see the life drain from his eyes.”  
 
    “Thyra,” I said with a smile. “If you guys help us out here, I’ll even let you be the one to deliver the finishing blow.”  
 
    “See?” Olga winked at the blonde with the frayed hair. “That sounds like the deal of a lifetime to me.”  
 
    The orc captain took a few steps into the darkness of the tunnel before she bent down and scooped up a large wooden stick. She turned back to face us, and then she held it out in front of Tirian’s face.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Hilda said with a smirk. “It’s still here.”  
 
    “What is it?” Yrsa asked as she tilted her head to the left and scratched her chin.  
 
    “It’s the torch we used to escape,” Gudrun said. “We carried that thing around for hours.”  
 
    “Only to toss it away when we saw the daylight,” Signe added. “I guess it was all for the best, though.”  
 
    “May we bother you for a light, mister dragon?” Olga asked Tirian.  
 
    I have a name, you know, Tirian said with a frown, but he slightly opened up his mouth.  
 
    The silver-scaled dragon pressed his lips together and then inhaled, and as he did so, his throat started to glow with a brilliant red and yellow light that lit up the entirety of the tunnel around us. Then Tirian let out a tiny huff, and a thread-sized blast of fire erupted from his mouth.  
 
    The flames struck the torch on its end, and it lit up like the fourth of July.  
 
    “The gods smile on us today, my friends!” Olga said with a mile-wide grin. “It still works!”  
 
    “You can’t see in the dark?” Arrick asked. “Because dragonkin can see in the dark already.”  
 
    “So can Coonag,” Nadir said.  
 
    “And Niralope!” Jemma added.  
 
    And us dragons, Swaer said. If anything, the fire makes it harder for us to see.  
 
    “Well, lucky for you,” Batari said to her bondmate. “Not all of us were born with such wonderful powers, you know. I need the flames to see, as do Teeka and Maca and Kehlaan.”  
 
    “You know we’re just teasing,” Jemma said with a warm smile.  
 
    “Are you sure these tunnels even go to the foot of the mountain?” Gudrun asked Olga. “I don’t remember carving them out anywhere near that part of the island.”  
 
    “The old catacombs certainly do,” Olga said with a nod. “Those things stretch around the entire island.”  
 
    “I hope you remember the map better than I do,” Signe sighed. “Because I don’t remember shit about where to go.”  
 
    “I remember the way to the sewing room,” Yrsa said. “But I don’t want to go back there.”  
 
    “Ladies, ladies, ladies…” Olga clicked her tongue. “Luckily for you, your captain has a picturesque memory. I could lead us anywhere on this island without incident.”  
 
    “That’s a bold claim,” Hilda said. “But I completely believe it.”  
 
    “You’ll just have to trust me,” Olga said. “Now, come on.”  
 
    Olga held the torch out in front of her as she walked to the front of the group, and then she began her journey into the darkness. The rest of the orcs, my crew, and I all followed close behind her, and soon the light from the sun disappeared completely.  
 
    The sounds of the harsh waves of the ocean vanished, as well, and now all I could hear was the squelching of our boots as we walked through the mud and the occasional drip of water falling from the ceiling.  
 
    “So, I gotta ask,” I said as we continued through the tunnel. “How did you make these things so tall? I would have thought you’d only have tunnels big enough to crawl through.”  
 
    “Are you kidding?” Hilda said as she looked back at me over her shoulder. “We wanted to escape in style.”  
 
    “In all seriousness, though,” Gudrun added. “The ceilings were not always this tall. We only dug them to be about five feet tall--”  
 
    “But you forgot to re-enforce the ceilings,” Nadir interrupted. “Amateur mistake.”  
 
    “We weren’t exactly going for something with permanent function,” Olga said. “We just wanted to get out of here in one piece. Thankfully, we just lost a few feet off the ceiling, and we didn’t experience a complete cave-in.”  
 
    We walked on for nearly an hour as we twisted through the labyrinth of muddy tunnels in relative silence. Every now and again, one of the orc women would poke fun at each other, or one of my crewmates would make a joking comment, but otherwise we moved like ninjas in the night.  
 
    Finally, Olga took a left turn, and we stepped out into a part of the tunnel that looked completely different.  
 
    Instead of mud and mildew, this part of the tunnel system was made up of dark gray cobblestones all around the walls, floor, and ceiling. There were torches hung on the walls in ten-foot intervals, but none of them were currently lit, and a few of them had fallen to the ground.  
 
    “Welcome to the catacombs,” Thyra said with a shudder. “The final resting place of countless orcs.”  
 
    “This is a tomb?” I asked with a raised eyebrow as I looked over the cobwebs. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s been down here in years.”  
 
    “That’s because they haven’t,” Olga explained. “The Grand Gar did away with burial ceremonies when he took over. Nobody has been buried down here in several dozen season cycles, so there has been no reason for anyone to even enter.”  
 
    “So… What happens to the deceased?” Jonas asked, though I could hear a hint of regret in his voice.  
 
    “They’re tossed into the ocean.” Thyra shrugged. “But that’s only if the Grand Gar likes you.”  
 
    “What happens if he doesn’t?” Kehlaan gulped.  
 
    Thyra stopped in her tracks and then turned around to look the Spindrel boy right in the eyes.  
 
    “Then your body is mutilated in one of the town squares,” Thyra said. “And once that’s done? Well… that depends on how much worth he thinks your life has. If it’s not much, then he just feeds you to the dragons. If he found you to be a worthy adversary, though? He takes a souvenir of some sort from your body first. There are so many severed heads around his castle, as well as many finger bones on his necklace. The hilt of his sword is actually made from the orc king he usurped.”  
 
    “That’s fucking awesome!” Arrick declared, but then he shut his mouth when Thyra glared in his direction.  
 
    Don’t worry, Arrick, Nadir’s voice said through the dragonbond. I think it’s pretty awesome, too.  
 
    “I still can’t believe they never looked for you down here,” I said as I looked around the dusty hallway. “It’s like, super obvious this could be used as an escape route.”  
 
    “Remember,” Olga chuckled. “You’re dealing with total idiots. Plus, they’re downright afraid of the fleshcrawlers that are said to lurk in these catacombs.”  
 
    “Uhhhhh, hold on,” Holara said as she stopped in her tracks. “Fleshcrawlers? What are those?”  
 
    “They’re large parasites that eat the flesh of the dead,” Signe said in a completely nonchalant tone. “The orcs who used to transport the bodies down here would occasionally see one, but they usually would flee when they were confronted.”  
 
    “And you were going to tell us about these when?” Mira demanded.  
 
    “What’s there to tell?” Olga scoffed. “They’re scavengers. They might look somewhat strange and frightening, but they’re only down here to pick the flesh off the bones of the deceased. Even if we run into one, it’s probably just looking for its next meal… They’re harmless, for the most part.”  
 
    “If you say so,” I said, though I reached down and placed my hand on the hilt of my sword.  
 
    Just in case.  
 
    We pressed on through the catacombs, but this time it was much more straightforward. There were tunnels every few hundred feet, though they only went in a single direction and formed a perpendicular “T” shape with the one we were in.  
 
    Our journey was fairly uneventful, but I started to notice some alarming things in our surroundings.  
 
    As we went deeper into the catacombs, there were more and more tombs open.  
 
    These didn’t appear to be simple exhumations, either. The stone slabs appeared to have been torn open by some external force, and inside each tomb was nothing more than a pile of bones.  
 
    Teeka must have noticed the same thing, because she began to look back and forth at the open tombs with a nervous frown.  
 
    “Should we be worried about those?” the emerald-haired Aviar asked the orcs.  
 
    “It’s just the fleshcrawlers,” Olga said. “They’ve obviously been eating well lately.”  
 
    “They’re strong enough to break open stone slabs?” I gasped.  
 
    “Of course, they are,” Yrsa laughed. “How else would they get to the bodies?”  
 
    Fucking hell.  
 
    The orcs kept reassuring us that the fleshcrawlers were harmless, yet nothing I’d seen so far made me believe them.  
 
    We pressed on for a few more minutes until finally, Jemma halted in her tracks. The Niralope woman froze in place like a deer caught in the headlights, and then she quickly pulled her bow off her shoulder.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” she asked the group.  
 
    “Hear what?” Arrick asked. “The dripping? I’m pretty sure there’s just a leak or something down here. They are old tunnels, after all.”  
 
    “Shhh!” Jemma hissed, and we all went silent.  
 
    Sure enough, there was a distant sound of scuttling, and it made my skin crawl.  
 
    “Fleshcrawlers?” I asked the orcs, and they all nodded.  
 
    “Just keep to yourself,” Olga whispered. “They’ll leave you alone usually. And if they don’t? Then we can scare them off with a blow or two from our weapons.”  
 
    I drew my sword, and I proceeded down the tunnel with caution.  
 
    As we moved, the sounds of the scuttling got louder and louder. Then I heard it from behind us, too.  
 
    “Olga?” I whispered. “They’re surrounding us.”  
 
    “Impossible,” the orc captain said. “They don’t travel in groups, and they’re nowhere near smart enough to employ a tactic like that.”  
 
    “I’m just telling you what my ears are picking up,” I answered. “Those things are on both sides of us.”  
 
    “Surely it’s just a coincidence,” Olga said with a frown. “They only eat the flesh of the dead… What would they want with us?”  
 
    “Olga, look around!” I said, probably a bit louder than I should have. “All of the bodies around us have been picked clean. They’re probably starving.”  
 
    “And looking for their next meals,” Jonas said with a gulp.  
 
    “But they only eat--” Yrsa began, but Batari cut her off.  
 
    “Flesh!” the Queen Mother hissed. “They eat flesh. And if they’re hungry enough, I’m sure they don’t care whether it’s alive or dead.”  
 
    Just then, the scuttling stopped, and my blood ran cold.  
 
    “Where did they go?” I asked in a whisper.  
 
    The seconds of tense silence felt like hours, and we all held our breaths as we waited for what came next.  
 
    Finally, I heard a scuttle on the ceiling above us.  
 
    I glanced up just as a horrific creature pounced toward me, and I only had seconds to toss up my blade before it made impact. My seaglass sword stabbed into the creature straight between the eyes, and it made a hissing gurgling noise as it went limp.  
 
    When I tossed its corpse to the side, I saw the fleshcrawler in all its terrifying glory.  
 
    The creature only stood about three feet tall, though its black, slug-like body was stretched out behind it like a crocodile’s tail. It moved upon four large, spindly legs that reminded me of a spider, each of which had a deadly point at their ends.  
 
    Then there was the face.  
 
    The fleshcrawler’s face was the stuff of nightmares.  
 
    It had a flat, ovular gray head twice as wide as it was tall, almost like you were looking at it in a funhouse mirror. The creature’s pupil-less eyes were sunken in and completely white, but they were completely covered with glowing silver veins. Its mouth stretched the entire width of its face, and it hung open to reveal two rows of razor-sharp teeth on both top and bottom.  
 
    “Oh, shit!” Arrick yelped. “Oh, fuck. Shitshitshitshitshit!”  
 
    “Harmless, huh?” Maca snarled as she transformed her feet into talons. “That thing nearly killed Ben!”  
 
    “It didn’t, though,” Signe tried to argue. “Look at how easy it was to kill.”  
 
    “Where are the rest of them, though?” Mira asked as she pulled her spear from her back and held it tight.  
 
    We didn’t have to wait long for our answer.  
 
    More scuttling sounds began in the darkness around us, accompanied by a bunch of bone-chilling, inhuman snarls.  
 
    “Ladies, take your positions!” Olga called out to her crew as she drew her cutlass. “It looks like we’ve got a fight on our hands.”  
 
    “You think?” Arrick snarked.  
 
    This is bad, Batari, Swaer said in a trembling voice. I-I can’t use my attacks against them without hurting all of you.  
 
    Fuck, the wind dragon was right.  
 
    We were in a close-quarters, confined space, so all three of the dragons were next to useless in this situation. Tirian couldn’t blast fire without the risk of burning us all alive, and Swaer couldn’t use his wind breath without running the risk of collapsing the tunnel. Then there was Ethala, who didn’t have anywhere near enough room to get the momentum for her dive-bomb attack.  
 
    We were completely surrounded by fleshcrawlers, and our dragons couldn’t help us. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    “So… What’s the plan, Ben?” Batari asked as she drew her Kablae sword from its hilt.  
 
    “Kill the fleshcrawlers until they stop coming,” I said, even though I knew it wasn’t much of a plan. “Olga? How far away are we from the mountain?”  
 
    “We’re still quite a ways away,” the orc captain said. “At least an hour’s journey.”  
 
    “Fuck,” I growled. “I don’t think we have another hour. We need to get moving, and we need to get moving now.”  
 
    “Is there any way out around here?” Jonas asked.  
 
    “Probably,” Gudrun said as she held her club at the ready. “But any exit we find will put us right out into the open.”  
 
    “That may have to be what we--” I started, but then the shrieks began again.  
 
    There was a loud scuttling noise as the fleshcrawlers charged at us from both sides, and all I could do was hope we could fend them off.  
 
    I watched as one of the creatures sprang at Tirian, who simply caught it in his jaws and then shook it like a dog with a chew toy. Then, before the fleshcrawler was completely dead, Tirian held his head up to the ceiling and let out a small puff of fire.  
 
    The fleshcrawler writhed in agony as it was cut in half by the fire, and its two halves plopped to the ground and wiggled for a second before they went limp. 
 
    Then more creepy-crawly creatures charged forward, and Tirian was about to be overwhelmed.  
 
    “Hold on, Tirian!” Jemma called out as she pulled an arrow from her quiver.  
 
    “Half the crew take this side,” I commanded as I pointed toward Tirian, and then I pointed to the orc women with my sword. “The other half help them. No time to waste!”  
 
    I turned toward Tirian and took off in a full sprint. These things gave me the heebie-jeebies, but I wasn’t going to let that get in the way of me protecting my friends.  
 
    An arrow swished past us as we ran and struck one of the fleshcrawlers between the eyes.  
 
    It collapsed to the ground in a heap, and three more of the creatures instantly stopped to inspect its body. Without a second thought, the fleshcrawlers began to tear off hunks of their fallen comrade’s skin and muscles with their teeth.  
 
    Arrick and I got to them first, and we both made short work of the fuckers with our swords. Arrick took a running jump toward the one on the right, and he lopped off its flat face with a swing of his blade. Dark red blood shot out like a geyser, and it splattered against the ceiling as the fleshcrawler collapsed.  
 
    Meanwhile, I held out my blade before me and stabbed it into the fleshcrawler’s side with a sickly squish. Before the creature could even react, I grabbed the sword’s hilt with both hands and dragged it horizontally across my opponent’s flesh.  
 
    The fleshcrawler let out a gurgled scream as its shriveled, yellowish innards spilled out at my feet. It turned as if it were going to attack me, but then the fleshcrawler swayed for a second before it tumbled over onto the ground, dead.  
 
    There was one more enemy to be dealt with, so Arrick and I tag-teamed. The Dragon Prince and I both lashed out at the creature with our blades, and we both connected right on the back of its head. The fleshcrawler snarled as our swords passed through its skull, but then it went silent as its flat, disgusting face fell loose from its body.  
 
    A moment later, a streak of leprechaun green zipped past our position, and I turned my head just in time to see Teeka slam into one of the fleshcrawlers.  
 
    She somersaulted forward in mid-air, stuck out her feet in front of her, and stabbed her talons into the fleshcrawler’s face. Then, without missing a beat, Teeka jerked her entire body to the left, and the skin of the poor bastard’s face was torn completely off. He let out an inhuman hiss as the bare muscles of his face oozed crimson blood, and the fleshcrawler took two more steps forward before it fell to the ground and spasmed.  
 
    Batari and Swaer were right behind us, and they took aim at a few of the incoming enemies.  
 
    “Remember what we practiced, Swaer,” the Queen Mother said to her bondmate. “Little breaths.”  
 
    I’ll try, Swaer said with a bit of nervousness in his voice. I just hope I don’t bring down the whole tunnel… 
 
    I watched as the furry little wind dragon took a short breath, pulled back his head, and then unleashed his attack. As he did so, two of the fleshcrawlers flew back and slammed against the wall, and the second they were incapacitated, Batari sprang into action.  
 
    The Cero woman slashed the pointed edge of her Kablae across the throat of one of the creepy fuckers, and he gurgled as blood poured from his fresh wound. Then the Queen Mother twirled around, spun her spear-sword so it was upside-down, and plunged it behind her as she took a step backward.  
 
    The Kablae stabbed into the head of the second fleshcrawler, and it went limp.  
 
    “Incoming, Dad!” Arrick called out as he ran past me and twirled his sword.  
 
    My son attempted to cut down a charging fleshcrawler, but it was too fast for him. The creature opened its mouth wide as it sprang forward and threw its whole body weight onto Arrick, and all the kid could do was hold his sword horizontally to block the attack. The fleshcrawler’s teeth bit onto Arrick’s blade, and the Dragon Prince let out a grunt as he was tackled to the ground.  
 
    “Hold on, son!” I said as I ran forward and readied my sword.  
 
    I slashed the seaglass blade across the back of the fleshcrawler’s head, and a spray of crimson splashed onto the ground at my feet.  
 
    However, the monster was still alive.  
 
    It let go of Arrick’s sword as it lifted its head to me and snarled, and before I could make a move, the creature’s head whipped to the left and slammed into my right hand.  
 
    My sword flipped out of my grasp and clattered against the cobblestone ground, and all I could do was throw out my hands and catch the fleshcrawler’s head before it tore me to shreds. Thankfully, it didn’t have the leverage to knock me off my feet, but this thing was still pretty damn strong. It took every ounce of my strength to hold its deadly jaws away from my body, and my arm muscles began to ache from the strain.  
 
    I could easily reach down and grab my dagger, but that would leave me open for an attack. It was going to be a matter of speed, and I needed to make sure I was faster than this flat-faced fuck, so I took a deep breath and let go with my left hand. The instant I did so, the creature shoved me backward and onto my ass. I let out a growl as I stabbed my dagger upward and then heard a satisfying wet schluck as it pierced through the monster’s head. The creature’s mouth fell open as its black tongue flopped out of its mouth, and I rolled its corpse off me before I jumped back to my feet.  
 
    “Dad!” Arrick gasped as he ran over to me. “Are you--”  
 
    “I’m fine,” I promised the boy. “Are you alright?”  
 
    “I’m alright, Dad,” the Dragon Prince confirmed. “You should see the other guys, though.”  
 
    “That’s the idea,” I said with a smile, and then I turned back to the battle before us.  
 
    Holara had joined us on this side of the battlefield, and the Morpho woman fought with the grace of a freaking shaolin monk. Her long, violet hair trailed behind Holara as she flipped, twirled, and flew across the tiny space in short, sporadic motions, and I watched as the butterfly-woman side-stepped a fleshcrawler, popped open her fan-blade, and simply held it out beside her.  
 
    The monster’s momentum caused him to eviscerate himself, and his pupil-less eyes went dark as he began to twitch and writhe in pain.  
 
    Holara then jumped up into the air and popped open her wings, and she did a freaking barrel roll as another fleshcrawler passed underneath her. The Morpho woman landed on the creature’s back before she folded up her fan-blade and stabbed it into the base of the fleshcrawler’s neck.  
 
    It fell to the ground instantly, but Holara just flew up and turned to her next target.  
 
    Meanwhile, Arrick and I were faced with even more nightmare anime-style monsters.  
 
    “How many of these fucking things are there?” Arrick asked as he took a fighting stance.  
 
    “No clue.” I shook my head. “Also, watch your fucking language, son.”  
 
    I ran over and picked up my fallen sword just as two more fleshcrawlers came upon me. Then I spun around and threw out my blade, which struck one of the bastards across the face.  
 
    It shrieked as it retreated a few steps, but my second enemy was already on the offensive. The creature’s mouth took a bite at my stomach, and I was just barely able to jump back and avoid its razor-sharp teeth. However, before I could finish it off with my seaglass sword, the fucker threw out its leg and slammed it into my side.  
 
    I let out a grunt as my body was tossed up against the wall like a ragdoll, and I felt something pop in my ribs when I smashed into the hard cobblestone.  
 
    Still, there was no time for pain.  
 
    At least, not for me.  
 
    I yelled as I turned back to my enemy and blindly slashed my sword. My blade caught the fleshcrawler in the side of his head, and there was a spray of crimson mist as my weapon became lodged in his skull. Then, before my opponent could make another move, I grabbed my dagger and stabbed it right between the eyes.  
 
    I pulled my sword from the body of the first fleshcrawler as the second one sprang toward me, and I quickly rolled out of the way.  
 
    The monster snarled as its face hit the cobblestone wall, hard, but I didn’t give it a chance to recover.  
 
    I jumped to my feet, flipped my sword around in my hands, and stabbed it straight down into the back of the fleshcrawler. It let out a quick hiss before it went limp, and blood sprayed out like Old Faithful when I removed my blade.  
 
    Jemma pumped a few more arrows into the fleshcrawlers as they came toward us, but the fuckers still kept coming.  
 
    Batari skewered one of the monsters on her Kablae and then held it up, and Swaer zipped over, took a soft breath, and blasted a gust of wind against the fleshcrawler at full power. The monster let out one final breath before its head was torn from its body and launched out into the darkness of the tunnel behind us.  
 
    “See?” Batari said as she looked up at the dragon like a proud mother. “I never doubted you for a minute.”  
 
    A severed fleshcrawler head rolled past my position, so I turned around to survey the rest of the battlefield. Sure enough, the other half of the team was doing just fine against the hideous beasts.  
 
    I watched as Nadir used her stone axe as a bludgeoning weapon, and the dark-haired Coonag woman slammed her axe into the head of a fleshcrawler, knocked it to the ground, and then proceeded to crush its skull with the blunt side of her weapon. She cackled as the creature’s blood splashed up onto her, and then she moved on to her next target.  
 
    Maca and Kehlaan, meanwhile, seemed to be working together as they fought. The multi-colored Aviar woman would stun the fleshcrawlers by slashing them across the face or by picking them up and throwing them into the wall. Then Kehlaan would swoop in and finish them off with a quick stab from his double-sided staff.  
 
    Then there was Mira, who stood beside Jonas and acted as his personal bodyguard. The elderly soothsayer had a dagger in his hand, but it was mostly for show. He took a few swipes at the incoming fleshcrawlers, but none of them seemed to land. Instead, Mira did the brunt of the work as she stabbed her seaglass-headed spear through the neck of the creatures and then discarded them like they were old toys.  
 
    Unfortunately, Ethala seemed to be completely out of her element, and I watched as the Sparrow Dragon attempted to fly around and head-butt the fleshcrawlers, but she couldn’t get enough momentum to do any damage. Instead, she simply knocked the slug-spiders backward and was then forced to dodge the deadly snap of their jaws.  
 
    The orc women, on the other hand, had absolutely no problem taking down these monsters. The crew of The Valtras fought like they were all cogs in a well-oiled machine.  
 
    Hilda twirled around as she spun her grappling hook around every single crease of her body, and she whipped it around her neck before she raised up her knee and launched the hook straight at a nearby fleshcrawler. The hook stabbed into the creature’s lower jaw, and it screamed as Hilda gave it a yank.  
 
    The monster was tossed up into the air, and Signe dashed underneath it. As she did so, the curly-haired orc woman held up her two iron daggers and slid them across the fleshcrawler’s belly. Its stomach was sliced open, and the monster gurgled as its innards plopped onto the ground.  
 
    Meanwhile, Yrsa seemed to be a one-woman show. The burly, blue-haired orc caught a fleshcrawler in her hands as it jumped at her, and then she just laughed as she squeezed her fingers around its head. The creature squirmed and tried to escape, but all it could do was wiggle helplessly as Yrsa crushed its skull with her bare hands.  
 
    There was a sickly crunching noise as the fleshcrawler’s head exploded like a gore-filled balloon, and its viscera splashed up onto Yrsa’s face.  
 
    “Who wants more?” she roared, and then she cackled wildly as she ran toward her next opponent.  
 
    Then there was Gudrun and Thyra, who seemed to be doing the world’s most awkward skeet shooting. Gudrun slugged any fleshcrawler that came her way up into the air with her club, where Thyra then finished it off with a blast from her flintlock pistol. The iron bullets tore through the fleshcrawlers like they were made of cardboard, and blood and gore splattered against the stone as they fell.  
 
    “Like what you see?” Olga asked as she stepped back to me. “I told you my crew was talented.”  
 
    “I never doubted that for a moment,” I said as I looked up and saw another fleshcrawler on the ceiling.  
 
    I shoved Olga out of the way and jumped back just as it landed, and then I took it out with a swift slash across the throat.  
 
    “Not bad,” Olga said with a smirk as she kicked the bleeding-out creature. 
 
    “This isn’t sustainable,” I said to the orc captain as I looked around the room. “There are so many of them… Fuck, we’re even running out of space to put the bodies--”  
 
    Oh, shit. The bodies.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Draco Rex?” Olga asked. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”  
 
    “Olga?” I asked as I felt the blood drain from my face. “Where is the closest exit?”  
 
    “About half a mile away,” Olga said. “But that’s going to take us out right in the village of Hjorn. That’s not a good idea.”  
 
    “These things are attracted to dead flesh, right?” I asked aloud. “And we’re making a bunch more dead flesh by killing these things by the boatload, right?”  
 
    Suddenly, Olga’s green face turned two shades lighter, and her eyes grew to be as big as saucers.  
 
    “Oh, Gods…” she trailed off, and then she turned to the rest of her crew. “Everybody, follow me!”  
 
    “But we’re winning!” Yrsa argued as she stomped her foot clean through a fleshcrawler’s stomach.  
 
    “We won’t be for long,” Olga said as she raised her sword. “We have to get out of here, now.”  
 
    “You heard the woman,” I said to my crew. “Retreat!”  
 
    “Retreat?” Arrick scoffed. “These things are easy to kill, Dad.”  
 
    Yeah! Swaer added as he spun a fleshcrawler up in the air on a miniature funnel cloud. These guys have about as much fight in them as a wild boar.  
 
    That was when we heard it. Suddenly, from off in the distance, we heard the sound of even more scuttling legs.  
 
    Way, way more. 
 
    Like a rainstorm of a million angry legs.  
 
    We’d just inadvertently opened an all you can eat buffet for every fleshcrawler on Isla Gar. And if we didn’t get a move on, we were gonna become an appetizer.  
 
    “There’s too many of them!” I called out. “We have to get the fuck out of here. Now. Everybody, follow Olga!”  
 
    My half of the crew looked back at me with disbelief in their eyes, but they began to fall back onto my position.  
 
    Then we heard more scuttling from the other side of the tunnel.  
 
    “Tembori’s tusks…” Batari breathed.  
 
    “Everyone around Olga!” I commanded. “We have to keep her path clear, or we’re never getting out of here.”  
 
    We continued to fight off the fleshcrawlers before us as we formed a circle around the orc captain. Once we had established a perimeter, Olga began to move forward, and we did our best to stay around her.  
 
    Nadir and Yrsa smashed fleshcrawler skulls, while Mira and Arrick and Kehlaan skewered them in rapid succession. I cut down a few of the bastards with my seaglass blade, all while Thyra fired her pistol into the crowd of creatures blindly.  
 
    Soon enough, there were fleshcrawlers as far as the eye could see.  
 
    “Uhhh… Dad?” Arrick gulped.  
 
    “Tirian?” I asked the dragon. “Can you clear the path for Olga?”  
 
    But, my fire breath-- Tirian began.  
 
    “We’re gonna have to take that risk,” I said. “There are way too many of these things, and desperate times call for desperate measures. If you melt the tunnel, then you melt the fucking tunnel.”  
 
    Tirian gave me a nod, and then he lumbered up to the front of the group. There was barely enough room to let him by, and when we let him pass, it completely exposed us to more fleshcrawler attacks.  
 
    Two more of the creatures came at me, and all I could do was jump to the side and narrowly avoid their attack. One of Jemma’s arrows shot through the head of the fleshcrawler on my left, and he went down as I lunged for the other one. The fucker opened his mouth wide to try and take a bite out of me, but I stabbed my sword up through the soft palate of his mouth.  
 
    The fleshcrawler’s eyes went dark as his body slumped over, and I pulled my blade from his mouth.  
 
    Here goes nothing, Tirian said from the front of the pack.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder right as Tirian pulled back his head, and I saw the tunnel around him start to glow with red and yellow light. In the sudden burst of light, I saw the entire hallway ahead of us was filled with fleshcrawlers, too, and I knew this was our only chance to get out of here alive.  
 
    Tirian unleashed a giant blast of white-hot fire, and the fleshcrawlers shrieked as they were incinerated.  
 
    “Go!” Olga commanded, and we all took off at full speed through the superheated tunnel.  
 
    The fleshcrawlers made inhuman hissing noises as they chased after us, and the sound, mixed with the scuttling of their feet, made my skin fucking crawl. 
 
    We followed Olga for a few minutes with the hideous monsters right on our tails, until finally she made a cut down a hallway to the right.  
 
    I stopped beside Tirian and began to wave people in the direction of the tunnel, and my friends shot down the hallway one by one.  
 
    Of course, the horde of fleshcrawlers was gaining on us by the second.  
 
    “Tirian,” I said to the fire-breather. “Follow us down this hallway, and make sure nobody gets past.”  
 
    Sure thing, Ben! the adolescent fire-breather declared.  
 
    I ran down the hall, and Tirian quickly backed up into it as well. The silver dragon continued to rain fire onto our incoming enemies, but they didn’t stop coming.  
 
    “Up here,” Olga said as Yrsa gave her a boost. “This is the way out.”  
 
    The orc captain placed her hands onto a large square door in the ceiling, and she slowly pushed up against it.  
 
    It didn’t budge.  
 
    “Olga?” I asked as my heart hammered in my chest. “Please tell me that’s the right door.”  
 
    If it wasn’t, we were completely fucked. Tirian couldn’t hold his attack forever, and the second he let go, we would be swarmed by the fleshcrawlers. And if Olga had just led us into a dead end?  
 
    Well, we were dead.  
 
    “This is it!” Olga argued. “I know it is!” 
 
    “Let me help,” Yrsa offered, and then she pushed her body upward.  
 
    Olga let out a yelp as her back slammed into the ceiling, but then there was a loud wooden creak.  
 
    “That’s it, Yrsa!” Hilda gasped. “You’re doing it!”  
 
    Yrsa and Olga grunted in unison as they gave the door another push, and then it popped open with a loud crash.  
 
    “Go!” I said to all my friends. “Tirian and I will follow you out.”  
 
    “Ben--” Holara said, but I cut her off with a wave of my hand.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” I promised the Morpho woman. “Just get up there.”  
 
    Olga climbed up out of the trapdoor first, and then she held out her hand for the next person. One by one, Yrsa boosted my friends up toward the door, where Olga would grab onto them and then lift them to safety, and before long, it was just Yrsa, Tirian, and me left in the tunnel.  
 
    “You go, Dragon King,” Yrsa commanded, but I just shook my head.  
 
    “Not until you and Tirian are out,” I said. “You go first.”  
 
    “Suit yourself.” Yrsa shrugged, and then she jumped up and grabbed onto the sides of the opening.  
 
    The buff orc woman hoisted herself out without much effort, and I couldn’t help but chuckle at the whole situation.  
 
    I guess I’d expected a bit more hesitation, but that was okay.  
 
    “Come on, Tirian,” I said to the silver fire-breather. “The coast is clear.”  
 
    They’re still coming, Ben, Tirian warned. If I let go, they’ll swarm me.  
 
    “You have to let go, buddy,” I explained. “You can’t hold that blast forever.”  
 
    Okay… The adolescent dragon gulped. Can you count me down?  
 
    “One… Two… Three!” I counted, and then Tirian released his fire breath.  
 
    The second he did so, I jumped up onto his back, drew my sword, and prepared for the worst. A fleshcrawler was upon us in seconds, but I quickly cut him down with my sword.  
 
    Tirian lumbered backward as fast as he could until finally, he was underneath the trapdoor. Then, in one swift motion, the dragon crouched down, wiggled his butt, and launched himself upward.  
 
    He turned his head to the sky as he jumped, so I instantly pressed my body tightly down against his and held on for dear life.  
 
    We burst through the door and out into the fresh, cool air of the surface world. There was the sound of a slamming door below us, and when we finally came to a stop, I looked down to see Yrsa, Ethala, and Mira all holding down on the door.  
 
    The fleshcrawlers were still relentless, though. They banged on the door from below and let out their horrific hisses, but my friends weren’t about to let them through.  
 
    “Hold… Hold!” Olga growled as she fumbled with the door’s latch.  
 
    The orc captain finally got the bolt into its slot, and she pushed it hard as she locked the door behind her. My friends all fell back from the door, which continued to rattle from the efforts of the creatures beneath it.  
 
    However, their attempts eventually subsided.  
 
    The door stopped moving, and the sound of the scuttling feet grew more and more distant by the second.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I said as Tirian and I lowered to the ground. “We made it! Somehow, some way… we made it.”  
 
    Thyra instantly burst into a fit of sobbing, and Olga wrapped her up in a tight embrace.  
 
    What’s wrong with her? Swaer asked. We won.  
 
    “Thyra?” I asked the orc woman as I slid off Tirian’s back. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “I told you, Ben…” Olga said as she consoled her crewmate. “This door led us up into Hjorn.”  
 
    “And that’s… a bad thing?” Kehlaan asked.  
 
    “Very bad,” Yrsa gulped.  
 
    “Hjorn is the capital village of Isla Gar, Draco Rex,” Olga explained. “We are right in the Grand Gar’s backyard.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    We’d just barely made it out of a deadly, life-or-death situation, and as a result, we found ourselves in the freaking capital of the island.  
 
    Talk about out of the frying pan and into the fire.  
 
    “I think I want to go back down there,” Thyra said.  
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, dear,” Olga said as she stroked the blonde woman’s hair. “We’ll get eaten alive if we go back down into those tunnels.”  
 
    “Much worse will happen if we stay up here,” the orc with the frayed hair sighed.  
 
    “So we’re in the main village of the island.” Nadir shrugged. “We’ve gotten out of way worse situations before.”  
 
    “I hate to say it, Nadir…” I trailed off. “But I don’t think we have. We’re literally surrounded by enemies on all sides, and we’re horrifically outnumbered and outgunned. Plus, there’s the fact we can’t hide anymore. We’re completely exposed.”  
 
    “Not yet, you’re not,” Signe said as she shook her head. “Look around. We’re inside of some random orc’s house, one that’s probably been abandoned for several season cycles.”  
 
    Sure enough, the curly-haired woman was right. We’d popped out of the tunnel inside of a dark building that reeked of mildew and rotting wood. A few small pinholes of light shone in through the ceiling of the structure, along with a window that sat along the far wall. The window itself was a simple two-paneled construct, but the glass had been completely shattered out and now laid in shards along the floor. A soot-covered, cobblestone fireplace was carved into the opposite wall, though much of its rocky structure had now collapsed into the hearth.  
 
    The other two walls were mostly plain, made out of cheap stone mixed with what appeared to be wattle and daub. The northernmost wall featured two wooden doors that had partially fallen off their hinges, while the southernmost structure was full of crude wooden cabinets and a few hanging, rusty iron utensils.  
 
    “Anybody know where we are?” I asked as I looked around at the building. “Because I totally feel like I just stepped into the Neibolt House. And I’m just gonna say for the record that if a contortionist clown pops out of one of those cabinets, I’m out.”  
 
    “We are in the poor area of the village,” Olga said. “This is where most of the women are forced to live, along with the men who are seen as ‘inferior.’” 
 
    “What the fuck does that even mean?” I raised an eyebrow. “How is one orc male ‘inferior’ to another?”  
 
    “They aren’t of the Grand Gar’s lineage,” Gudrun explained. “Though he killed off all of his political and military rivals, he left a few of the younger orc boys alive just to show he could. Of course, since they weren’t from his bloodline, they weren’t ‘good enough’ to be soldiers or to hold any positions of power, so they live in these slums with the women and are forced to work in the factories hour after hour every single day.”  
 
    “Why don’t they just, like, rebel?” Arrick asked. “Dad’s told me a bunch of stories from his world about people like that banding together and taking down their oppressive rulers.”  
 
    Awww. My stories of Star Wars, The Matrix, and The Hunger Games had apparently resonated with the boy.  
 
    However, Thyra just scoffed at the Dragon Prince.  
 
    “These orcs?” Thyra said. “No way. They’ve all been working in the factories since they were little boys. Most of them have never even held a sword, let alone used one.”  
 
    “My people were the same way,” Jemma said as she placed a hand on her chest. “The Niralope were non-violent people before Ben came along. We had no weapons, and we’d never even done so much as hit another living creature.”  
 
    “And now look at her!” Maca said as she rested her arm on Jemma’s shoulder. “She could hit a pebble from ten feet in the air.”  
 
    “You’re too kind.” Jemma rolled her eyes. “My point is, it is never too late to learn how to fight back.”  
 
    “We don’t have that sort of time, though.” Olga shook her head. “It would take weeks to try and even get the message out to everyone, and even longer to try and organize them for any sort of action.”  
 
    “I’m not sure about that,” I admitted. “I think if they had the opportunity to rebel, they would jump at it. But you’re right… We don’t have the time to do that right now. Even if we rallied them to our cause, without any backup and with the shield still up, it wouldn’t do much good.”  
 
    “But you think it could work?” Mira asked. “In the future?”  
 
    “Maybe.” I shrugged. “For now, I just want to get up to the Shadow Dragon, and then we’ll go from there.”  
 
    “You said the mountain is only about an hour away from here, right?” I asked as I sheathed my sword.  
 
    “It is.” The orc captain nodded, and then she blew a bit of her hair out of her face. “Though I don’t know how we’re going to possibly get there now.”  
 
    “What about the original sewer plan?” Jonas suggested. “You said we could not do that because the sewer entrance would be guarded, but now we are far past the entrance.”  
 
    “I like your line of thinking, soothsayer,” Olga said with a smirk. “But that won’t work. How many latrines do you think are up in the mountains?”  
 
    “They shit in the woods,” Yrsa said, and then she giggled like a schoolgirl.  
 
    “I suppose I should have figured that,” the elder dragonkin sighed.  
 
    Can’t we just fly up there? Tirian asked. I know we couldn’t before because of the shield and the cannons, but now we’re so close we could get you up there in a matter of minutes. 
 
    “The dragons want to know if we can fly up to the top,” Batari translated. “Now that we are inside of the Shadow Dragon’s barrier.”  
 
    “That means nothing,” Olga sighed. “There are so many eyes in this city… They would see you coming from a mile away.”  
 
    “And then they’d bring out the anti-dragon weapons,” Hilda said. “Or worse.”  
 
    Worse? Swaer gulped. What could be worse than an anti-dragon weapon?  
 
    “What exactly do you mean, ‘anti-dragon weapon?’” Batari asked. “More upward-facing cannons?”  
 
    “Ha!” Thyra said with a proud scoff. “That was my design. I never told the orc men how to make those, and I never intend to.”  
 
    “They have large ballistae,” Gudrun said. “Specifically designed to kill a dragon.”  
 
    “Plus, they have their other dragons…” Olga trailed off with a shudder. “Between those two resources, they would be on us before we even got halfway to our destination.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I growled as my hands balled into fists. “It’s starting to sound like we’ll have to go by foot, then.”  
 
    “Are you mad?” Thyra gasped. “Look at us, Draco Rex… Six orc fugitives, three dragons, and a bunch of women who come from different races? Plus the most despised man in the universe, who every single orc on this island wishes to kill?”  
 
    “We really don’t have any good options,” I said.  
 
    The sewers didn’t reach the mountain, and going back down in the tunnels would put us face to face with the fleshcrawlers again.  
 
    After our narrow escape, there was no way in hell I was doing that again.  
 
    Then again, our topside options were shit, too. We couldn’t fly, and Thyra was right about our appearances. We wouldn’t even make it out of the city limits before somebody recognized us and sounded the alarm.  
 
    If this really was the “poor” part of the village, though, maybe the people wouldn’t necessarily be our enemies. They probably hated the Grand Gar just as much as we did, and surely they would want to aid in his demise.  
 
    Of course, they’d probably also see turning us in as a ticket into the Grand Gar’s good graces, as well as a way out of poverty.  
 
    And that was worth more than even the most precious gemstone in the world.  
 
    We couldn’t take the risk. 
 
    “What about a disguise?” Yrsa broke the silence. “We could dress up?”  
 
    “Dress up?” Hilda scoffed. “We’re not little girls anymore, Yrsa.”  
 
    “Hold on…” I trailed off as my mind raced with possibilities. “She might be onto something, there.”  
 
    “You can’t honestly be serious about that suggestion,” Olga said, and her mouth twisted into a frown. “There’s no way we could possibly disguise the dragons.”  
 
    “Sure we can!” I said. “Maybe not easily… But there’s a reason we only brought along the smaller ones.”  
 
    “Swaer and Ethala could fit into a basket or a box,” Teeka suggested. “If we can find one.”  
 
    “What about that pot over there?” Kehlaan asked as he pointed to the wall of the building.  
 
    Sure enough, one of the iron utensils that hung from the stone was a small iron cooking pot, just about the size of a large Dutch oven.  
 
    “That thing’s gonna be heavy,” Holara said with wide eyes.  
 
    “Not for a dragonkin.” Mira shook her head, and then she bounded over to the iron pot.  
 
    The golden-scaled dragonkin woman pulled the pot off its hook with a single heave, and she grunted when the full weight of the utensil took over. However, she was able to steady the pot with a single hand, and Mira brought it back over and set it on the ground for the dragons to inspect.  
 
    Swaer lifted his furry head over the edge of the pot and peered inside. His noodly yellow whiskers pulled themselves back against the sides of his face as he inspected his potential new ride, until he finally made a gagging noise.  
 
    What did they cook in here? Swaer asked. Rotten bugs?  
 
    Who cares what it smells like? Ethala asked as she placed her front paws on the edge and stood up on her hind legs. If it gets us past the orcs without detection, then that is all I care about. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked the two smaller dragons. “Are you willing to call that your home for the next hour?”  
 
    Ethala slowly pulled her upper body over the side of the pot and then disappeared down inside. Seconds later, she poked her head out and made a short chuffing noise at Swaer.  
 
    Come on, she said to the wind dragon. It’s not that bad.  
 
    Okay, okay… Swaer sighed, and then he slithered over the edge and into the pot. Ah! Watch where you’re sticking those horns!  
 
    Sorry, Ethala said. You fell over onto them.  
 
    We all walked over and glanced inside the utensil, where we saw the two dragons curled up together in a tight ball. It looked extremely uncomfortable for them, but they did fit.  
 
    “That’s still not addressing the major issue,” Olga said, and then she gestured to Tirian. “How do we hide him? Or ourselves?”  
 
    “Ourselves shouldn’t be a problem,” Signe said. “Surely we remember how to dress like an orc woman, right? It’s not a complicated look.”  
 
    “I hate that idea,” Thyra grumbled.  
 
    “I know, my dear,” Olga said. “Trust me, I remember just how terrible it was, as well. I much prefer our current garments.”  
 
    “Did they make you dress scantily?” Maca asked. “Or was it absolutely nothing at all?”  
 
    “Even worse.” Gudrun rolled her eyes. “We had to wear full-body togas with hoods.”  
 
    “Huh?” I frowned in confusion. “I thought you guys were treated like meat here? Like… you were just vessels for working and fucking to them. I would have figured you’d be dressed as such.”  
 
    “The Grand Gar thought that such revealing attire would be ‘too distracting’ for his kinsmen,” Thyra said, and her upper lip curled into a sneer. “If we were all in skimpy outfits, then he feared they would never get any work done. Also, as much as he wouldn’t admit it, he wanted to make himself look even more powerful. That’s why his wives were the only ones who could be in unique clothes, and all other orc women had to dress in those hideous togas.”  
 
    “But it actually works to our advantage now,” Signe noted. “Let me go and check the bedroom of this house to see if there are some clothes left behind.”  
 
    With that, the curly-haired orc tipped her hat and then dashed off to the door on the left of the wall.  
 
    “What do orc men wear around here?” I asked.  
 
    “Pretty much what you have on,” Olga said.  
 
    “You’re gonna need to cover your face, too,” Hilda said with a click of her tongue. “None of you guys look anything like an orc, even if you’re dressed like them.”  
 
    “Soot,” Yrsa said as she pointed to the fire.  
 
    “Okay…” Hilda half-asked. “I see that there’s soot, Yrsa. It’s a fireplace, after all.”  
 
    “That’s not what she’s saying,” Jemma said. “I-I think she wants us to use the soot on our bodies?”  
 
    “Look like orc just out of factory.” Yrsa shrugged. “Good disguise, I think.”  
 
    The rest of the orc women all looked at each other in stunned silence.  
 
    “That’s-- that’s a great idea, Yrsa!” Olga declared.  
 
    “It won’t completely cover our tracks,” I said with a nod. “If anybody really looks hard, it’ll be obvious, but at least it’ll get us past a quick glance or two.”  
 
    “That still doesn’t address the big dragon,” Olga said. “How do we hide the silver one?”  
 
    That’s Tirian to you, ma’am, Tirian said with a huff.  
 
    “Could we say he is our captive?” Arrick suggested. “If anyone asks, we could say we were taking him to the Grand Gar.”  
 
    “A bunch of women and worker orcs capturing a fire-breather?” Olga scoffed. “Nobody would believe that.”  
 
    “Maybe we just need a large sheet,” Jemma said with a smirk. “We could say he’s a deformed orc.”  
 
    “Come, now,” Gudrun said. “Get serious.”  
 
    “Why don’t we just go out there, weapons drawn, and kill anyone who asks questions?” Nadir asked. “That would make people shut their mouths very quickly.”  
 
    “Perhaps not that serious.” Gudrun frowned.  
 
    “Is there anything bigger around the city we could hide him in?” I asked. “Fruit carts? Large baskets? Maybe even a wagon?”  
 
    “There is one thing…” the normally-joking Hilda said as her eyes fell into a thousand-yard stare. “The body cart.”  
 
    “Oh, gods,” Teeka gasped. “Please tell me that’s not what I think it is.”  
 
    “It is.” Hilda nodded. “It’s the wheeled cart the undertaker uses to round up the dead bodies in this area. It might not be a perfect solution, but it normally has a large sheet over the top to hide the grotesque sights.”  
 
    “That might be our only chance,” I said with a sigh. “How are we going to get it, though?”  
 
    “Leave that to your wonderful friends from The Valtras,” Signe said as she emerged from the room holding multiple linens in her hands. “There were only four outfits in this person’s closet, so we’re gonna have to go out and scavenge some more.”  
 
    “On our own?” Thyra asked as tears filled her eyes. “In this place?”  
 
    “You don’t need to go.” Olga shook her head. “You and Yrsa can stay here with the Draco Rex, and the rest of us will go out to find the things we need.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked as I grabbed Olga’s arm. “I can’t just let you guys go out and risk your lives like that.”  
 
    “It’s fine.” The orc captain winked. “Just keep this in mind the next time we want a favor.”  
 
    “Please be careful,” I said to the beautiful brunette. “Don’t do anything to draw attention to yourself.”  
 
    “What?” Hilda snickered. “Like stealing the body cart? Wouldn’t dream of it.”  
 
    Gudrun, Hilda, Signe, and Olga all put on the ill-fitting togas that had been abandoned in the house. The garments hung off the women’s bodies as if they were a size too big, but they were able to pull the fabric back enough to make a tie behind their backs. Finally, they pulled the hoods of the togas up over their heads and then lowered their faces so they were hard to recognize.  
 
    “Don’t go anywhere,” Signe said. “We’ll be right back.”  
 
    Then the four orc women cautiously exited the building, and we were left alone with Yrsa and Thyra.  
 
    “I hope they come back.” Thyra frowned and sniffled. “I-I don’t even want to think about what will happen if they’re caught.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, girl,” Yrsa said as she walked over to her friend and proceeded to pick her up into a bear hug. “You’re safe with us.”  
 
    “You know you guys don’t have to remain in the pot, right?” Jonas asked as he peered into the iron pot.  
 
    Actually, now that we’re in here, it’s kinda comfortable, Swaer admitted.  
 
    Speak for yourself, Ethala grumbled. Your body has been cutting off circulation to my wings for the last two minutes.  
 
    Oh! Swaer said as he slithered out over the edge of the pot. All you had to do was ask me to move.  
 
    “We may as well get prepared for when they get back,” I said as I looked around the room. “I don’t think we’re gonna have any luck getting soot, considering this fire’s been out for lord knows how long... But a bit of charred dirt should do the trick.”  
 
    I paced around on the dirt floor of the building until I found a spot far away from anything else, and once I thought I found a satisfactory location, I pointed down at the ground and gave Tirian a nod.  
 
    The dragon quickly lumbered over to my position and began to suck in his breath. His mouth lit up with an orange and red glow, and then he blasted a small shot of fire down onto the dirt floor. He dragged his beam of flames back and forth across the dirt for a few seconds, which turned it from a disgusting brown to more of a singed, black grit.  
 
    Once Tirian stopped his attack, and the dirt had a chance to cool, I crouched down and picked up a bit in my hand. It crumbled at my touch, but more importantly it left black smudges across my fingers and palm.  
 
    “Perfect,” I muttered. 
 
    I picked up more dirt, rubbed my palms together to smear it, and then began to run my hands all along my face. Once I was done, I moved on to any exposed parts of my arms and legs until my blue scales were completely covered with black dirt, and then I turned to my crewmates and spread my arms wide.  
 
    “Not bad,” Batari said with a nod. “But you still look very dragonkin.”  
 
    “It’s the shape of the head, for sure,” Kehlaan added. “It looks nothing like an orc’s.”  
 
    “Let me try,” Jonas suggested, and then he pulled up his hood. “Perhaps a bit of extra disguise will aid us.”  
 
    I picked up more dirt and then proceeded to smudge it all over Jonas’ face. By the time I was done, the soothsayer definitely looked less like a dragonkin than normal.  
 
    “That hood does wonders,” I admitted. “I really hope they find us some more.”  
 
    “They won’t have to,” Jemma said. “They said the cart has a sheet, correct? If that’s the case, then we can just tear off a few pieces and drape them over your heads like a hood.”  
 
    “So we have to wear a sheet that’s touched dead bodies?” Arrick asked and went a little green around the proverbial gills. “On our heads?”  
 
    At least it’s just your head! Tirian said. I have to put it over my whole body!  
 
    “But you can roll over,” the Dragon Prince argued. “Then it’s not touching any of your vital parts like your eyes or nose or mouth--”  
 
    What in the world do you do with a hood, Arrick? the silver dragon chuckled. It shouldn’t be anywhere near your face.  
 
    “You don’t have to worry,” Mira promised. “I’m sure this will be a fresh sheet.”  
 
    “If there haven’t been any bodies to collect today,” Holara said. “I’m thinking it’s pretty late in the day, so there are actually probably a bunch.” 
 
    Thank you, Holara.  
 
    As we waited around for the orc women to return, we all took turns rubbing the wannabe soot onto the rest of the crew. At first, we’d only planned to put it on the men, but we quickly realized the profile of the Cero and dragonkin women would be equally as conspicuous as my own.  
 
    Once that was done, we used a bit of twine rope to tie back Holara’s wings, as well as the tails of anyone on our crew that had one. Finally, after about an hour and a half, my ears picked up the sound of squeaking wheels.  
 
    “Shit!” I hissed. “I don’t know if that’s them or not. Everybody, get down!”  
 
    My friends and I all ran up and pressed ourselves against the northern wall, just out of the sightline of the broken window. I held my breath as I waited to see who or what was going to walk by, and I could feel my pulse pounding against my skin.  
 
    “Guys?” Hilda’s voice asked, and I let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    “We’re here,” Teeka said with a slightly hysterical giggle. “We just didn’t know if you were good orcs or bad orcs.”  
 
    “That depends on who you ask,” Olga said as she stepped into the decrepit house. “We come with many gifts.”  
 
    As we all stepped into the main room of the house, I saw the four orc women carried a bunch of clothing in their hands, and when I peeked outside, I also saw a crude wooden wagon, complete with uneven wheels and two handles that looked like they’d seen better days. The cart’s bed was covered with a sheet, and I knew instantly the orcs’ mission had been successful.  
 
    We were now the proud owners of a body cart.  
 
    “Do we even want to know how you got that?” I asked.  
 
    “Probably not.” Gudrun shrugged and then began to hand out togas. “Let’s just say the undertaker might need to start collecting people over his shoulder.”  
 
    “You didn’t kill him, did you?” Holara gasped. “That would surely sound the alarm.”  
 
    “Of course, we didn’t kill him…” Olga trailed off.  
 
    “But?” I tilted my head to the side for emphasis.  
 
    “But what?” The orc captain raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Usually, there’s a ‘but’ in that sentence,” I laughed. “Like, we didn’t kill him, but…”  
 
    “We locked him in a coffin,” Signe said. “And then put him in the cellar of his establishment.”  
 
    “Awww,” Nadir pouted. “I wish I could have been there.”  
 
    “I guess that works for now,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Weird question, though… Can we cut off a few bits of that sheet out there? We men don’t look very disguised without a hood.”  
 
    “Suit yourself.” Olga shrugged, and then she turned and walked back out of the building.  
 
    I watched as Olga strutted over to the cart, pulled out her cutlass, and then slid it along the fabric vertically. Once she had a large cut in the fabric, she tore it apart with her hands, and she repeated the process three more times. Then she walked back into the house with four strips of fabric extended before her.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I took one of the strips.  
 
    The other three men took their makeshift hoods, and we proceeded to put them over our heads. Then we all tucked the ends of the hoods underneath our collars and pinned them in place with a few splinters of wood.  
 
    “This totally doesn’t match the rest of my outfit,” Kehlaan said with a snort.  
 
    “It’ll work for now,” I said. “We only have to make it out of the village, and then we can take these ridiculous disguises off.”  
 
    “Then we best get going,” Thyra said through a trembling voice. “The Grand Gar’s patrols double when night falls.”  
 
    Swaer and Ethala got into the pot, which Mira picked up with both her hands. The orc women stepped outside, looked around to make sure the coast was clear, and then motioned for Tirian to come out.  
 
    The dragon dashed out into the street as the crew of The Valtras yanked the sheet into the air, and then they tugged it back down again as the dragon dove underneath.  
 
    Finally, the rest of us made our way out into the streets of Hjorn.  
 
    The scent of soot and smoke was thick around us, to the point where just inhaling it made me want to gag. It wasn’t hard to see why it was like this, either. Giant stone smokestacks towered over the residential homes of the “lesser” orcs, and they all spewed pollution into the air. The smog mixed with the air of the island like oil and water, and there was a depressing tint of gray to everything I could see.  
 
    Far off in the distance stood a structure larger than anything else in the landscape. It was nearly a mile wide, with giant windowed towers every few dozen feet, but the dead giveaway was the fact the stone walls were also covered with large iron beams and patrolling guards who looked like ants from this distance.  
 
    Iron was a freaking symbol of status to the orcs, and I knew instantly who would be gaudy enough to place it haphazardly around his entire dwelling.  
 
    That was the Grand Gar’s palace.  
 
    That was where we would need to go to kill the son of a bitch once and for all.  
 
    But for now, we needed to get up the mountain and get to the Shadow Dragon.  
 
    I turned around to see the mountain was on the opposite side of Hjorn than the castle. Its rocky, tree-covered cliffs stretched upward into the sky, and the smog in the air obscured everything beyond the first hundred feet or so.  
 
    “Why the fuck do you even have factories here, anyway?” I asked as we began to move through the street toward the mountain.  
 
    “Everything the orcs own is built in factories,” Signe said with a sigh. “From the clothes they wear to the iron used to build their chains and cages, to their weapons and even the decor on their ships. There are lots of things to be built, and the orc women and ‘lesser’ men are forced to do it all.”  
 
    As we walked along the streets of Hjorn, with the body cart behind us and the iron pot in our hands, I saw just how terrible this place was. Every single house looked like it was falling apart, and I was having a hard time telling which ones were actually abandoned and which ones were just in a poor physical state.  
 
    We also passed by a few orcs along the way, both male and female, and they all looked equally as miserable.  
 
    Their eyes were sunken in and had giant bags underneath each one. Their faces were covered with a mixture of sweat and dirt that smeared across their green flesh, and their eyes were focused downward as they walked. Though they wore a variety of clothing, the garments were all stained and torn, and there were a few that looked like they’d been re-sewn multiple times.  
 
    It all made me sick to my stomach, even if most of the orcs were my enemies, and it made me want to kill the Grand Gar even more.  
 
    Nobody deserved to live like this, especially to appease a “king” that thought he was so much better than them.  
 
    Right then and there, I resolved my ethical dilemma from earlier. Some of these orcs were all just as abused as the women from The Valtras. They were victims of an evil bastard, and I no longer wanted to see their entire species wiped out.  
 
    The Grand Gar and his lineage, on the other hand?  
 
    I wasn’t going to rest until they’d been purged from this world.  
 
    We continued on without much incident. Every other orc on the street was too exhausted or unobservant to notice us, so we passed through the streets of Hjorn quite easily.  
 
    Until we heard a voice from behind us.  
 
    “Body, here!” a male voice announced. “You have room on the cart, right?” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder to see a large orc man with a corpse slung over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.  
 
    Fuck. So much for being inconspicuous.  
 
    “Uhhh…” Olga said as her eyes darted back and forth. “The cart’s full.”  
 
    “Full?” the orc said with a scoff. “It’s only early evening. It can’t be full already.”  
 
    “It is!” Gudrun said as she slapped the mass of flesh beneath the sheet for effect. “See? We’re completely full.”  
 
    Ow, Tirian grumbled.  
 
    “Shit…” the orc said as he ran his hand across his bald head. “Was there another plague? Or did another factory explode and kill all the employees? I didn’t think there was any mass death event today.”  
 
    Jesus. Was this “normal” for them?  
 
    “Crazy shit,” Olga said with a click of her tongue. “We found a bunch of people just lying there dead in their homes. No idea what caused it yet.”  
 
    “Are you sure you can’t fit just one more?” the orc asked. “Actually, here… I can see a spot right about there.”  
 
    Before anyone could say anything else, the orc lifted up the back end of the sheet and tossed the body onto the wagon with a loud thud.  
 
    My heart stopped for a second as I watched this all go down, but the orc didn’t seem to even notice Tirian. Once he put the sheet back down and clapped his hands together, I let out a long sigh of relief.  
 
    “I suppose there was room after all.” Olga shrugged. “My bad.”  
 
    “No problem at all,” the orc man said as he began to walk away. “Tell the undertaker I hope he can get through all of those before we have another mass death event!”  
 
    Once he was gone, we all exchanged looks of horror.  
 
    “That was way too close,” Holara said with a gulp.  
 
    “But we made it through,” Batari said. “The disguises worked, and he didn’t even seem to notice Tirian.”  
 
    Oh, gods, Tirian’s voice said telepathically, and then I heard a gag from underneath the sheet. He smells like my last bowel movement.  
 
    It will be fine, Jemma reassured her bondmate. We don’t have much longer before we’re out of Hjorn.  
 
    I guess one good thing about this is that if I throw up, it won’t make a difference, Tirian said. It’s not like it could smell any worse. 
 
    “Don’t say that,” I warned. “Never, ever say that. It’s just asking for trouble.”  
 
    We continued on through the streets of Hjorn for another twenty minutes, until we finally reached the edge of the village.  
 
    However, it wasn’t quite the tranquil mountain pathway we thought it might have been.  
 
    Instead, there were large iron cages all around the perimeter of the forest.  
 
    Cages with people inside of them.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I asked aloud. “Who are these people?”  
 
    “I-I don’t know…” Olga said as she looked across the landscape. “These weren’t here when we escaped.”  
 
    My crew and I proceeded with caution, but I needed to know who were inside of these cages. Maybe they could help us with our fight against the orcs, or at least give us some information about what the hell was going on.  
 
    As we got a little closer to the nearest cage, my blood ran cold.  
 
    Inside was a tall, lanky man with pale skin. He was at least six-foot-three, with a tuft of tannish-blond hair on his head that stood up like it was one long cowlick. His eyes appeared to be permanently wide, and his ears were elongated out to the side. The prisoner was completely naked, save for a pair of leather briefs with an emerald-green leaf over the fabric.  
 
    And just above both ears, the man had a pair of antlers that grew out into six points on each side.  
 
    “I-It can’t be,” Jemma sputtered and shook her head. “No. He’s dead.”  
 
    “Jemma?” I asked the Niralope woman. “Do you know this man?”  
 
    “I do,” the auburn-haired beauty said. “That is Ciradin. He is Theora’s brother.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    I could definitely see the resemblance between this man and the airy, dark-haired Niralope woman known as Theora. They had a similar fair complexion, as well as pointed chins that looked eerily identical. Of course, the fact that they were both deer-people gave them a major resemblance, too.  
 
    I did a quick survey of the rest of the cages from afar and quickly realized this wasn’t a lone phenomenon. I saw dragonkin, Niralope, Coonag, and Morphos of both genders locked up in these prison cells, some of them together and others individually.  
 
    All together there were fifteen cages, and I counted twenty-five prisoners.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on, Ben?” Mira asked. “These people should all be dead.”  
 
    “They’re not ghosts, are they?” Arrick asked.  
 
    “They don’t look like it, son,” I admitted. “I think these are all real people.”  
 
    “Unless this is a trick,” Jonas warned. “A clever ploy to lure us in closer and strike?”  
 
    “Doubtful,” Olga said with a snort. “They wouldn’t go through all this trouble just for a simple trap.”  
 
    Then, before I could say another word, Jemma took off for the cage with the Niralope man.  
 
    Jemma, wait! Mira said telepathically, but the deer-woman didn’t listen.  
 
    “Come on,” I hissed. “Let’s go see what she’s planning.”  
 
    The rest of us ran right behind Jemma, until we were right up in front of the iron bars of the prison cell.  
 
    “What do you want, orcs?” Ciradin spat. “Is it time again already?”  
 
    “Ciradin…” Jemma said as she cautiously pulled back her hood. “It’s me.”  
 
    “Jemma?” the Niralope man gasped, and then his eyes filled with joy. “Jemma! You’re alive! What are you doing here, though?”  
 
    “I’m with the Draco Rex,” the auburn-haired woman said as she pointed back at me. “We’re planning an assault on this island.”  
 
    “So… you’ve come to rescue us?” Ciradin asked.  
 
    “Eventually,” I interjected as I stepped forward. “Right now, we’re just focusing on trying to take out the Shadow Dragon up there.”  
 
    “Shadow Dragon?” The man’s eyes widened. “Is that what’s making this shield?”  
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” Jemma shook her head. “We thought the orcs had killed all of the Niralope men.”  
 
    “They killed most of us,” Ciradin said with a frown, and he lowered his head somberly as he leaned up against the cage. “And we all assumed they killed all of our women. Or worse.”  
 
    “They tried,” Jemma explained. “But they didn’t get all of us, and thanks to the Draco Rex here, our species is on the road to recovery.”  
 
    “You keep saying ‘our’ and ‘we,’” Ciradin said as his eyes filled with tears. “Jemma, is-- is my sister…”  
 
    “Theora is alive and well.” Jemma smiled. “She’s currently safe on our new island.”  
 
    “Praise Nira,” the man said with a long sigh. “Who else is still around?”  
 
    “Not many,” Jemma said as her bottom lip began to tremble. “Ainsley, Theora, Brenna, Nima, Netta, Thoren, Sarayah, and me. That’s it.”  
 
    “Not quite,” Ciradin explained. “There are six more of our kind in these cells. Three more men, and three women.”  
 
    “Anyone I would know?” the auburn-haired beauty asked.  
 
    “I don’t know for sure.” Ciradin shook his head. “They’re people I know I’ve met before, but no one whose names I remember.”  
 
    “What is all this?” Mira asked as she looked down the line of cages. “I count three Morpho men, five female Morphos, two Coonag of each gender, and then--”  
 
    “Six dragonkin!” Jonas gasped.  
 
    “Three men and three women,” Ciradin confirmed.  
 
    “That still doesn’t answer the question,” I said as I looked back at the orc women. “What are they doing with all these prisoners?”  
 
    “I haven’t the slightest clue.” Gudrun shook her head. “These cages were not here when we escaped.”  
 
    “I’ll tell you exactly what they did!” a voice from the next cage over said in a high-pitched, hyper tone.  
 
    “Shhhhh!” A woman’s voice hissed. “Calm down, Rythol. You’ll alert the orcs!”  
 
    I looked over to the next cage and saw two figures, one male, and one female. The man had a rounded face with sunken, bloodshot blue eyes and a bushy red beard that surrounded the bottom half of his head, and on top of his head was short, fuzzy red hair nestled between two raccoon-like ears. He was only about five-five, but he was hanging onto the side bars like an animal who’d gone mad, and on his body he wore a furry tunic that looked like something straight out of a caveman movie. 
 
    Most notably, though, was the bushy red and white tail attached to his hind end.  
 
    It was a Coonag man.  
 
    In the same cage was a Coonag woman about the same stature as “Rythol,” with a furry gray bikini and a body so toned she could probably crack an egg with her abs. The raccoon-woman’s brown tail was encircled with tan rings, which themselves matched the long, sandy hair that ran down her face and over her shoulders. Her eyes were bright blue, and her fangs were bared as she gave Rythol a death glare.  
 
    “Well, I’ll be an acorn-hoarding muckswallower!” Nadir grinned. “It’s the psycho twins, Rythol and Arleaha!”  
 
    “Nadir?” Arleaha asked as she looked at the Coonag leader, and then her face fell. “I told you not to call us that. Rythol is the crazy one.”  
 
    “I’m not crazy!” Rythol snapped, and then his head began to twitch as he scratched at his beard. “You’re the crazy one!”  
 
    “I’m so happy to see you, my friends,” Nadir said with a warm smile. “I thought I’d never see either of you again.”  
 
    “As much as I love a good reunion,” Thyra said as she cleared her throat. “We can’t linger around here for long, or we’re going to get caught.”  
 
    “You started to tell us why the orcs have kept you alive,” I said to the Coonag man. “What exactly are they trying to do?”  
 
    “They’re trying to breed us,” Rythol said with a shrug.  
 
    “What good does that do for the orcs?” Kehlaan asked. “Doesn’t that just help keep your species alive?”  
 
    “They’re not breeding us together with our own kind, little one,” Arleaha scoffed. “They’re trying to breed our species with the others. And with them.”  
 
    “Except for the scaly people,” Rythol noted. “For some reason, those ones are the only ones who don’t get rammed by the orcs. And if they do, they usually end up dead.”  
 
    “They don’t want to inadvertently create their own savior,” Jonas said.  
 
    “What?” Nadir snarled as she clenched her fists. “I’ll tear their spines from their bodies if they lay a finger on either of you…”  
 
    “It’s too late for that, I’m afraid,” Arleaha sighed.  
 
    “Twisted fuckers of mothers,” Mira said under her breath.  
 
    “I don’t get it,” Yrsa admitted. “Orcs don’t take prisoners.”  
 
    “Unless they want to fuck them,” Olga growled. “But in that case, they wouldn’t have kept all these men alive, either.”  
 
    “They keep muttering away about dragons,” Ciradin said. “How they want to ‘breed spawn that can terrorize the skies.’”  
 
    That was when the realization took over, and my blood went cold.  
 
    “Holy fuck…” I said as I placed my hand over my forehead. “They’re-- they’re trying to copy me.”  
 
    “What do you mean, Draco Rex?” Jonas asked.  
 
    “They must know my children and those who bear them can bond with the dragons,” I explained. “That’s why they want to cross-breed all these different species… They want children who can bond with any dragon, too.”  
 
    “But that’s not how it works,” Mira said with a raised eyebrow. “That’s not how it works at all. Your children and lovers can bond with dragons because you are the literal Dragon King.”  
 
    “Do you really think the orcs are smart enough to know that?” I asked. “They also know rebonding dragons to new bondmates is possible, but they have no fucking clue how to do that, either. They must think any interspecies children or pairing will have the same power.”  
 
    “So, what?” Batari asked the pair in the cage. “Do they just… Make you mate with them?”  
 
    “They try,” Rythol said with a psychotic giggle. “They always force me to try and impregnate one of their women, but I always go out of my way to make sure that doesn’t happen. Wanna know how?”  
 
    “We can use our imagination.” Arrick shuddered.  
 
    “We prisoners have made a pact,” Arleaha said. “We all do everything in our power to keep the orcs from getting what they want from us. By any means necessary.”  
 
    I halfway wanted to ask what she meant by that, but then my mind started to go to very dark places, so I kept my mouth shut.  
 
    “However, I fear we cannot keep it up for much longer,” Ciradin said as he lowered his head. “The Grand Gar’s torture methods are starting to become unbearable.”  
 
    “The joke’s on him,” I growled. “Because even if you did what he wanted you to do, it wouldn’t work.”  
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t say that so loud?” Holara whispered. “If they find out their tactics are all for nothing, then they won’t have any more use for these prisoners.”  
 
    “That doesn’t matter now, though!” Rythol cackled. “Because now we’re all saved!”  
 
    Oh, boy. I really didn’t want to be the one to tell one of the “psycho twins” we really couldn’t free them at the moment.  
 
    But I was the Draco Rex. It was my duty to perform the difficult tasks nobody wanted to do.  
 
    “You will be,” I promised. “But right now, we have to get up that mountain.”  
 
    “What?” Rythol asked, and his bushy face fell into a droopy frown. “What do you mean? Aren’t you going to set us free?”  
 
    “I know this might sound bad,” Maca began. “But it’s not worth it right now.”  
 
    “She’s right,” I said. “Until we can get that shield down and get my army to this island, it would be pointless. The Grand Gar and his men don’t even know we’re here yet, but he sure as fuck will if we release all of his prized prisoners.”  
 
    “Seriously?” Rythol snarled, and then he slammed his hands against the bars and let out a chitter. “I can’t be in here much longer! I-I don’t know how much more I can take.”  
 
    “We’ve made it this far,” Arleaha said as she placed her hands on her brother’s shoulders. “We can make it a few more days. It sounds like Nadir and her new friends have it all under control.”  
 
    “Nadir? Under control?” Rythol scoffed. “That’s a good one.”  
 
    “Awwww.” Nadir winked at the man. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”  
 
    “We will come back for you,” I said to the Niralope and the two Coonag. “I promise. Tell all the other prisoners we will be back for them, and to just try to stay alive in the meantime.”  
 
    “It will be difficult,” Ciradin sighed. “So, please, hurry back. And Jemma? Could you… Could you please tell Theora--”  
 
    “Whatever it is,” Jemma said as she shook her head. “You can tell her yourself. After we come back and free you all.”  
 
    “Thank you,” the Niralope man said with teary eyes.  
 
    “Good luck,” Arleaha said as we began to walk away.  
 
    “Please hurry!” Rythol added. “I’m starting to go stir-crazy being locked up in here.”  
 
    “You’ve always been stir-crazy,” Nadir said under her breath.  
 
    This was insane. All this time, these women and I had assumed the orcs completely wiped out the men of their respective species. And while, yes, there were hardly any left, the Niralopes, Dragonkin, Coonag, and Morpho races were far from extinct.  
 
    If we could liberate this island, it would also solve the problem of the future generations. As long as they agreed to bow to my rule and become my loyal subjects, there would be dozens of new men and women from these races who could start to procreate, as well as countless “good” orc men and women who could do the same.  
 
    One thing was for sure. If all this actually happened, then my children would have a lot of options to choose from when they grew up.  
 
    But all of these thoughts were moot until we solved the problem in front of us.  
 
    The problem of the Grand Gar still breathing.  
 
    “I can’t believe this,” Jemma breathed as we moved on past the cages and out onto the dirt-and-gravel road that led out of Hjorn. “Theora is going to be so happy to hear her brother is alive.”  
 
    “I think all the people back on Seashuna will be happy,” Nadir added. “We have discovered several of our old friends are still living!”  
 
    “Still,” Mira said in a somber tone. “Not as many as I would have hoped. Many of our former friends, husbands, and children did not make it, nor did any of our old water dragons. In a way, this is almost more of a gut punch than it was the first time because-- well… Because now we know there was a chance they could have survived.”  
 
    “We cannot dwell on the past, Mira,” Jonas said with a frown. “Just as I cannot spend too much time dwelling on the future. The only thing we can do is focus on the present and hope the gods will guide us down the correct path.”  
 
    Speaking of paths, Tirian’s voice said from beneath the cart. Are we away from the orcs now? Because I don’t know how much longer I can stand being around this guy in here. 
 
    I’m definitely cramping, Swaer added from the pot. I can’t feel my paws. Or my tail. Or my whiskers. 
 
    Stop complaining, Ethala said with an annoyed chuff. At least your body is long enough to stretch out. Mine is completely crumpled up and pressed against the iron.  
 
    “It’s fine, guys,” I said. “You can come out now.”  
 
    Instantly, Swaer and Ethala zipped up out of the iron pot and let out long relieved sighs. At the same time, Tirian’s figure shot straight up, but the silver dragon accidentally took the sheet with him. The fire-breather’s bulky shape jumped out of the cart, fell to the ground, and then rolled around as it tried to get the sheet off his body. Eventually, there was a quick flash of red and orange flames, and the fabric disintegrated all around his head.  
 
    Then Tirian reached up with his paws, grabbed onto both edges, and tore himself free.  
 
    I think I can still taste the rotting corpse, the dragon said as he stuck out his tongue.  
 
    “Sorry.” Olga shrugged. “We had to keep up the facade.”  
 
    “Wow…” Hilda said as she placed her hands on her hips and looked up the side of the mountain. “This is a lot taller than I remember it being.”  
 
    “Scared?” Yrsa asked the redhead as she slapped her on the shoulder and just about knocked her to the ground.  
 
    “I’m not scared!” Hilda grumbled. “I’m just realizing this is going to take forever to climb.”  
 
    “That’s the one good thing the Grand Gar has done,” Signe said. “He made it so you don’t have to climb. There’s a cleared path that allows his men to come up and down the mountain at will.”  
 
    “Won’t that put us directly in their way, though?” Kehlaan asked.  
 
    “What’s the matter, kid?” Hilda teased. “You think you can’t take out a few orcs?”  
 
    “Of course, I can!” the Spindrel boy argued. “I just thought stealth would be a better option.”  
 
    “I still think we could fly,” Maca said with a sigh. “If we stayed close enough to the tree line, I don’t think anyone would see us.”  
 
    “Maybe not you,” Mira answered. “But they would certainly see the dragons.”  
 
    “We follow the pathway up,” I commanded my crew. “It’s the only way we can get to the top inconspicuously. Besides, Hilda is right. Even if we do run into some orcs, we’re really far away from Hjorn. We might not have any backup out here, but neither do they.”  
 
    “I like those odds,” Nadir purred through her sharp grin.  
 
    “First, I want to get all this shit off me,” Signe said as she tore her toga off in one swift yank. “I feel like a fucking monk.”  
 
    All of us proceeded to remove our disguises and discarded them in the wooden body cart. Of course, we didn’t have any water with us, so the black dirt had to stay, but once we were all as ready as we could be, my crew and I began the long journey up the mountain.  
 
    Then we traveled for nearly two full hours before we all started to get drowsy.  
 
    “It is the wee hours of the morning, Ben,” Batari said as she yawned and stretched her arms. “We should probably think about setting up camp for the night.”  
 
    “What if the orcs find us?” Holara asked. “Is stopping really the best option?”  
 
    “The orcs still don’t know we’re here,” I reminded the Morpho woman. “They’d have no reason to look for us at all. Of course, that does mean we can’t make a fire, and we probably don’t have much time to build a shelter.”  
 
    “I’ll sleep on the ground if I have to,” Gudrun said. “I’m about to pass out right here on the trail.”  
 
    “We can’t all sleep,” Signe argued. “Somebody has to keep watch.”  
 
    “You are new to the crew, aren’t you?” Nadir snickered. “I’m crepuscular. I can stay awake all night if I need to!”  
 
    “Sooooo…” Arrick trailed off. “Does that mean you’re gonna take first watch?”  
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” The Coonag woman winked at the boy.  
 
    My friends and I walked out about twenty minutes into the woods to get off the main path, and we didn’t stop until we were surrounded by nothing but amorphous rock formations and large conifer trees.  
 
    As much as every instinct in my body told me to start setting up camp, I knew this wasn’t the time nor the place for that. We wanted to get on the way the second the sun came up, and that wasn’t going to happen if we had to tear down shelters and put out fires and all that shit, so we all spread out and found a few spots on the ground just large enough to sleep on.  
 
    Then Nadir took watch as the rest of us laid down and tried to get comfortable against the cold dirt.  
 
    I stared up at the sky as I placed my hands behind my head to create a makeshift pillow, and then I let out a sigh. Thanks to the thick smog and pollution of this fucking place, I couldn’t even see the stars in the sky, and the moonlight that came through the dark clouds was nothing but a muted, distorted glow.  
 
    Thankfully, I didn’t have to worry about it very long because within minutes, I was out like a log.  
 
    The next thing I knew, the bright sun shone into my eyes, and I sat up in a flash. I rubbed my forehead and looked around groggily to see the rest of my crew was just getting up, as well.  
 
    “How’d you all sleep?” Yrsa asked as she lumbered over to the group.  
 
    “Like I was dead,” Kehlaan grumbled. “I really needed like, five more minutes, though.”  
 
    “As if that’d do you any good,” Arrick teased his friend. “That five minutes would quickly turn into another thirty. And then an hour.”  
 
    We all began to stand up and stretch out the kinks in our backs with a few stretches. The ground hadn’t exactly been the most comfortable place to sleep, but we were all so damn tired it didn’t matter.  
 
    Uh, Ben? Swaer’s high-pitched voice asked with a hint of worry. What’s wrong with Jonas?  
 
    I looked over at the soothsayer and saw he was sitting there, cross-legged on the ground. His eyes were open, but they just stared off into the distance as if he were trying to zone out intentionally, so I walked over and placed my hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “What’s up, Jonas?” I asked. “Are you alright?”  
 
    “Oh, Draco Rex…” the dragonkin elder said with a trembling voice, and he blinked rapidly as he focused on my face. “I just had the most wonderful vision.” 
 
    “What did you see?” I smiled down at my friend.  
 
    “I saw you, my king,” Jonas said. “Riding on top of the Shadow Dragon. Your sword was out, and you looked very determined.”  
 
    “I don’t know if that’s necessarily a good thing,” I chuckled. “For all we know, you could have seen me trying to kill the thing.”  
 
    “I don’t believe that is true.” Jonas shook his peppered head. “This may sound strange, but I have a good feeling about what I saw.”  
 
    “Woooooowww.” I whistled. “Jonas is gonna trust his gut on this one? What happened to mister ‘rationalism and logic?’”  
 
    “He is still there,” Jonas said, and then he pulled himself to his feet. “Though he has taken a short hiatus for the time being.”  
 
    “Let’s hope you’re right,” I said with a half-smile. “Because I’d love it if we didn’t have to kill that poor dragon.”  
 
    “I would, too,” Batari added. “It always disturbs me to kill one of Tai’s beautiful creatures. Even if it is rotten to the core.”  
 
    “I believe in my vision,” Jonas reiterated.  
 
    We spent the next few minutes simply gathering up any small possessions we’d brought, and then I heard an intense growl from the direction of Tirian.  
 
    Sorry, the dragon sighed. It’s been a while since I’ve had any food.  
 
    “No worries,” I said as I looked over at Batari. “You brought the hariberries, right?”  
 
    “Of course, I did,” the Queen Mother said as she reached into the pouch tied around her belt. “What kind of a Cero would I be if I didn’t have a pocket of these at all times?” 
 
    The white-haired Cero woman pulled out a handful of little yellow and red spheres and then held them out to the crew.  
 
    Tirian’s stomach growled so loud that it nearly shook the ground beneath us, and the silver dragon licked his lips as he stared at the berries.  
 
    “That’s it?” Yrsa asked. “That’s not enough.”  
 
    “Somebody’s never had a hariberry, have they?” Mira asked as she walked over and plucked a single berry from Batari’s hand. 
 
    The golden-scaled dragonkin woman tossed the berry up into the air twice, and then she popped it in her mouth. She let out a satisfied “mmm” as she gulped down the hariberry, and she patted her stomach.  
 
    The rest of my crew followed her lead, as did the three dragons, but the orcs just stood there with bewildered faces.  
 
    “One berry?” Signe asked. “You’re telling me a single berry is going to hold us over for the whole trip?”  
 
    “A hariberry will,” Batari said. “A single berry is heavy enough to fill the belly of a full-grown dragon.”  
 
    “No way.” Thyra shook her head as she snapped up a single berry. “That’s impossible.”  
 
    “Lots of things seem impossible,” the Queen Mother said with a click of her tongue. “That doesn’t make them untrue.”  
 
    Thyra popped the hariberry into her mouth, swallowed, and then placed her hands on her hips. The blonde orc squinted as she looked up to the sky and tapped her foot impatiently, and then her eyes went wide.  
 
    “How do you feel, Thyra?” Olga asked. “Are you alright?”  
 
    “I feel… Full!” Thyra gasped. “My stomach isn’t growling at all anymore. In fact, I think I may have eaten too much.”  
 
    The other orc women looked at each other with wide eyes, but then they all turned and grabbed a berry for themselves. They gulped them down and, one by one, they announced how surprisingly satisfied they were from their meal.  
 
    With the need for food out of the way, we started on once more.  
 
    As we traveled further up the path, the air got thinner, and it was noticeably more difficult to breathe. The pathway became steeper the further we traveled, and eventually the terrain became more harsh and jagged.  
 
    One thing that wasn’t a problem, though, were the orcs.  
 
    We didn’t see a single one the whole time.  
 
    “Where are all the orcs?” Mira finally asked. “If this is the path to the Shadow Dragon, shouldn’t there be more guards?”  
 
    “Maybe they didn’t think anyone could get this far?” Teeka suggested. “They seemed pretty confident about the shield around the island.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a frown. “But it’s kinda making me nervous.”  
 
    We pressed on for two more long, excruciating hours. The crew paused every thirty minutes or so to take a break and collect our thoughts, but then we simply got back up and powered through.  
 
    Eventually, the pathway plateaued, and we were on flat ground.  
 
    We had reached the top of the mountain.  
 
    And that was when my jaw hit the ground.  
 
    Before us stood a giant, black dragon on all fours. He had to have been at least double the size of Bungal, with a rounded body covered in dark, smooth scales and wings whose bones curved backward and jutted out behind the flaps of their skin. The Shadow Dragon’s head was much more rounded and oval-shaped than any of the other dragons I knew, with bright green eyes and two long, curved backwards horns.  
 
    The dragon had his head lifted to the sky as he blasted up the translucent, rainbow-shimmering barrier around the island, and my heart fell into my stomach when I took a closer look at him.  
 
    I noticed the poor thing had a chain around its neck holding it in place, and another one was wrapped around his lower jaw. The chains were so taut the Shadow Dragon had no choice but to lift his head to the sky and open his mouth.  
 
    And to make matters worse, there was a literal fire lit under his stomach. The flames just barely touched the black dragon’s belly, but I could see his entire underside was black and singed from the continuous torture he endured.  
 
    Then there was the noise.  
 
    The Shadow Dragon let out slow, pained groans as his tender belly was scorched.  
 
    “That’s horrific,” Batari said as tears flowed down her cheeks. “The pain is making him constantly use his magic breath… How could anyone do that to the poor creature?”  
 
    “They’re descendants of the Grand Gar,” Olga said. “This is actually much tamer than what I thought we’d find.”  
 
    “Let’s cut him free,” Arrick suggested as he drew his sword. “Jonas? You wanna get the rebonding ceremony going?”  
 
    As Arrick took a step forward, I saw something flash out of the corner of my eye.  
 
    A bottle.  
 
    A bottle filled with bubbling purple liquid.  
 
    Arrick, watch out! Swaer gasped, and the little guy sprang into action.  
 
    Swaer slithered up into the air, took a deep breath, and then blasted a powerful gust of wind right at the incoming bottle.  
 
    The wind halted the projectile right in its tracks and then sent it flying backward, where it shattered against a nearby rock. The purple liquid smoked and hissed when it splattered over the stone, and much to our surprise, the rock began to freaking melt.  
 
    A chemical weapon.  
 
    That meant goblins were near.  
 
    “Oi!” a nasally voice sneered. “Do you know how much that cost to make?”  
 
    My crew drew their weapons as we turned to face whoever the fuck was taunting us.  
 
    There, on the other side of the plateau, stood a massive orc. The guy had to be at least seven feet tall and was as broad as a fucking barn. His biceps were the size of a watermelon, and his calves looked like they would cause the ground to shake whenever he moved. Bits of drool spittled out from the orc’s open mouth as he narrowed his yellow eyes and slammed one fist into his palm, but he wasn’t the one talking.  
 
    It was the goblin on his back.  
 
    The orc wore a strange leather contraption on his torso, something that looked similar to a baby carrier. In it, there was a gray-skinned goblin, complete with the giant pointed ears and the hooked nose. The little bastard wore a black, emerald-encrusted hood over his head and torso, and it appeared his legs were just completely limp. The brown leather straps of the contraption covered the entirety of the orc’s shoulders, and they were covered completely with vials and bottles.  
 
    Surely more chemical weapons.  
 
    Suddenly, there was a chattering over the hill as several more random orcs emerged from the forest with their clubs and iron swords at the ready.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I growled. “Was this a set-up?”  
 
    “Not a set-up,” the goblin cackled. “Just a stroke of good luck. What are the odds that the Dragon King and his horde of bitches would not only land on our island, but stumble right into the Camp of the Shadow Dragon? The gods are smiling on us today, Borrm.”  
 
    “Borrm smash Dragon King!” the giant orc screamed, and spittle flew from his foaming mouth.  
 
    “That’s right, my friend,” the disabled goblin said with a smirk. “The Grand Gar is going to reward us handsomely for ridding the world of his greatest enemy. Picture it… Ouwe and Borrm, Dragon King slayers!”  
 
    “Unless you got an extra set of legs, I wouldn’t be talking shit,” I warned as I drew my sword.  
 
    “Why can’t everybody be as quiet as you, Borrm?” Ouwe sighed. “It makes them so much less annoying to kill.”  
 
    “I wish I could say the same for you,” I said with a smirk. “I’m gonna take a lot of pleasure in killing your annoying ass.”  
 
    “We’ll see about that, Dragon King.” The goblin frowned. “We. Shall. See.”  
 
    Ouwe raised his tiny hand up into the air, let out a whistle, and then pointed it in our direction, and as he did so, the small army of orcs charged.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    “I’ll take the big guy!” Yrsa declared as she slammed her fist into her open palm. “You take all the little ones.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Hilda snickered as she pulled her grappling hook off her belt. “I guess this means we get to have some fun and kill the grunts?”  
 
    “I know I’m gonna have a lot of fun,” Nadir said through bared, sharp teeth. “Look at all these heads that need to be removed from their bodies…”  
 
    “Tirian!” Jemma called out as she ran over and slung her leg over the dragon’s back. “Fire from the skies.”  
 
    Ohhhhh, Tirian laughed. I love that one.  
 
    At least I have room to swoop around up here, Ethala grumbled.  
 
    Tirian and Jemma took to the sky, with Ethala and Swaer close behind them.  
 
    “Air, or land?” Maca asked Teeka as the two Aviars locked eyes and turned their legs into their long, yellow talons.  
 
    “Let’s make it interesting,” Teeka chuckled. “Land.”  
 
    “Interesting, indeed,” Maca cooed, and then the two bird-women ran forward.  
 
    “I’m coming with you, Yrsa,” Thyra said as she rested her pistol against her shoulder. “I can take the little fucker down with a single shot.”  
 
    “You know I’m coming, too,” I said. “I can’t let you guys fight that big ugly bastard on your own.”  
 
    “Yrsa’s fighting the big ugly one,” Thyra said. “I’m not going anywhere near him, hopefully.”  
 
    Yrsa, Thyra, and I all charged at Ouwe and Borrm, while the rest of my crew went for the small orc army that had amassed around us. As we ran, Borrm started to lumber forward with a large, goofy grin on his face, while Ouwe reached down to grab another vial.  
 
    I watched as Ouwe yanked a large beaker of smoky-blue liquid off Borrm’s shoulder and pulled it back behind his head.  
 
    “Eat blue death, you soft-brained fuckfaces!” the goblin cackled as he hurled the vial forward.  
 
    “Incoming!” I called out, and then I darted to the right and out of the way of the attack.  
 
    Thyra followed my lead, but Yrsa wasn’t quick enough. The beaker slammed into her face and shattered into a million pieces. As it did so, the smoky-blue material inside let out a ghostly gust of wind and started to swirl around Yrsa’s head like a tornado.  
 
    Suddenly, Yrsa began to gag on the blue smoke that covered her entire head, and she reached up and grabbed at it helplessly. Yrsa collapsed to her knees and then fell forward onto all fours, all while she gagged and sputtered for breath.  
 
    “I-I don’t think she can breathe!” Thyra gasped.  
 
    “Swaer?” I called out telepathically to the wind dragon. “Get that shit off Yrsa, now!”  
 
    The furry wind dragon swooped down onto the scene, and he inhaled deeply as he slithered to a stop, whipped back his head, and puffed up his cheeks. Then he let out a long, powerful gust of wind breath right next to Yrsa’s head, and the blue smog fizzled out into the wind.  
 
    Yrsa took a deep gasp as her yellow eyes widened, and she flipped over and began to cough up a lung.  
 
    However, she was safe for now.  
 
    An intense battle broke out around us as the orcs finally met the rest of my crew. Swords clanged against stone and iron, and the sounds of orc screams echoed through the air as they were cut down by my forces.  
 
    I couldn’t focus on the little details for too long, though.  
 
    Suddenly, two sets of fingers dug into my shoulders from behind, and I felt a sharp wave of pain shoot through my sides as I was lifted into the air.  
 
    “Little scaly man is puny!” Borrm cackled.  
 
    “That’s right,” Ouwe said from behind the giant monstrosity. “Now, hold him still while I melt his brain outta his skull.”  
 
    “Get back!” Thyra hissed as she twisted around and raised her flintlock pistol to her eye.  
 
    The frizzy-haired blonde squeezed the trigger, and there was a large puff of white smoke as the hammer slammed forward into the frizzen. A tiny musket ball rocketed forward at the speed of light and struck Borrm right in the right leg, and the fucker let out a roar of pain as he went down on one knee.  
 
    He didn’t release his grip as he fell, but he got low enough that my feet were solidly back on the ground, so I instantly pushed my boots into the rocky earth and used my leverage to slam my head back into Borrm’s face with a dull, painful smack.  
 
    The massive orc’s body jerked backward as he let out a yelp, and I heard Ouwe snarl with frustration. Seconds later, there was the sound of shattering glass and hissing liquid, followed by a tiny, fleshy slap. 
 
    “You gotta hold still, you idiot!” Ouwe screamed at Borrm. “You made me drop my potion.”  
 
    “That’s not the only thing you’re going to drop,” Thyra said as she raised her pistol once more and pulled back on the hammer.  
 
    Borrm let go of me, and the second I was free of his grasp, I spun around and took a swing at him with my sword. The seaglass blade sliced across his back in a long, downward motion, but he didn’t even seem to notice. The attack had only left a small, superficial wound on his back side, no more than if I’d gotten a papercut on my finger.  
 
    Fuck, this guy had some thick skin.  
 
    Borrm took a few slow, lumbering steps toward Thyra like he was the villain in a slasher movie, and the blonde orc’s face fell as she took aim.  
 
    There was another puff of smoke as Thyra fired her pistol, and the musket ball slammed into Borrm, hard. The giant orc stumbled back a step or two when the projectile hit, but then he simply shook it off and kept walking.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    Thyra’s eyes became as wide as saucers as she frantically began to reload her pistol, but it was very clear she wasn’t going to be able to get off a second shot in time.  
 
    I had to act, or that fucker would snap the poor girl in two like a twig.  
 
    This just left me with a fateful choice. Did I focus my attack on Ouwe, or Borrm? They both had their backs to me, so any move I made would surely land. I could easily take out Ouwe, but that would probably mean Borrm would get to Thyra.  
 
    If that happened, it would be disastrous.  
 
    Actually, it wasn’t a choice. I had to stop Borrm before he pulverized Thyra.  
 
    I ran forward as I held my sword at the ready, and then I took aim at the oversized bastard’s right leg. Even though he shrugged off bullets like Jason Vorhees, Thyra’s shot seemed to have done some sort of damage to his leg, and I wanted to finish the job.  
 
    I swung my sword as hard as I could, and it stabbed into Borrm’s right knee from behind. There was a small spray of crimson as the translucent blue blade lodged itself about a quarter of the way into the orc’s flesh, and he screamed in agony as he fell down on one knee.  
 
    Thyra used the opportunity to retreat a few feet and finished reloading her pistol.  
 
    I tried to pull my sword out of Borrm’s leg, but it was stuck in there pretty damn good. As I desperately tried to dislodge my weapon, Ouwe twisted around in his carrier with a potion at the ready.  
 
    “You ain’t taking this guy down, Dragon King!” Ouwe growled, and then he flung the glowing maroon potion straight at me.  
 
    I had no choice. I needed to let go of my weapon.  
 
    I released the hilt of my blade and sprang away just as the vial slammed into the ground where I had stood. The damn thing literally exploded into a small, red-hot fireball, and the shockwave from the explosion knocked me flat on my ass. I rolled across the rocky ground for a few seconds before I was able to stop my momentum and pull myself back to my feet.  
 
    I was now about one hundred feet from Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum, but that also meant I was right in the thick of the rest of the battle.  
 
    Without my main weapon.  
 
    “Eat iron, Dragon King!” a random orc screamed as he came at me with his blade.  
 
    I twisted away from his attack in the nick of time and then lashed out with my right fist. I caught the fucker with a right hook, and while he was stunned, I quickly drew my pink-stone dagger. Before he even knew what hit him, I slashed the white-hot edge of the blade across his throat and sent a splurt of dark, red ooze down the front of his chest.  
 
    The orc fumbled at his wound for a second as his eyes widened in terror. Soon, his gurgled gasps began to fade, and he wobbled for a second before he collapsed into a heap, dead.  
 
    I didn’t have any time to savor my victory because out of the corner of my eye I noticed another orc raising his bow in my direction, so I turned to face the bastard, who promptly released his deadly projectile in a flurry.  
 
    I sprang out of the path of the incoming arrow, landed without missing a stride, and then ran over to the orc.  
 
    He tried to use his bow as a melee weapon, but the effort was fucking pathetic.  
 
    I caught the bow in my empty hand, squeezed as tight as I could, and shattered the wooden weapon into a bunch of shards. Then, before the orc could make another move, I stabbed my dagger straight up into his left eye.  
 
    There was a wet schluck as my blade penetrated the gooey flesh of his eyeball and pressed all the way back into his eye socket. When the point of my weapon finally reached the fucker’s brain, his second eyeball rolled back in his skull, and his tongue flopped from his mouth.  
 
    Then I turned to see another orc headed my way, but he never made it to me.  
 
    When the poor bastard was about fifty feet away from my position, a blur of red and dark green shot down from the sky and slammed into him from above. The impact of the blow caused the orc’s entire body to accordion, and there was a sickly crunch as his femur bones exploded underneath him, and his chin was shoved into his fucking chest. He crumpled to the ground like a wet paper towel, and he moaned and twitched as the life drained out of him.  
 
    Nice one, Ethala.  
 
    I saw a blast of red and orange in the sky above me, so I looked up to see Tirian fly by, and as he flew, Jemma stood on his back and fired down arrows on the crowd of orcs.  
 
    Right through her dragon’s fiery blast.  
 
    Jemma’s arrows caught fire, and the damn things practically exploded when they hit their fleeing targets.  
 
    Teeka and Maca, of course, fought like professional kickboxers, and I watched as the Aviar women spun around, tossed up their legs, and sliced open the chests of several orcs. In one particular case, I saw Teeka catch an orc blade by the hilt with one foot and then spin up into the air, where she lashed out with her second set of talons. Teeka’s deadly nails caught the orc on the side of the face, and he screamed as a massive chunk of his flesh was torn loose from his cheek with a spray of red.  
 
    Meanwhile, Jonas was behind Batari and Mira, who both took out orc after orc with their own unique, dance-like way of fighting. Batari blocked the sword of an orc, tossed her foot up into his stomach, and then disemboweled the fucker while he was stunned.  
 
    Mira, on the other hand, simply dodged her opponents’ blows with the grace of a ballerina. Then, when she was tired of playing around, she disarmed her opponent and stabbed the point of her spear straight into his chest.  
 
    Two more orcs, both with swords in their hands, ran toward me with pure rage in their eyes and smiles on their faces. They must have noticed I was armed with nothing but a small dagger and thought I would be easy pickings.  
 
    They were about to find out just how fucking wrong they were.  
 
    I held my knife downward and took a close-quarters’ stance. Even though I was sure these guys were dumb as rocks, they still had a distance advantage over me, so if I wanted to take them out, I had to get a lot closer to them, and that was gonna be hard to do without feeling the warm iron of their swords on my flesh.  
 
    Every move I made had to be perfect and calculated.  
 
    The first orc took a shot at my head, but I was quick to jerk back and avoid the attack. His blade passed just inches from my throat, and I didn’t get a chance to retaliate before the second one came at me.  
 
    He tried to stab the point of his blade into my left leg, but I was able to jump out of the way, and as I sprang into the air, I tossed out my boot and kicked the fucker square in the stomach. Orc number two stumbled back for a second, which left him completely vulnerable.  
 
    I rolled away from the downward swing of the first orc, propelled myself upward at an angle, and slammed my shoulder into the second orc. The blow knocked him flat on his ass, so I wasted no time in finishing the green-skinned fucker off. The second I was on top of my opponent, I stabbed my dagger down into his forehead, and there was a satisfying squish as the blade pierced through his skull. The orc’s eyes went in two different directions as the life drained from his body, and then I pulled my weapon out from his head as I turned to face my other opponent.  
 
    The first orc was already on me when I twisted my body around, so I only had a split second to jump away from his attack, and I spun to the left as my enemy’s blade came down and stabbed into his friend’s corpse. I was now behind the bastard, so as he tried to dislodge his weapon, I reached out and grabbed him by the wispy, thin black hair on his head. Then I yanked his head back toward me, pressed my pink-stone blade against his throat, and slit it open like a butchered cow.  
 
    The orc let out a gurgle as blood splashed down onto the other dead orc’s body, and he took two steps forward as he fumbled at his throat.  
 
    He didn’t make it a third step.  
 
    The orc fell onto his knees and then collapsed over, dead.  
 
    Now that I had a second to breathe, I turned to the battlefield. 
 
    The remaining orc women all seemed to be taking a little too much joy in the way they cut down their male counterparts together, and they worked like a well-oiled machine.  
 
    I watched as Hilda’s grappling hook stabbed into an orc man’s chest from behind. The redheaded woman proceeded to jerk back on the rope, which sent her enemy down on his ass, and then she pulled him toward her as he roared with fury.  
 
    That roar, however, was quickly cut short by Gudrun’s club.  
 
    The motherly orc woman growled as she slammed her weapon into the side of the orc man’s skull, and there was a wet pop as his skull was shattered inside his body, and both his eyes fell free of their sockets.  
 
    Then Gudrun took another swing, and the orc man’s head exploded like a gore-filled water balloon.  
 
    Signe and Olga were surrounded by a small group of orc men, but it still wasn’t very much of a contest. A few of the orc men stood back and fired arrows at the women, but they were way too swift. I watched briefly as Olga and Signe flipped, twirled, and rolled away from the projectiles, and each time they did so, the women would pop up and take on the orc closest to them.  
 
    Signe dodged blow after blow from an orc with a sword like she was Muhammad Ali, but finally, the curly-haired woman stabbed her daggers into the orc’s chest, dragged them downward, and opened the fucker up like a bloody banana. Blood gushed out from the two vertical wounds on his chest, and he made one final attempt to hit Signe as he stumbled forward. The weak blow was off by a mile, and the orc wobbled a second before he collapsed.  
 
    Olga was simply outdueling her opponent. The orc captain blocked and parried the green bastard’s sword, all while she made a disapproving, bored face.  
 
    “You fuckin’ bitch!” the orc man snarled. “You think you’re better than me because you got a fancy sword?”  
 
    “No.” Olga smirked. “I think I’m better than you because you’re as prolific in combat as a blind toddler.” 
 
    The orc man brought his sword over his head in a downward slash, but Olga simply blocked it with her cutlass. The brunette beauty then slammed her fist into the orc’s stomach, which caused him to double over in pain, and as he crumbled at the waist, Olga flipped his sword out of his hand, hauled back, and took a swing at his neck.  
 
    The orc man’s noggin popped off like the head of a dandelion, with a spray of dark red gore. The fucker’s tongue flopped out of his mouth as his eyes went wide, and then they rolled back in his head as it landed on the ground with a fleshy plop.  
 
    Without missing a beat, Olga grabbed onto the decapitated man’s body and pulled it up against her. Then she spun around as another slew of arrows came her way, and they were all absorbed by the corpse of her fallen foe. Finally, Olga tossed the human shield away and charged at her next target.  
 
    Damn, I was glad to have her on our side. 
 
    But I couldn’t get lost in my pride as a spectator.  
 
    There was still Tweedle-Dee and Tweedle-Dum to deal with.  
 
    Yrsa was now back on her feet and engaged in hand-to-hand combat with Borrm, and the two muscular orcs had their hands locked together at the palm as they tried to push their opponent backward and off their feet.  
 
    Thyra continued to blast at Borrm with her flintlock, but it was about as useful as throwing marbles against a concrete wall.  
 
    They needed a bit of an intervention if we wanted to speed this fight along.  
 
    As I started to run back toward the wrestling match, I noticed my seaglass sword was still lodged into Borrm’s leg.  
 
    That looked like as good of an intervention as any.  
 
    Now, I just had to figure out what kind of an intervention I needed. 
 
    “Come on, dumbass!” I heard Ouwe scream at Borrm as he slapped his tiny fists into the orc’s shoulders. “You’re getting yer ass kicked by a girl!”  
 
    “Shut up, cripple!” Borrm snarled back. “You not help, either!”  
 
    I dodged a few more orc arrows as I ran, but then I heard a painful scream as a nearby orc’s body exploded at the waist. A blur of red and green zipped away from the gory scene, and suddenly it clicked in my mind.  
 
    Ethala was the ticket.  
 
    I wasn’t strong enough to pull my blade through Borrm’s flesh, but she could.  
 
    “Ethala?” I asked the sparrow dragon as I stopped in my tracks. “I need a little help with something.”  
 
    What could the great Draco Rex possibly need help with? Ethala teased.  
 
    “How accurate can you be with your attacks?” I continued. “Like, can you hit a small target?”  
 
    I can hit a pebble from five hundred feet, the sparrow dragon said telepathically. Who do you want me to attack?  
 
    “Not who,” I said. “What. You see that wound on the big orc’s leg? I want you to hit it, hard.”  
 
    With pleasure, Ethala said as she floated back into view.  
 
    I watched as the red and green sparrow dragon shot up into the sky until she came to the spot just below the Shadow Dragon’s shield, and then she let out a determined telepathic chuff as she turned her face downward, let gravity take over, and began to plummet. Ethala shot like a rocket down toward Borrm, and it was only a matter of seconds before she made impact.  
 
    Hopefully, that would be enough.  
 
    Ouwe pulled a glowing blue potion from his belt and pulled it back over his shoulder as he prepared to hurl it at Yrsa.  
 
    “Eat this, you fugly bitch,” the goblin snarled.  
 
    Suddenly, a blur of red and green slammed into Borrm’s right leg.  
 
    The giant orc screamed as his leg exploded into a gory mixture of meaty flesh, blood, and bones, and he instantly fell to the side.  
 
    As Borrm fell, Ouwe fell with him, and the goblin released his grip on the vial in his hand. The glass shattered against the ground and sent a splash of bluish liquid all over Borrm’s shoulder.  
 
    “Idiot!” Borrm shrieked as the blue liquid began to sizzle, and his flesh started to smoke.  
 
    “Who are you calling an idiot?” Ouwe spat. “I had her, and you couldn’t just stand on your-- Oh.”  
 
    As Ouwe spoke, he looked down and saw Borrm’s missing leg. His beady eyes widened at the gruesome sight, but they got even larger when he saw Yrsa and I step over to him. Then Ouwe pulled out two yellow vials and tossed them at me and Yrsa.  
 
    The orc woman and I tried to side-step the attack, but we weren’t fast enough. The potions shattered against our chests, and I felt my whole body go numb and tingly as a dull, warm sensation washed over me. I tried to reach up and wipe the potion away, but nothing happened. When I tried to say something to my crewmates, my mouth didn’t move, and I quickly realized what Ouwe had done to me.  
 
    Yrsa and I were paralyzed.  
 
    “Draco Rex!” Thyra gasped as she reloaded her pistol. “Yrsa!”  
 
    “Don’t worry about them, lady,” Ouwe cackled as he pulled out a beaker full of lime-green liquid. “They’ll be gone shortly, anyway.”  
 
    Ouwe popped the cork of the beaker, flipped it over, and dumped the liquid onto Borrm’s stump of a leg. As the lime-green concoction poured over Borrm’s wound, the blood began to coagulate.  
 
    Then the flesh started to regenerate, and within seconds, Borrm was completely healed and had a leg that was as good as new.  
 
    Mother fucker.  
 
    Thyra pulled back the hammer of her gun as she pointed it at Ouwe, and then she pulled the trigger. There was a puff of smoke as the musket ball shot forward, but my heart stopped when Borrm reached up and caught it like it was a damn fly.  
 
    Thyra gulped as the massive orc stood back up onto his feet, and he cracked his knuckles as he stepped toward the two orc women.  
 
    “Now, we have fun,” he said with a growl.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    Think, Ben, think. I couldn’t move or talk, which meant Yrsa and I were sitting ducks. Thyra wasn’t exactly doing much better, since her pistol was pretty worthless against Borrm’s muscle bound body. If I didn’t do something soon, she was going to be pummeled.  
 
    But there wasn’t anything I could do while I was paralyzed. I couldn’t even alert my friends to come over and help.  
 
    Wait. Yes, I fucking could.  
 
    “Guys!” I called out telepathically to anyone who could hear me via the dragonbond. “Yrsa and I are frozen in place, and Thyra’s in trouble. Any assistance would be really appreciated right now!”  
 
    Be right there, Nadir answered. I’m starting to get tired of killing these grunts, anyway… I want a real challenge.  
 
    We’ve got you, as well, Jemma said. Tirian and I are on the way!  
 
    Borrm and Ouwe both laughed as they stepped toward Thyra.  
 
    The blonde orc woman tried to walk backward, but she tripped over her own feet and fell back on her ass. She fumbled with her pistol as she tried to get it reloaded, but it was a last-ditch effort.  
 
    All I could do was watch helplessly as the serial killer orc drew closer.  
 
    “Wait a minute…” Ouwe’s high-pitched voice trailed off. “Holy shit! You’re the Grand Gar’s wife, ain’t ya?”  
 
    “She dead, though,” Borrm said.  
 
    “She’s not dead, dumbass,” Ouwe sighed. “She ran away. Do you have any idea how he’ll reward us if we bring her back to him alive?”  
 
    “But… Smash…” the muscle-bound orc said with a frown.  
 
    “Oh, she’ll get smashed alright,” Ouwe laughed. “But after we get our reward.”  
 
    Suddenly, a stone axe flew across the landscape, end-over-end, and it slammed into Borrm’s back shoulder with a dull, wet thunk and lodged itself deep in his flesh.  
 
    “Ow!” Borrm growled as he turned around.  
 
    I was just now starting to regain the feeling in my limbs and face, but I wasn’t quite able to move them yet.  
 
    Still, that told me the potion’s effects were wearing off, and I’d be back to normal soon. I just had to hope my friends could hold off Tweedle-Dee and Tweedle-Dum until this feeling passed.  
 
    “Stay focused, meathead!” Ouwe demanded as he slapped the back of Borrm’s head, but the orc was too riled up to listen.  
 
    “The only one getting ‘smashed’ today is you,” Nadir said as she scurried toward the scene. “By my axe.”  
 
    Borrm’s face fell into a snarl as he stared down the incoming Coonag woman, but Ouwe looked to the sky, and his mouth fell open in horror.  
 
    “Incoming!” he cried as he pointed up and grabbed another small vial from its holster. “A fucking dragon!”  
 
    Sure enough, Tirian and Jemma swooped out of the clouds, and as they did, Tirian unleashed a blast of white-hot fire straight down onto Borrm and Ouwe.  
 
    Ouwe tossed the vial right at the incoming blast and then watched with a smug grin as the flames engulfed it. Suddenly, the dragon’s breath evaporated into a puff of harmless smoke.  
 
    “Tirian!” Jemma yelled. “I can’t see anything through this smoke.”  
 
    I can’t, either, the dragon said with a gasp. Hold on, and I’ll try to get us-- Gah! He’s got me!  
 
    Tirian and Jemma were tossed out of the cloud of smoke violently, and the adolescent dragon barreled through the sky for several seconds before he was able to spread out his wings and halt his momentum. The second he was refocused, Tirian began to charge up another breath of fire.  
 
    “No!” I said telepathically. “I can’t see Thyra or Yrsa in this smoke. You could set them on fire, too.”  
 
    “Looks like we’ll have to take a more ground-based approach,” Nadir said, and then she charged head-first into the smoke.  
 
    I couldn’t see anything, but I heard the chaotic sounds of footfalls, body blows, and the occasional chitter.  
 
    It sounded like Nadir was handling herself pretty well.  
 
    Finally, I felt myself return to normal, and I let out a long breath as I took a step forward and scanned my surroundings for my sword.  
 
    Sure enough, the seaglass weapon was lying on the ground just a few feet away from the smoke, and it was covered with blood and viscera from the exploded leg.  
 
    “Yow!” Borrm screamed from inside the dark smoke.  
 
    “I told you I’d get my axe back,” Nadir said with a cackle.  
 
    I ran over, snatched up my sword, and wiped the blade clean against my pants. Then I made my way around the perimeter of the cloud, where I found Thyra pressed back up against a rock.  
 
    The poor girl held her pistol in her hand, but she was completely frozen with fear. Her eyes were wide as her mouth sputtered, and her hands trembled like a Parkinson’s patient.  
 
    “Hey, hey…” I said as I placed my hand on her shoulder. “You okay?”  
 
    “N-No.” The blonde woman shook her head. “They knew who I was. I knew it was a bad idea for me to come back here… I’ll be captured for sure.”  
 
    “No, you won’t,” I said as I tightened my grip on her shoulder. “Because I’m gonna make sure each and every one of these orcs end up as worm food, and I won’t rest until I do.”  
 
    “Where did they go?” Yrsa growled from somewhere behind us. “Did they explode?”  
 
    “They’re in the smoke,” I said as I stood up and pointed to the cloud. “But they won’t be able to hide for much longer. Swaer?”  
 
    Big cloud of smoke that needs to be blown away? the wind dragon asked from all the way across the battlefield. I thought you’d never ask.  
 
    Swaer shot across the landscape like a bat out of hell and, as he flew, the wind dragon took a deep breath. The blast of wind was upon us before Swaer was even close, and as the smoke disappeared, I saw two figures in its smog.  
 
    Nadir scurried around Borrm like a rabid squirrel as she slammed her axe into his body randomly, but Borrm didn’t seem to be going down. He simply shrugged off the blows, spun around, and tried to stomp on the raccoon-woman.  
 
    Thankfully, she was way too fast.  
 
    That was when Ouwe took aim with another potion.  
 
    “We gotta take out those freaking potions!” I commanded my friends. “As long as Ouwe has those, we’re evenly matched.”  
 
    You might want to move, Nadir, Swaer warned, and the Coonag woman flipped away from her opponent.  
 
    As Ouwe hurled his potion, Swaer swooped down and blasted a gust of wind right in its direction. The blustery breath sent the vial backwards, where it shattered onto the ground harmlessly.  
 
    However, Swaer didn’t let up on his attack.  
 
    The blast of wind continued, and Ouwe held onto Borrm’s back for dear life. Meanwhile, the massive orc simply dug in his feet and stood tall, completely unaffected by the gust. He let out an evil laugh as he began to stomp forward slowly, but Swaer didn’t seem worried.  
 
    After all, he had completed what he’d intended to do.  
 
    Borrm might have been immune to the gust, but the leather holster on his back wasn’t. Nor were the vials it held.  
 
    One-by-one, the potions strapped to Borrm’s back flew backward and shattered against the rocky ground. Ouwe helplessly tried to grab a couple of them as they passed him by, but it was no use.  
 
    Then the leather strap itself broke.  
 
    It snapped at Borrm’s shoulder, and Ouwe screamed as he was thrown through the sky like a ragdoll. The tiny goblin slammed into the ground and rolled for a few feet before he was able to grab onto a rock, but his paralyzed legs just dangled in the air behind him as he quivered like a scared toddler.  
 
    Swaer let up his attack and quickly zipped away from Borrm’s grasp, and the orc grabbed nothing but air.  
 
    Then Tirian and Jemma swooped in.  
 
    The dragon and the Niralope flew at Borrm as Jemma shot an arrow straight for the fucker’s head, and at the same time, Tirian sucked in a long breath and readied his blast of fire.  
 
    “Stupid tall woman,” Borrm said with a smirk, and then he caught the arrow mid-air. “You no learn.”  
 
    The orc snapped the arrow in his hands and then stepped forward with his chest puffed out proudly, and I watched in awe as Borrm then placed his hands on his hips and began to laugh at the incoming dragon.  
 
    “You idiot!” Ouwe yelled from his position far away. “I’m not there to protect your dumbass anymore!”  
 
    Borrm glanced back over his shoulder, and his smirk turned into a deep frown when he saw Ouwe wasn’t there. The orc’s eyes widened before he looked back at Tirian and then back at Ouwe on the ground. Borrm turned and took off as fast as he could toward the fallen goblin, but it was no use.  
 
    The dude was so massive and bulky that he made turtles look fast by comparison.  
 
    Tirian blasted a shot of white-hot fire down onto Borrm, who screamed as his body was completely swallowed up by the flames. The silver dragon held his breath for a few more seconds before he finally let up, and smoke once again filled the area around Borrm.  
 
    As it began to clear, I saw the silhouette of Borrm’s massive figure still standing.  
 
    “What in the actual fuck?” I asked as my optimism vanished.  
 
    “How is he still alive?” Thyra growled. “Nobody could have survived that… It’s completely illogical.”  
 
    “Ha!” Ouwe said with a gleeful tone. “You guys are fucccccckkkkked.”  
 
    When the smoke finally cleared, we all let out a horrified gasp.  
 
    Yes, Borrm was still alive, but the orc’s skin was completely charred. The green flesh all over his body was now nothing more than clumpy dark burn marks surrounded by a few patches of singed green. All the hair and clothing on his body had melted off, and his face slumped in a way that it looked like it was about to fall away from his skull.  
 
    “S-Still alive,” the orc declared as he looked right at me and Nadir.  
 
    “Christ…” I growled as I held my sword tight. “This guy really is a slasher movie villain.”  
 
    “You can’t kill Borrm the Mighty,” Ouwe laughed. “Nobody can-- Hey!”  
 
    Yrsa scooped up the disabled goblin from the ground and held him up by the throat.  
 
    “You’re really annoying,” the blue-haired orc growled, and then she began to squeeze.  
 
    “P-Please don’t--” Ouwe began, but he was quickly silenced when Yrsa crushed his windpipe.  
 
    The goblin’s eyes widened as he gasped for breath, but all that came out were a few gurgled wheezes. He fought against her grasp for another second or two, until she finally squeezed tighter.  
 
    There was a sickly pop as Yrsa closed her hand around Ouwe’s throat, and the goblin’s head popped off his body like a champagne cork. Ouwe’s blood splashed all over Yrsa’s face as it sprayed out in several long, drawn-out spurts, but she didn’t seem to mind at all.  
 
    Yrsa just tossed the goblin’s corpse to the side, stomped her foot into the ground, and stared down Borrm.  
 
    “You killed friend…” Borrm growled. “You die!”  
 
    Borrm and Yrsa ran at each other, and soon they were locked into battle once more. Borrm slugged Yrsa in the gut as they met, and the orc woman doubled-over in pain.  
 
    As she bent over, though, Yrsa clenched her fist and pulled her arm back. Then the blue-haired orc came up and caught Borrm with an uppercut, and the evil orc fell back on his ass.  
 
    When Yrsa went for him again, Borrm caught her fist and yanked her downward. He punched Yrsa in the face, and a bit of blood sprayed out of her nose.  
 
    Did he really just survive my fire? Tirian asked. How are we going to kill this guy?  
 
    “That definitely did some damage,” I said as I headed for the two large orcs.  
 
    “But is it enough?” Thyra asked.  
 
    “There’s only one way to find out…” Nadir said with a chitter as she tossed her axe between her hands.  
 
    Then Nadir, Thyra, and I ran toward Borrm, with Tirian and Jemma right behind us.  
 
    Thyra fired a musket ball straight into Borrm’s back, and this time he let out a yelp as it embedded itself in his flesh.  
 
    “That definitely weakened him!” I declared. “You know what to do, guys.”  
 
    “The only question is do I go for the neck?” Nadir cackled. “Or do I go for the heart?”  
 
    Nadir sprang into the air, raised her axe high, and then swung it at Borrm’s head, but the fucker must have heard her coming because he stepped to the side right as she came down on him.  
 
    Of course, that put him right in the path of Yrsa’s next blow. The blue-haired orc slugged Borrm across the face, and the orc let out a yelp as he stumbled backward.  
 
    While he was disoriented, I pulled back my sword and plunged it straight into his back, and this time, the seaglass cut through the orc as if he were made of wet paper.  
 
    Borrm screamed as my sword stabbed through his kidneys and sent an obscene amount of blood gushing out of his body. The charred bastard spun around and tried to backhand me, but I was already down into a crouched position.  
 
    I twirled my sword as I came back up and made a long, diagonal slash across Borrm’s chest. Blood sprayed from the wound, though it didn’t seem to be the killing blow I’d hoped it would be.  
 
    Then Tirian let out a small, angry grunt as he opened his mouth and sunk his teeth into Borrm’s right shoulder.  
 
    Borrm roared with rage as he reached out to punch Tirian, but Jemma was already on the offensive.  
 
    Jemma shot an arrow right into Borrm’s face, and his head whipped back as the projectile lodged itself into the fucker’s skull.  
 
    Tirian blasted another shot of his fire breath, and Borrm shrieked in agony as the flames cut into his flesh. When Tirian finally let go of his attack, Borrm’s right arm fell to the ground, completely severed.  
 
    Before he could make another move, Nadir flipped around the orc and grabbed onto Jemma’s arrow. She then kicked herself off and let the weight of her body pull the arrow downward. Nadir dragged the arrow all the way down Borrm’s face until it eventually snapped off at the hilt. Blood oozed out of the charred orc’s head as he began to stumble around, and I knew he was just about done.  
 
    Somebody just had to deliver the finishing blow.  
 
    I slashed his chest again, and this time I watched my blade slice straight through his muscles and opened him up like I was performing open-heart surgery. Now, I was face to face with Borrm’s oversized, grotesque heart.  
 
    It was green like his skin, but about three shades darker, and the damn thing was the size of my head and shaped like two footballs pressed against each other. It beat slower and slower as I stared at it, until I finally decided to put this guy out of his misery.  
 
    I pulled back, stabbed my sword into Borrm’s heart, and watched as it seized up.  
 
    Borrm’s eyes rolled back in his head as what was left of his body went rigid, and then his legs gave out underneath him. He fell down onto his knees before he collapsed completely into a lifeless heap.  
 
    Then Yrsa’s foot slammed down onto his skull, and it exploded like a gore-filled water balloon. Bits of skull, brain, and blood splashed all over our legs, and all of my crew let out cries of disgust.  
 
    “Was that really necessary, Yrsa?” Thyra asked.  
 
    “Had to make sure he was dead.” The blue-haired woman shrugged.  
 
    “Fuck…” I let out a whistle as I looked around the battlefield.  
 
    The entire place was littered with orc bodies, and there were even more piling up by the second.  
 
    I watched as Arrick slashed an orc in the kneecaps and brought him down on his knees. Then, the second that the orc was on the ground, the Dragon Prince drew his dagger and plunged it into his opponent’s right temple.  
 
    A few feet away from Arrick, Kehlaan and Holara were both finishing off their own respective orcs.  
 
    One of the jolly green bastards tried to stab Holara, but the Morpho woman simply used her wings to fly up into the air. She continued her momentum as she flipped over the orc’s head, and once she was right above him, she stabbed the middle point of her fan-blade down into his head. Holara held her weapon in place as she landed behind the orc, and then she dragged the fan-blade along with her and yanked it away with a wet shluck. As she pulled her fan-blade from the green bastard’s head, there was a spray of blood, and then his noggin parted like the Red Sea. Holara grimaced as the orc’s brain plopped out onto the ground, but then she pushed his corpse over nonchalantly.  
 
    Kehlaan blocked an orc’s sword with the hilt of his staff, spun around, and drove his weapon’s point through his opponent’s leg from behind. The orc let out a yelp of pain as he went down on one knee, but Kehlaan spun back around and shoved his staff upward. It stabbed up through the soft flesh of the orc’s jaw and then continued up through his head, until it popped out the top of his skull with a spray of gore. The orc’s tongue flopped out of his mouth as his body twitched, and then he went limp.  
 
    A few of the orcs seemed to have developed good sense and now fled down the mountain.  
 
    Too bad for them, we had dragons that were way faster.  
 
    Ethala shot around like a deadly green-and-red blur as she slammed into the orcs violently. Bones were shattered, skulls were exploded, and several limbs were ripped from their bodies, but in no time flat, Ethala had eliminated all of the survivors.  
 
    “We did it…” Olga said as she walked over. “We just eliminated an entire orc camp, all by ourselves.”  
 
    “That’s the power of the Draco Rex,” Mira said with a half-smile. “I hope this will be the first of many that you help us eliminate.”  
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, guys,” I sighed as I turned back and looked at the imprisoned Shadow Dragon. “We’ve still got to figure out what to do with this one.”  
 
    Even though I was playing it coy, this was a huge fucking deal. The orc women had proven to be a wonderful addition to my crew, and I couldn’t wait to see what they could do for us moving forward.  
 
    Then there was the fact we were now only one step away from removing this barrier from Isla Gar. And once that happened?  
 
    The island would practically be ours for the taking. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    “Be careful, Ben,” Batari warned as we all approached the imprisoned Shadow Dragon. “The legends state Tai gave the Shadow Dragon great wisdom, but also great power and an irritable temperament.”  
 
    I can’t imagine being chained up and burned is making it any happier, Tirian scoffed.  
 
    “Poor creature,” Jemma said with tears in her eyes. “I can’t even fathom all the horrible things the orcs have done to it over the season cycles.”  
 
    “I’m surprised it’s still alive,” Jonas admitted. “I’ve never seen a creature that could survive endless torture for several days, let along season cycles.”  
 
    “Maybe it’s just staying alive out of pure spite?” Nadir suggested. “It keeps fantasizing about breaking free of its chains and wreaking havoc on the orcs down below?”  
 
    “In that case, we shouldn’t waste any time setting it free!” Maca said. “It could do our whole job for us.”  
 
    “The Shadow Dragon doesn’t have much offensive abilities.” Batari shook her head. “They are majestic creatures, but their powers are more defensive-based.” 
 
    You say “majestic,” Ethala said. I say “hard to work with.” Still, I do not wish to see any dragon in harm’s way, whether it be a dear friend or an… annoying ally.  
 
    “Let’s get him free, then,” I ordered. “Swaer? You blow out the fire below him. Yrsa and Tirian? I want you to break those chains any way you possibly can.”  
 
    “But, Dad,” Arrick gulped. “What if he thinks we’re orcs?”  
 
    That thought had never even occurred to me.  
 
    “We killed the orcs, though,” Holara said. “Their bodies are everywhere.”  
 
    “He’s had his head to the sky for god only knows how long,” I said with a frown. “I don’t know if he saw anything.”  
 
    “We don’t really have another choice.” Olga pursed her lips. “Unless we simply want to kill it.”  
 
    “That’d be the simplest way,” Nadir said with a shrug. “Just to be safe.”  
 
    “We’re not killing it!” Batari growled. “Not unless it comes after us first.”  
 
    “Uhhh…” Holara trailed off. “That sounds like a really, really bad idea.”  
 
    “Why?” Signe asked. “The one with the horn just said it’s mostly a defensive beast.”  
 
    “I said its powers are defensive,” Batari said. “It will still go on the offensive if provoked, and it still has the size, strength, and razor-sharp teeth and claws of any other dragon.”  
 
    “Then we should play it safe,” Signe argued, and she flipped her daggers in her hands. “We should put the poor, tortured thing out of its misery.”  
 
    The curly-haired orc woman took a step toward the beast, but Jonas stepped in her way.  
 
    “I’m afraid I will not let you do that.” The soothsayer shook his head. “I would be doing a disservice to Oshun if I didn’t at least try to save it.”  
 
    “Look at it, though.” Signe pointed with one of her daggers. “It’s belly has practically been burned down to the raw muscle, and I’m sure those chains have left terrible marks. It’s practically a mercy killing at this point.”  
 
    “Why don’t we ask the dragon what it wants?” Kehlaan suggested, and we all turned to the Spindrel boy. “Ethala can talk to the dragons without a bond, can’t she?”  
 
    I can, Ethala said. Though I imagine this Shadow Dragon will be even more difficult to communicate with, due to-- well, everything. Put out the fire, Swaer, and then I will try to talk to him.  
 
    Swaer looked to me for confirmation, so I gave the dragon a nod of approval. Then he slithered over to the spot in front of the Shadow Dragon, where the roaring fire blazed. 
 
    Here goes nothing, Swaer said as he sucked in a long breath.  
 
    The furry wind dragon unleashed a tiny gust of air straight at the fire, and the flames flickered and roared higher for a split second before they were overpowered by the sheer force of the wind. Finally, they went out, and all that remained was a pile of hot coals.  
 
    Now that the flames were gone, I could see just how damaged the Shadow Dragon’s belly was. His black scales were completely gone, as was most of the flesh on his stomach, and in its place was a mangled mess of charred scar tissue, which currently was red and raw.  
 
    Poor thing.  
 
    Ethala swooped over beside the dragon’s head and made a few grunts and huffs. The Shadow Dragon said nothing, so after a few more moments Ethala tried again.  
 
    I felt a bit of sweat on my brow as I wondered if this was a good idea. If Ethala was right, and it was waiting to break free and destroy everything around it, then we could be in big trouble.  
 
    Then the Shadow Dragon stopped its blast. The beam of translucent rainbow light cut off at his mouth, and it slowly disappeared in the sky.  
 
    Which meant that, any second now, the orcs would realize something was amiss. We had to speed this process up.  
 
    He cannot speak with his mouth chained open, Ethala said. 
 
    “Yrsa?” I asked the muscle bound, blue-haired orc. “Do you think you could break those chains?”  
 
    “What am I?” Yrsa chuckled as she cracked her knuckles. “A toddler?”  
 
    I watched as Yrsa walked over to the ground where the iron chain had been bolted in, and the orc woman inspected the chain for a few seconds before she reached up, grabbed one of its links, and began to pull it in opposite directions.  
 
    Yrsa let out a long, determined grunt as she yanked on the chain link. Finally, there was a loud metallic snap, and the link broke in two.  
 
    Instantly, the Shadow Dragon snapped its mouth shut and licked its lips, so Ethala tried again. The Sparrow Dragon made a few grunts, chuffs, and snorts as she attempted to speak to our mystery dragon, and we all waited with bated breaths for a response.  
 
    Then the Shadow Dragon let out a long, angry growl.  
 
    Fuck. Maybe this wasn’t going to work after all.  
 
    “What did he say?” I asked Ethala.  
 
    He asked if we were orcs, Ethala explained. I told him no, and that we wished to kill the orcs.  
 
    “What did he say to that?” I asked again, this time with my heart beating like a drum.  
 
    He says if we are enemies of the orcs, then we are his allies, the Sparrow Dragon said.  
 
    Oh, thank God. Relief washed over me as I clicked my tongue and placed my hands on my hips.  
 
    “Tell him we’re going to set him free,” I said to Ethala. “But only if he agrees to come to our island so we can heal him and make him part of our crew.”  
 
    Ethala relayed the message in the language of the dragons, and then the Shadow Dragon let out a sound I never thought I’d hear.  
 
    It hummed. The Shadow Dragon did a bonafide dragon hum.  
 
    “I think that means ‘yes,’” Teeka chuckled.  
 
    “I think so, too,” I said with a smirk. “Come on guys… Let’s get it out of these chains!”  
 
    For the next few minutes, we worked on breaking the iron chains that held the Shadow Dragon in place. Yrsa was able to snap them with her bare hands, but the rest of us had to take on a less conventional method.  
 
    Tirian’s fire was hot enough to turn the iron red-hot, to the point where an individual link could be bent. Once it was that hot, we were able to pull it apart and detach it from the rest of the chain.  
 
    Soon, the Shadow Dragon was completely free.  
 
    The massive black dragon turned its head down and stared right down onto me, and I would be lying if I said it wasn’t a bit intimidating.  
 
    Ben? Mira asked via the dragonbond. Do we need to run?  
 
    “No.” I shook my head as I looked up at the dragon’s green eyes. “Hello-- Uh… What’s his name, Ethala?”  
 
    He claims he has been called many things by many peoples, Ethala said. Though his favorite is when they call him “Cartram.”  
 
    “Cartram,” I said. “Hello, Cartram. My name is Benjamin Whitfield, and I’m the Draco Rex. The Dragon King. This is my crew here… We want to kill the orcs just as much as you do. It’s fucking terrible what they did to you, and I want to make sure they all pay the price.”  
 
    Cartram’s eyes narrowed as he looked over at the crew of The Valtras. He let out a long, guttural growl as he stared them down, and I felt my blood run cold.  
 
    He wants to know why you have orcs with you if you hate them so much. Ethala translated. I told you he would be difficult to work with.  
 
    “It’s complicated,” I explained. “It’s… Very complicated, but these orcs want to help you, too. And they want to kill the men who did this to you.”  
 
    From far in the distance, I heard the bellow of a horn. It echoed across the landscape with a dull, long drone, which caused several birds and insects to bolt from the trees on the mountainside.  
 
    “They know we’re here,” Thyra whimpered. “Please, Draco Rex… We eliminated the shield. Can we go now?”  
 
    Cartram’s eyes focused directly on Thyra as she blubbered, and I noticed the emerald-green orbs lightened up a bit. Maybe it was just my imagination, but it seemed like the Shadow Dragon was almost sympathizing with the distressed orc woman.  
 
    Cartram looked back at me, let out a chuff, and then made a few grunting sounds.  
 
    He has agreed to help us! Ethala declared.  
 
    “Great,” I said as I looked back over the orc village at the base of the mountain. “The first thing he can do to help is to get us the fuck back to our ship. Like, now.”  
 
    “What about the rebonding ceremony?” Arrick asked.  
 
    “That’s gonna have to wait till we get back home.” I shook my head. “If the orcs know we’re here, they’re gonna send every single soldier they have up the side of this mountain. If we want to get out of here alive, we don’t have a single second to spare.”  
 
    Ethala made a few more sounds to Cartram, who nodded his head slowly.  
 
    He understands, the Sparrow Dragon said. Cartram wants you all to get on his back, and he will take you back to your ships.  
 
    The giant black dragon eased himself down onto his knees, and Tirian, Ethala, and the Aviar women flew us up onto Cartram’s back one by one, until we were firmly in place.  
 
    Then the Shadow Dragon spread out his massive wings, flapped them hard, and lifted up into the air. Riding on the back of Cartram was a totally different experience than when I’d ridden on Tirian or Bungal. Though both of those fire-breathers were strong in their own right, sitting on the back of Cartram felt like I was a passenger on a freaking Boeing seven-seventy-seven.  
 
    Tirian, Swaer, and Ethala all flew beside us, and soon the caravan of dragons was off to the spot where we’d anchored our ships.  
 
    As we began our journey, though, we heard the last sound we wanted to hear.  
 
    The sound of clinking chains, all across the landscape.  
 
    “It’s the ballistae!” Gudrun hissed. “They’re loading their anti-dragon weapons.”  
 
    Cartram let out a snort, so Ethala had to translate.  
 
    He says not to worry about anything the orcs throw at us, Ethala said. He’ll take care of it.  
 
    Somehow, I wasn’t convinced.  
 
    That was when dozens of ballistae bolts shot up from the ground, and all of them were at least ten feet long and made out of pure iron. The bolts were tipped with giant triangular points, and they traveled like they’d been shot out of cannons.  
 
    Cartram simply took a deep breath, opened his mouth, and blasted out a shot of his translucent magic. The beam came out about three feet from the dragon’s mouth before it curved in four directions and then back in on itself, and within seconds, all of us were enclosed in the Shadow Dragon’s protective barrier.  
 
    The ballistae bolts slammed into us with enough force to kill a fucking elephant. The shockwave of the impact threatened to knock us off Cartram’s back, but we all managed to hang on for the time being.  
 
    But the barrier held, and the ballista bolts simply fell away harmlessly.  
 
    “I’ll be a monkey’s uncle,” I said with a giant grin. “Their anti-dragon weapons didn’t work.”  
 
    “Which means that, if we plan properly…” Mira trailed off. “None of their defenses will work. The island will be wide open the next time we return.”  
 
    Several more ballistae bolts were fired at Cartram, but none of them managed to land. The Shadow Dragon simply continued onward until he finally came out over the edge of the rocky cliff, just above our boats. Cartram eased downward so he was parallel with the two ships, and then the crews began to split off toward their own respective ships.  
 
    Everybody but Olga and me.  
 
    We had some unfinished business to talk about.  
 
    “So?” I asked the orc captain. “Do you still want to take me up on my offer? Your crew joins my crew, and we take down the Grand Gar together?”  
 
    “And then, once this is all over, we raise our child?” Olga asked as she leaned up against my chest.  
 
    “The savior of the orc people,” I said as I ran my fingers through her soft, brown hair. “I’d love that, and I’d love to give you a lot more babies after our first is born.”  
 
    Olga looked up at me with her happy yellow eyes, and then we shared a long, passionate kiss. When we finally pulled away from each other, the orc woman’s face was flushed with a deep red blush.  
 
    “I-I’ve never done that in front of the crew,” she giggled. “They’re never going to let me live that down.”  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said with a smirk. “They’re going to see plenty more of that in the days to come.”  
 
    “I shall command my crew to follow you, then,” Olga confirmed. “Back to your home island.”  
 
    “It shouldn’t be hard,” I said as I pointed down at Cartram. “Just follow the giant, black dragon, and you should be golden.”  
 
    With that, Olga and I parted ways. For the time being.  
 
    My crew was already hard at work getting The Dragon Queen ready for her return voyage, so I simply strode up behind the wheel and grabbed onto it firmly.  
 
    The next few days were going to be interesting, to say the least.  
 
    My friends, subjects, and lovers apparently had several family members and friends still alive on Isla Gar, enslaved by the orcs. Even if we wanted to wipe out the Grand Gar and his lineage, we had to figure out how to save them first.  
 
    Then there were the logistics of this war. The orcs’ defenses might have been down, but I figured that would only make them more aggressive. I anticipated these coming days to be filled with bloodshed, which would eventually lead up to a full-on invasion of Isla Gar, and a showdown with the Grand Gar himself.  
 
    However, we’d made new allies in the form of The Valtras’ crew and Cartram the Shadow Dragon.  
 
    Now, we just needed to go home and formulate the plan for our final battle.  
 
    Once everything was in order, the two ships set sail for Seashuna. I was sure the orcs would be hot on our tails, but I didn’t care.  
 
    We’d successfully snuck onto their island, stole their women, and dismantled their entire defense system.  
 
    There was nothing my friends and I couldn’t do.  
 
    The orc fuckers better be ready, because I was coming for the Grand Gar.  
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