
        
            
                
            
        

    




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

“Surely you can blow harder than that, Swaer!” Holara, the purple-haired butterfly-woman, said as she looked out over the stern of The Dragon Queen. 

 I’m using as much power as I can, the tiny wind dragon Swaer snarked back, and then he took another deep breath. 

Swaer unleashed a giant gust of wind out of his mouth and straight into our sails, and I had to hold onto the wheel to keep us going straight.  The Dragon Queen rocked as it lurched forward, but I was able to keep her steady as we cut through the waves of the ocean. 

The body of Cartram, the freshly-liberated shadow dragon, nearly blotted out the sun as he soared in the sky above us, and Tirian and Ethala, our small fire-breather and the Sparrow Dragon, soared next to Cartram in a single, unified formation. 

Our schooner ship was built particularly for speed, and with the added boost of Swaer’s wind breath, it was cutting through the sea like a giant wooden torpedo. The orc women’s ship, the carrack known as  The Valtras, was about one nautical mile ahead of us, though we were quickly catching up. 

That wasn’t the problem, though. 

The problem was the small fleet of vessels about a mile behind us. 

The orc men of Isla Gar weren’t too happy we’d taken out their only defense system, the one thing that had kept my army at bay for all this time. They were pretty pissed off and, like a cornered animal, they were going on the offensive. Thankfully, their giant warships were way less hydrodynamic, and we had a pretty large head start on the fuckers. 

“I don’t know why they keep following us,” Arrick said as he stood beside Holara. “They’re never gonna catch up.” 

“Also, they’re walking right into a trap,” Kehlaan, the tunic-clad hedgehog-boy, added. “Don’t they realize if they keep following us, they’re going to eventually run into our entire army?” 

“Maybe that’s what they want,” Arrick suggested. “I could see those idiots thinking they are strong enough to take out our whole army on their own. They’ve tried it before.” 

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Holara said. “I’m counting seven ships. 

That’s more than they’ve ever sent after us before.” 

“No way.” Arrick shook his head. “They’ve definitely sent way more than that before, right?” 

“The fuck if I know,” I admitted. “I’ve lost count of how many of those assholes have tried to invade our island.” 

“I say let them come!” Nadir declared from up at her position on the deck. “If it’s a fight they want, then I’m more than happy to give it to them.” 

“I guess we’ll just have to up the ante, won’t we?” I said with a sly grin as I clung onto the wheel and held it steady. “Swaer?” 

 I can’t go any faster, if that’s what you’re asking,  the wind dragon huffed.  I’m about to pass out from lack of oxygen. 

“Take a breather,” I said to the red, furry creature. “We’ve gained enough distance that we can afford to rest for a second.” 

“Can we, though?” Holara asked as her butterfly wings fluttered anxiously behind her. “Every inch closer those brutes get is too close for me.” 

“I’m with her, Dad,” Arrick said with a frown. “We gotta keep going, even if that’s without Swaer’s extra boost.” 

“You heard the Dragon Prince!” I called out to the rest of my crew. “Keep those sails raised, and try to hold her steady!” 

“I thought that was your job?” my first mate, Mira, teased from her spot below the mast. 

“I still think we should just turn back around and slaughter these acorn hoarders,” Nadir said with a hiss. “They wouldn’t stand a chance. Not with this big shadow dragon on our side.” 

“Don’t get too cocky,” I warned. “They captured Cartram once before, and I’m sure they’re prepared to do it again. We need to just keep going until these bastards are out of sight.” 

“But, Ben…” Holara said as she turned around and let her eyes go wide. “That doesn’t mean they’ll stop.” 

“She’s right,” Kehlaan noted. “They’re basically in survival mode now since we destroyed their only defense, and they’re not gonna stop until they find us and wipe us out completely.” 

“Or worse.” Holara added. 

“And Seashuna’s not going to be able to outswim them,” Arrick added. “We might be able to sail beyond their reach in our ships, but Seashuna moves pretty slowly.” 

Fuck. They all had good points. Even if we kept going at this pace and made it back to Seashuna, by the time we docked our ships and instructed the living island to move, the orcs would be on

us again. Not to mention, that was a major risk in and of itself. So far, the orcs weren’t even aware we were on Seashuna, and any of the poor bastards who’d found us had been slaughtered to keep the information safe. 

Sure, we could probably just do the same thing with these poor saps and kill them the second they laid eyes on Seashuna, but that would still be a major risk. If even one of the bastards got away and made it back to Isla Gar, the Grand Gar would know exactly where to find us. 

With as desperate as the orc leader probably was right now, he’d surely launch a full-on invasion. And an invasion was the last thing we needed with the new home we’d spent months building up. 

The more I thought it through, the more I realized we didn’t have much of a choice but to fight. 

“Swaer!” I commanded the tiny wind dragon. “Hold your breath, buddy.” 

 What?  Swaer gasped.  But if I do that, they’ll catch up to us quicker. 

“I know,” I said with a nod. “I want them to catch up with us.” 

 Are-- are you sure?  the wind dragon gulped.  I can see how many soldiers they have on those vessels, and they outnumber us by like, a lot. 

“We have four dragons,” I reminded Swaer. “And they have none. Hold your breath.” 

The fuzzy dragon’s long, noodly whiskers twitched with fear as he looked down at me, but when he saw my demeanor was unchanged, he turned back to the sails and ceased with his gust of wind. 

“What’s wrong, Swaer?” Batari, the leader of the Cero women, asked her bondmate. “Why’d you stop?” 

 I, uh… I’ll let our captain explain this one,  Swaer said, and then he floated back down and wrapped himself around Batari’s shoulders like a fuzzy scarf. 

“Is Swaer alright?” Teeka called down from her position on the crow’s nest. 

“Did he finally run out of breath?” Maca asked from beside her Aviar flockmate. 

“I find that very hard to believe,” Jemma joked, and her bondmate Tirian let out an amused snort. 

 I’m fine!  Swaer huffed, even though he knew the two bird-women couldn’t understand him. 

“I told him to stop,” I announced to everyone. “And I want all of you to stop what you’re doing, too.” 

“Draco Rex…” Jonas, our resident soothsayer, said as he stepped forward. “I trust you with every fiber of my being. You know that. But what in Oshun’s name are you doing?” 

“I’m tired of running,” I said. “If we keep this up, we’re going to lead them right back to Seashuna.” 

 Then we shall kill them there,  Mira said telepathically.  When we have the might of your entire army. 

“The orcs are assholes.” I shook my head. “But they’re not completely stupid when it comes to battle tactics. There’s no way in hell they would follow us all the way up to Seashuna’s shores and then attack like that. If anything, they’ll follow us until they know where we’re docking, and then they’ll come back with the entire orc army.” 

“Cacoo save us.” Holara shuddered. 

“So?” Nadir asked. “Let them come. They don’t stand a chance against us!” 

“We’ve put way too much time and effort into starting a new life on Seashuna,” I continued. “I’m not letting these orc bastards take that away from us, too. Even if we somehow are able to win against the invasion of the full orc army, there’s no way we can get out of the battle without some serious damage to our homes and the palace and maybe even Seashuna herself. No… We stand, and we fight.” 

“Now, that’s what I love to hear!” Nadir proclaimed as she tied off her rope and drew her stone battle axe. “Let’s smash some orc skulls.” 

“Maca? Teeka?” I called up to the two Aviar women. “Fly over to  The Valtras  and let the orc women know what we’re doing.” 

“You know Olga’s going to give you all sorts of grief about this decision,” Mira warned. 

“Then they can keep sailing,” I retorted. “We’re staying until every single one of those ships has been sunk.” 

“Gods, it makes me so hot when you talk like that,” Nadir purred as her tail went rigid and shook like it was having a seizure. 

Arrick and Kehlaan both gave each other a confused glare, which quickly morphed into matching looks of disgust. The two boys

watched Nadir as her tail trembled some more, and then as the Coonag woman wiped a bit of sweat away from her forehead. 

If I were a teenage boy like them, I would probably be confused, too. 

On many different levels. 

“Battle stations, everybody!” I said in a booming voice as I looked around the ship. “Ethala? Do you think you can explain to Cartram what’s going on?” 

 I’ll do my best,  the sparrow dragon said.  But don’t think that means I’m going to sit this one out. 

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I retorted with a half-smirk. “If you’re not involved, who’s going to tear holes through the orcs’ bodies?” 

 Nadir, Ethala noted.  If my memory serves me correctly. 

“Fair enough.” I shrugged. 

Ethala turned to Cartram and let out a series of snorts, grunts, and chuffs, and I watched as the shadow dragon’s eyes widened before his massive bottom lip started to tremble. 

Then Cartram let out a low, deep grunt as he shook his head intensely. 

 He doesn’t want to face the orcs again, Ethala explained.  He says the last time he did, they captured him and killed his entire family. I believe he’s afraid. 

I didn’t blame the poor thing. He’d been a captive of the orcs for lord only knows how long, and he’d been tortured the entire time. 

Even now, I could still see the raw burn marks and scars all over his black-scaled belly, remnants of the roaring fire they’d kept underneath him at all times that forced him to use his protective breath. 

“Ask him this, Ethala,” I said to the dragon telepathically. “Ask Cartram if he wants to avenge his family.” 

Ethala turned her head to Cartram and then began to speak in the language of the dragons. As she did so, the shadow dragon’s eyes narrowed, and his lips twisted up into a snarl as he looked down at our ship. 

Cartram let out a powerful, water-shaking growl, and for a second, I wondered if I’d just said something that had pissed him off. 

 He’s… he’s not very happy with that comment,  Ethala explained.  He says, and I quote, “Of course, I do. But I’m not a fool. 

 If we fight, we will die, and their sacrifice will have been for nothing.” 

“You didn’t have us last time, Cartram,” I said as I locked eyes with the dragon directly. “We’ve killed these bastards time and time again. If you stand with us and fight, they will fall.” 

 I can verify that,  Tirian said as he glanced over at Cartram.  I’ve been with Ben since I was a hatchling, and I’ve seen him take out entire fleets before. 

“And that was before we had you, Cartram,” I continued. “With your shield breath, these jolly green assholes won’t stand a chance.” 

Cartram’s glaring eyes eased back to normal, and his entire body loosened up. The black dragon let out a deep sigh, and then he nodded, grumbled something in his original language, and turned back to face the incoming orc fleet. 

 He’s with us,  Ethala confirmed.  Begrudgingly, but he’s with us nonetheless. 

“Alright, then…” I trailed off as I looked out to the rest of my crew, and then I began to speak telepathically to anyone with a dragonbond. “Prepare for battle. Dragons, I want you four to act as our flying squadron. Swoop in, take out as many of the fuckers as you can, and then get out before they have a chance to attack you

with arrows or cannonballs. Jemma? I want you on Tirian and leading the charge.” 

 It would be my pleasure!  Jemma responded.  Tirian? Let’s ride! 

With that, the silver fire-breathing dragon swooped down and landed on top of the deck of  The Dragon Queen, and the second he had all four feet on the ground, Jemma dashed over to him, tossed her left hand onto his neck, and used her momentum to flip herself up onto his back. Then Jemma let out a sharp, shrill whistle, and the two bondmates took to the sky. 

“Jonas, Kehlaan, and Holara?” I asked all three crew members. “Do you think you can handle the cannons?” 

“I’ve been on many adventures with you, Draco Rex,” Jonas said with a chuckle. “And I can confidently say the cannons are one of the few methods of combat I think I can handle.” 

“We’ll blow them out of the water, Draco Rex,” Kehlaan added with a smirk and a nod. 

“We need to get down there quickly,” Holara said as she floated into the air on her silver wings. “Every second we’re up here is a second they’re getting closer!” 

The Morpho woman zipped across the deck in a flash and then disappeared down the ladder that led to the lower part of the ship. 

Meanwhile, Kehlaan and Jonas just looked at each other with an amused smirk. 

“Is there anything that woman doesn’t worry about?” Kehlaan snorted, and then he ran off toward the ladder. 

Jonas followed close behind the Spindrel boy, and soon they vanished down below the deck. 

“Nadir! Batari!” I called out. “Stay where you are. We’re outnumbered by those orc ships, but with you guys on the sails, I’m sure we can out-maneuver them.” 

“That’ll all be up to our captain,” Mira teased. “You’re the one who’ll be steering us to victory.” 

“No, I won’t.” I shook my head. “Arrick and I are going to be going around the ship and calling out commands. You’re gonna steer the ship.” 

“M-Me?” the golden-scaled dragonkin woman gasped. “You want me to take command now, during a battle where we’re facing certain death?” 

“There’s no time like the present.” I nodded. “Now, get up here.” 

Mira tied off the rope she was holding before she sheathed her spear on her back, and then she dashed over to the wheel of  The Dragon Queen.  I kept one hand on the wheel of the ship as I stepped aside, though the dragonkin warrior hesitated before she grabbed onto one of the wooden spindles. Mira’s face was stone-cold and stern as she stepped behind the wheel, but I could see the slight tremble in her hands. 

I placed my hands on Mira’s shoulders before I leaned in and gave her a soft kiss on the cheek. Then I wrapped my arms around her waist, pulled her in close to my body, and rested my chin against her left shoulder. 

“You’ve got this, Mira,” I whispered to the dragonkin woman. 

“You’re the best damn first mate a captain could ask for, and there’s nobody else I’d rather have steering my vessel.” 

“Is that a-- what do you call it?” Mira chuckled. “An

‘innuendo?’” 

“Nope,” I said with a snort. “It’s just the truth. Now, let’s kick some ass.” 

I gave Mira a playful smack on the ass, and she let out a giggle as she tightened her grip on the wheel. 

“Did you really have to do that right in front of me?” Arrick gagged. “It’s bad enough when you do that shit with mom.” 

“You’ll understand when you get a significant other,” I explained to the Dragon Prince. “You can’t keep your hands off them, no matter how hard you try.” 

As I spoke,  The Valtras  finally floated up beside our ship. The orc captain Olga stood behind the wheel of the mighty carrack, while the other five women stood at the edge of the deck, all in different frustrated poses. 

Olga’s long, brunette hair billowed in the wind behind her as she slowed the ship to a halt and then locked it in place. She adjusted the red bandana on her forehead as well as the corset that was tightened around her body. I could hear the sound of her leather boots as they clomped across the deck of  The Valtras, until she was right next to her crewmates. 

“What the hell are you thinking, Draco Rex?” Gudrun asked with a scowl. “We’re trying to get away from the orcs, not go right back to them.” 

The “mother goose” of the orc crew placed her hand on her leather-clad hip as she awaited an answer. Her massive wooden club hung comically off the side of her waist, attached to the skimpy black leather of her bottoms by lord only knows what. Her short blond hair fluttered with the breeze of the ocean, and she kept having to flip it out of her face. 

“They’re going to follow us, until we either slip up or until they find out where we live,” I explained. “We have to go on the offensive, now.” 

“Ben…” the blonde orc with frayed hair, Thyra, said as her lips trembled. “If the Grand Gar catches us…” 

She’d been a “wife” of the asshole tyrant of the orcs, and I knew she was afraid of being captured and tortured again. The beautifully timid orc crossed her arms across the bone-plated armor that made up her top, and her many metal bracelets clinked together with the slightest movement of her body. 

“He won’t,” I promised. “I’ll never let that son of a bitch take you again. I’ll understand if you guys want to continue on, but  The Dragon Queen  is going to take these fuckers head-on.” 

“Don’t be so dramatic,” Olga called out from behind the wheel. 

“Of course, we’re going to fight by your side.” 

“We just think it’s a stupid idea,” Hilda laughed as she slung her grappling hook over her shoulder and flipped her crimson locks out of her eyes. “That doesn’t mean we won’t help.” 

Hilda scratched the shaved side of her head as she spoke, all while she twirled her grappling hook with her free hand. Her spiky brown frock coat billowed behind her like a superhero’s cape as she stood there, but I honestly couldn’t take my eyes off the exposed bikini top underneath. 

“Just know if the Grand Gar takes Thyra back,” Gudrun warned, “Yrsa and I here will pummel you into dust. Even if we’re all dead.” 

“Yes, mother goose,” I said with a playful military salute, and then I looked down to my son. “Are you ready for this, Arrick?” 

“As ready as I’ll ever be, Dad.” The Dragon Prince drew his sword from its sheath and looked across the deck of the ship. 

“Then make the first command,” I said with a smile. 

“Crew?” Arrick called out, and I couldn’t help but chuckle when his teenage voice cracked. “Charge!” 

“You heard the Princeps Draco!” Mira repeated. “Full speed ahead!” 

Nadir and Batari both began to tug at their ropes, which shifted the sails. The wind caught them instantly, and  The Dragon Queen lurched forward at a slow, lumbering speed. At the same time, Mira began to twist the wheel to the left, and our schooner started to turn toward the starboard side. 

 The Valtras  was already facing the direction of the enemy fleet, so Olga simply gave the command for full speed ahead. 

The dragon squadron up above began to move along with the orc women’s ship, and soon all three of us were facing down the fleet of orc ships. They were now only a few miles out, and I could see most of them were already starting to put themselves into position to attack. 

These fuckers may have had us outnumbered, but I wasn’t gonna let that intimidate me. 

From now on, my main goal in life was to make the Grand Gar rue the day he messed with the Draco Rex. 

And it all started here. 

“Dragon Queen? Valtras? ” I called out as I drew my seaglass sword and held it high. “Attack!” 

Chapter 2

As we headed toward the fleet of orc ships and saw just how many there were, I started to second-guess myself. They were already in a defensive position, with six of the seven vessels facing to the side with their cannons at the ready, and the middle ship faced forward. I’d never seen such a formation before, which made me wonder if previous orc fleets hadn’t taken us as seriously as they should have. 

One thing was for sure, though. After what we’d just pulled off, there was no way the Grand Gar was ever going to underestimate us again. 

My heart hammered in my chest as we approached our enemies, until we eventually got within a few hundred feet of their fleet. Neither of us had attacked yet, almost as if we were both veteran samurai duelists waiting for our opponent to make the first move. 

“Did the bitch king finally come to surrender?” the captain of the fleet snarled across the way. “We promise we’ll make yer death quick and painful if ya give us our shadow dragon back.” 

“You fucking wish,” I shot back. “Abusive assholes like you don’t deserve to have a goldfish, let alone a majestic creature like a shadow dragon.” 

The entire orc fleet burst out into uproarious laughter, though I didn’t see what was so damn funny. 

“Look at the Dragon King getting all mushy,” the captain laughed. “I guess being around all those women all the time’s made his dick fall off, eh, boys?” 

The orcs roared with laughter again, but I just smirked and shook my head. 

“Yet I’m still going to demolish your fleet and turn you all into fish food,” I answered. “What’s that make you guys then, huh?” 

“Enough of this jerkin’ off,” the captain spat. “You gonna surrender? Or do we gotta do this the fun way?” 

I wasn’t even going to dignify that with a response. 

“Ethala?” I asked the squadron of dragons telepathically. “Tell Cartram to prepare his protective breath. The rest of you? Well…

You know what to do.” 

I continued to stare down the orc fleet as I dared them to attack. Little did they know, they were in for a world of fucking pain. 

Suddenly, Tirian took a deep breath and rocketed toward the nearest ship, and as he flew, the silver dragon blasted a huge shot of fire straight in the direction of the ship’s deck. 

A large patch of the deck and the mast caught fire in an instant, and there was a loud cracking noise as it finally fell over and smashed into the ocean with a giant splash. Then the flames kept climbing up the sails. 

The ship had been completely crippled. 

“Go!” I commanded my crew, and they instantly unfurled the sails again. 

“Blow ‘em outta the water!” the orc captain screamed, and then my worst fear came true. 

The entire orc crew fired their cannons, right toward us. 

There were dozens of blasts of black smoke accompanied by booming sounds that echoed across the landscape, and a bunch of large metal spheres were launched into the air. There were more than enough cannonballs to turn  The Dragon Queen  and  The Valtras into Swiss cheese, and there was no way we were going to be able to outrun the damn things. 

Thankfully, Cartram had our backs. 

The shadow dragon’s mouth began to glow with a translucent sparkle as he opened his maw and let out a hum, and as he did so, his protective magic cascaded down from the sky and formed a massive ethereal shield in front of  The Valtras.  Cartram quickly flew through the sky as he held his protective spell, and the wall of magic trailed behind him like fairy dust in a freaking Disney movie. The giant black dragon created a protective shield in front of both of our ships, and we watched in awe as the orc cannonballs slammed into them with a loud crash and then harmlessly fell into the sea. 

I could practically hear the orcs’ panic through the eerie silence that overtook their fleet, and I couldn’t help but smile. 

Now, it was our turn. 

“R-Reload!” the orc captain screamed as he began to stomp across his ship. “Now, ya bloody fuckers!” 

“Fire at will!” I commanded my crewmates down below. 

The second Cartram’s barrier dissipated,  The Dragon Queen fired its cannons, and I felt the rumble underneath my feet as the gunpowder ignited and launched the deadly cannonballs straight toward the orc ship we were passing by. Bits of wood splintered into

the air as the projectiles hit their marks, and I heard the screams of several orcs as they were launched into the air from the impact. 

“You heard the man!” Olga’s bellowing voice added from afar. 

“Blast ‘em!” 

 The Valtras’ cannons fired, and the poor enemy ship didn’t stand a fucking chance. More orcs were thrown from their feet as cannonballs turned their vessel into Swiss cheese, and I watched as masts were splintered in half and as the ship’s wheel was completely obliterated. 

One of the orcs frantically ran over to the spot where the wheel had been, but it was no use. They had completely lost control. 

That’s when I got an idea. 

“Swaer?” I commanded the wind dragon telepathically. “Give this ship over here a little boost.” 

 A boost?  Swaer asked.  But won’t that-- Ohhhhhh! 

A blur of red and yellow trailed across the sky as Swaer zipped over so he was behind the one remaining mast of the orc ship. Then he took a deep breath, jerked back his head, and blasted a shot of air right into the sail, and the orc ship lurched forward. 

Straight into the back of the flaming ship in front of it. 

Several orcs jumped overboard as the hull collided with the stern, and there was a loud wooden crash as the vessels collided. It didn’t take very long for the fire on the first ship to overtake the second, and within seconds, all that remained were the sinking husks of two warships. 

Two down, five to go. 

“Fire!” the orc captain screamed, but at this point we were on the edge of their range. 

“Hold tight, everyone,” Mira declared as she spun the ship’s wheel as hard as she could. 

 The Dragon Queen  began to twist to the port side, and we all had to brace ourselves to stay on our feet. As we turned in the water, several more blasts of cannon fire rang out. 

Cannonballs hit the water behind us and sent several salty sprays up into the air, but none of them came even close to hitting their marks. 

And now, the orcs were all sitting ducks once again. 

Jemma let out a whistle, and Tirian swooped down at another one of the orc ships. Arrows fired up into the air at the squadron above but, just like before, they were all knocked away. 

Several of the arrows were engulfed in the flames that Tirian shot down onto the deck of the ship, while others were blown off course by Swaer’s windy attacks. The rest were knocked away by the protective blast of magic that Cartram sprayed around himself and Ethala, and the broken projectiles plummeted back down onto the ships without much fanfare. 

Then the dragons attacked. 

All hell broke loose as Ethala rocketed down so she was at the same level as the deck of the orc ships, and then she banked around and shot herself forward at literal breakneck speeds. Ethala pulled her wings up against her body as she held the crown of her head forward, which turned her body into a tiny, deadly battering ram. An orc’s skull exploded into a mess of blood and gore as she slammed into it, but then the sparrow dragon continued her momentum and smashed through another green fucker’s chest. 

Meanwhile, Swaer used his wind breath fully to his advantage. 

The wind dragon let out a mighty gust right at the bottom of a stack of wooden crates, which launched them skyward at an angle. 

Several of the orcs tried to flee from the falling crates, but most of them weren’t successful. I watched as a bunch of the jolly green

bastards were smashed underneath the weight of the crates, while others were blown completely off their ships by Swaer’s wind breath. 

“Cannon crew?” I called over the side of the ship. “How are we looking?” 

“Loaded and ready to fire again, Draco Rex!” Jonas shouted back. “Just give the command.” 

We’d taken the long way out around the two destroyed orc vessels, but now we were quickly rounding the corner and were about to come back into range of the orcs’ cannons. 

Thankfully, our dragons kinda had them preoccupied for the moment. 

“Ready the cannons,” I said to the crew down below. “We’re going to try and do a hit-and-run while they’re distracted.” 

I took a deep breath as we passed by the ship currently being swarmed by the dragons. We could have easily put the final nail in its coffin, but I figured Jemma and the rest of the squadron had it handled, and I wanted to save my ammo for a ship that was still in pristine condition. 

More particularly, the orc captain’s ship. 

If we sunk that one, the rest of the fleet would fall like dominoes. 

“There he is!” I heard the orc captain yell as we came around. 

“Blast him outta the water!” 

“You heard the captain,” I said with a shit-eating grin. “Fire at will!” 

The wooden frame of  The Dragon Queen  trembled as its entire port side erupted in smoke and let out three booming blasts. All three cannonballs slammed into the main orc ship at different levels, and giant splinters of wood flew into the sky as orc bodies were tossed overboard into the ocean, but as damaged as it was, the captain’s ship was still afloat. 

And we were headed right into the line of fire for the remaining three ships. 

“Uhhhh, Dad?” Arrick gulped. “That didn’t work.” 

“I know, Arrick!” I said as I felt the color drain from my face. “B-Brace for impact.” 

“Brace!” Arrick called out as he began to rush around the deck of our ship. “We’re about to get pummeled.” 

There was nothing we could do at this point. The orc ships hadn’t fired their cannons on this side yet, so I was sure they were locked, loaded, and ready to go. Even if we tried to turn away and evade the attack at this point, we wouldn’t be able to get out of the way before  The Dragon Queen  was riddled with holes. No matter what we did, we were in the direct line of fire. 

That’s when the light bulb turned on in my head. 

Maybe we couldn’t dodge the cannon fire of our enemies, but neither could they. 

“Ethala,” I said telepathically. “I need Cartram, now! We’re about to get blasted down here.” 

 I’ll tell him to surround your ship,  Ethala responded. 

“No, no.” I shook my head. “Tell him to put it around the first parallel ship on the right.” 

 Around their ship?  the sparrow dragon gasped. 

“Just have him do it,” I repeated. “On my command.” 

 Okay,  Ethala said, and then she let out a series of grunts and chuffs in the direction of Cartram. 

The black dragon instantly whipped his head around and narrowed his eyes in the direction of the orc vessel in question. 

I held up my hand above my head with an open palm and silently began to whisper to myself. 

“Steady…” I said to nobody in particular. “Steady…” 

“Fire!” the orc captain bellowed. 

The second the words left his foul mouth, I closed my fist. 

“Now,” I said to Ethala. 

Cartram opened up his mouth and blasted out a shot of his protective, translucent breath as his shadow passed over the orcs’

ship. The wall of magic cascaded down to the enemy ship and blanketed their entire starboard side in its ethereal embrace. 

Right as their cannons went off. 

I heard the panicked screams of dozens of orcs as their own cannonballs smashed into the magical barrier at point-blank range and then ricocheted right back into their ship. There was a loud crash as hunks of the ship’s frame splintered away violently, and I even saw one of the cannons slide forward and then fall out into the ocean with a massive splash. 

The ship wasn’t completely destroyed, but at least its starboard cannons were fucking toast. 

We weren’t out of the woods yet, though. There were still two more ships to get past, and they were both still loaded and ready to fire. 

I ran back to the hull of  The Dragon Queen, cupped my hands around my mouth, and then yelled back to the crew of  The Valtras. 

“I need some Aviars!” I said to the bird-women on board. “We need somebody to get down into the bottom of that ship and take out the men on the cannons, or else we’re all screwed.” 

“Sure thing, Draco Rex!” Teeka answered, and then she and Maca took to the sky under the power of their vibrantly-colored wings. 

I watched with bated breath as the two bird-women soared high above  The Dragon Queen  and then dodged a bunch of arrows that were fired in their direction. Then the two Aviars flew down to the starboard side of the second orc ship and landed directly onto the ends of the cannons. 

The next thing I knew, the blue and red-haired bird-woman tossed out her left set of talons, and an orc screamed as his eyeball was plucked from his head. 

Then Teeka’s body spun around as she held out her talons like a freaking kickboxer, and I heard another orc let out a yelp of pain. 

“Come on… Come on…” I muttered as my heart jumped into my throat. 

“Cannons loaded, Draco Rex!” Kehlaan’s voice announced. 

I let out a sharp whistle, and the two bird-women instantly flew upward and far enough away that they were out of the line of fire and safe from any stray splinters. 

“Now!” I spat, and then  The Dragon Queen’s cannons rang out in unison. 

Three giant holes appeared in our enemy’s ship as the giant metal projectiles slammed into the side of their vessel, and several of the orcs roared angrily as we passed by. 

However, we’d successfully avoided the second set of cannons. 

Which just left one more. 

Maca and Teeka attempted to distract the orc gunmen once more, but these guys were way more prepared. As the Aviar women flew toward the last ship, they were assaulted by a slew of arrows. 

“Gah!” Maca hissed as she barrel-rolled out of the way of a few of the deadly projectiles. 

“They’re relentless, Draco Rex!” Teeka bellowed before she ducked down and out of the way of another onslaught. “We’re never going to be able to get to the cannons in time.” 

 The Valtras’  cannons rang out behind our ship, and I twisted my head around in time to watch as five more cannonballs smashed into the side of our enemy’s vessel. The orc ship rocked back and forth for a second before water started to splash up into the damaged frame, and then the ocean started to creep up its side. 

It was sinking. 

I didn’t really have any time to celebrate our victory, though, because the last orc ship was seconds away from opening fire. I had to think, and I had to think fast. 

I decided to relieve Mira of her duties, so I ran over to the quarterdeck of  The Dragon Queen, stood behind Mira, and then drew her spear from her back. Mira let out a gasp as she turned her head to look at me, but I just held out the weapon for her to take. 

“I need somebody who’s a good aim to try and take out those gunmen,” I explained. “I’ll take the wheel for now.” 

“Awww.” Mira winked as she grabbed her weapon and spun it around in her hands. “I’m glad to know you think so highly of me, Draco Rex.” 

“Just go,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “We don’t have much time.” 

Mira let go of the wheel, so I grabbed onto it and steadied our ship. I watched as the beautiful, golden-scaled dragonkin warrior dashed down to the main level of the deck with her spear in her hands, and as she ran, the woman bent down and snatched up one of the long, pointed splinters of wood that had been blown off our enemy ships and hoisted it over her shoulder. Mira cartwheeled over to the front of  The Dragon Queen and, as she came up from her movement, she hurled the giant splinter like a javelin. It shot over into the opening of the orc ship’s gunport, and there was a wet splat as it stabbed through some poor sap’s chest. 

Without missing a beat, Mira spun around and then launched her spear at the second gunport of the enemy ship, where it stabbed through another orc with ease. This one let out a macabre gurgle as he stumbled forward and then collapsed against the cannon, dead. 

But there were still two more left, and Mira was out of spears. 

Thankfully, my first mate was quick on her feet. 

Mira picked up the end of a nearby harpoon that was laying on the deck and weighed it in her hands. The dragonkin woman then spun around and threw it hard at the third starboard gunport, where it stabbed through another orc with ease. 

Damn. I knew Mira was deadly with a spear, but I’d never seen her go into god mode like this before. 

Unfortunately, she didn’t get a shot at the fourth gunport, and before any of us could make a move, the cannon went off. 

“Fuckers of mothers!” Mira spat as she rolled to the left, and a cannonball slammed into the deck of our ship. 

Splinters flew through the air as a large part of our deck splintered into a million pieces, but the attack was far from fatal. 

None of my crew members had been hurt by the projectile, though The Dragon Queen’s hull was now in pretty bad shape. 

Still, we were through the initial onslaught, and there were now only three ships remaining. 

The momentum was now fully in our favor. 

“Cannons reloaded!” Holara said from down below. 

“This is it, guys,” I growled. “If we play our cards right, we can end this quickly. Get ready to fire.” 

Once the hull was clear of the enemy ships, I spun the wheel of  The Dragon Queen  to the starboard side and forced the schooner to bank hard to the left. We twisted around the edge of the orc fleet’s formation, until we were lined up perpendicular to the outer ship’s hull. 

Now was the perfect time to strike. 

I let out another whistle, and our cannons boomed as they launched three more projectiles into our enemy’s boat. The projectiles turned the hull of the ship into a giant wooden pulp, and one of the metal balls smashed the main mast in two. I let out a triumphant laugh as the mast collapsed to the left and slammed into the side of the orc ship’s deck with a loud crash, and the weight of the mast caused the orc ship to rock over to the side until it was parallel to the deep blue sea. 

Then the sea promptly swallowed it up. 

Water rushed over the sides of the deck and onto the ship as it began to sink, and several orcs began to swim away in a frantic panic. 

And then there were two. 

“Fire!” Olga’s voice screamed from somewhere behind me, and then a bunch more cannon blasts rang out. 

“Get the fuck outta here!” an orc yelled as the sound of splintering wood echoed across the ocean. “Full speed ahead!” 

Sure enough, even though it was in rough shape, the damn thing started to sail away as fast as it could. 

“Aviars,” I said to the two bird-women as they swooped over to our ship. “Go tell the orc women to follow that ship and sink the damn thing. We’ll handle the captain.” 

Teeka and Maca gave me a nod, and then they flew off to  The Valtras. 

 Soooooo,  Tirian’s voice asked via our dragonbond.  Do you want me to help out with that last ship? 

“I need the captain alive,” I growled. “I wanna have a little talk with that fucker. So, Swaer?” 

 On it!  the wind dragon responded. 

No sooner had the words left my mouth, and Swaer blasted the ship with a funnel of wind while  The Valtras  turned away and began to follow the fleeing orc vessel. 

I sailed us over to the final ship as the wind dragon blew most of the crew overboard so Tirian could roast them in the waves, by the time we got there, it had pretty much been cleared. Tirian, Swaer, and Ethala all stood on the deck, while Cartram hovered in the sky above. 

As we pulled up, I saw Jemma standing behind the orc captain with her bow drawn to the back of his head. The green-skinned fuck simply snarled as he watched my ship approaching, and then he spat onto the deck when I slowed to a crawl. 

I had my crewmates halt my vessel and grapple us to the other ship, and I stuck the holder into the wheel and drew my sword. Then I strutted over to the side of our deck, picked up the boarding plank, and proceeded to place it so it connected both our ships together. 

The board creaked under my heavy footfalls as I walked across it, but soon I was on the orc captain’s ship. 

“Yer fucked, Dragon King,” the captain growled. “You were already on the Grand Gar’s shit list, but now yer his top priority. You may have bested us today, but you ain’t gonna stand a chance against him.” 

“Funny.” I clicked my tongue. “Everybody keeps saying that, yet the bastard’s been too much of a chicken shit to actually come

out and face me like a man.” 

“You won’t have that problem much longer,” the captain warned. “He’s coming for you, Dragon King. You’d better enjoy these next couple of hours, because they’re gonna be yer last ones.” 

“You talk a lot of shit for somebody who just got his ass kicked,” I said with a snort. 

Off in the distance, I heard more cannon fire, and when I turned around, I saw the final orc ship starting to sink. 

 The Valtras  had accomplished its mission. 

The fleet had been demolished. 

“Do you want me to take the shot?” Jemma asked through gritted teeth. “Or should I let one of the dragons take care of him?” 

“Ohhhhh,” the captain said with a grin. “This one’s got quite the mouth on her. I bet the Grand Gar will find some very, very good uses for it. Probably when he kills you and then forces her to take his big, girthy--” 

Before the orc could finish his taunt, rage overtook my very being. I grabbed onto the hilt of my seaglass sword and, in a singular motion, drew it from its hilt and slashed it across the fucker’s neck. 

Blood splashed out onto the ground as it seeped from the second smile in his throat, and he reached up and let out a gurgle as his eyes went wide. The orc captain spat up a mouthful of blood as he collapsed to his knees and then bent forward on all fours, and more of his crimson lifeblood stained the deck as the color drained from his face. Finally, his eyes rolled back in his head, and the orc captain fell onto the deck, dead. 

“Thanks for the ship.” I smirked. 

 I thought you wanted us to burn all these ships to the ground, Swaer said. 

“Not this one.” I shook my head. “This one’s only got some minor cannonball damage, so it could easily be salvaged. It’s coming home with us so we can add it to our own fleet.” 

“Another ship?” Jemma asked. “Why would we need another ship when we have Seashuna? We all fit on the two ships we have pretty well when we moved from the dragonkin island…” 

“We don’t need another ship for traveling, Jemma,” I explained. 

“We need it for war, and that’s all we’re going to be focusing on for the next few weeks.” 

“War…” Jemma trailed off, and she bit her lip. “I-I’ve never been a part of a war before.” 

“Neither have I,” I said. “But that’s what we’re in right now. 

We’re headed for a full-on conflict with the Grand Gar, whether we’re ready for it or not.” 

Chapter 3

Mira and a select few members of my crew boarded the remaining orc ship, and the dragonkin woman stood proudly behind the wheel as everyone else got into position. Seconds later, the golden-scaled beauty was barking out orders as she grabbed onto the wheel and flipped her braided green locks back off her face. 

I simply stood there with a proud smile as I watched my longtime first mate and lover becoming a captain right before my eyes. 

“Come on, you landlubbing bilge rats!” Mira yelled with a smug grin. “I would have had the entire rig ready to go by now.” 

“Well, you’re not down here,” Kehlaan huffed as he fiddled with one of the ropes on the former orc ship’s mast. “And I’ve only practiced sailing a ship once before.” 

“Same here,” Teeka said with a frown. “Maca and I don’t know much about these boats, let alone how to sail them.” 

“Maybe we don’t have much of a crew,” Mira retorted. “But we’ve got an experienced captain who can show you the way. It’s not that difficult, after all.” 

“Says the woman who’s been around the sea since she was a child,” Maca said with a huff. 

Mira continued the playful banter with her three crewmates for a few minutes longer, all while the crews of  The Dragon Queen  and The Valtras  got ready to set sail. Before long, Mira was able to whip Kehlaan, Maca, and Teeka into shape, and they got the sails unfurled. 

“Swaer?” I asked the furry wind dragon. “I think Mira’s ship may need a boost.” 

 I swear that’s the only reason you keep me around,  Swaer teased, but then he slithered through the sky and positioned himself behind the main mast of Mira’s ship. 

Swaer let out a long, powerful gust of wind from his mouth, and the ship’s sails billowed forward like they were an overfilled water balloon. The entire vessel lurched forward, and then it was off. 

With the orc fleet decimated, our three ships pushed forward through the deep blue sea, back toward our ultimate destination of Seashuna. We moved uneventfully until finally, off in the distance, we saw the ruby-red scales of a giant dragon, connected to a land mass the size of the state of Rhode Island. 

Seashuna. 

I could practically hear the stunned silence of the crew of  The Valtras as we approached the living island. 

“It is us, Seashuna,” I said to the island telepathically. “There’s no need to be alarmed.” 

 I am glad to see your safe return, Draco Rex,  Seashuna’s deep, motherly voice answered.  We were all starting to get concerned. 

“I’ll explain everything soon,” I said as I turned our ship in the direction of our docking area. 

I pulled  The Dragon Queen  out in front of the other two ships before I led them carefully up to the small estuary on the island’s southernmost side, and then we raised our sails and slowed to a crawl as we moved up the stream. Eventually, we arrived in the large, shallow lagoon that acted as the natural port for our vessels, and we each found an empty spot where we could drop anchor. One by one, we tossed down our boarding rope ladders, exited our ships, and waded up to the shore of the lagoon. 

As we did so, we were met by a loud, raucous cheer. 

“The Draco Rex has returned!” I heard somebody proclaim. 

“Victory is upon us!” another added. 

Sure enough, everybody on the entire freaking island had come to welcome us back home. Every single dragonkin, Cero, Niralope, Morpho, Coonag, Spindrel, and Aviar were present, and they all hooped and hollered as we walked up the beach. 

Their cheers of excitement, however, waned when the crew of The Valtras came into view. 

“Watch out, Ben!” Ashanti hissed as she quickly reached for her bow. “You’ve been followed!” 

“Whoaaaaaaaaa,” I said as I jumped in front of Hilda and held out my hands. “These women are my friends.” 

“Friends?” Ainsley gasped. “They’re orcs.” 

“They are.” I nodded. “But… They’re not evil like the ones we’ve met before. In fact, there are a lot of orcs out there who aren’t evil.” 

The crowd of my loyal subjects all broke out into whispers of confusion at my words. I saw distrusting scowls, crossed arms, and rolling eyes all throughout my audience, and I realized I was going to need a bit more explanation. 

“Orcs who aren’t evil?” Zarya spat. “They killed all of our men and children, Ben.” 

“And they kidnapped and raped our friends!” the second half of the dragonkin twins, Darya, added. 

“The only good orc is a dead orc,” Lezan said with a snarl, and the raccoon-woman’s tail bristled out behind her. 

“I’m starting to regret our decision to join you, Draco Rex,” 

Hilda, the red-haired orc, whispered from behind me. 

“Everybody, just calm down!” I said in my most thundering voice. “Let me explain myself and the situation before everybody goes crazy.” 

“Let the Draco Rex speak!” Talise declared as she pushed her way through the crowd. “My daughter has foreseen this in her visions.” 

A hush went over my subjects as Talise’s black hair bobbed up to the front of the group, and then the dragonkin healer finally stepped forward and away from the rest of the group. Our daughter, Marella, was right behind her, and the young woman wore a concerned and nervous expression on her face as she looked back at the angry mob and gulped. 

“Is this true, Marella?” Queen Nerissa asked. “Have you seen the Draco Rex bringing orcs back to our island?” 

“It is.” Marella’s voice cracked a bit as she spoke. “I-I have seen…” 

The dark-haired girl began to shake nervously as she continued to address the crowd, and she started to trip over her own words. 

Just then, Kehlaan ran over to my daughter and placed a hand on her shoulder. 

“It’s alright,” the Spindrel boy said to the soothsayer. “They’ll believe you. I know they will. You’ve never been wrong before.” 

Marella looked back over her shoulder at Kehlaan and, for a second, I expected her to give him some sort of snarky comment, but the snark never came. Instead, my daughter smiled at the boy, nodded, and turned back to the Queen. 

“I saw our people living in harmony with the orcs,” Marella declared. 

“Impossible!” one of the dragonkin women gasped. 

“There’s no way,” Shala, the short, dark-haired hedgehog-woman said as she shook her head. “Not after what these guys did

to all of us.” 

“Their way of life caused our men to lose their fertility,” Ahwara growled as her pink wings fluttered behind her. “Our race was nearly extinct because of them.” 

“They slaughtered my son!” Jira, the white-haired Coonag woman, spat. “They cut down our future king and my pride and joy in his prime.” 

“The orcs hunted us like animals, Ben…” Theora said with eyes filled with tears, and the Niralope sniffled as her lower lip trembled. “Most of my family and friends are gone because of them.” 

“That was the Grand Gar,” I tried to explain. “These orcs had nothing to do with it.” 

“It’s true,” Arrick said as he stood beside me. “These women hate the Grand Gar as much as we do.” 

“How?” Nevar asked with her arms crossed tightly over her chest. “They are the same race.” 

“That doesn’t mean anything.” I shook my head. “We’ve had it all wrong this whole time, guys… It’s not the orc race that’s evil. It’s just the Grand Gar and his cronies. Who make up, like, sixty-percent of the orc population.” 

“What do you mean?” Queen Dalwen asked as her purple eyes narrowed. “You told us the orcs were bloodthirsty killers.” 

“Woooooow,” Hilda said with a scoff behind me. 

“That’s what I used to think,” I continued. “Until I met these women. And the actual orcs on Isla Gar. Hilda and her crew were treated like garbage by the Grand Gar’s followers, just like all of the other orc women on the island. Hell, Thyra here was actually the wife of the Grand Gar at one point, until her friends helped her escape that horrible life.” 

“So, orc women aren’t as evil as the men?” Ainsley asked, and the strawberry-blonde pursed her lips. “Then I suppose it would make sense that we could live alongside them without much incident.” 

“Um, there were orc men in my vision, as well,” Marella clarified, and the crowd broke out into murmurs once more. 

“Not all orc men are evil, either.” I shook my head. “I was there, in one of the poor districts of the island. The orc men who lived there were treated as basically one step up from slaves. They were forced to work in the dangerous factories for several long hours a day, and they were seen as inferior to all of the Grand Gar’s lackeys. I know

it’s hard to believe based on what we’ve seen of orc men so far…

But they all seemed like regular people to me. It’s the Grand Gar that’s the problem, and once he and his loyalists are out of the picture, I can easily see us living in harmony with the orcs.” 

“That’s-- that’s a lot to take in, Ben,” the Spindrel Magnus Dux, Pae, said, and she sighed as she fiddled with her silver hair spikes. 

“That’s not even the tip of the iceberg,” I said with a click of my tongue and then held my hands out in the direction of Cartram. 

“Everybody, meet Cartram, the shadow dragon. The former protective barrier of the orc island.” 

“So, you disabled the shield?” Nerissa asked as a smile twisted up her supple lips. “The orc island is now unprotected?” 

“It’s wide open for attack,” I confirmed. “Which means we need to get to training ASAP. There’s only going to be a short window of opportunity before they either wrangle up another shadow dragon or they try to launch a preemptive strike against us first. But we can’t really do that if we’re fighting about our new guests here, can we?” 

My loyal subjects all frowned as they looked in the direction of the crew of  The Valtras,  but their scowls began to fade as the orc women stepped out from behind me and revealed themselves. 

Finally, Nerissa, Dalwen, Pae, Ainsley, Nevar, and Kwah all looked at each other and nodded. 

“If you are friends of Ben and enemies of the Grand Gar,” 

Queen Nerissa declared as she walked forward, “then you are friends of our peoples. Welcome to Seashuna, ladies.” 

“Thank you,” Olga said with a slight bow. “My name is Olga, and I am the captain of  The Valtras.” 

“I’m Yrsa!” the muscle-bound, blue-haired orc said as she raised her hand and giggled. 

“Signe,” the orc woman with the tri-cornered hat and curly black hair introduced herself through pursed lips. 

“I’m Hilda,” the red-haired orc said as she walked out from behind us. “I can’t wait to kill a bunch of orc men at your side.” 

“Thyra,” the blonde orc woman said as she crossed her arms across her chest. “That’s all you really need to know about me.” 

“Don’t mind her,” Gudrun said with a roll of her eyes. “Thyra is a bit shy until you get to know her. My name is Gudrun.” 

“Nice to meet you all,” Nerissa said as she looked over the orc women with her gorgeous aquamarine eyes. “Your ship and crew will make an excellent addition to our fleet.” 

“A fleet that appears to have doubled since we last saw the Draco Rex,” Rikuri said with a half-smile. “Not bad.” 

“Have you thought of a name for your third ship, Ben?” Elzara asked, and her butterfly wings fluttered behind her as she smiled at me. 

“I have!” Mira interjected. “It is my vessel, after all.” 

“Oh?” the dragonkin warrior, Sela, asked with a raised eyebrow. “And what have you decided to call ‘your’ ship, Mira?” 

“The  Saltare Mortis,” the golden-scaled dragonkin woman declared as she puffed out her chest. 

“The dance of death?” I asked with a whistle. “I fucking love it.” 

“Indeed.” Mira smirked. “For when any enemy vessel goes up against my ship, they are engaging in a dance of death. One that will always end up with their ships at the bottom of the ocean.” 

“Sounds like a productive journey,” Alvee muttered. “What else did you find?” 

“Well…” I trailed off as I tried to think of a way to put the next piece of information lightly. “You guys might want to brace yourselves for this one. You know how you thought all of your men were

slaughtered and a bunch of your women friends had been killed, too?” 

“I don’t see where you’re going with this,” Nerissa admitted as she frowned at me. “But yes, of course, we do.” 

“Well… They’re not,” I said with a sigh. “At least, not all of them.” 

“Theora?” Jemma took over as she dismounted Tirian and walked over to the dark-haired Niralope. “Perhaps you should sit down before I tell you this information.” 

“What do you mean?” Theora asked as her green eyes widened. 

“It’s Ciradin, Theora…” Jemma continued with a bittersweet smile. “He’s alive.” 

“N-No.” Theora shook her head and stumbled back a step. “No way. T-The orcs killed him. I don’t know what kind of a sick joke you’re trying to play here, but it’s not funny.” 

“It’s not a joke!” Jemma protested. “I would never joke about something like this. Ciradin is alive, Theora.” 

“It’s true,” I added. “I saw him with my own eyes and talked to him.” 

“H-How?” Theora asked as tears started to run down her cheeks. “How is that possible?” 

“They kept a bunch of your friends alive,” I explained. “For breeding purposes. Particularly the dragonkin, Niralope, and Coonag.” 

“My brother is alive?” Theora asked again through her blubbering. “I-I’ve thought he was dead all this time.” 

“He’s as alive as you or me,” I assured her. “For now. But that’s all the more reason we can’t dilly-dally around and wait to finish this war once and for all.” 

“You said they were kept alive for breeding purposes?” Dalwen questioned, and I noticed the butterfly-queen’s face was pale. “What breeding purposes?” 

I took a deep breath, and then I went into everything I’d seen on Isla Gar. I explained how the Grand Gar was trying to emulate my model of reproduction, and how he’d attempted to cross-breed the races of people they’d been holding captive. I explained that several of their friends and family members were still alive on Isla Gar and that there were a large number of orcs who were good, which was why we couldn’t just go and firebomb the entire damn island. I also

told them about Cartram, and how the poor guy had been stuck in a constant stream of torture and agony. 

As we spoke, Cartram slowly lumbered over behind us and plopped his rear down on the beach. I heard him let out a few chuffs and rustled around, but right at the point where I had caught everyone up to speed, he suddenly made a much different noise. 

A noise that sounded like he was gagging. 

 Egads!  Bungal gasped.  Does anyone know how to dislodge a piece of stray food? 

“I don’t think he’s choking,” Batari said as her eyes widened, and her mouth twisted into a smile. “I think he wants to do this.” 

 He wishes to gag on his own mouth juices?  The fat brown dragon gagged.  What a strange fellow. 

 Bungal… my bondmate George said as he shook his head. 

 You and I both know that’s not what’s happening. We’re witnessing another beautiful bond being formed. 

I turned around and watched as Cartram continued to make the sound of a cat with a hairball. The shadow dragon lowered his chin down onto the ground as he went prone on his scarred belly, and then his entire body started to tremble. Finally, the gagging

noises ceased, and Cartram let out one final gurgle before his cheeks became full. 

Then Cartram leaned forward and opened his mouth at Olga’s feet, and as he did so, a thin black scale the size of a dinner plate plopped out onto the ground. 

Olga looked down at it with a grimace of disgust, but she simply patted the dragon on the head and then tried to shoo him away. 

However, Cartram wasn’t going anywhere. 

The dark dragon nudged the scale closer to Olga with his nose, but she didn’t seem to get the hint. 

“I don’t want your leftovers from last night,” the brunette orc captain grumbled. “That’s gross.” 

“Olga?” I chuckled. “I don’t think that’s his last meal. He’s trying to bond with you.” 

“He most certainly is,” Jonas said. “Cartram has chosen you as a bondmate, so you must eat the scale and then complete the process.” 

“Me?” Olga scoffed as she placed a green finger on her chest. 

“It picked me? Why in the bloody fuck would it pick me?” 

“Yeah,” Hilda teased. “It must have some real bad taste.” 

Olga rolled her eyes and elbowed Hilda playfully in the side of the ribs. 

“I don’t know why he picked you.” I shrugged. “But if you pick up that scale and complete the bonding process, you can ask him yourself.” 

“How do I complete the bonding process?” Olga raised an eyebrow. “And if I do that, does it mean he’ll be in my head like all your dragons?” 

“It’s not exactly so simple,” Mira explained. “You will be able to understand their thoughts, and they will be able to understand yours, but it’s not as if they can just read your mind all the time without permission.” 

“Also, you’ll be able to communicate with all of the dragons nonverbally,” Jemma added. “As well as anyone else who has formed a dragonbond on this island.” 

“That sounds like it’d be really useful, Olga,” Gudrun said as she looked down at the black scale. “Especially once we go back and launch our final assault on Isla Gar.” 

“What do I need to do?” the orc captain asked as her yellow eyes locked with mine. “How do I complete the bonding process? Do I need to go through some sort of ceremony? Say a few magic words?” 

“It’s not that complicated.” I shook my head. “All you have to do is put the scale in your mouth and let it dissolve.” 

“You’re kidding, right?” Signe asked with a scoff. “That’s got to be a joke.” 

“He’s not joking,” Batari said. “That’s how the process works. 

It’s not complicated, though it is a beautiful, intimate, sacred thing nonetheless.” 

“How am I going to eat that, though?” Olga’s eyes widened as she looked down at the scale on the ground. “That’s half the size of my body.” 

“You think you have it bad?” our navigator, Isla, spoke up. “I had to ingest one of Seashuna’s scales!” 

“You’re bonded with Seashuna herself?” Olga asked as she looked over at the one-eyed dragonkin. “How did you make that work?” 

“One bite at a time,” Isla said with a chuckle. “It’s not that bad, actually. You just have to put bits of it in your mouth and let it dissolve against your tongue. It might take a little time, but it’ll be finished before you know it.” 

Olga hesitated as she turned back to the scale on the ground. 

Then the orc captain looked up at Cartram, who simply tilted his head and let out a somewhat impatient snort as he nodded to the scale. 

“Okay, okay,” Olga said as she held up her hands defensively. 

“I’ll do it.” 

The brown-haired orc woman bent down and scooped up the black scale in her hands, and she eyed it carefully as she turned it to and fro. Then Olga took a long, deep breath before she opened her mouth, held the scale up, and took a bite. Her face crinkled up as if she had just taken a bite of a sour lemon, but Olga powered through it. We all watched silently as the orc captain inserted piece after tiny piece of Cartram’s scale into her mouth, until eventually it was all gone. 

Finally, Olga made one last sour face before she took a step back and shuddered. 

“Now what?” Signe asked. “Is it done?” 

“She’s friends with the dragon!” Yrsa proclaimed as she clapped her hands together. 

 “Friends” is an oversimplified way to put it,  a stern, Frasier Crane-like voice answered.  Your friend Olga and I are now intertwined in a bond that has its roots in the old gods of the past, and we will forever be connected until one of us passes away. 

“Is-- is that you, Cartram?” Olga’s yellow eyes got as wide as saucers as she looked up at the shadow dragon. “Are you talking to me?” 

 Who else would I be talking to?  Cartram asked with a sarcastic snort.  You are my bondmate now, after all. 

“Why me, though?” the orc captain asked. “There were a bunch of other badass people on Ben’s crew you could have bonded with.” 

 Indeed, there are many wonderful choices. Cartram nodded. 

 But I picked you for two very, very specific reasons. First, you seem to be a strong leader with a good heart, and that is something I wanted in a bondmate. 

“Awww,” Jemma said as she listened to the conversation. 

“How sweet.” 

 Secondly,  Cartram continued.  Choosing an orc to be my bondmate after the way the orcs have treated me in general is a bit of an ironic jab at our enemies. They have been my tormentors for many years, and now I will come back and help slaughter them with the help of their own people. 

 Huzzah!  Bungal interjected.  I see he is a man of culture like myself. We shall surely become best friends. 

George, Nixie, and their two children all looked at each other with amused smirks and a roll of their eyes, but none of them said anything. Meanwhile, Olga took a few steps toward Cartram and held out her hand. 

“This is amazing!” the orc captain breathed. 

 The dragonbond is one of nature’s miracles, for sure,  Cartram said with a nod.  I look forward to working with you, Olga. And the rest of you. The ones who can hear me, of course. 

“Welcome to the team, Cartram,” I said as I grinned from ear to ear. “We’re glad to have you, and I’m glad we could free you from those orc bastards.” 

 I’m afraid your job is not done yet.  Cartram’s eyes narrowed. 

 Not so long as the orcs continue to torment a single prisoner, and not so long as the Grand Gar is breathing. Until all of your friends have been liberated from the orc injustice, our job isn’t complete. 

“Wow,” Nadir whispered under her breath. “I think I love this guy already.” 

“Seriously,” I laughed. “I feel like he’s gonna scream ‘freedom’

in a Scottish accent at any second here.” 

 As the original bondmate of this island,  George said as he lowered his head in a bow,  I welcome you, Cartram. It’s always good to have another dragon on the team. 

 Particularly one so eloquently spoken as yourself!  Bungal added.  I cannot wait to pick your brain on the latest hubbub of the world. 

 Maybe after we finish our mission?  Ethala suggested.  For now, we need to figure out our plan of attack for Isla Gar. 

“I’m with Ethala,” I sighed. “As much as I want to just lay down and never think about the orcs again, we can’t. The Grand Gar will be sending out every single boat in his fleet to search for us, so we need to be on our toes.” 

“And we need to be far, far away from the orc island,” Isla added, and then she looked in the direction of Seashuna’s head. 

“We are ready to go, Seashuna!” 

 Where to, my dear?  Seashuna’s heavenly voice echoed through my brain. 

“Anywhere but here,” I said with a frown. “We need to be way outside of the Grand Gar’s territory.” 

With that, Seashuna turned her ruby-and-white neck back toward the horizon and then let out a long, guttural chuff. The entire island trembled beneath our feet as the gigadragon lowered her head back down into the water, and then the earth began to move underneath us. 

We were on our way. 

“So, now what, Ben?” Sela asked as she stepped forward. “We don’t have a moment to waste. Shall we begin to draw up maps and discuss battle strategies?” 

“Maybe in a bit here.” I held up my hand. “We’re all freaking exhausted right now… I know I just said we don’t have any time to spare, but I think a few hours of rest are in order before we try to do anything.” 

“I’m with Ben,” Batari said through a yawn. “I haven’t had a good night’s sleep since we started this journey.” 

Swaer’s tiny mouth opened in a giant yawn, as well, and then the little guy closed his eyes and wrapped his lanky body around Batari’s neck. The wind dragon smacked his lips as he nuzzled into the Queen Mother’s shoulder, so she reached up and scratched him on the head. 

“Some rest is most certainly in order,” Mira agreed. “Then we can discuss battle plans.” 

With that, my loyal subjects and I headed back to the large clearing where we’d been constructing our new home. The buildings had come a long way in the months since we’d arrived on Seashuna, though they all had quite a long ways to go. 

“What kind of dwellings did you live in, ladies?” Zikiu, the brown-haired Cero woman, asked the orcs. “I’m in charge of logistics around here, so I need to know how big of a change I need to make to my master plan.” 

“Uhhh…” Hilda trailed off. “We’ve been living on a ship for the last year.” 

“And before that, I was locked in a dingy castle,” Thyra added. 

“And before that we were all in simple houses that were smaller than most of your dragons,” Olga said with a laugh. 

“So, what I’m hearing is you want a more… luxurious place?” 

Zikiu nodded. “Got it.” 

Suddenly, a chorus of screams echoed across the clearing. I spun around and prepared to draw my sword, but then I let go of the hilt when I saw all of the Morpho women doubled over in pain and holding their bellies. 

“My Queen!” Holara gasped. “What’s wrong?” 

“I-I don’t know,” Dalwen admitted through gritted teeth. “It feels like something is trying to burrow out of my body!” 

“It’s okay, my friends…” Talise said as she smiled. “Oshun looks down upon you this day. You’re not injured at all.” 

“You could have fooled me,” Ahwara grumbled with a scowl. 

“What in Cacoo’s name is going on?” 

“I think you’re in labor,” Talise said. “All of you.” 

Chapter 4

“All of you are in labor?” I gasped as I looked between the five Morpho women who were now hunched over and taking long, deep breaths. “At the same time?” 

“I think so,” Queen Dalwen said through gritted teeth. “The god Cacoo has a very twisted sense of humor.” 

“This must be why we have a scheduled mating season.” 

Zerandrie added as she tried to stand back up but then doubled back down. “So we can all have our children at the same time.” 

“I wish we would have known that before now!” I scoffed, and then I motioned to my loyal subjects in the crowd. “We need healers over here, stat!” 

“You heard the Draco Rex!” Talise called out. “Help me get these ladies to our infirmary.” 

Anora and several more dragonkin and Niralope women stepped forward, and they all scooped up the butterfly-women in their arms. I began to follow as they carried the Morphos away, but Holara held out her hand to stop me. 

“In Morpho culture, the father must wait until the baby is born to see his mate,” the purple-haired beauty explained. 

“I don’t care what the lazy-ass Morpho men did.” I shook my head. “They need my love and support right now, and--” 

“It’s not the men who made the rules,” Holara continued. “It was Queen Dalwen. Childbirth is a messy, scary, and unflattering process. The decision was made to save our dignity, not to appeal to our men.” 

“But… They need me,” I said once more as I watched the Morpho women being carried off. 

“It will be alright, my love,” Queen Nerissa said as she placed her hand on my shoulder. “Our healers will ensure everything goes as smoothly as possible, and they will alert us the second your children are here.” 

“I get a new brother?” Meer asked as she tugged at Nerissa’s cloak and looked up at us with excitement in her silver eyes. 

“Yes, dear,” the queen said to our daughter. “You’re going to get many new brothers and sisters, if previous experience is anything to go by.” 

“What’s wrong with the brother you have now, huh?” Arrick teased as he walked over to his little sister. “I’m cool enough for ten brothers!” 

“I want new brother.” Meer crossed her arms and frowned. “A younger one.” 

“Come on now, Meer…” the Dragon Prince said with a charming smile. “A younger brother can’t do this!” 

Arrick scooped up his toddler-aged sister in his arms and then made an airplane sound as he held her high above his head, like I used to do to him. My son placed Meer on his shoulders and then started to run around the woods, all while the little girl let out happy squeals of glee. 

Yeah, I was ready for another kid, but I knew absolutely nothing about Morpho babies. I had no clue how quickly they aged, or if they needed any sort of special nutrients, or what. 

“I’m kinda glad I’m the only one who’s not pregnant,” Holara said with a chuckle, but then the color drained from her face when she looked over at me. “Not because of you, Draco Rex! I just think it looks like it hurts, that’s all.” 

“It does, dear,” Nerissa said with a smirk. “But I have gone through it several times in my life, and I would do it all over again without hesitation. Look at those two beautiful children playing in the woods. I’d do anything for them, no questions asked.” 

“I would, too.” I nodded. “I’ll do anything to make this world a safe place for them to live.” 

“Okay,” Hilda’s voice interrupted my thoughts. “I’ll be the one to ask since my crewmates aren’t… Is this a common occurrence around here? Like, people breaking out into spontaneous labor?” 

“We have a lot of pregnant women on this island.” Nerissa shrugged. “Courtesy of the Draco Rex.” 

“He’s helping us repopulate our species,” Sela explained. “So, naturally, we have many pregnancies at any given time.” 

“Right now, I think we are up to-- Actually, I’ve lost count,” 

Jemma said with a laugh. “All I know is our nursery is full, and it’s likely to only get even fuller.” 

“That’s insane,” Gudrun said as her mouth fell open. “And you all go through this willingly?” 

“Of course, we do,” Sela said as she placed her hands on her hips. “Why wouldn’t we?” 

“Because the Grand Gar didn’t give these women a choice,” I explained. “Children were like a commodity on Isla Gar, and that green bastard stole them away from their mothers the second they were born.” 

“We weren’t allowed to have any children who weren’t from the Grand Gar’s lineage, either,” Olga added. “All of the men who weren’t loyalists were sterilized once he rose to power.” 

“Gods…” Sela gasped. “What kind of a sick man does something like that?” 

“The same sick man who sent his hordes around to neighboring islands with instructions to kill, rape, and pillage,” I growled. “The motherfucker known as the Grand Gar. A.K.A the asshole who’s going to be dead soon. I--” 

“Dad, Mom!” a soft, gentile voice cut through my anger. “Dad, look!” 

I turned to see my twin dragonkin girls, Amaria and Lizzie, running toward me at breakneck speed. It seemed like both of them had grown so much since the last time I’d seen them, even if that had only been a few days ago. They were now tall and lanky, with flowing red hair and beautiful blue eyes that pierced into my very soul. They now looked to be about the age of a preteen, and I couldn’t help but nostalgically long for the days when they were just little toddlers. 

“Look what Valea and Erel taught us to do,” Amaria said with a stern frown, and then she cleared her throat. 

The two green-scaled girls placed their hands together and gave each other a nod. Then I watched as Lizzie planted her feet firmly into the dirt below her, and she let out a yell of determination as her entire body tensed up. As she did so, her sister pushed her legs into the ground, twisted her body, and flipped around Lizzie’s back. Amaria let out a battle cry as she threw her feet into the air and kicked an invisible enemy, then landed onto the ground in a crouched position. 

“It’s a double-team attack!” Amaria panted from the ground. 

“Isn’t it awesome?” 

“It’s totally badass, girls.” I smiled at my daughters. “I’m proud of you both.” 

“I can’t wait to see it on the battlefield,” Sela said with an equally proud smirk. “Nobody will be able to handle your combined powers.” 

“Yes!” the twins said as they high-fived, and then they dashed off toward Arrick and Meer. 

“Wow…” Olga trailed off, and I heard her voice crack slightly. 

“I’ve never seen that before.” 

“That move?” Sela scoffed. “It’s an amateur tag-team fighting move. I’m proud they’ve mastered it, nonetheless.” 

“No, no,” the orc captain sighed. “That sort of interaction between parents and child.” 

“I’d imagine,” I said with a frown. “That fucker doesn’t even let you hold your babies after you’ve had them.” 

“Even before the Grand Gar, it wasn’t like that,” Gudrun added. 

“We orcs may have had loving parents at one point in time, but things were different.” 

“If I remember my history lessons correctly,” Thyra spoke up. 

“Even in the old days we had a warrior culture.” 

“What’s wrong with that?” Yrsa demanded. 

“The fact we were trained from a young age how to fight,” Olga retorted. “And we were always instructed to keep our emotions to ourselves and to never show even the slightest hint of vulnerability? 

You are too young to remember those days, Yrsa, but Gudrun and I remember them vividly.” 

“That’s terrible,” I said as I tilted my head to the side. “How could anyone want to live like that?” 

“It’s just how we were raised.” Gudrun shrugged. “And then the Grand Gar came along and fucked it all up even worse. Now, none of us even know who our children are.” 

“Well, that’s not going to happen here,” I promised as I placed my hand on Olga’s belly and looked tenderly into her golden eyes. “I will love our child with every bit of my heart, no matter what happens. 

And you will love them, too.” 

“I-I don’t even know if that’s possible.” Olga shook her head as she sniffled and fought back tears. “I don’t think we orc women are capable of feeling love at all. Not with the way we were raised… All we know how to do is fight and fuck.” 

“Hey.” I placed my hands on either side of Olga’s slender face and lifted her eyes up to mine. “Don’t talk like that.” 

I pressed my lips against Olga’s, and we kissed softly for a few seconds as she wrapped her arms around my neck. I pulled the orc captain close against my body as our lips intertwined, and then we both smiled at each other when we pulled away. 

“Come on, Dad,” Marella gagged. “Right in front of all your kids?” 

I just ignored my daughter’s overdramatic musings. 

“What do you feel right now?” I asked Olga. “In this very second. Go!” 

“Uh…” the orc woman sputtered. “I don’t know. It’s a strange feeling. I’m not sure I can describe it.” 

“Do you feel warm and secure?” Nerissa asked. 

“Do you feel like nothing else in the world matters right now?” 

Mira added. “Other than this moment right here?” 

“Do you feel like you are happy?” Batari asked. “Perhaps happier than you’ve ever felt in your entire life?” 

“Are you getting a strange, tingling feeling in your body?” Sela interjected. “One that’s not arousal whatsoever?” 

“I-- yes!” Olga said with wide eyes. “All of the above!” 

“That’s love, my friend,” Nerissa confirmed. “That feeling you have right now is the feeling of love.” 

“Do you feel it, too, Draco Rex?” Olga asked as her lips pursed together. 

“Of course, I do,” I said to the beautiful orc. “Who couldn’t love a woman like you?” 

A deep red blush shot into Olga’s cheeks, and the orc woman quickly pulled away and covered her face as she tried to hide her embarrassment. The rest of her crew snickered in response, but they shut up the second she shot them a dirty look. 

“Do you all want to have latrine duty next time we’re on the ship?” Olga warned her crew. “Because you’re all sitting on the edge of that right now.” 

Suddenly, I heard the sound of a screaming woman from the infirmary wing of our palace. Seconds later, there was another. Then another. And another until there had been five screams in total. 

 My goodness… Cartram’s eyes looked at the building in horror. 

 What are they doing to those poor women in there? 

 It’s the miracle of childbirth,  Tirian explained.  Get used to it, because it happens a lot on this island. 

“I hope they’re alright,” I said as I began to jog toward the building. “That didn’t sound like a normal birthing scream.” 

My jog turned into a full-on sprint as I dashed toward the building, and I heard the footfalls of several more of my subjects

behind me. 

But my attention was firmly on the infirmary, and nothing else. 

I trusted Talise and Anora and all the other dragonkin healers with my life, but things could go wrong at the drop of a hat. 

Especially around here, where none of us had experienced a Morpho birth before. I entered the infirmary wing through the front door, turned left, and rushed down the stucco-like hallways of the building, but my racing heart skipped a beat when I heard the sound of babies crying in a nearby room. 

I followed the sound into the closest room, where I saw Ahwara laying in a bed with a rough blanket over her body. She looked completely exhausted as a few dragonkin healers moved about her performing various tasks, but the orange-haired butterfly-woman was still smiling. 

In her arms was a small, swaddled shape, and tears filled my eyes when I realized what it was. 

It was our child. 

“How are you doing, darling?” I asked as I walked up to Ahwara. “Is that-- Is that who I think it is?” 

“It is.” Ahwara nodded tiredly. “Ben, meet Alberich.” 

The Morpho woman turned the swaddled child around, and my entire body swelled with pride. I could only see the child’s head since he was swaddled, but I was able to get a good sense of what he looked like. The boy had orange hair like his mother, but it was wispy and a shade darker, like my own. His tiny eyes fluttered open as he let out a coo, and I saw they were a pure, light shade of silver. 

Alberich had a button nose nestled at the center of his rounded face, and his body shape was long and tubular. 

I didn’t know if that was the blanket, or if we had a miniature larva child on our hands, but it didn’t matter to me. 

“He’s perfect,” I said with a smile. “What color are his wings?” 

“He doesn’t have them yet.” Ahwara shook her head. “Those don’t appear until after the first metamorphosis.” 

“I’ve got a lot to learn about Morpho life cycles,” I admitted as I ran my hand through Ahwara’s hair. “But I’ll have a lot of great help between the five of you.” 

“You should go check on Elzara!” Ahwara gasped. “The poor thing is probably a mess right now… She’s so young and pure, she’s probably traumatized.” 

“I’ll give you some rest.” I nodded, and then I leaned in and gave my son a kiss on the forehead. “But I’ll be back. I promise.” 

“I know you will.” The orange-haired Morpho winked. “Now, go see how Elzara’s doing. She’s in the room across the hall.” 

I gave both my lover and my son another kiss, and then I turned and hustled out the door. When I entered the room on the other side of the hallway, I let out an audible gasp as my heart fell into my stomach. 

Elzara was laying there on the bed, but the young, blue-haired beauty was sobbing uncontrollably. 

Was the baby okay? Was Elzara okay? 

I ran over to Elzara and instantly threw my arms around her. 

“It’s okay…” I said in my most calm tone. “It’s okay, Elzara…

What happened?” 

“N-Nothing,” Elzara said through her tears. “It’s just so beautiful.” 

“What?” I asked as my panic began to dissipate. “What’s so beautiful?” 

I pulled away from Elzara, and the blue-winged Morpho pointed behind me. As I turned around, I saw a Niralope woman with

a swaddled child in her arms and a smile on her face. The deer-woman instantly handed me the baby, and I felt myself get weak in the knees. 

Much like its brother, the baby appeared to have a very tubular-shaped body. Its hair was light-brown, and it had a much more angular face than its brother as it let out a soft whimper in my arms. I shushed it and began to rock it softly in my arms, and before I knew it, I saw two beautiful orange eyes looking back at me. 

“She’s gorgeous, isn’t she?” Elzara asked. “Cacoo couldn’t have sent us a more precious gift.” 

“He really couldn’t.” I shook my head. “She’s amazing. Do you want to hold her?” 

“I’d like nothing more in the world, Ben,” the blue-haired beauty sobbed. 

I handed the baby to her mother, and Elzara looked like she was about to have a full-on breakdown. I felt myself get a little misty-eyed as the Morpho woman leaned in and repeatedly kissed her daughter, all while whispering something in her native tongue. 

“You’re a natural at this,” I said with a smirk. “I always knew you’d be a great mother.” 

“Azalea.” Elzara finally cleared her throat. “Her name is going to be Azalea.” 

“Azalea it is,” I said with a firm nod. 

“Ben?” I heard Zerandrie’s timid voice ask from somewhere in the hallway. 

“Zerandrie!” Talise’s voice gasped. “Get back in bed! You’re in no condition to be walking right now.” 

“Uhhh, I gotta handle that,” I said with a gulp. “Give the little girl enough kisses for both of us.” 

“You can do that when you get back, my love,” Elzara promised. 

I slid out into the hallway, where the frail figure of Zerandrie was currently standing and leaned up against the wall. Talise and Anora both had her by the arms, though the red-haired woman was still holding her little bundle of joy against her chest. 

Several of my friends were now in the hallway behind the healers, including the entire Council of Queens, Mira, and the orc women. 

“I just wanted to show him,” Zerandrie protested with a tired smile. “He needs to see our little boy.” 

“I’m here, Zerandrie,” I promised as I moved in and helped support the tiny, yellow-winged woman. “You can go back to bed now.” 

“Look at our son, Ben,” Zerandrie sighed as she held out our child. “Look at little Gil.” 

“Gil?” I asked with a warm smile. “I absolutely love that name.” 

As I took the baby from the redhead, I saw that he looked just like a “Gil.” The boy was much, much skinnier than the rest of his siblings, though he also had an ovular-shaped body and a round face. His head was covered in yellow scales, which contrasted perfectly with his purple eyes and bright red hair. His lips were so thin they were practically nonexistent, though they were nestled just above a very pudgy-yet-prominent chin. 

“He’s beautiful!” Jemma said with a coo. “What a wonderful little bundle of joy.” 

“Go back to bed, Zerandrie,” I told the Morpho woman once more. “I’ve got Gil, and you need some rest.” 

“I love you, Ben.” Zerandrie’s green eyes glistened as she said the magic words. “I’ve never been happier in my life.” 

“You’ll feel even happier if you get some rest, dear,” Talise offered as she placed her hands on Zerandrie’s shoulders and turned her back to her room. “Come.” 

I held Gil in my arms as I entered the next room, where I saw Candara and our child. 

The Morpho woman sat there completely naked in bed as she held her bundle of joy up against her bare skin. Candara looked completely normal and unphased as she shushed her baby and bounced it up and down in time with the gentle song she was singing, but when she saw us all enter the room, the golden-haired beauty quickly tossed a blanket over her body and smiled. 

“Do you want to meet your daddy?” the blonde Morpho asked our child. “And your siblings?” 

“This is Gil,” I said as I walked up and leaned down so Candara could see the baby in my hands. “This is your brother.” 

“Ohhhhhh, a brother?” Candara sighed. “I’m glad we have some variety in our children now.” 

“Zerandrie and Ahwara both had boys,” I explained. “Does that mean we had a girl?” 

“Yes, Ben,” she said with a nod. “We have welcomed the beautiful baby Muirgen to this world.” 

“Muirgen?” I asked. “That’s a beautiful name.” 

“It’s a magical name,” Candara confirmed. “One bestowed upon me by Cacoo himself in one of my dreams.” 

“You can thank him for that, then,” I said as I sat down on the bed beside both of them. “Hi, Muirgen… This is your brother, Gil.” 

The little baby girl’s eyes were bright blue, and she had a few blue scales down the side of her head. She also had pointed, elf-like ears, though the rest of her body appeared to be more Morpho than dragonkin. Muirgen already had a thick head of dirty-blonde hair that was tufted up in a nest atop her skull, and she smiled when she looked at Gil. 

Gil answered back with a large grin, and my heart fucking melted in my chest. 

“Not to ruin a tender moment,” Shala’s voice interjected. “But how are you feeling so good right now? Shouldn’t you be like, bedridden for at least a few hours?” 

“Not when you’ve taken a cocktail of herbs and natural oils.” 

Candara shook her head. “I’ve tried to get the rest of the Morpho

women to take them throughout their pregnancies, but they called me a witch doctor. Who’s laughing now, though?” 

“Ben?” Dalwen’s voice asked weakly from somewhere down the hall. “Where is Ben?” 

“I’m coming!” I called out to the Morpho Queen. “I’ll be right--” 

“It’s okay, Ben,” Candara chuckled. “Our Queen demands your presence.” 

“I’ll take Gil back to Zerandrie,” Marella offered, and then she grinned ear from ear when I handed her little brother to the soothsayer. “Awwww. Why can’t Arrick be this cute?” 

“I heard that!” Arrick grumbled, and then Marella walked out of the room. 

I headed down the hallway as I followed Dalwen’s voice, until eventually I came to her infirmary room. When I entered the room, I saw the yellow-haired Queen sitting up in her bed, though her golden locks looked like they’d been tousled by a hurricane. She had bags underneath her soft, purple eyes, but her skin was glowing, and her smile was large as I approached. 

“Is that the future king?” I asked as I took a few steps toward Dalwen, and my heart fluttered. 

“Not a king, Ben.” Dalwen shook her head. “A queen. We have a beautiful baby girl, Ben!” 

As I got closer, I saw our daughter had the same vibrant yellow hair as her mother, but her entire body was covered with emerald-green scales, similar to Amaria and Lizzie’s. She had a round, square-shaped face and a double chin, and her eyes were as brown as the unfettered clay of the ground. She smiled at me when I touched her forehead with my index finger, and then she let out a coo when I tickled her belly. 

“The Queen of the Morpho,” I said with a chuckle. “She’s gonna be following in her mother’s footsteps, I suppose.” 

“Queen Radella.” Dalwen nodded. “If you think that name suits her.” 

“It does,” I confirmed. “She’ll make a fine queen someday. As long as her parents raise her right.” 

“Is that even a question?” Dalwen asked. “I’ve seen you with your other children. You’re a damn good father, Ben, and all of these Morpho children will bring us into the next golden age of our species.” 

“Don’t put that sort of pressure on me,” I joked. 

“Ben?” Talise’s voice asked from the door. “I hate to play ‘bad healer’ here, but it’s about time for us to do our rounds.” 

“Okay?” I half-asked, half-stated. “What does that have to do with me?” 

“You probably don’t want to be in here for that.” Talise explained with her musical laugh. “It gets very, very in-depth.” 

“It’s okay, my love,” Dalwen said as she ran her hand across my arm. “We will both be here when it’s all over.” 

I gave my daughter a kiss on the cheek, and I softly kissed Dalwen on the lips. Then I stood from the bed, waved goodbye, and walked out past Talise and into the hallway, where the rest of my very large family waited. 

“Wow…” Arrick whistled. “Meer’s gonna be really happy she has so many new siblings!” 

“They all will,” Nerissa added. “Our numbers are growing by the day.” 

“Perhaps this calls for a celebration?” Batari suggested. “I’m sure Zamwae would love to--” 

“Maybe not now,” I cut off the Queen Mother. “Maybe after we get through the whole ‘war with the orcs’ thing.” 

“Come now, Draco Rex,” Ainsley said with a chuckle. “You said it yourself, we need some time to relax, right?” 

“Exactly!” a very pregnant Hali clapped her hands together. 

“What better way to relax than to drink, eat, and dance?” 

“We’re actively at war, though…” I trailed off. 

“We have technically been at war with the orcs for several years, Draco Rex,” Jonas explained. “I don’t believe a small break to celebrate the miracle of childbirth would be detrimental to our efforts.” 

“So, everybody wants a party?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 

“Party!” Yrsa exclaimed as she threw up her hands and smashed them into the ceiling. 

A bit of the stucco cracked from the impact, and the large orc woman instantly shriveled up and let out an embarrassed chuckle. 

“Sorry,” she mumbled. 

“Alright, fine,” I sighed. “But tell Zamwae to keep it short, sweet, and to the point. We need to discuss battle strategy ASAP.” 

“That’s all I needed to hear,” Batari said with a smirk, and then she turned and headed down the hallway. 

The rest of my loyal subjects followed, and I was right behind them. I got about halfway down the hall, though, before a hand stopped me in my tracks. When I spun around to see who had grabbed me, I saw Signe take a step back and hold up her hands in surrender. 

“I’m sorry!” she gasped. “I’m sorry, Draco Rex. I just… I wanted to get you alone.” 

“Okay,” I said with a frown. “What’s up?” 

“I didn’t want the rest of my crewmates to hear this,” the curly-haired orc woman explained. “But I’ve been thinking about things.” 

“What’s going on, Signe?” I asked. “Are you alright?” 

“More than alright!” she promised. “I just-- after seeing how you interacted with Olga earlier, and then in there with all of your children? I-I think I want one.” 

“You want what?” 

“A baby, Draco Rex,” Signe said with narrowed eyes. “I want a baby. From you.” 

Chapter 5

“Is that even allowed?” I let out a nervous chuckle as Signe leaned up against the wall and ran her fingers along the sides of her tri-cornered hat. “I thought Olga was the one who was supposed to birth the savior of your people?” 

“The prophecy doesn’t say it has to be one particular orc woman.” The curly-haired orc shrugged before she twirled a curl with her finger. “And in all honesty, I don’t want to birth the ‘chosen one’

or anything like that. I want a baby because, well, I want to feel the same love I saw back there in those rooms.” 

“Signe…” I trailed off. “You know all of your crewmates love you, right? They risked life and limb to get Thyra out of the Grand Gar’s possession, and I know they would have done the exact same thing for you.” 

“I know they would have,” Signe said with a frown, and her bottom lip protruded from her face. “But that’s not the kind of love I’m talking about. That’s strictly friendship. We may see each other as a family, but that’s nothing like having a child who relies on you, loves you unconditionally, and looks to you for guidance when they get older.” 

“Huh,” I said with a sarcastic scoff. “When you find one of those, let me know. Arrick and Marella were both really mouthy teenagers. I mean, they still are… But they were then, too.” 

“They may get an attitude with you and their mothers,” Signe said. “But that’s normal for a child, is it not?” 

“Ohhh, yeah.” I clicked my tongue. “In hindsight, I actually got off pretty well. My kids are all amazing.” 

“And our child would be, as well,” Signe sighed and laid a hand on her flat belly. “I simply want the same thing your Queen and those women with the bright wings have. I want that tender, motherly love I witnessed. You have to understand, that’s not what I’m used to at all. 

My parents were tough as nails and refused to show even the slightest hint of emotions, even when they were in the depths of despair. You’re not like that with your children, though.” 

“No.” I shook my head. “My kids always know they can come to me with anything, big or small. It’s what a good parent does.” 

“A good parent…” Signe trailed off with a furrowed brow. “I’m not even sure those exist.” 

“Hey, now,” I said as I crossed my arms across my chest. “You turned out pretty normal, so your parents couldn’t have done that

bad of a job.” 

“Normal?” Signe raised an eyebrow. “I’ve been living on a wooden ship at sea for the last year or so. I wouldn’t call that

‘normal’ by any means.” 

“Only out of necessity.” I tilted my head to the right and frowned. “I lived on a ship off and on for several years of my life, too. 

Only mine was made of metal instead of wood.” 

“Metal?” Signe’s jaw dropped. “Like the iron swords and bullets we have, but a whole ship?” 

“That’s the standard back from where I’m from,” I chuckled. “In fact, wooden ships like we’ve got here haven’t been standard for hundreds of years-- er, season cycles.” 

“How do they not sink?” The curly-haired orc’s eyes narrowed, and a curious smirk twisted up the right half of her mouth. “When the orcs tried to make a vessel out of iron, it sank to the bottom of the ocean and killed all of its crew.” 

“They probably don’t understand the laws of buoyancy,” I said. 

“It’s a wonder how they’ve created wooden ships that have stayed afloat.” 

“It’s a mystery,” Signe continued. “Most of our shipbuilders weren’t loyalists, so the Grand Gar had them killed. The few who were left have long since passed away from old age.” 

“What a fucking idiot,” I snorted. “But typical dictator shit. Kill off everyone who doesn’t agree with you, no matter how useful they are to your people’s survival.” 

“That’s probably why he’s been so hard-nosed about hunting us down,” the orc said with a nod. “Orc ships are in limited supply, and we stole one of their best ones.” 

Suddenly, a thought dawned on me. If the Grand Gar executed most of the orcs who knew how to build a ship, and the rest were now dead, that meant the orc fleet wasn’t replenishing itself. Which meant every single ship we’d destroyed or stolen so far wasn’t getting replaced, and the fleet was currently decimated. 

That was all the more reason to strike soon, before one of those idiots accidentally discovered how to make a raft out of daisy-chaining sea turtles or something. 

“I don’t know all the science behind it,” I explained to the orc woman as I got us back on the original topic. “All I know is if you spread out the weight evenly, put a bunch of air into it, and place it in

a large enough body of water, it’ll float. So a metal ship can float wherever, as long as the density of the air inside is less dense than the water it’s sitting in.” 

“That sounds like you know a lot to me,” Signe said as a smile twisted up her green lips. “I always figured you were intelligent, but I’ve never even heard most of those words before. And an iron ship? 

Fascinating.” 

I was starting to get a sense Signe was the nautical nerd of her crew, based on the way her eyes lit up when she heard me talking about all this ship stuff. 

“I was just a crewman,” I said as I shook my head. “The captain of my ship knew way more about this stuff than I did.” 

“You weren’t the captain?” Signe frowned. “I thought you were always the captain… You’re a natural at it, Draco Rex.” 

“Thanks,” I said with a smirk. “That’s just because I’ve had years of experience. Back in my world, none of my superiors ever saw me as captain material. That’s why I had to just play out all my fantasies on my own personal ship.” 

“That is their loss.” Signe shrugged. “I’ve seen the way you sail and the way you rally your crew in times of crisis, Draco Rex. It’s

better than anyone I’ve ever seen before.” 

“Well, when you’re only around the Grand Gar and his loyalists, that’s not a high bar to pass,” I noted. “But thank you anyway.” 

“What was it like on your metal vessel?” The dark-haired woman leaned in with yellow eyes full of wonder. “I want to know everything.” 

“Well, you better strap in for a long story.” I smirked. Then I went over all my years in the Coast Guard, sailing around the borders of the United States and occasionally going over to other countries for a brief period of time. I told Signe about all the rescue missions I was sent on, as well as the aid I brought to areas where natural disasters had occurred. 

The entire time, the orc woman leaned back against the wall and nodded her head with each story beat. 

“That’s incredible,” she finally said after I got to the fateful day when I was sucked into the wormhole and brought to the dragonkin island. “It sounds like you lived a full life even before you became the Dragon King.” 

“Yeah.” I smirked again as I reminisced in my head. “Yeah, I really did. But that life is way behind me now. Now, I’ve got about a dozen children to look after, as well as an entire kingdom.” 

“Do you ever miss it?” Signe asked somewhat timidly. 

“Miss what?” I raised an eyebrow. 

“Your old life. Do you ever miss it?” 

“I-- it’s hard to say,” I sighed. “I don’t miss being a peon for the Coast Guard, and I definitely don’t miss the rat race of everyday life back there. But I will admit, sometimes I miss my sister Lizzie and wonder how things would have played out if I never tried to save that damn dog… Then I remember what I have now. I remember all my wonderful children and their strong, caring mothers, plus all the great new friends I’ve met along the way. Sure, I miss my sister, but I wouldn’t trade what I have now for the world. What about you?” 

“Me?” Signe gasped and then pulled her tri-cornered hat down over her eyes. “Miss my old life? I was one step removed from a slave, Draco Rex.” 

“That’s not an answer.” I shook my head and clicked my tongue. 

“Well… I-I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Signe said, and then she took a long breath. “But yes. Sometimes I do. Living under the Grand Gar was horrible, no question, but at least there was some safety in what we were doing. We knew that as long as we didn’t openly push back against the Grand Gar, we would be left alone, and we could just go to work and then come back home and enjoy the little bit of time we had in peace. Sure, it was hard, exhausting, back-breaking work, but I had Gudrun and Yrsa and Olga and the rest of our friends to help get through it. Now, it’s… I don’t know. I’m sure this all sounds insane.” 

“It doesn’t,” I promised. “I get it. Routines are safe and comfortable, and now that you are all swashbuckling pirates who are constantly on the run from certain death? There’s no safety or comfort.” 

“Maybe,” Signe said. “That’s where I’m hoping you will come in, Draco Rex. If you can liberate the rest of our people--” 

“Then you can have the best of both worlds.” I smiled. “You can have your freedom and your safety.” 

“Exactly,” Signe said, and her gold eyes glittered with excitement. “Olga would never admit it out loud, but I’m sure that’s part of the reason she agreed to join you in the first place. She’s tired

of being on the run all the time, too, and you’re our ticket out of that life.” 

“Apparently, I’m also the ticket to your people’s salvation,” I joked. “According to Olga, at least.” 

“If you kill the Grand Gar,” the dark-haired woman giggled as she twisted one of her curls. “Every single orc woman on that island will be lining up to have a baby with you.” 

Now, that was a thought I’d love to entertain. As if I needed any more reasons to finish off the Grand Gar and all of his minions. 

“Hold on, here,” I said as I raised my hands. “Who says anything about giving all of them babies? I’m not some sort of magical baby factory.” 

“Judging by how many children you have, I’d beg to differ.” 

Signe crossed her arms across her chest and arched an eyebrow at me. 

“That’s different!” I protested as a blush crept up my face. “All of those women were members of races on the verge of extinction. 

From what I saw on Isla Gar, there are plenty of orc men and women to keep the population going.” 

“Most are sterilized, remember?” Signe frowned. “The surviving orc men cannot reproduce.” 

Fuck, I’d forgotten all about that asshole’s eugenics operation, and how he’d made sure only men in his direct bloodline could reproduce. I already knew the Grand Gar was a twisted son of a bitch, but that little bit of information just sent me over the edge. 

In a way, it was almost worse than just slaughtering all the

“good” orc men and calling it a day. Instead, the Grand Gar turned them into literal workhorses, with nothing to look forward to in life but the grind of their labor in those horrifically unsafe factories. They were broken men, men without a livelihood, a family, or a future. 

And I was sure that asshole got off on the whole sick thing. 

“Okay,” I conceded. “You’ve got me there. I guess if something isn’t done soon, your race could be in dire jeopardy, too.” 

“Exactly.” The orc woman nodded as her yellow eyes narrowed. “This is why I brought you here, Draco Rex. I want you to put a baby inside of me and help restore our race to the glorious people we once were, before the Grand Gar arrived.” 

“I don’t know, Signe.” I sighed. “Don’t get me wrong, you’re freaking beautiful, and I would want nothing more than to do the

naked tango with you right now. But do you actually want a child? Or are you just saying that because your emotions are running high right now?” 

“You tell me,” Signe purred, and then her slender green fingers went down to the crimson corset on her midriff. 

The orc woman twisted a few of the bone buttons until they were straight and vertical, and she slowly pulled the slits of fabric over the white knobs. Then Signe let out a relieved sigh as the corset fell open like a robe and exposed her adorable, toned midriff to the air. Her perky breasts fell down against her body the second their support was gone, though her cleavage still remained clear through the square-shaped neckline of her shirt. The cream-colored garment only came down to the bottom of her bust, and I could see the very underside of her emerald bosom sticking out from beneath the cloth. 

“How is that comfortable?” I joked, though I felt my heart thumping at the speed of a drum as nervous sweat beaded on my face. “You can’t tell me you wear a corset all the time willingly.” 

“I do.” Signe shrugged, and her breasts jiggled with the movement of her upper body. “It may be a completely uncomfortable experience while I’m wearing it, but it helps keep these things secure

when I’m fighting. You don’t want any loose body parts when you’re engaged in hand-to-hand combat, or else you give your enemies a potential weak spot to exploit. Plus, taking it off is always sooooo orgasmic.” 

“I bet,” I said with a chuckle. “That’s the reason I don’t walk around with my dick hanging out. If one of my enemies grabbed that, I’d be down for the count in seconds.” 

I felt the blood pump through my body as it rushed to my manhood, which responded by slowly raising to a half-mast position. 

As it did so, Signe’s hungry eyes looked down and noticed the growing bulge in my pants. 

“It doesn’t always hurt to grab it,” Signe purred as she bit her lip. “In fact, I could demonstrate if you want…” 

The curly-haired orc woman reached for the front of her brown and purple hat, lifted it off her head, and then tossed it to the side nonchalantly. Her curly black hair bounced along with the firm breasts beneath her shirt as she approached me, and before I knew it, her lips were on mine. 

Signe and I kissed passionately as I ran my fingers along the skin of her soft, toned stomach, and our tongues danced in each

other’s mouths for several seconds before her fingers trailed down and completely undid my weapons belt. Once that was out of the way, the orc woman slid her left hand into my pants and wrapped her tender fingers around my cock. 

“Ohhhhh,” I groaned when she began to stroke me softly. 

“That’s really fucking good.” 

“I haven’t even gotten started yet,” Signe whispered as her yellow eyes glanced down. “Am I going crazy, or does it just feel that big?” 

“You’ll have to figure that out on your own,” I teased before I kissed her again. 

This time, I cupped my hands around her tight ass and gave it a squeeze through her black leather pants. I slid my thumbs into her waistband, and then, without breaking our kiss, I began to tug the skin-tight fabric off her body. 

Signe lifted up her right foot and playfully tossed her pants away once they were around her ankles, and then she tightened her grip on my manhood. 

My balls were already spasming with anticipation as she stroked me while simultaneously wrapping her tongue around mine. 

Her movements were soft and gentle, yet somehow firm at the same time. 

I cupped Signe’s ass with my right hand as I slid my left up underneath the fabric of her shirt. Her nipples were hard enough to cut diamonds, so I took one of them between my fingers and gave them a soft pinch. 

“Mmmmmmm,” Signe purred when I stimulated her areolas. “I can’t wait to see what you can do to them with your mouth.” 

“You’ll see what I can do with my mouth,” I growled as I pulled away and dropped down onto my knees. “Give me your leg.” 

I was now directly in front of Signe’s tender slit, which was already dripping wet with excitement. Her soft green flesh was covered with just a small, tasteful bit of black hair, and I could see her pussy was pulsing with arousal as it awaited me. 

“W-What?” the orc woman gasped. “What are you doing?” 

“Is this not something you’ve had done to you before?” I asked. 

“I don’t think so.” Signe shook her head. “Nobody’s ever put their face down there. Are you going to-- to kiss it?” 

“Something like that.” I winked, and then I reached over and placed my left hand on Signe’s calf. “Lift this leg over my shoulder, 

and I’ll show you.” 

Signe’s toned, muscular leg lifted up, and I guided her so her knee was resting on my shoulder. Then I turned my head to the side and gave her inner thigh a soft kiss. 

“Ohhhhh,” Signe moaned, so I kissed it again. 

I slowly made my way up Signe’s thigh with my mouth until finally, I got to her womanhood. I paused for a moment as I took it all in, and I licked my lips as I looked up at her from below. 

Then I dove right in. 

I put one hand on Signe’s ass as I pushed my face into her pussy and started to drag my tongue around the edges of her labia. 

Signe let out a sudden gasp that was immediately followed by a long, satisfied groan, and her womanhood trembled against my tongue as I lapped up her sweet juices, which were as pleasant as vanilla ice cream on a warm summer day. 

Signe’s entire lower body shook with excitement as I licked her, but when I finally got to her clitoris, everything broke loose. I dragged my tongue in a circular pattern around her tender button, and Signe’s hand dug into my hair as she groaned. Her fingers massaged my scalp as I proceeded to make all sorts of soft, 

rhythmic patterns across her clit, and she got wetter and wetter by the second. 

“You taste so fucking good,” I said as I briefly pulled away. 

“You’re really liking this, aren’t you?” 

All Signe could do was look down at me through her dark, curly locks and then bit her bottom lip as she nodded. 

So, I got back to work. 

I spent the next few minutes alternating between Signe’s thighs, labia, and clit, and soon the woman’s legs were shaking like she was trying to stay upright during an earthquake. The sound of her short, hurried gasps rang through my ears like the sweetest music, and I could tell she was just about to the finish line. 

That’s when I pushed her over the edge. 

“Oh, oh, gods!” Signe gasped as she took my hair in a death grip. “I think I’m going to-- I’m-- I’m-- Ohhhhhhhhhhh!” 

I lapped up Signe’s sweet juices as her pussy spasmed, and her entire body went rigid. She let out a long, guttural scream as she came against my face, and her orgasm lasted several dozen seconds before it finally subsided. Once her body relaxed a little bit, I

pulled away from the curly-haired orc, wiped her juices off my lips with the back of my hand, and gave her a wink. 

“So?” I asked. “How was your first time?” 

“F-Fucking incredible,” Signe panted, and then her eyebrows raised as a devilish smirk came across her face. “I think I need to return the favor.” 

“And I think we need to get you out of that shirt before we do anything else,” I said with a growl as I stood back up. 

“You first,” Signe teased. 

“We’ll do it at the same time,” I shot back, and then I snatched up the bottom of my shirt. 

Signe grabbed the cream-colored shirt at the bottom, where it was just barely covering up her breasts. The orc woman gave me a warm smile before she gave it a tug, and then the piece of clothing came up over her head. 

Her perky breasts jiggled as they fell free from the fabric and bounced against her chest. They were both fairly large, at least a D-cup, and I wondered how in the world they ever fit into that corset. 

Each one was round and plump, with a bright pink nipple that was as thick as a pencil eraser. 

I wasn’t about to forget my end of the bargain, so I pulled my shirt off over my head and tossed it against the wall, and as my body was exposed to the world, Signe let out an audible whistle. 

“Wow,” Signe breathed as her eyes looked me over. “I figured you were muscular, but I never thought you’d look like that.” 

“Then you’re gonna love this next part.” I winked before I pulled off my pants and tossed them to the side. 

My erection jumped to attention once it was freed from its fabric prison, and Signe’s eyes widened as her pupils dilated to the size of saucers. She bit her lip as she crossed her arms across her chest, but her gaze never wavered from my cock. 

“How am I going to take in all that?” she finally asked. “It’s…

It’s way bigger than it felt in my hand.” 

“It’s alright,” I promised. “I’ll take it easy to get you started. 

Now, come here.” 

Signe walked over to me and pressed her naked body against mine. Then we made out as our hands traveled around each and every inch of each other’s bodies, and I felt my manhood swelling with anticipation as it pressed up against Signe’s womanhood. 

The curly-haired orc’s pussy was sopping wet now, and the head of my dick was right near her labia, so I did the only thing that was left to do. 

Without pulling away from her kiss, I scooped up Signe in my arms and walked us both over to the nearby wall. I pressed the beautiful orc woman’s back gently against the stone, and then I positioned my cock so it was lined up with the opening of her tight, velvet tunnel. 

“Promise you’ll start slow?” Signe gulped. 

“I promise.” I nodded, and then I moved in for the kill. 

I slowly slid myself into Signe’s pussy, and the woman fucking melted in my arms. 

“Ohhhhhhhh…” she gasped as her lovely tunnel spasmed around me. “T-That feels so good!” 

Signe’s pussy was so wet I had no trouble sliding inside, and it was so freaking tight that every nerve ending in my cock was screaming with excitement. However, I didn’t want to get too crazy right off the bat, so I only pushed myself in halfway. Then I leaned in and softly nibbled on Signe’s neck as I pulled myself out of her. 

She let out a whimper as I kissed my way up the side of her neck and cheek until, finally, I slid my tongue into her mouth once more. As I did so, I moved my hips forward and pushed my cock back into her velvet tunnel. 

Every pleasure sensor in my brain lit up when I felt her warmth around me, and my balls jumped up into my body as they prepared to unload into her. 

Not yet, though. I still had a few more things I wanted to do before I reached the mountaintop. 

For the next few minutes, I pumped in and out of Signe halfway while I kissed her, all while I held her up against the wall. We both moaned, groaned, and growled as our bodies intertwined with each other until finally, she pulled away from my kiss. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Am I going too hard?” 

“No.” Signe shook her black curls out of her face. “I-I want you to go all the way in, and I want you to go harder.” 

There would be no protests from me on that one. 

I gripped my fingers into Signe’s thighs as I thrust forward and pushed my erection all the way inside of her, until I could feel my pubic bone touch against her trembling womanhood. My eyes rolled

back in my head as I felt myself bottom out against her cervix, and Signe’s pussy spasmed like crazy around me. 

“Fuck, that’s good,” I whispered as I pressed my right arm against the wall and tried not to collapse from sheer ecstasy. “You’re so fucking tight.” 

Once I was able to regain my focus, I pulled my dick all the way out of Signe, pressed it against her opening, and then slid it back in again until she was filled to her eyeballs. 

The orc woman turned to jelly in my arms when I bottomed out inside of her, and she rested her head back against the wall and opened her mouth like she was going to moan, but nothing came out except a few soft whimpering breaths. 

After a few more soft pumps, I began to increase the speed and intensity of my thrusts, and I couldn’t help but groan along with Signe as her velvet tunnel gripped me tight. 

Before long, the orc woman’s moans grew closer together, until they were only about a second apart. Her yellow eyes were closed as she let out a few sputtering gasps, and her pussy had me in its grasp like a fucking vise. 

Finally, she hit her peak. 

“Shit!” she screamed, and then she bit her lip. “I think it’s happening again… I think-- I think I’m about to… Oh, gods, Bennnnnnnn!” 

Signe’s tight tunnel trembled around my shaft as her entire body went rigid, and I felt her sweet juices practically spray out onto me. She let out a long, guttural moan as she came, and the sound of her carnal pleasure sent me over the edge. 

“Oh, my god!” I gasped as the warm coil in my stomach tightened to new levels. “F-Fuck! Fuuuuuuuck!” 

The tension in my body snapped, and I felt a wave of pleasure splash across my entire body. Every nerve ending inside of me tingled as my balls began to pulsate, and then I suddenly felt an intense sensation in my cock. My vision tunneled for a moment as the room around me started to spin, but then I crashed into one of the most intense orgasms of my fucking life. 

What felt like a gallon of cum shot out of my dick and up into Signe’s fertile womb, and her pussy continued to squeeze my shaft as I came, almost like it was trying to make sure it got each and every drop. 

I saw stars as I filled Signe with my love, and I had to lean forward and press my head against the wall to keep from falling over. 

I unloaded my seed into the orc woman for a solid thirty seconds before finally, we both came down from our highs. 

We were both panting heavily when I lifted up my head, looked Signe in her gorgeous yellow eyes, and smiled. Then I leaned my forehead up against hers and gave her a kiss before I let out a soft chuckle. 

“That was great, Draco Rex,” Signe whispered. “I’ve never felt anything like that before. Either time.” 

“You were pretty damn good yourself,” I chuckled before I kissed her softly on the lips. “And now, hopefully, you got what you wanted.” 

“Maybe.” The curly-haired woman shrugged, but her yellow eyes glittered as a tired smirk pulled at her lips. “Or maybe we’ll have to do this again. Many, many more times.” 

“Deal,” I said, and I sealed it with a kiss. I held Signe against the wall for a few more seconds, just to make sure that all of my seed had seeped into her womb, and when I finally pulled my dick out of her tight tunnel, both of us nearly collapsed onto the floor. 

My legs felt like they were made of rubber as I awkwardly tried to walk over to my clothes, and Signe’s legs were wobbling like a newborn baby fawn. I quickly stumbled over and pulled my pants back onto my body seconds before I collapsed to the ground with a soft thud. 


Signe followed suit, though she was only able to get her leather pants halfway up her lower half before she fell over. 

I jumped up and caught her in my arms like a dancer dipping his partner, and I couldn’t help but smile like a fool as I looked down into her beautiful eyes. I leaned in and gave Signe a kiss before I helped her back to her feet, and then I held her steady while she shimmied her pants back up around her waist. 

Her green-and-pink breasts jiggled as she bounced her lower half, and for a second, I felt the sensual feeling returning to my loins. 

“There,” I said as I sat back down. “Now, we can sit on the ground without having to worry about scraping our asses on the rocks.” 

“That’s a phrase I’d never thought I’d ever hear,” Signe admitted as she plopped down beside me and tugged her shirt over her head. 

As soon as she was covered back up, Signe leaned her face up against my shoulder and let out a longing sigh. I responded by putting my arm around the beautiful orc and then twisting her soft black curls around with my index finger. 

“You know our kid’s going to be stubborn as fuck, right?” I asked with a smirk. 

“Only if it takes after its father,” Signe giggled. “I’m about as easygoing as you can get.” 

“Okay,” I snorted. “I’m not even gonna comment on that one.” 

“Wise choice.” Signe winked. “But you’re right… Boy or girl, our child will be hot-headed and unwavering, for sure.” 

“Do you think Olga will be okay with this?” I asked. “She seemed pretty over the moon about having a baby with me.” 

“She won’t care.” The dark-haired woman shook her head. “If there’s one thing you need to know about Olga, it’s that she doesn’t give a shit about what any of us do as long as it doesn’t affect her. 

Other than Thyra. When it comes to Thyra, she’s basically an overprotective mother.” 

“I’ve noticed,” I said. “She acts like Thyra’s her daughter.” 

“She might as well be,” Signe explained. “Thyra looks up to Olga, and Olga treats her like they’re flesh and blood. That’s why she was so quick to risk life and limb to save her from the Grand Gar.” 

“I’m glad she did.” I smiled. “Because if she hadn’t, none of us ever would have met.” 

“There’s that Draco Rex charm Olga warned us about,” Signe said with a roll of her eyes. “I was wondering when that was going to come out.” 

“Ouch,” I said jokingly. “What else does she talk about when I’m not--” 

Before I could finish my sentence, there was an earth-shaking roar from somewhere off in the distance. 

“What the fuck is that?” Signe demanded as she jumped to her feet and then ran over to her corset and weapons belt. 

“I don’t know,” I said, and then I threw on my shirt. “But we need to find the fuck out.” 

 Ben?  Seashuna’s motherly voice said.  We’ve got a problem. 

For the first time since we’d met, I heard something in Seashuna’s voice that filled me with dread. 

She was afraid. 

We needed to get out there right now. 

Signe and I exited the room and rushed down the hallway toward the exit, and when we stepped outside, I could see it was pouring down rain as thunder and lightning struck off in the distance. 

My friends had gathered around in the “celebration” area of the clearing, though none of them were celebrating at all. Instead, the members of the Council of Queens were barking out orders as everybody else dashed around like chickens with their heads cut off. 

“What the fuck’s going on?” I asked as I ran over to Mira. 

“Why’s everybody freaking out?” 

“Ben…” Mira looked at me with dead eyes and a face that was completely devoid of color. “Ethala saw him while she was patrolling a few miles out. He’s here.” 

“Who?” I demanded. “Who’s here?” 

“The Grand Gar,” the dragonkin woman gulped. “And he brought his dragons.” 

Chapter 6

“The Grand Gar? Here?” I repeated for clarification, and Mira just nodded with terror in her eyes. “How the fuck did he find us?” 

 He hasn’t found us yet,  Ethala’s voice echoed through my head.  But he and his riders are flying around looking for us, and they’re close. It’s only a matter of time before they find Seashuna at this point. 

“Fuckers of mothers,” Mira spat. “What are we going to do, Draco Rex?” 

“How many dragons did you see, Ethala?” I asked the Sparrow Dragon. “What kind of squadron are we dealing with here?” 

 It was hard to tell,  the maroon-and-green dragon admitted.  I could only get close enough to see their figures in the distance, but I’d have to guess… Maybe twenty? 

Fuck. Me. 

Twenty dragons were headed right for our island, led by an orc who wanted nothing more than to wipe us all off the face of the planet. 

And with twenty dragons? He might just be able to do that. 

Even if we were able to fight them off, the battle would result in so much chaos and destruction that I worried for our new home, but what other choice did we have? We couldn’t hide, and Seashuna wasn’t fast enough to run. 

There was no option other than to stay and face the Grand Gar and his forces. 

“Go get Thyra to safety,” I said as I looked over at Signe. “I told her when we first met that I wasn’t going to let the Grand Gar take her back, and I’ll be damned if I even let him get close.” 

“I’ll go inform her.” Signe nodded. “Though I’m pretty sure Olga’s probably on it already. Where do we take her?” 

“To the Spindrel dwellings,” Mira said. “Those are underground, so they’re the least likely to be destroyed. It’s where we’re sending all the women and children, as well.” 

“I’ll get her down there, then,” Signe said, and then she turned to me. “Please be careful, Ben. The rest of the orc women will be by your side as soon as Thyra is safe.” 

I wrapped my arms around Signe’s neck and looked her in those beautiful yellow eyes. Then I leaned in, gave her a quick kiss, and took a step back as she ran off to find her crewmates. 

Just then, all of the Cero women rode up to us on their Mieraks. Other than Zamwae, of course, since she rode upon her giant brontosaurus-like land dragon, Huwar. 

“Shall we ready the archers, Draco Rex?” Ashanti asked as she ran her hand across her dark, shaved head. “They are likely to attack from above.” 

“I don’t see how else we can fight them,” Rikuri said with a somewhat snarky tone. “Our Kablaes won’t do us much good unless we all sprout wings and learn how to fly.” 

“Get all of your archers ready,” I said. “And round up any dragonkin and Niralope archers we have, but be sure to spread them out. The last thing we want is a giant cluster that can be wiped out in one single breath of fire.” 

“So, it is true?” Zamwae asked with a grave expression. “The Grand Gar has sent his dragons after us?” 

“I’m afraid so.” I nodded grimly. “I don’t even know what sorts of dragons they have, but I’m sure they’re not going to be easy to bring down.” 

“We will bring them down,” Batari confirmed. “Or we will die trying. Right, ladies?” 

The Cero women all raised their weapons into the air and let out a long, shrill battle cry. Then Batari let out a quick whistle and rode off into the crowd once again, and the rest of the rhino-women followed her as they darted around and gathered up any archers they could find. 

“I need the dragons front and center,” I said telepathically to anyone who could hear me. “Now.” 

 We are on our way, dear one,  George’s voice answered, and then the blue water dragon and his family came lumbering through the crowd. 

Swaer, Ethala, and Tirian swooped over and landed on the ground to my right, while Bungal and Cartram both cautiously lowered themselves to the dirt with a dull, earthy thud. The rest of the fire-breathers couldn’t communicate with me telepathically, but all seven of them seemed to get the message, and they landed just behind Bungal and Cartram. 

 Those foul beasts aren’t taking me alive,  Cartram grumbled as he bared his deadly teeth.  That’s for certain. 

 Don’t fret, dear friend,  Bungal reassured the Shadow Dragon. 

 For you are now our friend and countryman, and we would never let

 harm befall one of our own. 

 Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Bungal,  Malkey said with a sigh.  We’ve never gone up against anything like this before. 

 Nonsense!  Bungal declared as he held his head high.  You were able to quell the murderous beast inside of me when we first met, did you not? 

 You were one dragon,  Tirian said.  A big, angry dragon that wanted to burn the Spindrel island to the ground… But still just one dragon. 

Barlow, the elderly dragon of Tirian and Bungal’s clan, made a low, rumbling snort as he shook his head. 

 That was uncalled for, Uncle Barlow,  Bungal said as he frowned and shot the gold dragon a dirty look.  “Rotund” is somewhat of a big word for your vocabulary, anyways. 

“Look, guys,” I said as I addressed the dragons before me. 

“Ethala said she saw twenty of these bastards, which means they’ve got us outnumbered by about two to one. Those aren’t great odds, but they’re not exactly impossible, either. Plus, we’ve got one major advantage over them.” 

Barlow made another amused snort, and Bungal growled in response. 

 Surely it is not “size,”  Bungal mumbled. 

“Communication,” I explained. “We can all communicate with each other, but the Grand Gar’s dragons don’t have any sort of dragonbond at all. Which means it’s going to be really, really hard for them to communicate with each other in the heat of battle.” 

 I always knew we were a higher class of sophistication than those brutes,  Bungal declared as he puffed out his chest proudly. 

 So, what are you suggesting, dear one?  George asked as he quirked his blue-scaled head to the side.  Shall we lay out a battle strategy? 

“Kinda.” I nodded. “I’ve got something else in mind, though. I want us to go full-on guerilla on these fuckers.” 

 The strange creature that got shot off your Empire’s State Building?  Swaer mused.  In that story the Coonag children love? 

“Not ‘gorilla.’” I rolled my eyes. “Guerilla. It’s a military tactic used when a smaller force is going up against one that’s much larger and has a lot more firepower. Instead of fighting them head-on, we go for a sneak attack and try to take them by surprise.” 

 Won’t they know some of your dragons are missing?  Ethala questioned.  Surely they are aware we are all on your side now? 

“Not necessarily,” I continued. “Especially if we distract the Grand Gar first. Plus, he probably doesn’t know exactly how many dragons we have in the first place, so I doubt he’s going to be counting.” 

 I’m guessing you want us to all be in the water?  the purple-scaled water dragon, Cerin, asked. 

“You four in the water.” I nodded. “Yes.” 

 Typical.  The sassy dragon rolled her eyes and then turned to her sibling and parents.  How much do you want to bet we need to lay low until one of them breathes fire at us? 

 There’s no need to be sarcastic, Cerin,  Nixie grumbled in a motherly tone.  It is a good plan. 

 A good plan that’s been done a million times,  Cerin said, but then she shook her head.  But I guess I’ll do it. 

“Tirian will be with Jemma, so you’re gonna have to be on the frontlines, buddy,” I explained to the silver dragon. 

 That’s fine with me,  Tirian confirmed.  I’ve never been one to hide, anyways. 

“Ethala and Swaer will be with their bondmates, as well,” I explained. “You two are both unique enough that they’ll know if you’re not around.” 

 Thanks, I guess?  Swaer half-asked. 

“That means I need the rest of my fire-breathers out in the woods,” I said as I looked over Bungal and Tirian’s clan. “Literally. 

You guys go out into the forests of Seashuna and lie in wait, until I give the signal to Bungal with our dragonbond.” 

 I believe we can do that, Benjamin,  Bungal said with a bow. 

 Come, my countrymen! Duty calls! 

With that, the dragons began to go their separate ways. The four water dragons dashed off toward the shoreline of the living island, while the fire-breathers headed in different directions, and Ethala, Swaer, and Tirian went to find their bondmates. 

 Why do I have a feeling you intentionally didn’t mention me? 

Cartram asked as his eyes narrowed and looked down at me from above. 

“You can’t hide.” I shook my head. “They will one hundred percent realize if you’re not there, since you’re the entire reason they’ve come looking for us. Also… I have a special job for you.” 

 I do not like where this is going.  Cartram frowned as he touched the burn scar on his stomach.  You want me to put a shield over your island, don’t you? Just like they had me do? 

“Just the area where we live,” I clarified. “And unlike those bastards, I’m asking you as a friend. I won’t force you if you think you can’t do it.” 

 I-I will try,  the black-scaled dragon said through a deep sigh. 

 Though I cannot promise it will be a powerful protective spell. 

“Just as long as it makes the Grand Gar think he can’t break through,” I said. “That’s all I need. I have no clue when those assholes are actually going to find us, so the sooner you can muster up the strength, the better.” 

 Give me a second.  Cartram nodded. 

As the Shadow Dragon prepared his protective breath, I turned back to see what the rest of my soldiers were up to. 

The Cero had gathered up all the archers of the island, who now stood in six small clusters across the battlefield with their bows at the ready. The dragonkin warriors had banded together with the Spindrels to form a sort of “spear-staff” battalion at the center of the space, while the Aviars and Holara hovered above them. 

I felt kinda bad for Holara. The rest of the Morpho women had just given birth and were in no condition to fight. That meant they were down in the Spindrel cave, and the purple-haired worrywart was the only member of her race who was out here staring down certain death. 

But I knew the butterfly-woman was strong, and she’d get through this just like the rest of us. 

Then there were the Coonag, who were already spread out around the battlefield and up in the trees. The raccoon-women all made chittering noises as they prepared for the coming fight, and the sound echoed through the woods to make an eerie noise that sent shivers down my spine. 

All of the children, save for Arrick and Kehlaan, were down in the “safe house,” too. I’d been training them all to fight since the day they could pick up a sword, but there was no way I was letting them anywhere near this sort of clusterfuck of a battle. 

Soon, I heard an ethereal, magical sound from behind me, and I turned around to see Cartram’s head reared back. The Shadow Dragon let out a long, deep dragon hum as he unleashed his protective breath up into the sky, and the translucent barrier shot up in a thin beam for about two hundred feet, broke apart in all

directions, and then started to create a magical dome from the top down. 

In under a minute, our entire living area was protected by his enchantment. 

“Thank you, friend.” I smiled at the Shadow Dragon. “Hopefully, you won’t have to hold it for long.” 

“That’s my dragon!” Olga’s voice declared as she and the rest of her crew, including Thyra, came walking up. “What’s the plan, Draco Rex?” 

“Wait…” I gasped. “I thought I said to get Thyra to safety?” 

“I’m not sitting this one out.” The blonde orc shook her head furiously. “If my former husband wants to take me back, he’s gonna have to settle for my fucking corpse.” 

Now, that was what I liked to hear. Minus the corpse part, of course. 

“If that’s what you want.” I nodded. “I’ll do my damnedest to keep him away from you.” 

“No need,” Thyra continued, and there was a spark in the usually timid woman’s eyes. “I want that asshole to get close to me, mainly because I want to be the one to put a bullet between his eyes

and watch as his worthless life drains out of him. All while he shits himself with fear, of course.” 

“Of course,” I said with a chuckle before I looked over to Olga. 

“Did you see if everybody else was down in the cave? All the non-combatants and the children?” 

“It looked like it,” Olga said before she brushed her brown locks out of her face with the tip of her cutlass. “Darya and Zarya are stationed at the entrance of the cave. So is Waeren.” 

“Good.” I smirked. “Nobody’s getting past those three, even if they have twenty dragons on their side.” 

“Twenty dragons?” Thyra gasped, and her eyes bulged out of her head. “Draco Rex… That’s every dragon that the Grand Gar has!” 

“Wait, really?” I asked as my heart began to thump in my chest. “So, hypothetically, if we killed these things--” 

“Isla Gar would be left wide open, with no dragons to protect it.” Signe whistled. “Decimating the Grand Gar’s squadron sounds like a prospect that’s too good to pass up.” 

“It’s harder than it sounds, though,” Gudrun reminded us all. 

“Killing one dragon is difficult enough, but twenty? That’s… That’s

never been done before.” 

“Let me at them!” Yrsa clapped her hands together and let out a belly laugh. “I’ll snap their jaws off their faces and shove it down their throats!” 

“I like the enthusiasm,” I said to the blue-haired, muscle-bound orc woman. “But hand-to-hand against a dragon is not exactly the wisest of decisions.” 

“Then how the fuck are we going to fight them?” Olga asked. 

“Getting into our ships and trying to blast them with our cannons would be suicide.” 

Olga and the other orc women weren’t there when I’d explained my plan, so I elaborated on it a bit. As I talked, Olga and Gudrun’s expressions fell into frowns, and they both placed their hands on their hips. 

“The Grand Gar’s dragons have been trained in the art of warfare, Ben,” Olga finally sighed when I finished. “Most of your dragons are still one step away from being feral.” 

“Exactly,” I said with a devilish grin. “It’s classic Sun Tzu.” 

“Pardon?” Hilda asked. “Did you just sneeze?” 

“He’s a famous general from human history.” I shook my head. 

“He wrote this great book called  The Art of War that warriors are still using thousands of years later. He has a quote in there which basically says the key to victory against a superior foe is the element of surprise and confusion… If we confuse our enemies, they won’t have any idea what our next move will be.” 

“Speak common!” Yrsa growled as she rubbed her temples. 

“The Grand Gar is going to think we’re holed up under this dome, right?” I asked. “So he won’t have any clue we have dragons waiting in the wings, ready to attack. And on top of all that, the dragons themselves will be inexperienced!” 

“You-- you say that like it’s a good thing.” Olga frowned. 

“Our dragons won’t be going by any sort of battle strategy or formations or anything,” I continued. “They’ll just be flying around causing pure chaos. Which means--” 

“The Grand Gar won’t have any way to counter them, since they’re not fighting in a formal manner!” Signe gasped. “That is genius, Draco Rex.” 

“Ben,” I corrected the orc woman with a wink. “After what we just went through, you can definitely call me ‘Ben.’” 

Signe’s face turned into a warm blush, and she looked down at the ground as she smirked and twiddled her curly locks with her finger. 

“I hope this strategy works,” Gudrun sighed. “Where do you want the crew of  The Valtras in the meantime?” 

“Wherever you want to be,” I explained. “Just make sure you’re ready to fight, in case the dragons somehow are able to break through that barrier, or Cartram can’t outlast the Grand Gar.” 

 Trust me, my friend,  Cartram said with a low growl.  I will outlast that oafish fiend if it’s the last thing I do. 

“Have I mentioned I love being your bondmate?” Olga asked with a smirk, and then she walked over and gently patted the underside of Cartram’s neck. “A woman couldn’t ask for a more headstrong and powerful dragon.” 

 I share those sentiments,  Cartram said.  It appears the gods chose to put us together due to our similar minds. 

Before Olga could answer, I saw a flash of dark, neon-red out from the corner of my eye, and I turned seconds before a spray of lava slammed into Cartram’s barrier from above. The lava hissed

and sizzled as it spread out across the ethereal magic, but then it simply evaporated into the rainy sky. 

Another spray of lava hit the barrier, along with several blasts of fire, a giant blast of purple magic, and a few ivory-colored projectiles. The attacks all ricocheted off Cartram’s shield, though they continued on for several more minutes. 

Cartram let out a growl as he grimaced and went down on his knees, but Olga was right over there to comfort him. 

“Stay strong, Cartram,” the orc captain pleaded as she gently rubbed her dragon’s back. “You can do it. I know you can.” 

My heart pounded like a drum as the attacks continued, and my whole body felt like it was on pins and needles. We were experiencing the combined power of the Grand Gar’s dragons, and I couldn’t help but marvel at the neon lights that cut through the darkness of the stormy sky. 

If the Grand Gar was trying to put on a display of intimidation, it was kind of working. 

I just hoped Cartram could weather the storm. 

Finally, the magical blasts cut off, and Cartram let out a long huff. 

“You did it!” I declared. “Your barrier held up!” 

 I-I didn’t have any doubts,  the Shadow Dragon said through deep, labored breaths.  Not for one moment. 

“Dragon Kiiiiiiiiiiiinnnng!” a powerful, booming voice echoed through the darkness from above. “Come out and face me like a man, you pussy.” 

As I looked in the direction of the voice, I saw twelve shadows appear through the foggy darkness, and I instantly recognized the forms of the dragons, each one with an orc riding on their backs. 

I counted five fire-breathers with their leathery wings, pointed faces, and massive yellow eyes, and on both sides of the “fleet” was a massive wind dragon, two beasts that looked like Swaer, only a hundred times his size. 

Two magma dragons hovered in the middle of the pack, and their oversized, spiny wings beat up and down with the force of a hurricane. The lava inside the magma dragons glowed across their bodies in bright, neon-red tendrils as they looked down at us, and smoke billowed from their mouths. 

Next were two Antler Dragons, whose massive buck-like horns adorned their heads to give them a sort of regal appearance. Their

sapphire-blue scales reflected the flashes of lightning that cut through the storm around us, and for a moment, I couldn’t help but marvel at their beauty. 

Then I remembered they wanted to kill us, so I snapped out of that real quick. 

Lastly was a giant dragon that looked like a skeleton, and its sunken eyes were nearly invisible as it floated down in front of the rest of the pack under the power of its fleshless wings. A bit of purple magic emanated from inside its mouth as it came closer, and soon I could see the creepy bastard in all its glory. 

Along with its rider. 

Atop the Bone Dragon sat an orc who looked way different than the rest. 

Most of the orc men I’d seen over my time as Draco Rex were

“fat-muscular,” where they had the strength of an ox but looked like a green blob on the surface. They also usually had jagged, rotting teeth and thick noses that would make a goblin jealous, as well as ratty, balding hair. 

This guy had none of those. 

He was completely shirtless as he sat atop his dragon, save for the two bandoleers crossed over his muscular chest. A bit of short, wavy brown hair nested underneath a gaudy crown made completely of gold and bones, and its perimeter was encrusted with precious jewels of every color. Now and again there was a small bone horn that stuck up out of the crown’s top, and at the very forehead of the piece were two large bone horns that reminded me of a baby goat’s. 

This orc’s face was very blocky, with thick green lips and a jawline that would make Grand Moff Tarkin jealous. His ears were pointed, but they weren’t as pronounced as his countrymen’s. 

Even though I was a bit worried, I couldn’t stop myself from letting out a small snort at his appearance. 

The dude reminded me of “handsome” Squidward, and I was never going to be able to take him as seriously as he wanted me to. 

“Hey there, Grand Gar,” I said in my most mocking voice. “You like having a taste of your own medicine?” 

“Always making jokes,” the Grand Gar sneered. “Even though we both know deep down, it’s just a way for you to push away your terror.” 

“Thank you, Doctor Phil,” I snarled. “You’re not getting through this barrier, asshole, so you may as well just give up now.” 

“Your overconfidence was always going to be your downfall, Dragon King,” the Grand Gar scoffed. “But I am a generous leader. 

I’ll give you one final chance to surrender before I tear you and those bitches limb from limb… If you give up now, I give you my word I’ll only kill you. Well, you and those traitorous wretches who helped smuggle away my beloved Thyra.” 

“Beloved?” I laughed. “You were going to have her executed, fuckwad.” 

“Only because I loved her dearly.” The orc leader shrugged. 

“She was going against the ways of our people, and thus she was becoming impure. Removing her from this mortal world before she could commit more atrocities was an act of mercy.” 

“Ah, yes,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Atrocities like reading, doing math, and generally being smarter than you? Fuck… You make the people of Salem look reasonable.” 

“The only way she’s coming back with you is through us,” Olga declared as she spat up at the Grand Gar. 

“The men are talking, bitch!” the Grand Gar snarled. “I’ll deal with your whore kind soon enough, but for now, shut the fuck up.” 

“How about I shut you up permanently?” I called back up at the fucker. “Nobody talks to my friends like that, asshole.” 

“We hold the advantage here, Dragon King,” the orc leader shouted. “I would hate to kill so many wonderful breeding specimens, but I shall if you refuse to lay down your weapons and surrender to my glory.” 

“Fuck off,” I laughed. “You don’t have any advantage here. 

Cartram can hold this barrier all day long, if he needs to.” 

“Oh, I know that.” The Grand Gar smirked and shook his head. 

“Why do you think I was so heartbroken when I found out you stole him from me? The Shadow Dragon will be coming back to Isla Gar one way or another, Dragon King.” 

“Over my dead body,” I growled. “You’re not getting through this barrier.” 

“Last chance.” The Grand Gar’s eyes narrowed, and his bone dragon let out an earth-shaking growl. 

“And I repeat, with all due respect…” I smirked. “Go fuck yourself. With your own sword. Repeatedly. Up the asshole.” 

“Such a shame,” the Grand Gar sighed. “So much needless bloodshed, of so many delightfully tasty women.” 

The Grand Gar raised his hand and snapped his fingers, and as he did so, four more, smaller figures, stood up from the backs of the fire-breathing dragons. Each one was wingless, though their bodies were sleek and narrow with stubby legs. 

Stubby legs that had giant curved claws on each end. 

 Tembori’s tusks!  Batari gasped telepathically.  Ben, those are sand dragons. 

So, this was his plan. If he couldn’t brute-force his way through Cartram’s barrier, he was going to have his sand dragons dig underneath it. 

 Dear one…  George’s voice trailed off in a hushed whisper. 

 There are creatures in the water, as well. 

Welp, that must have been the four remaining dragons that had been missing from the pack. 

“What are they?” I asked telepathically. “Can you see them?” 

 They have red, armor-like scales and no teeth at all,  George explained.  They appear to have long tendrils and gangly legs, as well. 

Dragons of the Deep. 

The Grand Gar wasn’t stupid at all. He was trying a bit of trickery of his own, but I wasn’t going to let him rattle me. 

We still had the fucker outnumbered, and our dragons were also still hidden away out of sight. 

 Shall we attack, Benjamin?  Bungal asked.  There seem to be many unforeseen circumstances happening right now. 

“Hold your position,” I said to all the dragons that could hear me. “We don’t want to give ourselves away yet.” 

The orcs atop the fire-breathing dragons all let out a unified whistle, and the flying beasts began to move in a large circle around our dome. Once they were in position, the four sand dragons leapt off the fire-breathers and plummeted down through the stormy sky. 

Each one landed with a dull crash in the forest around our barrier, and then they scuttled forward and came to the very edge of the shield. 

They let out a long yowl in unison before they stood up on their hind legs, lifted their claws back behind their heads, and then went to work digging. The sand dragons were completely buried up to their

heads in a flash, and dirt and rocks sprayed backward from the freshly-dug holes. 

It wouldn’t be long before they were underground and ready to attack. 

 What shall we do, Ben?  Mira asked via our dragonbond. 

 They’re coming through! 

I drew my seaglass sword from its sheath and held it high as I pointed it at the Grand Gar himself. 

“Soldiers, prepare for battle!” I called out in my most authoritative voice. “The enemy is attacking from below!” 

My friends began to cluster together as they watched the ground, all while Cartram continued to hold his protective spell. 

I just hoped that, whatever happened now, he didn’t let it go. 

If he did, it was going to be open season on Seashuna. 

Chapter 7

“Watch for movements below!” I commanded my troops as we prepared for an attack by the sand dragons. “Orcs, I want you to form a perimeter around Cartram. They’re going to be attacking him for sure to try and force him to let up with his shield.” 

Olga and her crew instantly held their weapons tightly as they ran over to Cartram and surrounded him in a circle. Meanwhile, the rest of my soldiers had their focus split between the Grand Gar and the digging sand dragons. 

 What about now, Benjamin?  Bungal asked in an impatient tone.  Surely this calls for our trap to be sprung? 

“Not yet,” I hissed. “We can handle the sand dragons on our own. If something else goes wrong, then we can talk about springing the trap early.” 

 I shall lie in wait, then,  Bungal confirmed. 

“Do you really have to phrase it like that?” I chuckled, and then I looked over at the flock of bird-women. “Aviars and Holara? I’m going to need you guys to be our eyes from above. Do you think you can handle that?” 

“Just as long as you keep that barrier up on our blind side,” 

Holara answered with a gulp. 

“Fan out, ladies,” Nevar said as she looked between her flockmates. “If you see any disruptions in the dirt, let out a loud caw to alert the rest of the group.” 

“You heard my sister.” Kwah pumped her fist into the air. 

“Scream loud enough to make a deaf man hear again!” 

With that, the bird-women and lone butterfly-woman all spread out across the battlefield and swooped around in different directions. 

“Flying women, eh?” the Grand Gar whistled. “Maybe I’ll keep them alive, too. There’s a lotta fun things we could do with them, right, boys?” 

The rest of the orcs let out a series of cat-calls, whistles, and grunts like they were freaking gorillas, and a twinge of white-hot rage boiled up from my stomach. 

But I couldn’t let it get the best of me. 

The Grand Gar was trying to goad me into doing something stupid, but I couldn’t allow my emotions to get the best of me. 

I had to stay focused on the four deadly dragons burrowing under us right about now. 

Then, from our eight o’clock, Nacut let out a shrill, cawing noise. 

I spun around just in time to see the mound of dirt appear out of the ground, and then the tan-colored dragon’s head burst up through the earth. It let out a hissing sound as its claws tore away the rest of the mound and hoisted its body fully into view. 

Thankfully, the Sand Dragon came out near the palace, where several dragonkin and Niralope archers were positioned. 

“Fire!” I heard Nima call out from atop the structure, and then a hailstorm of arrows rained down onto the Sand Dragon. 

The tan-scaled bastard tucked and rolled away from a lot of the arrows, and it knocked away a few more with its oversized, scythe-like claws. Then, without missing a beat, the Sand Dragon snarled and leapt right up onto the side of the palace, where it dug its claws into the stucco and began to scale the side of the building. 

The Cero riders were only a few hundred feet away, and it was starting to look like my planted archers were going to need some backup. 

“Batari?” I commanded the Queen Mother telepathically. “Get over there and help with big, dumb, and sandy.” 

 Right away, Ben,  Batari responded, and then she let out a loud battle cry. 

The herd of Mieraks instantly banked around and began to charge the Sand Dragon, all while their riders readied their weapons and stood up like knights preparing to run down their enemies. 

That was when the next Sand Dragon appeared. 

Teeka’s caw echoed through the magical dome, and I turned to face her just as another Sand Dragon popped up in the center of the group of spear fighters. Several dragonkin women let out screams as they jumped away from the fresh mound in the earth, but they were back in action seconds later. 

The scaled warriors twirled, twisted, and stabbed at the beast as it tried its best to dodge their attacks, and then it parried their blows with its claws. Several of the dragonkin and Spindrel women were thrown backward from the sheer force of the Sand Dragon’s blow, but they seemed to recover quickly and leapt back into the fray in no time flat. 

“Ben!” Maca’s voice called out. “It’s headed your way!” 

I instantly began to spin in a circle as I looked for signs of an incoming attack, and even though I couldn’t see anything at first, I

could hear a strange chittering sound coming from beneath the earth, accompanied by several tremors under my feet. 

Then the dirt beneath me started to shift. 

I instantly jumped forward and curled up into a ball as I rolled away from the incoming beast. Half a second later, I heard an explosion of dirt behind me, and the third Sand Dragon sprang to the surface. 

The earth shook as the beast landed on the ground and then let out a long, sharp sneer. 

“You were so close, Sandy!” the Grand Gar said with a belly laugh, and the other orcs followed suit. 

I turned back around just as the Sand Dragon darted toward me, and I was forced to roll to the left as its massive claw stabbed into the ground where I’d just stood. I swung my sword blindly as I came back around, and it connected with the fucker’s left foreleg with a fleshy thunk. 

The Sand Dragon roared with pain as it pulled back, which left its underside completely exposed. 

That was a mistake. 

I ran forward and let out a battle cry as I plunged my sword straight into the spot where I thought the creature’s heart would be, and a splurt of blood sprayed out as my blade punctured its tan skin. 

The creature snarled, but it didn’t go down. Instead, the Sand Dragon fell forward in a deadly bellyflop, and I was forced to jump away before I was smashed into oblivion. 

“Fucking shit!” I heard Thyra growl from across the battlefield, and seconds later, there were two shots from her flintlock pistols. 

I dared to glance over my shoulder and saw the fourth and final Sand Dragon had come out of the ground near Cartram, just as I’d predicted. Currently, the orc women were trying to keep it away from the Shadow Dragon, and they were doing a pretty damn good job. 

Still, I had bigger issues at hand. 

Like the deadly Sand Dragon that was trying to turn me into a shish-kabob. 

It lurched forward again, and this time it came at me with both sets of front claws. The Sand Dragon raised up on its hind legs, sprang into the air, and then brought the deadly daggers straight down on me. 

I was able to spring away from the attack at the last second, and I countered by slashing my seaglass sword across the fucker’s face. The blade left a gnarly gash in the dragon’s right cheek as it cut open its cheek like an overripe melon and sent a spray of gore onto the ground, and the creature instantly shrieked in agony before it lashed out with its right claw. 

I wasn’t quite fast enough to dodge this time, and I felt a painful thud in my gut as I was thrown across the landscape violently. I slammed into the ground and tumbled for several yards, until finally I was able to flip up onto my feet. 

A dull pain ached through my stomach as I got upright, and I touched it softly to see just how bad my injury was. A jolt of pain shot through my body when I touched my belly, but when I looked down, I saw there was nothing more than a purple and black bruise where the monster had hit me. 

Thank god I’d only taken the blunt side of its claws. 

As the Sand Dragon charged across the battlefield, I saw the Coonag women were now down from the trees and running after it wildly. The tan dragon was much faster than the raccoon-women, but I appreciated that they were trying to help at all. 

I held my sword with both hands as I stared down the Sand Dragon, and I didn’t dare to make a move until it got closer. 

Blood oozed out of the creature’s wounds as it ran, though its teeth were bared with rabid rage, and its eyes were narrow and full of hatred. 

Whatever I’d stabbed, it wasn’t the thing’s heart. 

Once it was about twenty feet away, the Sand Dragon jumped up into the air, hauled back its front claws beside its head, and then--

A blur of crimson and green slammed into its side with a powerful smack. 

The Sand Dragon roared in agony as its momentum was halted and its body thrown sideways, and I watched with a smirk as Ethala’s small form came into view. 

 You didn’t think we were going to let you fight a dragon on your own, did you?  Ethala asked with a wink. 

“For a second there?” I admitted. “Yeah, I kinda did.” 

The Sand Dragon’s body rolled for a few seconds before it leapt back to its feet, and then it pounded its four legs into the ground angrily. 

“Ayeayeayeayeaye!” Nadir screamed as the Coonag women closed in on their target with their axes raised high. 

The five women surrounded the beast as they moved in for the kill, and it tried to fight them off frantically. 

The Sand Dragon knocked Lezan away before it threw up its claws and blocked a blow from Trin’s axe. Then it tossed out its back foot and slammed it into Jira’s stomach, which sent the white-haired woman down on her ass. 

Thankfully, Nadir and Malak were both able to land a blow, and their axes sunk into the monster’s flesh with a wet shlunk. Neither of them was able to land a killing blow, though, so the Sand Dragon simply shrieked as he whipped his head back and forth. As he did so, the two remaining Coonag women tumbled to the ground, and their axes flew from their hands. 

Too bad that didn’t deter them. At all. 

All five of the raccoon-women let out chittering hisses as they sprang forward, and the Sand Dragon let out another wail before it stabbed its front claws into the ground and started digging. The Coonag ladies held on for as long as they could as the dragon went

down deeper and deeper into the dirt, until they finally were forced to release their grip on their opponent. 

“Not bad, guys,” I said as I ran over to the raccoon-women. 

“Now, we just gotta be ready for round two. I’m sure he’ll come back any second.” 

“I hope he does,” Lezan said with a bloody, toothy grin. “Its flesh actually tasted pretty good.” 

With the temporary lull in combat, I took the opportunity to survey the battlefield and see how my friends were holding up. 

The Sand Dragon that had been scaling the palace was now on the ground, and he was trying his best to fight off the Cero women, who were literally running circles around him on their giant ants. 

Ashanti shot arrow after arrow into the poor fucker, while several more came down on him from above. 

Then there were Zamwae and Huwar. 

The Cero shaman stood atop the back of her land dragon as it took several long, powerful strikes at its opponent with its thick, club-like neck. 

The Sand Dragon was able to dodge Huwar’s deadly blows, but that left it wide open for the rest of my friends’ assaults. Batari, Baratu, Rikuri, and Zikiu all took swift, fast slashes and stabs at it with their spear-swords, and I realized they were literally trying to take him down with death by a thousand cuts. 

Over on the other side of the dome, the dragonkin and Spindrel women were standing back-to-back, with their weapons held tightly as they looked around at the ground. 

Their enemy must have gone underground, as well. 

As for the orc women? They were still valiantly fighting off their enemy. 

The sound of Thyra’s flintlock pistols echoed through the air as she blasted at the Sand Dragon, though it was fast enough to avoid the musket balls. However, the blasts must have been a good enough distraction, because the creature didn’t even see Gudrun as she slammed her club into its back left leg, hard. 

The Sand Dragon roared as its left leg buckled, and then it was forced to roll away like an eel as Olga’s cutlass slammed into the ground where its face had been. 

Of course, the tan-scaled bastard didn’t even take Signe and Hilda into account. 

“Ohhhhhhh, no, you don’t!” Hilda cried out as she threw her grappling hook forward. 

The pointed spine of the hook stabbed into the dragon’s flesh, and his momentum was halted in an instant. 

That was when Signe got to work. 

The curly-haired orc woman stabbed her two daggers into the dragon’s underside and then dragged them down all the way to his lower body. The dragon screamed as it was cut open, and I couldn’t help but cringe as I watched its innards splatter out onto the ground beside it. 

“Ew.” Signe gagged as she flicked the entrails off her boots. 

The Sand Dragon let out a gurgle as it spat up some blood, but Olga put it out of its misery by stabbing her sword through its eye. 

The monster gasped a death rattle, and then it slumped over. 

Meanwhile, Olga just wiped the blood off her sword, looked up at the Grand Gar, and bared her teeth at the bastard, who let out a frustrated growl in response. 

“New plan!” the leader of the orcs thundered. “Kill those traitorous bitches! My beloved Thyra, as well.” 

Fuck. 

“Everyone, converge on Cartram!” I commanded my soldiers. 

“Things are about to get really messy.” 

 About to?  Mira asked with a snort.  I think Signe already made things “messy.” 

The Sand Dragon that had been locked in combat with the Cero women slammed its claws into the ground and frantically started to dig down into the dirt. It disappeared in an instant, and then we all waited patiently for the three tan-scaled bastards to rear their ugly heads. 

My friends and I ran toward Cartram, who was still blasting his magic up around us. I could see the dragon’s eyes were weary, but he wasn’t complaining one bit. 

Cartram was a real trooper. 

“There!” Nevar gasped as she pointed down to the area on Cartram’s right side. “They’re coming up!” 

“Not for long,” Gudrun said as she sprang toward the nearest mound and raised her club above her head. 

The blonde-haired beauty slammed the club down as hard as she could, and there was a fleshy crack as it hit the Sand Dragon square on the noggin. 

However, the creature wasn’t deterred, and it pushed its way to the surface before it took a swing at the orc with its deadly claws. 

Gudrun’s eyes widened as she lifted up her club and blocked the attack, but the force of the blow sent her down flat on her back. 

The Sand Dragon raised up on its back feet as it pulled back its claws and prepared to go in for the kill, but before it could do so, the Aviars jumped into the fray. 

Maca and Nacut zipped over and tossed their talons around the creature’s right foreleg, while Nevar and Kwah grabbed onto its left. As the four bird-women yanked the creature’s limbs back behind its head, the emerald-haired Teeka swooped down in a blur of green, held out the talons of her feet, and stabbed them straight into the dragon’s throat. Teeka continued downward as a trail of gore and guts sprayed into the air behind her, and when she finally landed on the ground, she’d literally sliced open the dragon from head to toe. 

The creature’s body went limp as its internal organs fell out onto the ground with a sizzle, and it collapsed on its side when the

Aviars finally let it go. 

Two down, two to go. 

“Come on…” Signe was muttering to herself when I ran up to the scene. “Where are you, fuckers?” 

“Why haven’t the others come out yet?” Pae asked. “Shouldn’t they have all attacked at once?” 

“Not if they wanted to do a sneak attack,” I explained. “Maybe they--” 

The earth underneath my body began to rumble, and I tackled Signe to the ground. Not a half-second later, two sets of large talons tore through the dirt, and the third Sand Dragon emerged. 

Judging by the dozens of snapped-off arrows lodged in its body, this was the Sand Dragon that had been over by the palace, but its eyes didn’t even look at me once. Instead, they focused directly on Signe, and the creature lunged forward with a snarl. 

I shoved Signe out of the way as hard as I could and then charged forward with my seaglass sword at the ready. The creature tried to bank to the right and toward Signe, but I slashed it in the side of the neck with my blade. 

It grunted as a splash of its crimson lifeblood splashed onto the ground, but it didn’t seem to be fazed. The Sand Dragon continued forward as it reared back its claws and took a swing at Signe, but the curly-haired orc woman sprang up above the first attack and then quickly rolled to the left before the second set of scythe-like claws stabbed into the ground. 

Suddenly, Hilda’s grappling hook wrapped itself around the Sand Dragon’s arm and dug into its elbow. 

“Here you go, Yrsa,” Hilda said as she handed the rope of her weapon to the blue-haired orc. “Have some fun.” 

“Yayy!” Yrsa cackled, and then she gave the rope a yank. 

As the dragon fell flat on its face, though, Kwah let out a gasp. 

“Behind you!” the brown-haired Aviar woman screamed as she flew down. 

Kwah snatched Yrsa and Hilda up in her talons, seconds before the last Sand Dragon popped up to the surface. The sheer size of Yrsa seemed to be a bit of an issue as Kwah tried to fly away, as she couldn’t move very fast as it was. Then, the string of Hilda’s grappling hook went taut, and all three of the women suddenly fell down and slammed into the ground with an earthy crash. 

The Sand Dragon had the rope in his mouth, and he began to pull the three women toward him. 

Too bad that left him wide open for an attack. 

Several more arrows stabbed into the fucker, and he roared with pain as the projectiles pierced his skin and turned him into a porcupine-dragon. Still, he didn’t let go of the rope. In fact, he gave it a sharp yank, which sent Hilda, Yrsa, and Kwah all flying up into the sky. 

Right above him. 

Fuck. I had to do something quick, or they were all dead. 

So, I did something straight out of an  Indiana Jones  flick. 

I ran toward the beast from behind, stepped up onto his tail, and then sprinted across his body like it was a one-way path to victory. The fucker was just lifting his claws to attack my friends, so I had to go in for the kill. 

I pulled back my sword, took a deep breath, and then swung it horizontally into his throat. The seaglass blade stabbed into his neck with a wet thunk, and a geyser of blood erupted from the wound as he shrieked in pain. 

More importantly, he lowered his paws and turned his attention away from the three women. 

Kwah, Hilda, and Yrsa all passed over the fucker’s head without incident and landed hard on the ground behind us, so I yanked out my sword and went for strike number two. 

The Sand Dragon tried to buck me off as his precious crimson liquid gushed from the fresh wound and splattered all over his tan scales, but it was no use. 

I was on this fucker like white on rice, and I wasn’t gonna let go until he was dead. I held on for dear life as he kept trying to kick me off, and he nearly got me to lose my balance when he started to whip his tail and head around simultaneously, but I just dug in my heels and took aim once more. 

The next blow was the last one I needed. 

My blade stabbed into his throat a second time, and even more blood splashed out as his fucking neck was cut completely in half. 

Suddenly, Yrsa appeared beside me. 

“That hurt!” she declared as she grabbed the Sand Dragon’s head in her massive mitts. 

The blue-haired orc let out a Hulkish scream as her fingers dug into the dragon’s flesh, and she started to pull it to the right. As she did so, the creature’s head began to separate at the wound. 

Seconds later, Yrsa gave it a sharp snap to the right, and the creature’s fucking head was torn right off its body. 

A fountain of blood splashed out onto the ground as the headless creature collapsed, and Yrsa and I simply stepped off its corpse nonchalantly. 

“Not bad, Yrsa,” I said to the muscle-bound orc woman. 

“He hurt me,” the blue-haired orc huffed, and then she tossed the head to the side. “So, I hurt him.” 

I glanced around the battlefield for more enemies, and I saw the last Sand Dragon didn’t stand a fucking chance. 

He was currently surrounded by all of my remaining troops, and he was getting pumped full of arrows and stabbed dozens of times in a matter of seconds. The creature snarled and wheezed as it attempted to burrow down into the ground, but it was hopeless. 

I heard chittering as the Coonag women dog piled onto the creature, which was accompanied by the sound of metal piercing flesh and clubs slamming against scales. 

Then, nothing. 

My soldiers pulled away from the last Sand Dragon, who was now nothing more than a corpse. 

“Huh?” I clicked my tongue as I looked up at the Grand Gar and raised my voice. “How about that? I guess maybe now you should fuck off, right?” 

“The Dragons of the Deep will make short work of this pathetic barrier,” the Grand Gar snarled. “And even if they don’t… We are more than happy to lay siege to your beloved home.” 

“Did you see the Dragons of the Deep, George?” I asked my bondmate telepathically. “Where are they?” 

 You don’t have to worry about them, dear one,  George explained with a chuckle.  Luckily for you, Cerin and Malkey were a bit gung-ho about those beasts, and as a result, we all attacked. 

 They are currently floating belly-up in the ocean. 

“Now that’s what I like to hear!” I rubbed my hands together and then looked up at the Grand Gar again. “Oh, no! Dragons of the Deep? Please don’t sic those horrible creatures on us.” 

The Grand Gar crossed his arms over his chest and tilted his head to the side. He looked around at his orc brethren with a

perplexed expression, and then he glanced down at me again. 

“Are you taunting me, Dragon King?” the Grand Gar asked through gritted teeth. 

“I’d never dream of it, great Orc King.” I smirked. “I’m just on the verge of shitting myself in terror from those terrible creatures.” 

“You’ll pay for your disrespect!” he growled. “Dragons of the Deep! Come out and show this pussy the kind of damage you can do.” 

The Grand Gar clapped his hands and laughed maniacally, but nothing happened. About twenty seconds went by in total awkward silence before finally, he clapped his hands again. 

Nothing. 

The smile faded from the jolly green asshole’s face as he realized his dragons weren’t in position. 

“What’s the matter?” I asked. “Somebody already kill your Dragons of the Deep? Boo hoo.” 

“Impossible.” The Grand Gar’s eyes widened, but his lips pursed together in anger. 

“Hey, Bungal?” I asked telepathically. 

 Yes, Benjamin?  the fat dragon responded with excitement in his voice.  Is it time to finally break the charade? 

“Damn right, it is,” I said. “Tirian and Jemma? You guys lead the charge at your leisure.” 

 Right away, Ben,  Jemma’s soft voice answered.  We won’t let you down. 

“So, here’s the thing, Mister Grand Gar…” I trailed off as I shrugged my shoulders and began to pace. “My water dragons killed your Dragons of the Deep. Pretty easily by the sound of it, too.” 

“You idiots!” the Grand Gar screamed at the other riders. “You didn’t take the water dragons into account!” 

“The water dragons are the least of your problems, asshole,” I said with a chuckle. “You need to worry about the other dragons we have.” 

“Don’t play your mind games with me, Dragon King,” the orc king said as he bared his teeth at me. “I’m not a fool. To attack us, you’ll have to break the barrier, and the second you do that? Well… I wouldn’t want to be you when that happens.” 

“If you say so.” I smirked. 

 Now!  Jemma’s voice said telepathically. 

 Charge!  Bungal declared. 

There was rustling all throughout the forest around us, and the Grand Gar’s eyes grew as wide as saucers. 

“It’s a trap, you idiots!” he gasped. “You told me he only had a few dragons!” 

“He did the last time we saw him!” one of the orcs argued. “He must have--” 

Before he could even finish his sentence, Ralea’s golden maw appeared out of the forest. She bit into the neck of the wind dragon, and then, before it could even make a move, Tirian’s mom unleashed a white-hot blast of fire. 

The wind dragon’s eyes went dark as its head was literally burned off its body, and its body went limp as it fell out of the sky. 

The orc who had been riding it flailed helplessly as he plummeted hundreds of feet to the ground, and he slammed through the trees with a sickening crash. 

At the same time, the rest of the dragons emerged. 

Bungal slammed his entire bodyweight into one of the other fire-breathers and stunned it from the sheer force of the impact. As

its rider tried to bank around and attack, the fat brown dragon released a fiery blast at point-blank range. 

The head of the fire-breathing dragon and its rider’s body were both completely incinerated by the flames. 

The pearl-scaled baby dragon, Gaia, rode on her father Strowsh’s back as they rocketed toward one of the Antler Dragons. 

Their opponent whipped its head to the side as it attempted to strike Strowsh with its antlers, but the giant green beast was way too swift. 

Strowsh barrel-rolled to the right before he flew up behind the Antler Dragon and unleashed a blast of fire down onto its back. 

The Antler Dragon roared as its body lit up with flames, and within seconds, its burned husk of a corpse fell to the ground. 

The twins, Pleasha and Plysho, banded together with Kursh and went for one of the magma dragons. The twins flew around in a circular pattern as they blasted fire onto the dragon’s body, and at the same time, Kursh got himself into position so he was right in front of the bastard. Right when the magma dragon opened his mouth to attack, Kursh unloaded straight down his throat. 

The magma dragon let out a painful wail as the neon lines between his scales started to glow intensely. Then magma began to

pour out from the red lines and sizzled as it trailed down his body. 

Holy fuck. Kursh was literally overloading him. 

Seconds later, the magma dragon let out another pained scream, and his eyes rolled back in his head as his glowing red lines went dark. His lifeless body fell out of the sky, and he was gone. 

Then there was Barlow, the eldest of Tirian and Bungal’s clan. 

The golden dragon wasted no time going for one of his fellow fire-breathers, and he zipped up from below and blasted a shot of flames right up into his opponent’s belly. 

Though the attack wasn’t enough to kill the beast, it did exactly what the old geezer needed it to do. 

As the fire-breather wailed in pain, Barlow flipped over beside him, opened his jaws wide, and bit down on his enemy’s jugular. The elderly dragon tore out a giant hunk of the fire-breather’s flesh, and sticky red blood sprayed out all over the fucking forest. The fire-breather’s eyes widened as it tried to fumble at its wound, but it was too late. 

The creature bled out in a matter of seconds and then plummeted into the forest, dead. 

Last but not least, Jemma and Tirian went right for the big fish. 

The Niralope woman’s auburn hair trailed behind her as she and Tirian shot out of the forest like a bat out of hell. Jemma pulled an arrow back in her bow as they approached the Grand Gar himself, and once they were only a few feet away, she let it fly. 

At the same time, Tirian unloaded a shot of white-hot fire directly at the leader of the orcs. 

“Watch out, master!” one of the orcs on a red fire-breather screamed, and then his dragon shot forward and put itself between my friends and their target. 

The arrow stabbed into the dragon’s neck, and Tirian’s blast of flames singed the skin on its throat, but the silver dragon wasn’t about to let up. Tirian held his flame breath as they got closer and closer to the dragon, which was now screaming in agony as roaring-hot flames tore through its flesh and bones. 

The orc on the dragon’s back lifted his bow to counter, but he was swiftly put down when Jemma’s next arrow stabbed through his eyeball. Then the green-skinned bastard fell off his dragon and disappeared into the forest below. 

Now free of his rider, the red fire-breathing dragon completely abandoned its post. It turned its head upward and flew away into the

darkness, away from all this chaos and away from any potential danger. 

“You bloody coward!” The Grand Gar shook his fist at the fleeing dragon, and then he turned to Jemma and Tirian. “Tear these motherfuckers to pieces!” 

Jemma quickly put another arrow in her bow and pulled it back, but the Grand Gar was already on the move. 

His bone dragon twisted to the left and unleashed a blast of the strange purple magic that we’d seen attack our barrier. 

 Gah!  Tirian gasped as he fell down and just barely avoided the attack. 

Jemma let go of her arrow at the same time, and it simply flew off harmlessly somewhere in the forest. 

The Bone Dragon held his blast, and it grew even more intense as he turned his head and tried to run down Tirian and Jemma. 

Tiran took off, but the beam of purple magic remained only inches behind him as he flew. 

Meanwhile, the other dragons were all locked in battle. 

They didn’t have the element of surprise on their side anymore, which meant now they were going head-to-head with some of the deadliest creatures in this world. 

It was a good thing my dragons were equally as deadly. 

The remaining magma dragon blasted blobs of sizzling lava at Bungal, Barlow, and Strowsh, but the massive dragons were more than ready for the attack. 

 Triangular formation!  Bungal called out, and then he zipped around behind the dragon and began to blast fire down on its back. 

At the same time, Barlow simply shot up to the magma dragon’s mouth and clamped his paws around its jaw. Smoke rose from his hands as the magma dragon’s skin burned him, but he didn’t let go. 

Then Barlow positioned one hand on the magma dragon’s upper jaw and one on its lower, and he gave them both a sharp jerk in opposite directions. 

The magma dragon’s jaw was ripped clean off its face, and a mixture of magma and blood dripped down onto the forest below. It tried to fly away into the night, but the poor thing only got a few feet before it wobbled in the air and then plummeted downward. 

“Wow,” Nadir whispered beside me. “That was brutal.” 

 I suppose that works, as well,  Bungal sighed. 

Ralea was currently engaged with the remaining Antler Dragon, who was currently spitting bony, pointed spikes out at her like a semi-automatic weapon. The golden dragon twirled out of the way of several attacks as she tried to circle around behind her opponent, but the Antler Dragon wasn’t letting her get the jump on him. 

Eventually, he jerked his head to the side and tried to stab Ralea with one of his horns. 

“Try” was the key word. 

Ralea caught the Antler Dragon’s left rack in her claws and then snarled as she narrowed her eyes and summoned red-hot flames into her mouth. When the Antler Dragon tried to pull its head away, Ralea tore off its antlers with a giant splash of gore. 

The Antler Dragon yelped as it turned its mouth toward Ralea and inhaled deeply, but it was too late. 

Ralea slammed the fucker’s own horn straight into the side of his head, where it stabbed through his brain with a wet shluck. As

the Antler Dragon’s body began to twitch, Ralea blasted her fire breath down onto its head at point-blank range. 

Within seconds, the poor dragon’s skull was nothing more than charred bones. 

Talk about adding insult to injury. 

Meanwhile, the baby dragons were swarming one of the remaining fire-breathers, though their attacks didn’t seem to be enough to get through its scaly flesh. 

“Your Highness!” the orc rider called out to the Grand Gar. “We are vastly outnumbered. May I suggest--” 

“If you tell me to fucking retreat, I’ll tear your intestines out and wear ‘em around my neck!” the Grand Gar roared as he and his dragon chased down Tirian and Jemma. 

Good. Stay cocky. 

Soon, he’d be just as dead as the rest of his friends. 

“Y-Yes, mast--” the orc began, but then his words turned into a scream as Kursh snapped his jaws around the fucker’s right arm and yanked him off his dragon. 

Kursh shook the orc around like a dog with a chew toy, until the poor bastard went limp. Then the black dragon whipped the

corpse off into the forest and turned back to one of the remaining fire-breathers. 

As the massive enemy dragon opened his mouth to attack, Bungal arrived on the scene in true superhero fashion. The fat brown dragon laughed heartily as he wrapped his stubby forelegs around his opponent from behind and then lifted his head up in the air. 

 He’s all yours, lads!  Bungal declared as he held the fire-breather in place.  I would suggest the throat, if you don’t mind. 

Plysho, Pleasha, and Kursh all zipped up to their opponent’s throat and blasted flames right at its underside. 

The dragon tried to wriggle away as it yowled in agony, but within seconds, its vocal cords were nothing but ash. Its eyes rolled back in its head as its body went limp, and Bungal let it fall from his grasp. 

And then there were three. 

“Your Highness!” the rider on the wind dragon pleaded as his beast narrowly avoided a blast of fire. “Please reconsider!” 

The Grand Gar turned his head away from Tirian and Jemma, and he let out an audible snarl when he saw just how much we’d decimated his forces. The Grand Gar must have conceded, because

he let out a musical whistle, and his Bone Dragon stopped its assault. 

At the same time, the wind dragon took a long, deep breath. 

“Fuck,” I gulped. “Get that wind dragon, now!” 

 You read my mind,  Tirian growled. 

All of my dragons stopped what they were doing and then banked around so they were headed for the giant wind dragon. 

However, before any of them could get into range, the furry red beast unleashed a massive gust of wind. Even though my dragons were mighty, none of them were strong enough to fly through a full-grown wind dragon’s attack. The hurricane-level winds easily sent the smaller dragons backward, and the larger ones simply hung in the air as they tried to push forward. 

As they did so, the Grand Gar and the remaining fire-breather turned and began to retreat. 

“Shit…” I cursed. “We can’t let him get away.” 

“I don’t think we have much of a choice, Ben,” Mira said in a somber tone. “He’s got a massive head start on us.” 

“Swaer?” I asked the tiny wind dragon draped around Batari’s neck. “I have an idea, but I need your help.” 

 Uh… I can’t do anything that strong,  the little wind dragon said as he motioned to the giant dragon up above. 

“You don’t have to,” I said. “What I need you to do is to give our spears a little boost.” 

“A boost?” Mira asked, but then her mouth twisted into a wide grin. “A boost!” 

“You wanna give the command?” I asked the golden-scaled dragonkin, and she nodded. 

“Spearmen!” Mira called out. “Aim for the wind dragon, and on my signal, throw with all your might!” 

My soldiers all looked at each other with confusion plastered on their faces, but any who were carrying spears aimed at the sky regardless. 

“Mira?” Ashanti said as she rode up on her Mierak. “You do know there’s a barrier between us and the dragon, right? And that there’s no way in hell our spears will reach that high?” 

“There won’t be a barrier for much longer,” I explained. “And Swaer will help your spears find their way. Just be ready for when we give the command.” 

The three-horned rhino-woman gave me a nod before she rode back over to the rest of her kin. 

“I really hope this works,” Mira said under her breath. 

“Why?” I joked. “What’s the worst that could happen if it doesn’t? The giant wind dragon completely obliterates our entire village?” 

“Pretty much,” the dragonkin warrior sighed. 

“Alright, Cartram…” I said to the Shadow Dragon. “I’m sure you’re about ready to let go of your magic by now.” 

 Please,  the Shadow Dragon begged. 

“When I give the signal, stop casting,” I explained. “Swaer? I want you to get underneath the spears and blow as hard as you fucking can, okay?” 

 I’ll do my best.  The furry dragon nodded. 

 Please hurry, Benjamin!  Bungal said telepathically.  I don’t know how much longer we can hold out against this brute. 

“Take your marks!” Mira called out, and I saw dozens of warrior women pull back their arms. 

“And…” I trailed off as I waited for the perfect time to attack. 

“Now!” 

Cartram let go of his magic breath and took a long, labored gasp. 

“Release!” Mira commanded. 

A dozen spears shot up into the sky, and Swaer slithered up right behind them. Once they seemed to reach the peak of their trajectory, the little wind dragon inhaled deeply, reared back his head, and then unloaded a massive gust of wind right behind the deadly projectiles. As he did so, the spears were thrown forward with the speed of a fucking bullet. 

They shot up toward the larger wind dragon, who had no fucking clue a wave of death was headed his way. Then the spears stabbed into the furry bastard from the left and below, and they went clean through his body with a bunch of tiny splashes of blood. 

The wind dragon released his attack as he roared with pain, and he was wide open for another attack. 

All eight of the fire-breathing dragons ascended to the wind dragon before they unleashed their searing-hot flames directly onto his torso. The fire engulfed the wind dragon in an instant, and he didn’t even have time to retaliate before all of his body was charred to a crisp. 

When the flames finally let up, all that remained of our enemy was a charred skeleton. 

 Huzzah!  Bungal declared as he watched the wind dragon fall into the forest.  Your trickery worked, Benjamin. We have routed our opponents! 

“We didn’t get the Grand Gar, though,” I sighed. 

“And?” Jemma asked as she and Tirian landed down beside us. “Look on the bright side, Ben… We pretty much took out his entire army of dragons.” 

“The Niralope is right,” Gudrun said with a nod. “Nobody has ever survived one of the Grand Gar’s dragon sieges before, let alone actually killed his dragons in the process.” 

I supposed they were right. Even though the Grand Gar himself was still alive, we’d shrunk his squadron of dragons from twenty all the way down to two. 

That was a feat in and of itself. 

Even better? We had done something I’d wanted to do for a long fucking time. 

We made the Grand Gar himself tuck his tail between his legs and run away in terror. 

Even though this war was nowhere near over yet, that was a huge victory in and of itself. 

Chapter 8

“So, what happens now?” Batari asked as she and her Cero women rode up to our group. “The Grand Gar knows where we live.” 

“Not exactly.” Valea, the blonde Spindrel woman, shook her head. “He knows where we are right now. Seashuna can just swim away, and then he’ll have to start his search all over again.” 

“Maybe,” I sighed. “But he’s not going to rest until he finds us again, and I’m afraid we won’t have the element of surprise on our side the second time.” 

“He only has two dragons left, though,” Sela argued. “We destroyed his forces when they outnumbered us, and we can easily do it again now that we outnumber him.” 

“If he comes back, it’ll be with the rest of his army,” Mira said with a stern glare. “I’m afraid we’ve now entered the final stage of this war.” 

“Mira’s right,” I said. “Like it or not, we’ve both played our best hands. We took out Isla Gar’s best form of protection, and he tried to counter by throwing twenty fucking dragons at us. There’s only one step left, and that’s a full-on invasion. The only question is who’s

going to be doing the invading, and who’s going to be doing the defending.” 

“Like that’s a choice,” Alvee grunted. “We’ll strike first.” 

“Can’t argue with that logic,” I chuckled. “But yes… I’m with Alvee. I don’t think we can wait any longer. I think we need to invade Isla Gar before the Grand Gar comes for us again.” 

“Are you sure?” Holara asked with a hint of fear in her voice. 

“W-We’ve never invaded an island before.” 

“I know.” I nodded. “We’ve never needed to until now. But these are the best conditions we could possibly ask for. Their defenses are down, and their forces are completely decimated. We’d best strike while the iron is hot.” 

“I can’t wait!” Nadir practically moaned. “There’s going to be so much bloodshed and gore and organs spilling out everywhere…” 

“Stop,” Lezan giggled. “I’m already so excited that I can’t think straight.” 

Oh, lord. 

“I need to talk it over with the Council of Queens first,” I explained. “Does somebody want to go and let them know the coast is clear?” 

“I’ll do it,” Valea offered. “I’m sure they’ve been worried sick this whole time.” 

The blonde hedgehog-woman brushed her undercut out of her eyes before she turned back and headed toward the Spindrel cave. 

My eyes trailed down to her thick ass as she sashayed her hips back and forth, and all the blood in my body seemed to rush to my cock as I watched her walk away. 

However, my mind quickly snapped back to reality when the fire-breathers all landed in our home clearing. 

“Great fucking job, you guys,” I said to the dragons as I walked up to them. “You kicked some major ass today.” 

 Our communication left a bit to be desired,  Bungal said with a sigh.  Nobody even attempted to try out any of the formations that I painstakingly crafted during our time in hiding. 

“Still.” I shrugged. “Even with communication issues, you still tore through those dragons like they were cardboard.” 

“Actually, Ben,” Mira said as her soft hands rested on my shoulder. “I was meaning to talk to you about our communication issue.” 

“You want Jonas to bond the fire-breathers to some of our friends, don’t you?” I asked with a smirk. “I was thinking the exact same thing. Before big, dumb, and ugly came to attack, of course.” 

“Wow,” Mira teased. “It’s almost as if we share some sort of mental link or something.” 

“I know, right?” I winked. “Great minds must really think alike.” 

“Ugh,” Arrick gagged as he walked up. “Come on, Dad…

You’ve already got Mira wrapped around your pinky. It’s not like you need to flirt with her anymore.” 

“On the contrary, son,” I said to the Dragon Prince. “When you really love somebody, you have to keep flirting with them, even after they’ve become yours. That’s how you show them you still find them f-i-n-e.” 

“Right,” Arrick mumbled. “Anyway, I was just coming over to ask if you were going to let me come along on the invasion.” 

“Of course, I will.” I nodded, and then I placed my hands on Arrick’s shoulders. “You are going to be the Draco Rex someday, Arrick. As much as I absolutely hate putting you in harm’s way, you have to learn the ways of the world and the ways of war. And what

better way than to bring you along on a full-on invasion of our greatest enemy’s home turf?” 

“Thank you, Father,” Arrick said with a bow. “I won’t let you down.” 

“I know you won’t, son.” I smiled at the boy. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m bringing along Kehlaan, too.” 

“Good.” The Dragon Prince smirked. “He’s an excellent warrior. 

We’ll need him if we want to be victorious.” 

“Wooooooowww,” I said as I looked at Mira and pointed at Arrick with my thumb. “Did you hear that? A few months ago, Arrick would have made some joke about getting Kehlaan killed.” 

“They’ve come a long way,” Mira said with a smile. “Now, they’re best friends.” 

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Arrick scoffed. “He still gets on my nerves, and he still comes on a little too strong on my sister… But he’s not all bad.” 

“Son,” I laughed. “Sometimes ‘not bad’ is the best you can get with your peers. You should cherish the fact he’s at least enjoyable to be around.” 

“Right.” Arrick rolled his eyes. 

“Are you telling Arrick one of your jokes, Ben?” Queen Nerissa asked from somewhere behind me. “I’d know that look on his face anywhere.” 

“Believe it or not, I’m not,” I said as I turned to look at the beautiful Dragon Queen. “But I’m sure I could rattle off one right now if he wanted. Hey, Arrick? What did the ocean say to the beach?” 

“I’m not going to dignify that with a response,” Arrick harumphed. 

“Nothing.” I smirked. “It just waved.” 

“Oshun’s seashells, that’s terrible,” the Dragon Prince groaned as he shook his head, but I saw the quarter smile tugging at his mouth. “I’m going to go see my brothers and sisters.” 

“Go on, dear,” Nerissa said to our child. “They’ve been worried about you this whole time.” 

As Arrick ran off, the rest of the leaders of our island came up and formed a semi-circle around me. Ainsley, Nerissa, Nadir, Dalwen, Batari, Pae, Kwah, and Nevar all joined the fray, as did Olga. 

“Wait…” Ainsley mused as she looked at the orc woman. 

“She’s not a Queen.” 

“I’m a captain!” Olga scoffed. “Isn’t that good enough?” 

“She may not be a queen,” I explained to the group. “But Olga is the leader of her crew, so she needs to be involved with these meetings, too.” 

“So?” Dalwen asked as she bounced little Radella in her arms. 

“What exactly happened up here while we were hidden away?” 

“A lot,” Batari interjected. “We killed eighteen dragons.” 

“Eighteen dragons?” Nerissa gasped. 

“We killed ‘em good, too,” Nadir added with a sharp grin. “Lots of blood and guts and burned bodies… It was like paradise.” 

“Yes, we did kill eighteen dragons,” I explained. “But the Grand Gar got away, which is why I’ve called this meeting… I want to go after him.” 

“You wish to chase him down?” Dalwen asked. 

“No, no.” I shook my head. “I was thinking more of a full-on invasion. Of Isla Gar. With all of our forces on deck.” 

“An invasion…” Nerissa trailed off. “How would that work? 

Wouldn’t that leave Seashuna completely unguarded?” 

“Not exactly.” I shook my head. “I’d have a few of our warriors hang back and protect anyone who’s not coming along to fight, and

I’m going to tell Seashuna to swim out into the far reaches of the ocean, far away from where the orcs can find us.” 

“But-- but what if we’d need to retreat?” Pae asked as she fiddled with her spiky silver hair. “We’d just be floating around the ocean, completely exposed, for weeks.” 

“There is no retreat, Pae,” I said with a frown. “Not on this mission. This one doesn’t end until either the Grand Gar is dead, or I’m dead.” 

“How in Cacoo’s name are you going to pull that off?” Dalwen asked as she cuddled our child close. “Surely the orcs have way more soldiers than we do.” 

“They do,” I agreed. “That’s why it’s going to be a two-pronged attack. We’ll have our forces land on one of their beaches and fight their armies head-on. Meanwhile, a smaller strike force will sneak away during the chaos and go for the Grand Gar himself. If he’s not fighting alongside his troops, of course.” 

“No way.” Olga shook her head. “After the ass-kicking you gave him here, he’s not going to set foot on a battlefield any time soon. We’ll have to take the fight to him.” 

“That’s still an entire island of enemy soldiers you’ll have to navigate through,” Nerissa said. “And I don’t foresee you being able to take the larger dragons along for the mission.” 

“I think we may be able to get past them pretty easily,” Olga said with a sly smirk. 

“I know that look,” I said. “What do you have brewing in your mind right now, Olga?” 

“A rebellion,” the orc captain explained. “The women and poor men of Isla Gar don’t give a damn who we are or what we stand for, but they hate the Grand Gar with all their hearts. If we could convince them our armies are pushing into the city…” 

“They might agree to fight alongside us!” I clapped my hands together as the light bulb turned on in my head. “That’s brilliant!” 

“Would a bunch of workers be good fighters, though?” Nevar asked as she stroked her slender chin. 

“It doesn’t matter.” I shook my head. “As long as they’re going out and creating chaos for the Grand Gar, they’ll be a distraction for the guards and the soldiers who aren’t out on the beaches. Which means we may be able to slip into the Grand Gar’s castle without much trouble.” 

“I don’t know.” Nerissa frowned. “This sounds dangerous. 

Much more dangerous than anything you’ve done before, Ben.” 

“It is,” I confirmed. “But it’s now or never. The last thing we want is to hold off and allow the Grand Gar enough time to replenish his forces.” 

“Don’t forget about the hostages,” Ainsley said as she fought back tears. “Theora has been asking about Ciradin ever since you got back that first time.” 

“We’ll rescue the hostages,” I promised. “That’s always been priority number one. So, Council of Queens… Are you all in agreement? Most of you will be along for the ride, anyway.” 

The leaders all looked at each other, but none of them said a word. For a brief moment, I started to wonder if they were going to shoot down my idea, or if they’d keep trying to talk me out of it, but they eventually started to nod in unison. 

“If that is what you think is best,” Nerissa said with a sigh. 

“Then you have my blessing.” 

“Just be sure you come back to us, Ben,” Dalwen added as she gave our daughter a small peck on the cheek. “We don’t need these little ones to lose their mothers and father.” 

“I’ll come back,” I promised. “With the Grand Gar’s head on a stick, no less.” 

“Should I start rounding up everybody?” Kwah asked. 

“I want you to all go talk to your peoples,” I explained. “They should hear this from somebody they trust, and somebody who isn’t me. But don’t tell them to get ready quite yet, because there’s still a few things I need to do first.” 

“Like what?” Pae questioned. 

“How about this?” I said with a wink. “After you’re done telling everybody about the plan, send Sela, Lezan, Ahwara, Signe, and Shala over to me. Oh, and Kwah and Nevar? I want you to come, too.” 

“As you wish, Draco Rex,” Kwah said with a bow. “I hope it’s something fun.” 

“You’ll see,” I said. “Now, go and tell everyone.” 

The Council of Queens disbanded, and each of the women went off to talk to their respective peoples. 

As they walked away, I made my way over to Ethala and her bondmate, Zerandrie. The tiny, redheaded Morpho woman sat on the ground next to her dragon and stroked Ethala’s chin gently, and the

Sparrow Dragon let out a calming hum through her warm smile and closed eyes. Our newborn, Gil, was currently nestled in Zerandrie’s arms, and when saw me, her cheeks turned a slight shade of pink. 

“Hi, Ben,” Zerandrie said with a giggle. “That-- that was really brave. What you did up here while we were all… You know.” 

I leaned in and gave the butterfly-woman a kiss on the forehead, which made her yellow wings flutter happily. Once I pulled away, I placed my hand against my son’s cheek and smiled intensely down on the baby boy. 

He was so young and innocent. Gil knew nothing about the world of dragons and orcs and all the other horrors that were lurking out in this big, bad world. 

If anything, I was doing this for him and his siblings. 

I wanted to create a world where they didn’t have to worry about their women and children getting slaughtered on a daily basis, where they didn’t have to worry about assholes like the Grand Gar trying to invade every other week. 

The only way I was going to make this world safe was by killing that green-skinned bastard. 

“I wanted to talk to you two,” I finally said to Ethala and Zerandrie. “There’s something I need you to do…” 

 Anything, Draco Rex,  Ethala said with a smile as she opened her eyes. 

“Well, Dalwen was supposed to be the one to tell you this, Zerandrie, but I guess I will,” I chuckled. “We’re going to invade Isla Gar, and we need all the help we can get. So, Ethala--” 

 You wish for me to summon the Council of Dragons?  the Sparrow Dragon asked. 

“Exactly.” I nodded. “We have a lot of firepower already, but if we had all of them on our side? We’d be unstoppable. You still know where they are, right?” 

 Of course,  Ethala said.  That is the whole reason I was sent to join you, remember? 

“I remember,” I said. “But I didn’t want to just come in here and start ordering you around or anything.” 

“We can go together,” Zerandrie confirmed. “As long as it’s not a very lengthy journey. I want to get back to little Gil as soon as I can.” 

 We will keep it brief,  Ethala confirmed.  As long as you can keep up with me, that is. 

“You know I can’t fly as fast as you.” Zerandrie frowned. 

“You’re built for speed.” 

 When do you intend to invade, Draco Rex?  Ethala asked. 

“Soon,” I said. “Very, very soon.” 

 Then we shall head out today,  Ethala said with a nod. 

“Thank you.” I smiled at the two bondmates. “You have no idea how much I appreciate that. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got another big task to do.” 

I gave Zerandrie a kiss on the lips and Gil a soft kiss on the forehead, and then I headed back to the main part of the clearing. 

I needed to find Jonas. He was the only one who knew how to do the rebonding ceremony with these fire-breathing dragons, and we needed to get them bonded ASAP. It didn’t take me long to find the old soothsayer, and he and my daughter Marella were both sitting in a smoke-filled hut and meditating with their legs crossed like pretzels. 

“Hello, Father,” Marella said without opening her eyes. “To what do we owe the pleasure?” 

“Oh, I was just in the neighborhood,” I joked. “I was looking to have my fortune read, so I figured I’d swing by and see what my local soothsayers could do for me.” 

“Very funny,” my daughter grumbled. “You’re in luck, though, Dad… I actually had a vision about you. Or, at least, the mission you are about to embark on.” 

“I’m assuming it’s something good?” I asked. “If it was bad, I’m sure you would be a lot less calm right now.” 

“I don’t know how to interpret it,” Marella said. “Even Jonas is having a hard time.” 

“Indeed.” The elderly soothsayer nodded. “She claims to have seen a large vessel of some sort, headed straight for  The Dragon Queen.” 

“And that’s… Good?” I gulped. 

“We don’t know who’s on it,” my daughter explained. “After I see the ship, I keep being shown images of blood on the sand.” 

“Well, we’re invading via the beach,” I noted. “So that makes sense. I just hope that’s orc blood you’re seeing, and not mine.” 

“I’m sure it is.” Marella finally opened her blue eyes and smiled at me. “If I know my father, he won’t rest until every single orc has

been slain.” 

“Well, that’s why I’m here,” I said. “I need Jonas’ help to make my army stronger.” 

“Does it happen to involve a rebonding ceremony?” Jonas asked as he opened one eye. “Because I have not done one of those in quite some time.” 

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I confirmed. “So grab your tools and meet us out by the palace as soon as possible.” 

I walked out of the smoky hut and back into the main clearing just as the four water dragons returned, but my jaw hit the floor when I saw what was on George’s back. 

It was the body of a Dragon of the Deep. 

 Dear one!  George declared when he saw me, and then he tossed the creature’s body onto the ground. 

“I was starting to think you guys got lost out there,” I chuckled. 

 We could never get lost in the sea, Ben,  Nixie giggled.  Though I appreciate your concern. 

“So, uh… What’s this?” I asked as I pointed to the dead dragon. “I mean, other than the body of a Dragon of the Deep, of course.” 

 Hopefully, it will be our dinner,  Malkey said as he licked his lips.  I bet it tastes really good underneath that shell. 

 Gross.  Cerin gagged.  Do you really have to smack your lips like that when you think about food? 

 I’m not doing it on purpose!  the copper water dragon huffed at his sister.  Trust me, if I could control it, I would. 

 No, you wouldn’t,  Cerin said as she stuck out her tongue. 

 You’d probably do it even more if you could control it. 

 Calm down, children,  George said in a stern-yet-fatherly voice. 

 There is no need for such fighting. Anyways, dear one… We saw how much your people enjoy those strange, shelled creatures you catch in your traps, and we thought this dragon may possibly be as tasty as those on the inside. 

I didn’t know about that. The Dragons of the Deep might have looked like oversized, four-legged lobsters, but they were still dragons underneath their shells. 

And, being a dragonkin myself, that was like one step away from cannibalism. 

“Maybe you guys can try it first,” I chuckled. “Then you can tell me how it is.” 

 If you say so,  George said with a snort.  We will gladly dig in, as soon as we get this shell cracked open. 

“You’re gonna need your strength,” I explained. “Because we’re leaving for Isla Gar in the next day or so.” 

 Isla Gar?  Nixie gulped.  Isn’t that--

“It is.” I nodded. “And that’s why I need your help. Go find Nerissa. She’s explaining the whole situation to all of her subjects, so you might be able to catch the general gist of it.” 

 You won’t be there?  George asked. 

“I’ve got some bigger fish to fry.” I winked, and then I walked toward the palace. 

As I arrived, I saw the women I’d called for were already waiting for me. 

Signe leaned up against the wall of the palace, with her head lowered and her tri-cornered hat over her eyes, and her mid-length, black curly hair hung down like a velvet curtain around her cheeks. 

On the other hand, Sela, Ahwara, Lezan, Shala, Nevar, and Kwah all stood around chit-chatting as if they were best friends. The women grew silent when they saw me approaching, and they all greeted me with warm smiles. 

“Hello, Draco Rex!” they declared in unison. 

“Hi,” I said with a wave. “Now, I’m sure you’re wondering why I asked you to come over here--” 

“There’s seven of us, and there are seven dragons left who don’t have a bond,” Ahwara said with a sly half-smirk. “It doesn’t take a genius to put it together.” 

“Wait…” Sela trailed off as her green eyes grew large. “You’re going to bond us?” 

“I am.” I nodded. “Well, actually, Jonas is going to bond you. 

But I was the one who chose you for the bonding ceremony. You guys are all the best of the best and, well… You’re also the ones who bear my seed, and that’s a key factor in the dragonbond, apparently.” 

“Wow, so we all got to make love to the Draco Rex, and now we get dragons?” Shala whistled as she elbowed Kwah playfully. 

“How lucky are we?” 

“Very,” Nevar interjected. “My sister and I swore dragons were our mortal enemies. Before we saw them for what they really were, of course. It seems the gods have now forgiven us for our mistakes.” 

“They sure have,” I said to the Feathered Monarch. “You’re all going to be bonded with these majestic creatures.” 

The eight of us hung around for a bit before, finally, Jonas strolled up with a few sticks of incense in one hand and a bowl of oil in the other. His peppered hair blew in the wind as he scuffled forward, and his brow furrowed as he drew closer. 

“Where are the dragons, if I may ask?” Jonas questioned. 

“They are an integral part of the rebonding process.” 

“Hey, Bungal? Tirian?” I asked the two fire-breathers I could talk to. “Send over the rest of your clan.” 

 Sure thing, Ben,  Tirian answered. 

A few minutes later, the air around us was filled with the beating of mighty wings, and seven shadows appeared overhead. 

The fire-breathers slowly lowered themselves to the ground and then took soft bows. 

“See?” I said as I patted Jonas on the arm. “I told you they’d be here.” 

“So… Where should I begin, Draco Rex?” the soothsayer asked. 

“I’ll go first,” Ahwara offered as she stepped forward. 

“Then let us begin.” Jonas smiled. “Which dragon do you wish to bond with?” 

“Do they not choose us?” The Morpho woman frowned. 

“If this was the first time bonding, yes, they would, but since this is a rebonding, you have the choice,” the soothsayer explained. 

The orange-haired Morpho woman carefully looked over the seven dragons. She rubbed her slender chin and scratched her head as she thought it through, until finally she walked over to Kursh. 

“This one,” Ahwara explained. “He seems to have quite the personality.” 

Kursh let out a soft hum at Ahwara’s words, and the Morpho woman’s face twisted into a large grin. 

“I call the green one!” Lezan declared as she pointed at Strowsh. “He makes Bungal look tiny by comparison, and I want to have a bigger dragon than Nadir.” 

“Anyone else want to call the dragons before we start?” I asked, and the women obliged. 

One by one, each of the assembled women chose their dragons. Sela picked Tirian’s mother, Ralea, while the two Aviar sisters declared they wanted to bond with the twins. 

Of course. 

“I’ll take the baby!” Shala squealed. “It’s so adorable.” 

“I guess that leaves you with Balrow,” I said as I looked over at Signe. “Is that alright?” 

“Fuck, yes, it is.” The curly-haired orc woman smiled. 

“Everybody knows the older you are, the wiser you are. I’m going to have the wisest fucking dragon of us all.” 

I’d never actually seen Jonas perform the rebonding ceremony before, so the next hour was fascinating. I watched as the soothsayer placed a small smudge of oil onto the dragon’s snout and then onto the woman it was going to bond with. Then he lit up the incense and started to make a few low, guttural-sounding prayers in the native dragonkin language. 

After a few minutes of chanting and pacing around inside the sage-smelling smoke, the eyes of the rebonded dragon rolled back in their head, and they went completely limp. 

Holy shit. Did this process actually kill them and then bring them back to life? 

Then Kursh’s eyes shot open in a flash, and relief washed over me. 

Okay, I guess this didn’t kill them temporarily. 

 That was odd,  a young man’s voice said as Kursh shook his head.  Like I just had my head smashed between two rocks. 

“Kursh!” Ahwara said as she threw out her hands. “It worked. I can hear you!” 

“So can I,” I explained. “Glad to finally talk to you, Kursh.” 

Jonas repeated the process with the remaining six dragons. It was actually pretty funny to finally hear each of their voices, since I never would have guessed that some of them sounded the way they did. 

The baby dragon Gaia wasn’t able to talk quite yet, but she responded to every single one of Shala’s telepathic questions and commands. Barlow’s voice was broken and crotchety, much like you’d expect for a dragon of his age, and then there was Strowsh, who had a very thick accent I couldn’t place. 

The twins, Plysho and Pleasha, sounded almost identical in their tone and cadence. The only difference was that one of them sounded like a young boy, and the other sounded like a young girl. 

Then there was Ralea, the last dragon to be rebonded. 

“Ralea?” Sela asked as she stepped forward and extended her hand to the golden dragon. “Can you hear me?” 

 I can,  the dragon said in a deep, motherly voice.  It is so good to finally speak to you clearly. 

“So, that’s what you sound like,” I chuckled. “Tirian’s impression of you definitely doesn’t do it justice.” 

Ralea turned to face me, and I saw her purple eyes were filled with tears. 

 Ben…  the dragon murmured.  You cannot even fathom how happy I am to be able to talk to you. There has been so much I’ve wanted to say for all these moon cycles since we first met… Thank you. Thank you for taking care of my baby in my absence, and for not letting him be taken by those horrific orc creatures. 

“Don’t mention it.” I winked. “I’m just happy you didn’t kill us all the first time we met.” 

 Must I remind you that you were trying to steal my egg?  Ralea chuckled. 

“That was all Nadir.” I pointed at the dragon playfully. “Not me. 

I was just along for the very scary, very bumpy ride.” 

“This is wonderful,” Sela said through a few happy sniffles. 

“I’ve always wanted to know what the bond felt like, and it’s better than anything I could have hoped for.” 

“It’s one of the greatest feelings in the world,” I agreed. “When I bonded with George, it was like, total euphoria. To be that intimately connected to another living creature, especially one so powerful and ancient? It’s surreal.” 

“It’s divine,” Sela said. “Praise Oshun for this miracle.” 

“I believe Jonas did most of the work,” Shala laughed as she held Gaia in her arms. “He should be the one we’re thanking.” 

“There is no need, my friends.” The soothsayer shook his head. “I would do it for anybody.” 

“Way to make us feel special, Jonas,” Shala teased, and the elderly soothsayer rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. 

“I didn’t mean to--” he began, but Shala cut him off with a wave of her hand. 

“I’m teasing, Jonas.” The dark-haired Spindrel woman winked. 

“You’re the best around.” 

“Nothing’s ever gonna keep you down,” I laughed, even though I was fully aware nobody would get the joke. “Now that the dragons

have all been rebonded, there’s only one thing left to do… We have to prepare for the invasion.” 

So, that was what we spent the next two days doing. 

Mira and Sela led combat sessions down on Seashuna’s beach, while the freshly-bonded women paired up with their dragons to test their communication skills via crudely-made obstacle courses. 

Jemma was the quartermaster of our island, so she worked hand-in-hand with the logistics queen, Zikiu, to figure out how many supplies we would actually need for the journey. 

All the while, Seashuna was swimming further and further away from her most recent location. 

If the Grand Gar wanted to find us now, he’d have to hunt for a long fucking time. Thankfully, we didn’t have to hunt for him at all. 

We knew exactly where that motherfucker was going to be holed up. 

Before long, it was the dawn of the third day. 

Which meant it was time to head out. 

We had our crewmates load up  The Dragon Queen, The Valtras,  and our other two ships with all the supplies we’d planned to bring, and then we began the boarding process. 

Several of the dragonkin and Niralope healers remained behind, as did the Morpho women who’d just given birth. Queen Nerissa, Ainsley, and Dalwen all remained with their people, as did my children. 

Well, other than Arrick. There was no way we were leaving him behind. 

I commanded  The Dragon Queen, while Olga had her own vessel. Mira commanded the third, and we’d all decided to give Sela a shot at sailing the fourth. Even though she’d never commanded an entire ship herself, Sela had plenty of practice thanks to her travels with my crew, and we all agreed she had the most experience of anyone left. 

My soldiers and dragons spread out amongst the four ships and then, once we were all set up and ready to go, we raised anchor and headed off on our next adventure. 

I couldn’t help but tear up as I watched all my children waving goodbye from the beach. This could very well be the last time I ever saw them, so I wanted to get a good look and savor the moment. 

Before long, they were nothing but ants on the massive island, and I turned back to the open sea. The dragons were flying above

us, and the beating of their wings caused a brisk downdraft and a bit of extra shade from the hot sun. We sailed on for nearly an hour before, finally, my son broke the silence. 

“Can we go over the plan one more time, Dad?” Arrick asked. 

“I’m part of your strike team, right?” 

“No,” I said firmly. “We’ve talked about this already. You’re staying with the main group because it’s way too freaking dangerous.” 

“You’re going to send me into the fray of a giant battlefield because it’s ‘less dangerous?’” the Dragon Prince argued. “There’s way more things that can kill me out there.” 

“On the battlefield will just be regular orcs, goblins, and wargs,” 

I reminded the boy. “The Grand Gar is allegedly the best hand-to-hand fighter on the island, and he rides on a Bone Dragon. It’s much safer for you to be on the beach, believe it or not.” 

“I don’t.” Arrick crossed his arms across his chest and sighed. 

“But I guess I’ll listen to you, since you’re my king and all.” 

“I’m making this call as your father,” I explained. “Not your king.” 

“Well, your team is pretty badass,” Arrick continued. “I was just hoping I could be on it, that’s all.” 

The plan was to have Signe, George, Batari, Swaer, Malak, Alvee, Shala, Holara, Kwah, Thyra, and Theora sneak off with me to try and free the prisoners and then infiltrate the Grand Gar’s castle. It was a larger team than was probably needed, but I didn’t want to risk it with this one. 

On this mission, it was all or nothing, and I sure as fuck wasn’t going to walk away with nothing. 

We continued onward for several more hours, and I was starting to wonder if maybe we should have started sailing when Seashuna was a bit closer to Isla Gar. 

Then I heard the voice of Tirian call through my mind. 

 Ben?  the silver fire-breather asked.  There’s a ship on the horizon, to our northwest. 

“Just one ship?” I asked. 

 It’s a big ship,  Tirian gulped.  You’ll see what I mean when it gets closer. 

“Closer?” I said as my heart seized up in my chest. “It’s coming toward us?” 

 Right toward us,  Tirian continued.  I-I think it might recognize us. 

Fuck. Was this some new type of orc ship I just hadn’t encountered yet? 

“What do the flags show?” I asked the silver dragon again. 

 There are none,  he explained.  At least, not any I can see. 

That was when I saw it myself. There, coming toward us, was a wooden ship that had to be the size of a fucking aircraft carrier. 

“What. The. Fuck,” I whispered to myself. 

I was sure this was the ship Marella had seen in her vision, in all its glory. 

The only question now was whether or not it was filled with friends or foes. 

Chapter 9

“Who are those people, Dad?” Arrick asked when the massive vessel came into view. “Should we ready our battle stations?’

“Blow that thing out of the water!” I heard Olga snarl from across the way. “Whatever it is, it can’t possibly be good.” 

“No!” I said as I looked over to the orc captain. “We don’t know whether or not it’s a hostile vessel.” 

 You’ve got to be shitting me,  Olga grumbled telepathically.  It’s a giant ship in between us and Isla Gar. There’s no way it’s friendly. 

“We don’t know that,” I argued. “We didn’t think you were friendly at first, either, and look how much time and energy that wasted. Besides… We have the dragons, just in case. They’ll be able to completely incinerate the damn thing if they needed to.” 

 I suppose,  Olga sighed.  I’ll tell my crew to stand down. 

“Stay on alert,” I clarified. “But don’t fire unless fired upon.” 

We all watched as the massive vessel drew closer and closer. 

Soon, I was able to make out the details of the ship, and it made me feel a bit better about the situation. Even though the thing was floating on the water and took up the size of multiple football fields, it

was just a basic raft-like vessel with large walls over the side. The whole thing was made up of massive logs that had been crudely cut down and then lashed together with rope to create a giant floatation device, with large barriers that looked to be made of waddle and daub or a similar material. 

That’s when I noticed the heads of the figures who rode on the raft as they peeked out over the top of the wall. 

As the boat slowed to a crawl, one of the sides slowly began to lower, and I saw the riders in all their glory. 

Most of them were massive, though one towered above all the others. It had a round body with short, stocky legs and a neck at least twenty feet long. Its head had a single fin running through its center, and plate-like gray armor covered its entire body. 

It was a rock dragon. 

More specifically, it was Atrix, the leader of the Council of Dragons. 

Ethala and Zerandrie sat upon Atrix’s shoulders, and the Morpho woman waved intensely as they floated up beside us. 

“Hello, Draco Rex!” Atrix shouted. 

I nearly choked on my own tongue when I saw the council’s wood dragon lumber over to the side of the raft and then push a large boulder over the side and into the water. 

That was about as crude as you could get. 

“Atrix?” I gasped. “What the hell are you doing on a boat?” 

“Well, not all of us can fly or swim, Draco Rex,” the rock dragon snorted. “This was the fastest mode of transportation we could make.” 

“But how did you even make a boat?” Jonas asked. “I didn’t think any of you had the finger articulation to tie a knot.” 

“Our Pixie Dragon did most of the heavy lifting,” Atrix explained. “And the rest of the vessel is held together by a combination of tree sap and ice. It’s actually held up very well so far. 

Especially since our swimming dragons have been speeding us along.” 

I didn’t even want to think about how unsafe that ship was, but I was just glad the Council had actually answered our call. 

 See?  Ethala said as she floated into the air.  I told you I could find them all. 

“Don’t get too boastful,” Atrix’s deep voice warned. “We were all gathered for a hot springs retreat, so it didn’t take much effort to bring the entire council together.” 

 I still had to find the hot springs,  Ethala argued. 

“Good job, guys.” I smiled at Ethala and Zerandrie and then turned to Atrix. “So, I’m assuming those two told you the situation?” 

“Indeed.” Atrix nodded. “We all knew it would come to this eventually. It was only a matter of time, and I am a dragon of my word. The Council is here, Draco Rex, and we will fight alongside you until the very end.” 

“For the orcs,” I said with a smirk. “This is only going to be an

‘end’ for those assholes.” 

 That dragon can speak common?  Olga gasped telepathically. 

“I didn’t think it was possible at first, either,” I explained via our dragonbond. “But yep, Atrix is a jack of all trades.” 

 This is great!  Swaer declared as he slithered through the sky and began to make happy grunting noises.  With all these dragons on our side, the orcs don’t stand a chance. 

“We still have to proceed with caution,” I explained. “Isla Gar is filled with anti-dragon weapons.” 

 It is,  Cartram confirmed.  That is how they captured me in the first place. 

“C-Cartram?” Atrix sputtered. “Is that you?” 

 Hello, old friend,  the Shadow Dragon said as he hovered over to the council’s ship.  It has been a while. 

“We all thought you were dead!” the rock dragon declared. “We assumed the orcs had taken out your species, much like they’ve tried to do to the rest of us.” 

 They almost have.  Cartram hung his head.  They killed my wife and children and then kept me as a prisoner for several season cycles. They tortured me to the point where I wished I was dead, and I know for a fact they made it so I can never reproduce again. 

“That’s terrible, my friend.” Atrix frowned. “We held out hope for as long as we could, but when you stopped showing up to meetings-

-” 

 You don’t need to apologize, Atrix,  Cartram said.  That is all in the past now. What matters at the moment is we help the Draco Rex succeed in his mission. The mission to wipe out the evil men who did this to our race. 

“That is a cause I can get behind.” Atrix nodded, and then he looked back over his shoulder at the rest of the Council. “What do you all think?” 

The giant raft responded with a chorus of dragon hums and grunts, and I assumed this meant they were in agreement. Now that we had our entire army together, we all circled our ships and then anchored them down. 

As Atrix proceeded to the side of the raft, he stopped dead in his tracks. Then his sunken, cold eyes widened as he looked up at the rest of Bungal and Tirian’s clan, and he let out a happy snort. 

 This is my family!  Tirian declared, and then he laid his head on Ralea’s neck. 

 It is a pleasure to meet you,  Ralea said with a bow.  Tirian and Bungal have told us much about you. 

“All good, I hope?” the Council’s leader asked with a half-chuckle. 

 Only the best words for the finest dragon fellows and lasses, Bungal proclaimed. 

 Weren’t you just sayin’ the other day that the rocky one had his head up his own ass?  Barlow’s grumpy voice asked. 

Bungal glanced over at the elderly dragon and shot him one of the dirtiest looks I’d ever seen him muster. 

 You must forgive my Uncle Barlow,  Bungal said.  He has grown quite forgetful in his golden years. 

 Golden years?  Barlow snorted.  Look at me, I’m a gold dragon… All my years are golden! 

 He’s sayin’ yer about to keel over, you old snaggletooth, Strowsh said with a laugh.  Not that yer actually gold. 

 I am gold, though,  Barlow grumbled.  Damn young dragons with your fancy words… Things were a lot simpler back in my day, you know. 

All of Bungal and Tirian’s clan let out a groan in unison, and I figured this wasn’t the first time Barlow had engaged them in a story of “the good ‘ol days.” 

“Bungal always mentioned his clan was full of characters,” 

Atrix mused. “I am not sure I was prepared for this, though.” 

“Tell me about it,” I joked as I walked over to the side of  The Dragon Queen. “I’ve gotta live with them every day!” 

Once we were all in place, I went over the plan with everybody one last time. 

“I didn’t necessarily expect the Council of Dragons to show up so quickly,” I admitted when I got to the end. “But I’m just gonna assume they want to help out on the beach?” 

“Mindlessly killing orcs?” Atrix grinned. “That is a dream come true for most of us, Draco Rex. 

“Good.” I nodded. “Because there’s gonna be a lot of orcs to fucking kill.” 

 And many ships to get past, as well,  George added from down in the water.  Surely, with the shield down, the orcs won’t just leave their borders unprotected. 

Damn, the water dragon was right. The element of surprise wouldn’t be on our side at all this time, and we were at somewhat of a disadvantage since they would see us coming a mile away. 

Still, we had to try. 

The orcs had the advantage of numbers, but we had the advantage of skill and firepower. 

And in the heat of battle, I’d always bet on the latter. 

“Okay,” I announced after we’d gone over the plan multiple times. “We’re only about half a day’s journey away from Isla Gar, and the sun should be setting in about an hour or two. Let’s just bunk

here for the night, and then we can push forward tomorrow, after we’re all rested and refreshed. We’ll take turns on watch, just in case the Grand Gar tries to fly out here with his remaining dragons and attack us while we sleep.” 

“Sneak attacks?” Atrix grumbled. “How dishonorable to fight that way.” 

“Oh, totally,” I said with an awkward chuckle, and then I shot my crew a wink. “Who would do that?” 

Most of my crewmates giggled in response, though the Council of Dragons simply stood there with puzzled expressions on their faces. 

“I’m afraid I’m not exactly understanding the humor of the situation,” Atrix said as he tilted his head to the left. “No member of the Council of Dragons would ever fight with such dishonest tactics. 

We believe in fighting a fair fight, always and forever.” 

 Which is why we never win battles,  Cartram said with a huff. 

 We can never put ourselves down on their level and get into their heads. 

 See?  Ethala whispered to me telepathically.  Shadow Dragons can be very difficult to work with sometimes. 


“I actually agree with him,” I admitted, and there were several shocked grunts and chuffs that echoed across the Council’s raft. 

“How can one live with themselves after fighting with such dishonor?” Atrix asked as he looked between me and Cartram. 

 They live,  Cartram huffed.  That’s the main point. If we can’t fight against our enemies using their own tactics, then we can’t ever defeat them. 

“Cartram’s right,” I added. “The orcs’ armies have far greater numbers, and they are a well-oiled fighting machine that’ll do anything to achieve their victory. But so are we.” 

“But… Fighting dirty?” Atrix frowned. “That is one of the greatest dishonors you could bestow upon yourself.” 

“It’s not a matter of honor,” I explained. “It’s all about knowing your enemy. If you get down in the trenches, one-on-one with an orc, then you’d better know damn well what’s going on inside that tiny brain of his, or else you’re gonna end up dead. And what better way to understand your opponent than by practicing their same fighting techniques?” 

 Also, to reiterate my point,  Cartram said.  The orcs may fight dirty, but they are almost always victorious. How many of our kind

 have they killed with their crude and dishonorable tactics? We cannot defeat them if we are all dead. 

“I suppose you are right.” Atrix hung his head and closed his eyes before he let out a somber sigh. “They have defeated our friends time and time again, to the point where many of our kind are now on the brink of extinction.” 

“Exactly,” I said with a nod. “That’s why we gotta take out the Grand Gar. As long as he lives, your kind is in danger.” 

“If it makes you feel any better,” Mira said from the deck of her ship. “With our plan, you won’t have to fight dirty at all. You’ll all be part of the invasion force that meets the orcs on the beach and fights them head-on.” 

“The force that’ll act as a distraction while my strike team slips away,” I elaborated. “You can fight as nobly and as honorably as you want, Atrix. Just as long as we can do what we need to do.” 

“As I said before,” the rock dragon said as he bowed his head. 

“The Council of Dragons is here to help in any way we can, Draco Rex.” 

“Good,” I sighed as I looked off to the setting sun on the horizon. “Because the Grand Gar’s forces are going to outnumber us

by a lot, and he still has a few dragons at his disposal. Plus, the anti-dragon weapons.” 

 We should probably try to eliminate those first,  Tirian suggested.  Just a thought. 

 How can we do that, though?  Ethala questioned.  If we go after the anti-dragon weapons, that will put us directly in harm’s way. 

 Couldn’t Benjamin’s mighty force of warriors take care of them?  Bungal asked, but I instantly shook my head. 

“No way could we take care of all of them,” I explained. “From what I saw on our last little visit, the Grand Gar has anti-dragon ballistae all over the island. It would take us days to destroy them all on foot.” 

 We don’t need to go on foot,  Cartram said.  We can fly. Most of us, anyway. 

 Perhaps Benjamin wasn’t clear enough,  Bungal sighed as he looked over at the Shadow Dragon.  The weapons are designed specifically to kill us, so flying into their range is not a wise decision. 

 Their weapons can’t pierce my barriers, though,  Cartram said with a huff.  If one or two of you could fly alongside me--

 Then we would be protected from the assault!  Tirian gasped.  I love it. 

“It’d have to be a few of our larger fire-breathers,” I noted as I looked at the clan. “Would any of you be up for the challenge?” 

Gaia the baby dragon instantly started to bounce up and down on her father’s back as she let out a few excited sounds. 

 No, Gaia,  Strowsh said as he looked back at his daughter. 

 He’s not talking about you. 

The little girl’s face fell, and tears began to fill her yellow eyes. 

Then Gaia laid down on her father’s back and stretched out her neck as she looked up at him with warm, sad eyes. 

“You’ll be big enough soon, my dear,” Shala said to her bondmate. “Then you can burn up all the enemy weapons you want.” 

Gaia’s pearl-scaled lips twisted up into a smile as she looked over at Shala, and then the little dragon let out a long, deep dragon hum. 

The scene would have been ridiculously cute, were it not for the fact that the little dragon was overcome with joy at the thought of burning down an entire island. 

“I love that plan, Cartram,” I said as I looked over at the Shadow Dragon and then back over to the clan. “So, other than Gaia… Who wants to join Cartram?” 

 I shall,  Ralea said as she floated over to the front of the group. 

 I will make sure those orcs never hurt anyone ever again. 

 Ya know I’m coming, too,  Barlow grumbled.  Yer not getting rid of me so easily. 

 I wish to remain with my daughter,  Strowsh said.  If that is alright with you, Draco Rex. 

“That’s fine.” I nodded. “Between Barlow and Ralea, we have enough firepower to wipe out half the fucking island. If we need more, we’ll just ask Bungal to help out.” 

 I would much rather be on the frontlines.  Bungal puffed his chest proudly.  Where I can put my own valor to the test… Where I can stare into death’s eyes and laugh… Where I can overcome the existential wrestling match that involves facing off against my most hated rivals--

“We get it,” I chuckled. “The frontlines it is for Bungal. In fact, we’ll probably need every other dragon on the frontlines, for sure. 

Knowing the Grand Gar, he’ll send his dragons out against the initial

invasion wave, so we will definitely need all the firepower we can get.” 

“You say that like it’s a good thing.” Atrix gulped. 

“It is,” I explained. “Because if all of the dragons and orc soldiers are out on the beaches, fighting my army, it means the Grand Gar himself will be completely wide open for an attack. That’s way too good of an opportunity to pass up. After we save the hostages, of course.” 

“So, we are essentially functioning as a large-scale distraction?” Atrix asked. “Tai help us all…” 

“Hey, now,” I chuckled as I pointed my finger at the rock dragon. “It was good enough for Aragorn, so I’d say it’s good enough for us. You guys fight on the beaches and take out as many ballistae as you possibly can, while we go and free the prisoners and kill that green-skinned orc motherfucker.” 

“Tell me honestly, Draco Rex,” Atrix began with a frown. “Do we stand a chance against the orc army?” 

“Sure we do!” I clapped my hands together. “We’ve got twenty-five members of the council present, plus a bunch of fire-breathers, 

water-breathers, and wind dragons. The question should be ‘do they stand a chance against us?’” 

“We all know the answer to that,” Mira scoffed. “We’ve killed and repelled so many of those fuckers of mothers throughout the season-cycles, I can’t imagine the battle going any other way.” 

“That’s the spirit!” I said with a wide grin. “Now, let’s get some rest, crew. We’ve got a huge fucking day ahead of us tomorrow.” 

 I’ll take the first watch,  Cartram offered.  I do not sleep very well these days, anyways. 

“Perfect.” I yawned and did a little stretch. “If anybody needs me, I’ll be in my quarters, catching some ‘zs.’” 

One by one, my crewmates began to disperse across the decks of their vessels. Some of them cuddled up right there on the wooden deck itself, while others made their way down into the lower decks of the ship to take a cat nap. 

I nearly stumbled like a drunk as I yawned intensely and walked over to the ladder of  The Dragon Queen.  I quickly slid down onto the lower deck, made my way to the Captain’s Quarters, and then tossed myself down onto the bed inside. My eyes were closed

the second I hit the pillow, and the next thing I remembered was being woken up by a soft knock on the door. 

I looked out the porthole and saw it was still pitch-black outside, so I couldn’t have been sleeping very long. I grumbled as I flipped over and hoisted myself out of bed, and then I strode over to the door and popped it open. 

As I did so, I was greeted with the sight of two beautiful golden eyes and green hair that was as precious to me as an emerald. 

It was Mira. 

“Hi, Ben,” the dragonkin woman sighed. “Look… I’m just going to get straight to the point, okay? We could very well both die tomorrow. If that happens--” 

“It won’t,” I promised as I rubbed my eyes. 

“I trust you and our friends,” Mira continued. “But still… This feels much more desperate and grim than our usual adventures. I can’t really understand why, though.” 

“Because we’re invading the home island of the creatures that have literally been trying to wipe your people out for years,” I explained. “And now we’re walking right up to their home turf with nothing but a small, well-trained army and a bunch of aerial

combatants? I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was nervous as well. That’s part of the pre-battle jitters, that’s all.” 

“That’s not all.” Mira shook her head and then bit her bottom lip. “Ben… This may be our first and last chance to try for a baby.” 

“Uhhhhh, what?” I gulped, though I could feel the warm throbbing in my pants already. 

“Does my mouth not work?” Mira chuckled. “I want a baby, Ben. Your baby. And I want it to be born in a world without orcs.” 

“Well, I could definitely try for the first two,” I said as a smile slowly spread across my face. 

“Oh, I intend to…” Mira trailed off as she licked her lips and looked down at my bulge. “I intend to try many, many times.” 

Chapter 10

“We’ve been holding off trying for a baby since we met,” I purred. 

“I believe we will be victorious against the Grand Gar. I believe in you, Ben. But… If there’s one thing I’ve learned in these last few season cycles, it’s that nothing is guaranteed. I want you to put a baby inside of me so if I am slain in battle, I’ll at least have had a small taste of what it’s like to be a mother. Even if that motherhood is simply a thought inside my womb.” 

“You won’t be slain in battle,” I promised as I placed my hand against Mira’s gold-scaled face. “You’re the best fucking fighter I’ve ever met, Mira. You could take on and defeat the entire orc army yourself, if you were really determined.” 

“That’s a bit of an exaggeration, my love.” She rolled her eyes. 

“But we both know it’d never come to that,” I reminded the warrior. “We’re going to storm those beaches, and we’re going to turn the Grand Gar and his soldiers into a bunch of bloody smears on the ground. There’s no doubt in my mind that this all ends with me standing over his corpse.” 

“Then this next part is purely for fun.” Mira winked before she placed her index and middle fingers against my chest. “Either way, it’s happening.” 

The dragonkin woman let out a soft coo as she “walked” her fingers down my abdomen and then to the waistband of my pants, where she promptly slid her hand underneath the fabric. 

My cock grew rock-hard when she wrapped her warm hand around it, and then Mira pressed her lips up against mine as she began to stroke it tenderly. 

“Fuuuuuck,” I said with a muffled moan. 

Then I slid my tongue into Mira’s mouth, where it was promptly intertwined with her own. I tasted her sweet kiss on all of my taste buds as I ran my hands along the sides of her soft, curvy body, and the dragonkin woman responded with a groan as she bent her left leg at the knee and proceeded to slam the door shut behind her. 

The second we had complete privacy, Mira began to walk me back over to the bed. 

Her nipples were as hard as diamonds, and I felt them pressing up against my chest as I fumbled with the fabric of her top. 

Once I found the bottom of Mira’s tunic, I pulled it over her head with a single yank and then began to fondle her breasts ever so softly. 

“Oh, Ben…” Mira whispered as she pulled away. “You always know how to drive me wild.” 

My dick was now fully erect as the beautiful dragonkin woman stroked it. Then Mira started to twist her hand as she tugged at my cock, and the sensation sent shivers down my spine and just about made my knees buckle. 

“W-Where did you learn how to do that?” I gasped as my balls tightened up and every pleasure receptor in my brain lit up. 

“It’s just something I thought you’d enjoy,” Mira purred. “I’m guessing that you are?” 

I clenched my jaw muscles as I tried to keep my orgasm at bay, so I simply nodded and let out a soft moan of satisfaction. Then I yanked off my own shirt and threw it to the side before I pulled Mira in close and kissed her once more. Her soft, supple breasts were now touching my skin directly, and I couldn’t wait to feel the rest of her wonderful body. 

Particularly the parts that were going to be wrapped around my cock. 

I didn’t want Mira to feel like she was doing all the work, so I slowly forced my right hand to migrate down into the dragonkin woman’s pants. My index finger dragged along the dent of her labia and across her swollen, tender clitoris, and Mira’s entire body seemed to tense up with glee. Her pussy was already dripping wet when my fingers brushed past her labia, so I had no problem gliding right into her with ease. 

“Mmmmmm,” I groaned, and then I leaned over and kissed Mira’s neck softly. “Somebody’s excited.” 

“You’re going to finally fill me with your seed,” Mira answered through a whimper. “I-It’s a dream come true.” 

I spent the next few minutes using my lips to explore all of the erogenous zones on Mira’s upper body while I fingered her, and the emerald-haired woman went wild. 

Mira’s pussy spasmed around my fingers, and her warm juices practically oozed out of her by the gallon. 

Meanwhile, I felt like I was on the verge of a Vesuvius-level eruption. The warm coil in my abdomen had been wound up tight, and my balls were pretty much inside of my body as they waited for the moment they would release. 

Still, I kept my cool. I didn’t want to release until I was deep inside Mira, and I could fill her up to her eyeballs with my seed. 

Finally, Mira seemed to have had enough of the foreplay. The dragonkin woman let go of my dick, placed her hands up against my bare chest, and gave me a gentle shove. 

I slid my fingers out of Mira’s pussy and then fell backward onto my bed, but before I could even respond, Mira had her hands around my waistband and started to pull down my pants. She let out a soft moan when she saw my erection spring to attention, and then she leaned over and gave my cock a soft kiss. 

But apparently, that wasn’t all she intended to do. 

Mira’s tongue flopped out of her mouth as she locked eyes with me, and then she dragged it up my shaft in a single, sensual motion. When she got up to the tip of my penis, she opened her mouth and casually slid it inside, and every nerve ending in my body began to light up like the Fourth of July. 

“Fuck!” I gasped as I dug my hands into the sides of my bed. 

“That feels so fucking good.” 

Mira simply let out a soft giggle before she opened her mouth a bit wider and shoved the rest of my cock into her throat. She made

a purring noise as her wet, tight muscles wrapped around me, and I seriously wondered if I was gonna be able to last more than a few seconds. 

I ran my hands through her soft neon-green locks as she began to bob up and down on my cock with short, rapid motions. Her throat had me in its grasp like a warm, wet vise, and I felt the pre-cum oozing out of my dick and into her throat. 

If she kept this up, it was gonna be the real thing. 

Mira let my cock slide from her lips before she dragged her tongue across the tip of my penis, and I tensed up as I approached the mountaintop. 

“Somebody’s about to burst,” she growled, and then she gave my erection a soft kiss as her right hand ran up my inner thigh until her fingers began to cup around my balls. The golden-scaled dragonkin woman gave me a half-smile before she went down on me again, and this time it was too fucking much. 

“Oh, shit,” I gasped as the warm coil reached its breaking point. “Mira? I think I’m gonna-- I-- I-- Ohhhhhhhhhh, fuck!” 

My body went rigid as I tensed up my core muscles, and the room began to spin around me as carnal ecstasy filled my brain. I let

out the longest moan of my fucking life as I went over the edge, and my vision went black for a split second as my entire lower body began to tremble. Then my balls pulsed as what felt like a freaking gallon of my sperm spilled out into Mira’s throat, but the dragonkin woman didn’t seem to mind. 

Despite my orgasm, Mira just kept going, and she must have swallowed all of my seed without missing a beat. Finally, once it was apparent my orgasm was finished, she let my cock slip out of her mouth and licked her lips. 

“Whew,” she said with a giggle. “Maybe I’m wrong, but that seemed pretty intense.” 

“If only you fucking knew,” I said through heavy breaths as I looked down at her. “I thought you wanted it in you, though? Last time I checked, you don’t get pregnant from the mouth.” 

“No.” Mira shook her head. “But I know you, Ben. I won’t have any problem getting you back to full strength.” 

“That sounds like a fun challenge,” I teased. “But what about you?” 

“What about me?” the green-haired beauty asked with a smirk. 

“I know you’ll make me feel good, Ben. You always do. Usually

multiple times.” 

“Then get those pants off and get over here,” I said as I sat up in bed. 

Mira got up from her knees, and her perky breasts jiggled as she reached her hands down to the sides of her pants. The dragonkin woman wore a mile-wide smile as she playfully tugged the garment down her body and then tossed it away with a flick of her left foot. Mira’s tender slit was swollen with excitement, and her labia was glistening with the juices of her love. 

I gestured with my finger for Mira to come over, and she wasted no time in obeying my command. 

Mira spread her legs as she bent her knees and positioned herself so she was straddling my cock. The dragonkin woman then leaned in and started to nibble on my neck, and her wet, soft pussy lips dragged across my semi-erect penis. 

I could feel the warmth radiating out from her body, and I wanted nothing more than to be buried deep inside of her. The blood began to rush back into my cock as she kissed my neck and then up to my ears, all while I gave her nipples a soft pinch. 

Mira responded with a growl, and then she let out a gasp when she felt my returning erection against her womanhood. 

“See?” Mira said as she looked at me with her gorgeous, golden eyes. “I knew you’d be ready for another round.” 

“With you?” I said with a smirk. “Always.” 

My cock was now back to full mast, so I wrapped my hands around Mira’s curvy waist and then gently guided her down onto me. 

We both let out long, unified, guttural moans as my erection slid between her swollen lips and then up into her velvet tunnel, and I felt Mira’s body trembling as I pulled it up against me. 

Her pussy was wetter than a monsoon, but she was also as tight as a fucking rubber glove. The muscles of her delicate flower spasmed around me, and it was like heaven on earth. 

“Gods, Ben…” Mira trailed off as she bit her lip. “I love it when you’re inside of me.” 

“I do, too,” I murmured before I leaned forward and gave Mira’s left nipple a gentle suck. 

The dragonkin woman responded with a purr as she ran her fingers through my hair, and then she began to rotate her hips in a

clockwise motion. The sensation set off all of my pleasure receptors, and my eyes rolled back in my head as Mira ground against me. 

I dug my fingers into her back as tightly as I could and went to town on her nipples, which only seemed to make Mira go even crazier. 

Her pussy spasmed around my cock as she moaned and took a fistful of my hair. Then she gave my head a firm yank so my eyes were level with hers. 

“I love you, Ben,” she whispered through trembling lips. “I’ve waited for this moment for so long…” 

“I have, too, Mira,” I said with a warm smile, and then I held her forehead up against mine. 

We kept our foreheads together as Mira started to move her body up and down on my erection, and soon our sounds of joy mixed together to create a sensual symphony. Mira’s tight tunnel gripped me like a vise as her moans grew closer and closer together, and I knew she probably wasn’t going to be able to last much longer. 

Then again, I already knew I was headed for orgasm number two, too. 

My balls were still throbbing from my previous eruption, though they were tight up against my body as they reloaded. The warm coil in my abdomen was pretty much numb at this point, which made me think the second time over the mountaintop was gonna be something really special. 

Mira’s beautiful breasts jiggled with each movement she made, and I couldn’t help but bask in their glory as she continued to grind up and down on my erection. 

“B- Ben…” she whimpered as her pussy started to spasm faster than a hummingbird’s wings flapped, and her eyes rolled back in her skull as she leaned her head back and let out a long, deep moan. “I think I’m about to-- Oh, Gods! Oh, B-Beeeeeennnnnnnnnn!” 

Mira’s hands wrapped around the back of my head, and she pulled my forehead up against hers as she increased the pace of her motions. The dragonkin woman’s pussy gripped me tighter than a fucking oiled fist as she let out a long, eardrum-shattering scream right into my face, and her whole body began to shake in my grasp. 

Then the woman’s sweet juices gushed out around me, and that sent me over the edge. 

“Fuck!” I screamed as I closed my eyes and prepared for my orgasm. “Oh, Mira… Ohhhhhhh!” 

My entire body went numb as my cock throbbed, and something inside of me snapped. My warm seed began to spray into Mira’s fertile womb like a fire hose into a cereal bowl, and we both gasped as she took it all in. 

The muscles in my arms and legs felt like they were on fire as my vision started to tunnel, and all I could see was Mira’s gorgeous body as she rode me like a prized stallion. Her mouth was open like she wanted to scream, but all that came out were a few soft whimpers as her pussy squeezed every drop of my cum out into her body. 

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the feeling returned to my appendages. 

Mira’s eyes were now filled with tears, and she gave me a kiss on the forehead as she did a few extra pumps. Finally, once we’d both come down from our incredible highs, the dragonkin woman pulled back and looked me deeply in the eyes. 

“Thank you, Ben,” she said through a soft whimper. 

“The pleasure’s all mine, Mira,” I promised. “I can’t wait to meet our child.” 

The emerald-haired dragonkin woman smiled, though now tears were rolling down the sides of her golden cheeks. 

She had wanted a child for so long, and now, after many years of waiting, she was going to get it. Mira had wanted to wait until we’d explored most of the islands around us and until the threat of the orcs was gone, and she must have felt that time was upon us. 

Right then and there, it all hit me. 

We were nearing the end of our journey, one way or another. 

Either we were going to wipe out the Grand Gar and his entire lineage, or we were going to fall by his hand. 

There was no turning back now, and the sensation hit me like a freaking freight train. 

Still, it was a happy occasion. 

After many long years of waiting, one of my first loves on the dragonkin island was going to bear me a child. 

Mira slowly pulled herself off me, and her legs wobbled underneath her when she tried to put any weight on them. Then the dragonkin woman let out a gasp as she fell over onto the bed with

her tight, curvy ass straight up in the air. Her velvet tunnel bulged out from underneath her butt, and I could see a bit of my semen as it dribbled out along with her own juices. The dragonkin woman quickly plopped down on her stomach and rolled over as she nestled into the pillow on my bed, and then she patted the empty spot beside her. 

“Don’t mind if I do,” I chuckled as I weakly crawled over beside her. 

I laid down next to Mira, and she instantly cuddled up against me. The woman’s emerald locks rested across my bare chest as she looked up at me with her golden eyes, so I ran my fingers through them tenderly. 

“Do you think it worked?” she finally asked after a few minutes of silence. 

“I’d say you have really good odds,” I explained. “All the other women around here seem to get pregnant just by my looking at them, and it felt like I just unloaded a year’s worth of pent-up semen into you.” 

“Your little monster is making up for all the times you couldn’t finish inside me.” Mira winked. 

“Maybe.” I shrugged and let out a sigh. “Either way, I think you’re going to get what you want.” 

“I can’t wait,” Mira purred. “If you thought your kids with Sela were tough, just wait until ours comes out. It’s going to be the greatest dragonkin warrior to ever live.” 

“Come on, now,” I said with a frown. “I thought you and Sela were over the whole ‘competition’ thing?” 

“Yes, we are better friends than we used to be.” The golden-scaled woman nodded and smiled fondly, but her expression quickly turned mischievous. “That doesn’t mean we don’t still have a bit of friendly competition from time to time, though.” 

“Fair enough.” I smirked. “Just as long as that doesn’t spill over into their relationship with Amaria and Lizzie. Which it won’t, because we’re both gonna be awesome parents.” 

“You already are, Ben,” Mira chuckled. “You’re a wonderful father, and you will be an even better one once you don’t have to worry about the threat of the orcs anymore.” 

“I hope so,” I sighed. “I’ve never been one to think about retirement or anything like that, but I’m really starting to wish I could

just like, hang out with my kids all the time and leave the kingly duties to somebody else. Just for a day or two.” 

“I wouldn’t worry about it too much,” Mira said. “Eventually, all of your children will be old enough to go out on adventures with you. 

Or even adventures of their own!” 

Damn. I’d never really stopped to consider that. 

Arrick had basically already taken over the first mate duties from Mira, and I was sure most of my other children would want to follow in the footsteps of their eldest brother. 

Then there was the thought of all those wonderful, precious babies becoming adults in charge of entire kingdoms and ships all their own. 

It boggled my fucking mind. 

“One thing’s for sure,” I said with a smirk. “I’m going to teach them all how to sail a ship the second they’re old enough. I think you women deserve a break from your sailing duties for a while.” 

“I’m perfectly fine with our current situation,” she noted. “I absolutely love being a captain now.” 

“I do, too,” I said. “But I don’t think I can say the same for most of our crewmates. They’re only sailing because there’s nobody else

who knows how.” 

“Well, then, you’d better get on it,” Mira teased. “I’m pretty sure your Cero children will be learning to walk soon.” 

“Fuck,” I snorted. “With as little as we know about their life cycles, those three could all be full-grown adults by the time we wake up tomorrow. I have no freaking clue.” 

“That’d be something,” the dragonkin woman sighed. “Wouldn’t it?” 

“I don’t think that’s actually going to happen,” I admitted. “But at this point nothing surprises me.” 

Mira let out a giggle as she nestled into my chest, and I held her tightly as I listened to the splashing waves that rocked  The Dragon Queen  back and forth. My eyes grew heavier and heavier as I listened, and soon I felt myself drifting off to sleep. 

The next thing I knew, my eyes fluttered open to the sight of y morning sun as it shone in through the porthole in my room. Mira was still curled up next to me, and she looked as peaceful as a newborn as she slept. 

Unfortunately, we didn’t have much time to waste. 

The day of the invasion was upon us, and I needed to get up top to command my ship. I nudged Mira, and the dragonkin woman grumbled as she sat up in bed and rubbed her eyes. 

“Would it have hurt to sleep in this morning?” Mira asked. 

“I’d love to let you sleep in,” I chuckled. “But your ship needs its captain if it wants to set sail.” 

“Oh.” Mira’s golden eyes opened wide. “Right. I guess I have all those extra responsibilities now.” 

The dragonkin woman jumped out of bed, and my cock started to throb with excitement as I watched her naked body strutting around the room. When she bent over to pick up her clothes, it took every ounce of my willpower not to walk over behind her and go for round three. 

However, I kept my cool. 

Mira pulled her clothes onto her body before she scooped up mine and threw them at me like an annoyed mother who was trying to wake up her son. 

“Hey!” I mock-grumbled as my shirt covered my face. “That’s uncalled for.” 

“You’re the one who wanted us to wake up,” she just giggled. 

“So, get up!” 

I tugged my shirt on before I stood up and slid my pants up to my waist. Then I picked up my weapons belt, wrapped it around me, and headed for the door. 

Mira and I walked through the lower decks of  The Dragon Queen, where we saw several of our crewmates were still snoozing away. I woke them up one by one as we passed, and soon I had everybody following me up onto the main deck. 

Once we were up there, Mira took a small selection of the crew and brought them over to her ship. Meanwhile,  The Valtras and the Council of Dragons’ raft were all ready to ship out, and their respective captains stood behind the wheels and looked at me with a bit of an impatient expression. 

 Did you enjoy filling that dragon-woman with your seed?  Olga teased telepathically. 

“Just focus on sailing your ship,” I said with an awkward laugh, and I felt a slight blush creep into my cheeks. “I’ll worry about what happens on the lower decks of my vessel.” 

“Fine.” Olga rolled her eyes and shrugged, and then she whistled to gain her crew’s attention. I heard her barking out orders to the rest of the orc women before the chains of her anchor began to clink and move up the side of  The Valtras,  and soon, the orc ship was on its way once more. 

Mira and I both got our crews into position and then set sail with the dragon raft just behind us. Our ships cut through the choppy waters of the ocean for several more hours before, finally, Isla Gar appeared on the horizon. 

Along with about twenty ships that stood still in the water. 

Twenty ships I assumed were armed to the gills, and that had instructions to keep us off the island at all costs. 

Maybe this was going to be harder than I originally thought. 

Chapter 11

Okay, so there were twenty ships waiting for us on Isla Gar, all of which surely had been instructed to blow us out of the water at all costs. 

We’d faced worse odds than that before. 

Also, we may have only had four ships, but we had plenty of dragons. 

“Proceed with caution,” I warned everyone as I looked around at my crew. “There’s got to be more to this than just a simple blockade.” 

 I think you’re giving these idiots too much credit,  Olga’s voice answered in my head.  They probably think they can take us down based on their sheer numbers alone. 

 Which is why we need to strike first,  Mira added.  Shall we send the dragons after the ships? 

“No, that’s way too predictable,” I said. “They’ve surely got anti-dragon weapons mounted on those vessels, and I don’t want to put our friends at risk if we don’t have to.” 

 Don’t worry, Benjamin,  Bungal scoffed.  Even if they had the weaponry to outmatch us, they couldn’t possibly be able to counteract a clan of vivacious fire-breathers. 

 Can’t you speak common?  Barlow grunted. 

“I’ve got a better idea,” I said. “George? Do you think you guys could approach underwater and launch a sneak attack?” 

 That is our specialty, dear one,  George answered. 

“Ethala?” I asked the Sparrow Dragon. “Have the council send their water dragon and their dragon of the deep along, as well. That might only be six dragons, but at least they could try and cause enough chaos for us to get through the blockade.” 

 Why not just try to tear through them all?  Nadir asked in a disappointed tone. 

“Because we need to focus our efforts on the actual invasion,” 

I explained. “If we can get past the blockade and land on the shores, we will stand the best chance of actually putting our plans in motion.” 

 But how will we get through?  Mira asked.  There are twenty ships, and unless we use our dragons, they’ll blow us out of the water. 

“Then we will use our dragons,” I said. “But not in the typical

‘have them rain down fire from the skies’ sort of way. The water dragons and the dragon of the deep will take out as many ships as they possibly can, right at the center of the blockade. Then, once we have an opening, Cartram will throw out a shield on either side of us, and we’ll pass right through to the shore.” 

 Where there will surely be an army waiting for us,  Olga reminded me. 

“I know.” I nodded. “That’s why I don’t want to use the fire dragons yet. They are going to be essential in clearing the way for us to even get to the beaches.” 

 Just tell us what to do, Ben,  Jemma said.  And we will do it. 

 We’re with you to the end, Draco Rex!  Sela’s voice declared. 

“Then let’s get to work.” I gulped as my heart hammered in my chest. “Fire dragons, be ready to give us cover the second we’re close to the shore.” 

 It shall be done, Benjamin,  Bungal promised. 

 We wouldn't let even a god itself stand between you and the beach,  Tirian added. 

 Give me the word, Draco Rex,  Ethala said as she hovered over to the Council of Dragons’ raft.  And we will send our party out to attack. 

All four of our ships slowed to a crawl as we drew closer to the blockade. I could see several orcs as they ran around on the decks and prepared their sails, and I could hear chains rattling as the orcs raised their anchors from the depths. 

Then I saw the shore of the island. 

Or, more accurately, I saw the army waiting for us. 

There were hundreds of orcs, goblins, and wargs stationed on the beach before us. It was a massive army, bigger than anything we’d ever faced before. 

So, even if we somehow made it through the blockade, our reward would be going up against an even more powerful force. 

And that wasn’t even the halfway point of our mission. We still needed to free the prisoners and storm the Grand Gar’s palace. 

Fuck. Maybe an invasion wasn’t the best idea. 

Still, we were already in too deep. For better or for worse, it was time to put my money where my mouth was. 

“Water dragons… Charge!” I called out as loudly as I could. 

“Everyone else? Full speed ahead!” 

My friends let out a long cheer as they raised their weapons into the air, and then they got to work at their stations. Meanwhile, out of the corner of my eye, I saw two large figures, the dragon of the deep and the Council’s water dragon, jump from the dragon raft and plop into the water below. 

George, Nixie, Cerin, and Malkey all shot through the water like scaly, multi-colored rockets, and I held my breath as I waited for the dragons to strike the first blow. Then the orc blockade started toward us, and I started to tense up when they got close to firing range. 

 Do you still want us to wait?  Tirian asked with a bit of concern in his voice.  They’re getting awfully close. 

“Hold!” I hissed as I raised my hand into the air. “George and the others will come through. Cartram, are you ready?” 

 As ready as I will ever be, coming back to this godforsaken place,  Cartram mumbled. 

Then all hell broke loose. 

There was a series of bubbles right in front of an orc ship on the left of the blockade, and our lone dragon of the deep emerged from the water like he’d been shot out of a cannon. 

I heard the orcs screaming in terror as the lobster-looking dragon landed on top of the deck and then lashed its head to the side. The dragon began to scurry like a crab as it danced about on its thin, pointed legs, and I couldn’t help but laugh when it skewered a bunch of the orcs with its appendages. 

The next ship over was assaulted by George, and my bondmate sprang up from the depths and unleashed a blast of salt water from his mouth directly up into the ship’s main mast. The sheer force of the attack splintered the wooden pole, and several orcs went flying overboard as they were blown off their feet. Several arrows shot down at George, but the dragon zipped back underneath the surface of the water, and the arrows splashed into the depths harmlessly. 

Malkey and Cerin apparently had decided to work together, and I watched as the two adolescent water dragons used their momentum to rise up and grab onto the side of the orc vessel with their powerful jaws. The second they did so, gravity took over, and the ship began to rock over to their side. Within seconds, the orc

vessel capsized, and it started to sink into the water as several of its crew abandoned ship. 

Right into the waiting jaws of the two water dragons. 

“That’s my dragon!” Arrick declared as he watched Malkey gobble up fleeing orcs like they were M&Ms. 

The council’s water dragon, a large beast with pearl-colored scales, was much more aggressive than any of our water dragons. 

The beast came out of the water already spraying, and his attack blasted a hole right into the fucking side of the nearest orc ship. They tried to take him out with cannon fire, but the giant dragon simply ducked back under the water, popped out on the other side, and blasted another hole into the ship’s hull. He repeated the process several more times until, finally, the orc vessel took on too much water and started to sink. 

Damn. So, that was what a full-grown water dragon was capable of. 

Nixie’s approach was a bit more graceful than the rest. 

The pink-scaled water dragon emerged from the depths silently, like a crocodile stalking its prey. She floated over to the ship’s rear, and then, once she was in position, she climbed up out of

the water using her claws. Nixie scurried up the back of the ship, jumped up onto the deck, and instantly clamped her jaws around the orc captain who’d been steering it. His muffled scream was cut off by a sickly crunch as she picked him up in her mouth, and she launched him to the side like a fucking ragdoll. Then, as the cherry on top, Nixie lifted up her left leg and slammed it down on the ship’s wheel. 

The wood splintered under her weight as if it were made of glass, and the water dragon grinned as she hopped back over the side of the vessel and disappeared under the water with a giant splash. 

Now that it had no way of controlling its trajectory, the ship with the broken wheel sailed out of control to the left until it crashed straight into its neighboring vessel. 

There was a loud wooden thud as the two ships collided, and my crew cheered as the vessels started to take on water, but we couldn’t celebrate quite yet. 

A large space had been cleared through the center of the blockade, but we still had to get through it in one piece. 

“We have our opening, guys!” I called out as I pointed at the empty space in the blockade. “Let’s take it.” 

Swaer slithered up behind our sails before he took a deep breath and blasted a shot of powerful wind right into the main mast of the ship.  The Dragon Queen  lurched forward from the newfound gust, and we cut through the sea with the agility of a killer whale. 

 The Valtras  was right behind us, as was Mira’s ship and the council’s raft. 

Naturally, as we got closer to the hole in the blockade, the orc ships started to rotate themselves so we would be directly in their line of fire. 

Too bad we were more than ready for them. 

Cartram hovered over us so he was at the center of all four ships, and then he tilted his head back and opened his mouth wide. 

He unleashed a blast of his protective magic from deep within his body, and the translucent material wisped out around him for a moment before it cascaded down and formed a makeshift dome around our ships. 

The orc vessels unleashed the full force of their cannons against us, but it was no use. We watched with amused smirks as the deadly metal cannonballs slammed into Cartram’s barrier and then bounced off as if they were nothing more than rubber balls

against concrete. Then my crew laughed even harder when our water dragons attacked again, and two more ships were sent to Davy Jones’ locker. 

The remaining ships continued with their assault, but it was useless. 

We’d made it through the blockade. 

 Tembori’s tusks, that worked!  Batari gasped telepathically. 

“What?” I asked. “Did you doubt me?” 

 I’m not going to answer that,  Swaer said with a snicker. 

“Water dragons, finish off these motherfuckers,” I commanded. 

“Fire-breathers. Prepare to make a pass at the beach.” 

 Right away, Ben,  Ralea said in her ethereal voice.  Shall we? 

Tirian, Bungal, and the rest of their clan broke away from the main group and split up in several different directions. Then they flew far out to either side of the island before they banked back around and came toward the beach with their mouths aglow. 

I heard several large, metallic clangs as the anti-dragon ballistae fired, but the fire-breathers were much too agile for such primitive defenses. The dragons swooped, darted, and rolled away

from the incoming projectiles, and then they blasted fire down onto the beach. 

There were several screams as the Grand Gar’s army was hit by incendiary flames, and a few giant swatches literally went up in smoke. 

“Fuck, yeah!” Arrick fist-pumped into the air before he turned to Kehlaan. 

The Dragon Prince and the Spindrel boy gave each other a celebratory fist-bump, and I smiled as I took in their budding friendship. 

However, my smile faded when I heard the roars from the forest, and then two large figures flew up out of the trees and went on the offensive. 

Fuck. It was the fire dragon and somehow another antler dragon. 

They’d used my own ploys against us. 

“W-What do we do now?” Holara gulped. “This throws our entire plan off!” 

“No, it doesn’t.” I shook my head. “The fire-breathers might be occupied, but they still took out a fuck-ton of enemies. I think we can

take them now. Once we get to the shallows, drop anchor and prepare to invade.” 

I said the words with confidence, but I couldn’t help but feel the direness of the situation as I watched the dragons duking it out up above. 

The last time, we’d been able to take out a bunch of them in one fell swoop, but that was only because we had the element of surprise on our side. Now that my fire-breathers were fighting the Grand Gar’s dragons head-to-head, it was a much more even match. 

I’d hoped the fire-breathers would have thinned out the ranks of the orc army significantly more before we landed, but this would have to do. We may have been outnumbered, but I was more than confident my soldiers could pull off a victory. 

After all, they’d been training for this for the last few years. 

Now, it was their time to shine. 

As our vessels slowed to a crawl, the army on the shore started to bang their weapons together and let out a deep, booming battle cry. They wanted to intimidate us, but there was no fucking way I was letting these assholes get into my head. 

“What shall we do, Draco Rex?” Valea asked as she petted a snarling Waeren. “Do we call it off?” 

My words caught in my throat as I prepared to give the command. Once these words were spoken, we would be literally right into the thick of it all. There would be no turning back, and the fight wouldn’t end until one of our parties was completely wiped off the face of this world. 

It felt like we were walking right into the opening scene of Saving Private Ryan, but we didn’t have much more of a choice. 

“Drop anchor!” I finally barked out. “All men overboard. We’re invading.” 

My crewmates looked at each other with grim expressions, but then they nodded their heads and got to work. Nadir and Sela raised up the sails so our ship wouldn’t blow away, while Batari, Ashanti, and Rikuri all began to drop the anchor. The metallic clinking of the anchor chain echoed in my head like a ticking clock as time seemed to stand still, and for a split second, I could only hear the sounds of my own heavy breathing as  The Dragon Queen  came to a complete stop and then thudded against the sandy ground. 

Then I walked over to the side of the ship. 

I thought about turning to my crew and giving them some sort of big, William Wallace-esque speech to try and pump them up, but that wasn’t really my style. Instead, I simply placed one hand on the ladder, pushed it over the side of the deck so it would unfurl, and then held my sword toward the beach. 

“Cut them down,” I growled. “Every single one of them.” 

With that, I tossed my lower body over the side of the ship and crawled down the ladder. My crewmates were right behind me as I descended, and all around I could see that the crews of the other ships were disembarking as well. 

We had beached  The Dragon Queen  in shallow water, while Mira’s ship and  The Valtras  were both out a bit further. As I slipped down into the water, I looked back to see a bunch of rowboats headed our way, each one packed to the gills with my friends and soldiers. 

The raft full of dragons was anchored not too far away from our current position, and Atrix stared down the armies on the beach with a stern expression. 

“That is quite a lot of enemies, Draco Rex,” Atrix admitted as he lumbered over to my position. 

“You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.” I shook my head. “I can have Cartram cover you if you still want to retreat.” 

“Retreat?” the stone dragon scoffed. “Never. I was simply seeing if you were ready to commence.” 

“No,” I said in a grim tone. “But this is as good as it’s gonna get.” 

“Then we shall lead the charge,” Atrix declared. “With our sheer size and magic, we Council members can take out many enemies at a time. We shall go first and help thin the ranks.” 

“What?” I gasped. “I can’t let you do that, Atrix.” 

“You’re not going to stop us, Draco Rex,” the stone dragon said as he slightly bowed his head. “Besides… It will take you significantly longer to reach the shore, due to your small stature.” 

Then the stone dragon lifted his head into the air and let out a long, deep roar that shook the ocean beneath us. Seconds later, the rest of the Council responded with a chorus of huffs, grunts, and roars, and then they took off toward the enemy army. 

“Let’s go!” I commanded my troops, and we charged forward through the water. 

Even though there were thousands of troops still present on the beaches of Isla Gar, the Council of Dragons tore through them like cardboard. 

The full-grown wind dragon sucked in his breath and then blasted out a hurricane-level gust that sent sand, orc, and goblins flying up through the air. Meanwhile, Yoglin, the ice dragon unleashed a shot of her ice breath right into a cluster of orcs. They let out a roar of pain as their bodies were encased in ice, and then the crystal-spined creature stomped down on them. 

The poor bastards shattered into a million bloody shards, and Yoglin moved on to her next target. 

Chaos continued across the battlefield as lightning, concussive blasts, lava, clouds of poison, and even giant spines lit up the beach and took down several orcs. Even the dragons that didn’t have special powers were busy biting off orc heads and stomping them into fucking dust. 

Atrix used his stony head like a fucking club, and the leader of the council sent several large clusters of orcs, goblins, and wargs up into the air like a fly ball at a baseball game. 

Ethala was difficult to see as she zipped around the warzone using her body like a hyper-fast battering ram. Several orcs had their torsos torn to shreds as she slammed into them, and there were a few lucky ones who simply had their necks snapped back and died an instantaneous death. 

My crewmates and I waded forward through the water until finally, we arrived on the sandy ground. 

We were instantly swarmed with enemies, but we were more than ready. 

“Die, Dragon King!” a gangly goblin cackled as he threw a vial of glowing red liquid toward me. 

Swaer instantly swooped down between us, unleashed a small huff of his air breath, and sent the vial right back at the goblin. 

The little fucker screamed as the vial shattered against his face and began to sizzle, and he grasped at his flesh as it melted off to reveal his scorched skull. Then he fell onto his knees, dead. 

“Thanks, Swaer,” I said to the wind dragon, but I was suddenly forced to parry an orc’s sword. 

I blocked the jolly green fucker’s attack, jumped back, and then lurched forward with my seaglass blade pointed for his chest. The

sword stabbed through his sternum with a disgusting crunch, and his eyes rolled back in his head as he went limp. Then I heard rapidly-approaching footsteps behind me, so I quickly spun around and held my blade out in front of my body. 

A fucking warg sprang up into the air with his mouth open wide, ready to tear out my throat. 

Too bad all he got a taste of was my blade. 

It was too late to stop his momentum, so the warg impaled himself on my seaglass sword, straight through his gut. I yanked my dagger out of its sheath with my free hand, plunged it into the warg’s temple, and then watched his tongue flop out of his mouth as the life left his body. 

I tossed his corpse to the side and then ducked just as a vial of purple liquid shot past my head. 

A nearby goblin’s eyes widened with terror when he saw his attack had missed, and he instantly reached down to grab another potion from his belt. 

Not today, asshole. 

I lunged forward as I hauled back my sword and took aim at his neck. My blade passed through his throat with a dull thunk, and

the goblin’s head popped off his body like a dandelion. Crimson blood gushed from the wound as the goblin dropped his potion vial and then collapsed onto the ground, dead. 

Another goblin ran toward me, but he was cut down by Maca before he could get anywhere close. The blue-and-red Aviar woman swooped by, tossed out her talons, and slit the little bastard’s throat with a spurt of blood. He gurgled on his own blood as he held the wound, but then he simply fell into the sand and twitched violently as he died. 

I looked up to see an orc raising his bow in my direction, and I only had seconds to roll out of the way before the deadly projectile skewered me. I heard the arrow swish by as I dodged, and then I popped up right beside the orc bastard. I lopped off his right arm with a swing of my sword, and as he screamed like a little bitch, I stabbed my dagger into his jugular and watched him go down. 

As I left the fucker to bleed out, another warg was on me. 

All I could do was hold out my sword horizontally as his jaws snapped at me, and thankfully the only thing he caught in his grasp was my seaglass blade. The creature wailed in pain, and I instantly fell down onto my back and kicked my foot up into the warg’s stomach as I rolled backward and tossed him across the sand. He

and I were both back on our feet in an instant, though he was already coming at me by the time I regained my footing. 

The warg tried to disembowel me with his razor-sharp claws, but I was able to leap back out of the way before they could make impact. I retaliated with a diagonal downward swing, and the warg’s leg came clean off his body. 

He howled in pain as he fell forward, and I quickly finished him off by stabbing my sword through his skull. 

When I looked up, I saw Valea and Waeren tag-teaming a group of orcs that had them surrounded. The beautiful Spindrel woman parried sword swing after sword swing with her double-sided staff, until finally she ducked down and pivoted on her right foot. As she did so, Valea brought the back end of her staff up into the orc’s stomach, where it stabbed straight through like he was made of butter. 

Waeren, on the other hand, charged around like a rabid dog, and the slaughtertooth’s feathers shook upon his head as he screeched at his enemies and rolled away from their arrows. The little guy began to serpentine through the onslaught of projectiles until finally, he sprang up into the air and clamped his jaws down onto the nearest orc. 

The orc’s eyes went wide as he started to foam at the mouth, and by the time he collapsed, he was seizing up like a fucking epileptic. 

“Watch out, Ben!” Rikuri snarled as she dashed past me and twirled her Kablae. 

I spun around just in time to see her stab the pointed end through an orc’s eye socket and then toss his lifeless body away like it was yesterday’s garbage. 

This was fucking insane. We’d been in some chaotic battles before, but this one took the cake. 

I didn’t even have a second to breathe. 

“Don’t get separated, guys!” I reminded my friends. “We have to stay together if we want this to work.” 

“We’re trying!” Gudrun yelled back. 

The tall, blonde orc woman snarled as she smashed her club into the side of a warg’s head, and the fucker’s neck bent past ninety degrees. He stumbled for a second or two before his eyes rolled back in his head, and he went limp. 

“Lots of enemies,” Yrsa added as she picked up two goblins by the scruffs of their necks. 

“Put me down, you giant bitch!” one of the goblins spat as he reached for his potions. 

Before either of them could get to their weapons, Yrsa slammed their tiny little bodies together, and they exploded into a spray of blood, guts, and viscera. The blue-haired orc woman gagged as her body was covered with the gore, but then she spun around to find new goblins to slay. 

Up above, the fire-breathers were still engaged with the Grand Gar’s dragons. Blasts of white-hot flames lit up the sky as they tried to burn them down, but the giant fuckers must have been trained too well. They simply dodged the attacks gracefully before they countered with magical blasts of their own. 

“Now, you’re dead, asshole!” an orc screamed, and I turned to see him charging straight for me with his sword above his head. 

A goblin ran along beside him with a tiny vial of golden liquid in his hands, and he launched it toward me like a fastball. 

“Gah!” I growled as I jumped out of the way of the vial, which shattered somewhere in the sand behind me. 

I brought up my sword just as the orc swung his downward, and the impact of his blade against mine sent a shockwave through

my very core. Without missing a beat, I thrust forward and knocked away his attack, and then I slashed my seaglass weapon across his chest. 

Before I could finish him off, though, the goblin threw something else at me. 

I ducked before it could land its blow, but that was just what the orc wanted. Even though I was only distracted for a split second, he used the opportunity to attack. The orc roared with rage as he swung for my neck, but I was able to get my sword up in time to block. 

I slugged the fucker in the face, and he spat out a mouthful of blood as his head whipped to the right. Then, while he was still stunned, I ran him through like a stuck pig. 

He yelped as my blade pierced his stomach, but then he simply gurgled as blood seeped out of his wound. 

“Now, you’re dead,” I sneered before I threw him to the side and turned to face the goblin, who had already launched his entire fucking laboratory at me. 

I ducked out of the way of a blue vial before I rolled to the right, seconds before a red vial smashed open with a hiss. The goblin tried to hit me with another projectile, but I simply knocked it away before

it could make contact. I was on the goblin in no time flat, and I picked him up by his little alchemy belt. 

“Put me down!” he screamed as he thrashed about like a toddler. 

“Gladly,” I spat, and then I yanked the belt off his body. 

I slammed the goblin down onto his back, which sent a spray of sand up into the air. Then, before anyone could come to his rescue, I slapped him with his own belt. 

The belt full of deadly potions. 

The goblin screamed as the glass from the vials embedded itself into his skin, and he yowled as he was hit with every chemical side effect imaginable. His face swelled up as he started to foam at the mouth, and lots of his skin started to melt off from the chemical burns of the potions. 

He writhed there for another few seconds before, finally, he went limp. 

 We need to move on to phase number two now, Ben,  Mira’s voice urged in my head.  Every second we waste is another second we could use to claim ultimate victory. 

“Let’s go, then,” I said to the dragonkin beauty. “Gather up the troops and let’s head to the Grand Gar’s castle.” 

“I can’t go, Ben…” Mira declared aloud as she stabbed her spear through a warg’s head. “I have to stay here and lead the troops in your absence.” 

“You don’t have to--” I began, but she cut me off. 

“If you leave, these people won’t have a leader,” Mira explained. “And right now, they need one.” 

I cut down another goblin as I thought it over. I didn’t want to leave Mira behind, but she was right. Once I snuck away, my soldiers would be at the mercy of whoever was commanding them. 

And I sure as hell felt a lot better about Mira commanding my troops than some of the other people on this island. 

“Phase two, everyone!” I barked out as loudly as I could. 

“Phase two participants, come to me now!” 

I blocked an attack from an iron sword, knocked the fucker down with a kick to the gut, and then sliced his throat open wide. 

Blood sprayed down at my feet as he writhed on the ground and eventually went limp, and in the meantime, my strike team started to gather around me. 

The duo of Batari and Swaer, Malak, Signe, Alvee, Shala, Holara, Kwah, Theora, and Thyra all slowly came into the fray as they cut down their enemies, until we were finally together in one group. 

“Is this everyone?” Signe asked before she stabbed her daggers into an orc’s chest. 

“It is,” I confirmed. “Now, let’s move inward. Kill as many of these orc and goblin fucks as you possibly can in the process.” 

So, like Seal Team Six, we made our way through the crowd of enemy soldiers. We stayed together the whole time as we sliced, stabbed, and shot our opponents, until eventually the ground beneath us turned from sand to dirt, and we realized we’d fought our way into the forest. 

“Where is my brother, Ben?” Theora asked with tears in her eyes. “Where is Ciradin?” 

“The prisoners were being held at the base of the mountain the last time I was here,” I explained. “If we want to find them, then we have to head north.” 

“Let’s go,” Alvee grunted. “Time’s wasting.” 

“I’m with her,” Shala agreed. “Our friends are doing great right now, but they can’t keep it up forever. We have to do something, fast.” 

“And by ‘something,’” Malak joked. “We mean ‘kill the Grand Gar.’” 

“And free the prisoners,” Theora added. 

As we headed off into the forest, I looked back over my shoulder and felt an intense sense of dread. I’d never left my soldiers before, especially not in the heat of a battle this significant. I hoped Mira and Sela would be able to keep things in order while I was gone, and that they could keep pushing through the Grand Gar’s ranks. 

But there was nothing I could do now except try to end this war. 

I let out a sigh as I looked into the woods, and then I started forward. After about half an hour’s worth of travel, we came out of the woods on the perimeter of the island’s main village, right next to the giant mountain where they used to keep Cartram captive. 

Sure enough, all twenty-five of the prisoners we saw last time were present and accounted for, from the dragonkin women to the

Niralope man and even a couple of Morphos and Coonags. Most of them stood with their hands wrapped around their cage bars, with their wide eyes staring off into the distance. 

“Ciradin?” Theora asked, and then she burst into tears. 

“Ciradin!” 

The dark-haired Niralope woman jumped through the tree line and took off straight for her brother, but as she got closer, Ciradin’s expression grew frantic. 

“Theora!” the Niralope man screamed. “It’s a trap! Go back now, before--” 

An oversized axe shot through the air and stuck into the ground right at Theora’s feet. Then a deep belly laugh echoed through the woods, and my blood ran cold. 

Shit. 

Chapter 12

“Motherfucker,” I growled as I tightened my grip on the sword in my hand and began to scan the woods around us. “They must have known we’d be coming for the prisoners.” 

“No shit, moron,” a crackly, hissing voice answered from our left. “You ‘hero’ types are always soooo predictable.” 

“Quiet, you abomination!” the male Coonag prisoner, Rythol, hissed. “Let me outta this cage, and I’ll turn you into worm food!” 

“Shut up, old man,” the voice continued as the underbrush around us started to shake and move. 

“Old man?” Rythol snarled. “I’m less than a hundred season cycles old, you little acorn hoarder.” 

“Acorn hoarder,” another voice, one more rough, yet somehow ethereal, scoffed. “You primitive assholes have such terrible insults. 

You could at least call them ‘fuckwit’ or ‘wanker’ or something actually insulting… I guess that’s what happens when you’re raised by a pussy species like the Coonag and not orcs.” 

“Ohhhhhh,” Malak snarled as she bared her teeth. “I already don’t like these guys.” 

“Fire at will,” I whispered to Theora, and the dark-haired Niralope pulled her bow off her shoulder and silently drew an arrow from its quiver. 

Suddenly, four humanoid figures stepped out from the tree line, and my heart stopped. 

The first one was as tall as I was, with pale-green skin, pointed ears, and a lower jawline that rivaled an anglerfish. The teeth of its lower jaw featured two large canines that stuck up beyond his upper lip, and its nose was crooked like it had been permanently broken. 

What threw me off about him, however, were the scales. 

All along the sides of the orc’s body were emerald-green scales, many of which looked like they were flaking off or had been scarred in battle. They pulled apart to expose his muscular chest, though the natural green armor completely covered his lower half, shoulders, neck, and his grotesque face. He held a large, two-handed iron sword in his hand, which rested just below the brown loincloth on his waist. 

“Wait a fucking minute…” I whispered to Thyra. “I thought you said the Grand Gar wanted to make sure there were no dragonkin-orc hybrids? You know, because of the legend and all that?” 

“The legend mentions a dragonkin male and an orc female conceiving a child,” Thyra clarified. “Maybe he thinks it won’t happen if it’s an orc male and a dragonkin woman, especially if he is the male in the scenario? If you knew my ex like I do, you’d realize he makes most of his decisions based on what he can or can’t stick his dick into.” 

That sounded about right. 

The second orc was a bit smaller and much less muscular. His facial structure was similar to the first orc creature, though he was squat and a bit more pudgy, but I wasn’t going to let myself be fooled. I was sure he had some sort of “Andre the Giant” shit going on, where he looked super out of shape but could probably rip my head off if he wanted to. 

Strange enough, the second orc creature’s body was covered from head to toe in thick, black hair, to the point where I wondered if he was a fucking werewolf, and instead of two giant canines, this guy gnashed a row of tiny, razor-sharp triangular teeth. 

And a tail. 

This fucking orc had a bushy black tail on his rear end, with a few splotches of green peppered throughout. He held two small iron

hand axes in his grasp, with several more strapped around his waist and the bandolier over his shoulder. He was standing in a crouched position as he stared us down, and I was sure he was just waiting to pounce forward and attack. 

The third orc was tall and lean, with long and lanky legs. His flesh was also green, though his face was much more elegant and normal-looking than the other three. His thin green lips were pulled back in a taunting smirk, and his nose was slim and protruded. He wore a pair of plain brown pants on his lower half, though his torso was completely exposed, and two small, antler-like horns jutted out from either side of his head. This guy wielded no weapons that I could see, which somehow filled me with relief and dread all at the same time. 

But the last orc nearly made me bust out laughing. 

He looked like your standard orc, with his squat muscular figure, triangular ears, horrific underbite, and sickly-green skin. He was bare-chested just like the other three, though one thing made him stick out from the crowd. 

The wings on his back. 

A pair of green and black, monarch-patterned butterfly wings that were way too small for his body stretched up over his shoulders. 

The orc creature held an iron sword in one hand and rested a club over his shoulder with the other, and his yellow eyes were wide with rage. 

“Impossible…” Thyra gasped. 

“Are those-- Hybrids?” I asked in disbelief as my brain tried to process what was going on, and then I looked over at Ciradin. “I thought you said the orcs never got to that point?” 

“I thought they didn’t.” The Niralope man frowned. 

“Come on, you acorn hoarder!” Rythol snarled as he pulled on the bars of this cage. “Let me outta here, and I’ll put you in the ground!” 

“I’ve had enough of that one,” the Niralope-orc spat, and then he looked over at the Coonag-orc. “Haggar? Do you think Father will care if we kill him?” 

“I’m gonna do it anyway, Gruu,” Haggar giggled. “I’ll deal with Father’s wrath later.” 

Haggar instantly spun around, hauled back, and tossed one of his hand-axes straight toward Rythol’s cage. It twirled end over end

as it headed toward the imprisoned Coonag man, and there was nothing he could do but wait for death to overtake him. 

Thankfully, Theora was on it. 

The Niralope closed one eye as she pulled back her arrow, and then she shot it straight at the projectile. There was a glint of sparks as the arrowhead struck the axe, and the weapon was knocked harmlessly out of the way. 

“Where did you learn how to do that, sister?” Ciradin gasped. 

“I’ve learned a lot in the last few season cycles,” the dark-haired Niralope said in a deadly tone as she pulled another arrow. 

“Watch this.” 

Then Theora launched another projectile, this time straight toward the Morpho-orc. 

His little wings sputtered comically as he sprang up into the air, and the arrow just missed him by a fucking inch. As he hovered up in the sky, he hocked a loogie down onto the ground. 

“Fucking cowards,” he spat. “Can’t even fight hand-to-hand?” 

“Don’t worry about that one, Carthal,” Gruu said as he placed his fingers together and smirked. “She is feisty, but her arrows are no match for our superior strength and agility. She will make us a fine

brother or sister, once we capture her and Father implants his seed into her womb.” 

“Over my dead body!” Ciradin snarled. 

“We’ll get to you, Niralope.” Gruu rolled his eyes and then nodded to the dragonkin-orc. “Trothor? You kill the Draco Rex. We will handle the rest of these assholes. Leave the pretty Niralope woman and Princess Thyra alive. Kill the rest.” 

Trothor smiled as he raised his sword into the air and let out a battle cry. The rest of his brothers followed suit, and the entire area around us echoed with the deep, guttural snarls of the hybrid creatures. 

“You heard the ugly bastard.” I narrowed my eyes as I locked them in on my opponent. “I’ll handle scaly-boy, and you can have fun with the rest.” 

“Sounds like a plan,” Alvee grunted as she twirled her double-sided stick behind her body. 

“We’re going airborne?” Kwah asked as she looked at Holara and then nodded to the orc in the sky. 

“You read my mind,” Holara said as she unfurled her beautiful silver wings and popped her fan-blade open. “I don’t think those

wings look too flattering on him, anyways.” 

“I guess that leaves us with the other two,” Batari said with a scowl. 

 I call the one without any weapons!  Swaer declared as his normally-adorable face contorted into a snarl.  He should be easy to kill. 

The little wind dragon unfurled himself from Batari’s shoulder and then proceeded to shoot forward like a rocket. His furry red body slithered through the air as he sucked in a long breath and then blasted it out, straight toward Gruu. 

The Niralope-orc’s yellow eyes narrowed as he went down on one knee and dug his hands into the ground like a ninja. His wispy white hair billowed behind him as he tried to hang on for dear life, but it was no use. 

Within seconds, Swaer’s attack launched the bastard backward like a ragdoll, but Gruu had the grace of a Niralope. He used his own momentum to twist his body in the air so he landed right on his feet, and then he flipped his head back and tossed his hair out of his eyes. 

Before he could make another move, Theora launched an arrow in Gruu’s direction, and he was forced to roll out of the way. 

Then Batari charged to help Swaer and Theora, and Shala ran alongside her. 

That was when Haggar made his move. 

The Coonag-orc chittered as he sprinted forward on all fours with a gait like a freaking dog. 

“I can’t wait to taste this phony’s blood on my tongue,” Malak hissed as she flipped her axe around, and then she took off toward her opponent. 

“Looks tough,” Alvee grunted with a nod. “I’ll help.” 

“He’s a close-quarters fighter like me,” Signe added. “That sounds like a perfect challenge.” 

That just left me and the scaly fucker to tango. 

I held my ground and twirled my seaglass sword in my hand as Trothor came at me. The tip of the dragonkin-orc’s massive sword dragged in the dirt as he ran, which kicked up a bit of dust and stone and created a trail in the air behind him. 

“You should get to safety,” I warned Thyra as I watched him run. “They’re going to fight like hell to get you back to the Grand

Gar.” 

“Like hell I will,” Thyra scoffed as she cocked her pistols. 

When Trothor got to within a few feet of my position, the fucker spun around like a top with his sword still embedded in the ground. 

Dust flew up into the air and created a thin cloud of debris around my opponent, and I couldn’t see him at all. 

Until his sword swung down on me from above. 

“Shit!” I growled as I jumped to the left, seconds before the iron blade slammed into the spot where I’d just been standing. 

I countered by stabbing my sword blindly into the cloud of dust, but it caught nothing but air. Then I ducked down as Trothor brought his blade upward in a horizontal motion, and I just barely avoided getting my head lopped off my shoulders. 

This guy may have been the Grand Gar’s child, but he was no slouch when it came to combat. 

“I-I can’t see him!” Thyra gasped. “I don’t want to shoot you by accident…” 

Before I could make another move, the fucker’s scaly green fist swung out from the cover of the dirt cloud and slammed into my jaw. 

The world turned white for a moment as my head whipped to the right, and a shot of white-hot pain rocketed through my face. A taste of metallic blood filled my mouth as I spat a small bit of crimson liquid onto the ground, but then I instantly countered the attack with a swing of my sword. 

There was a loud clang as seaglass struck metal, and Trothor seemed to block my blow. 

However, that was exactly what I wanted him to do. 

In a split second, I tried to pinpoint where the bastard’s body would be in relation to his weapon, and then I tossed up my boot. 

There was a dull thud as my heel slammed into some part of Trothor’s body, and he let out a grunt as he fell back onto his ass. 

That was when I went on the offensive. 

I twirled my sword around in my hand as I lurched forward and brought it down in the spot I thought he would be. My blade hit nothing but dirt, but I saw a shadow pass by out of the corner of my eye. 

I instinctively sprang away in the opposite direction of the shadow, and sure enough, I heard Trothor’s sword stab into the ground behind me. 

“You’re fast, asshole,” Trothor growled. “But wait til I get my hands on ya.” 

“Man,” I taunted the dragonkin-orc. “You sound awfully excited to ‘get your hands’ on another man. Is there something you wanna tell me?” 

“Dad said you were annoying,” Trothor said with a snort. “But you’re way worse than what he had me thinking.” 

I turned around just as Trothor came at me with another swing, and I tossed up my seaglass blade to block his blow. The iron sword slammed into my weapon, and a jolt of pain shot through my arms as my weapon was knocked away. 

Fuck, this guy was strong. 

I jumped backward as Trothor made another horizontal slash, and the tip of his iron sword missed my abdomen by mere inches. 

With both hands still on the hilt of my weapon, I brought it up in a diagonal slash. I let out a roar of frustration as my blade swished past my opponent, and I just barely had enough time to recover before he came at me again. 

Trothor tried to slug me with his oversized fist, but I was quick enough to evade. As I weaved away from the attack, I slammed my

own fist into the jolly green fucker’s side, and he let out a pained grunt as he stumbled a step back. 

With my opponent now wide open, I took the opportunity to attack, and this time, my blow landed. 

I tossed my sword from my left hand to my right and then stabbed it forward as hard as I could. There was a wet shluck as the seaglass pierced Trothor’s left shoulder, and the orc hybrid screamed in pain as I twisted the weapon embedded in his flesh. 

It may not have been the killing blow I’d been hoping for, but it worked for now. 

I pulled the sword out of Trothor’s shoulder and blocked his retaliating blow. Then I slammed my boot up into his chest and knocked him flat on his ass again. 

“Eat lead, fuckface.” Thyra scowled as she raised her pistols at the dragonkin-orc hybrid and pulled the triggers. 

Two puffs of smoke erupted from the pistols as the hammers slammed into the pin and launched two deadly balls of lead straight toward Trothor, and the hybrid creature rolled to the left, but not quickly enough. 

Trothor let out a yowl as Thyra’s bullets tore through his right leg, just at the inner thigh. If either of them had been a few inches higher, the bastard would be bleeding out through his femoral artery right about now. Instead, two small splashes of blood painted the dirt as he moved away, and he wobbled and grimaced when he jumped back to his feet. 

“Fucking bitch,” Trothor growled as his eyes turned to Thyra. 

“Dad should have executed you with his own hands instead of going through all that bullshit ceremonial crap.” 

“You have a chance now, big boy.” Thyra winked as she hurriedly reloaded her pistols. “Come and get it.” 

Unfortunately, Trothor didn’t take the bait. 

The dragonkin-orc let out a snarl as he lifted his sword above his head and twisted around to attack me once more. I tried to hit him before he was in position, but Trothor knocked away my blade and then came at me with a quick lunge. 

I spun to the left as the fucker’s sword swished past my body, and then I took a swing at one of his arms. 

Trothor let go of his sword with one hand as he yanked his appendage out of the way and winced with pain. 

Jackpot. 

He only had one hand on his massive sword, which meant his grip was unstable, and he was temporarily off-balance. 

So, I took full advantage of the opportunity. 

I brought my sword downward, and there was a small splash of blood as it slammed right into Trothor’s side and lodged itself in, deep. 

Trothor roared in agony as he slammed his fist into the back of my head, and my vision turned to bright stars as I fell down to my knees and let go of my sword. 

“Fucking Dragon King!” the hybrid snarled. “Dad’s gonna be so happy when I bring him your head…” 

My vision came back in time to see Trothor lifting his sword up over his head. Thyra was still readying her pistols, and there was no way I was gonna be able to dodge this. To make matters worse, my fucking sword was stuck in his side. 

I only had one Hail Mary left, so I prayed to all the gods that it would work. 

I reached down, grabbed the hilt of my pink-stone dagger, and then drew it in a flash. I was at eye level with Trothor’s abdomen, so

I just plunged it into his stomach and then slashed it across horizontally. 

As I did so, the fucker opened up like a stuck pig. 

The flesh and muscles of his stomach popped open with a wet hiss, and his internal organs splashed out onto the ground at my feet. 

Trothor’s eyes went wide as he let go of his sword, and he instantly began to fumble at his insides that were now “outsides.” 

The scaly orc attempted to pick his guts up off the ground and shove them back into his body cavity, but it was too late. Soon, the orc’s yellow eyes rolled back in his head, and he wobbled for a second or two before he finally collapsed to the ground, dead. 

I let out a sigh of relief as I stood up and approached his body. 

“We really gotta figure out how to get those things reloaded quicker,” I said to Thyra as I yanked my seaglass sword from Trothor’s body. “You know, back in my world, we had guns that could shoot six hundred rounds per minute?” 

“I fucking wish,” Thyra sighed, and then she nodded over to the others. “Maybe I’ll get more lucky with my shots on those bastards.” 

“Don’t worry about them.” I shook my head. “Right now, I need you to figure out a way to get the prisoners out of their cages. If any of the Grand Gar’s remaining orcs find out we’re killing his children, they’ll be on us like flies on shit. And if that happens, there’s no way these guys are getting rescued.” 

“I can get them out.” Thyra nodded. “I learned how to pick my door lock during my time as the Grand Gar’s wife, when he ‘didn’t want me to leave my room after dark’ and had me locked inside. I could probably pick some of those cages… And if not? I can blast the locks off with my bullets.” 

“I like the way you think.” I nodded to the blonde orc. “Now, go get them out of those cells. I’ll help the others.” 

Thyra gave me a firm nod before she spun around and dashed off to Ciradin’s cage. The orc woman sheathed her pistols as she got down on her knees, and then she fumbled around in her pocket for a second before she produced two small metal bits. 

Thyra looked like she had things under control, so I turned back to the battlefield. 

Though all of my friends were still standing, they hadn’t seemed to have made much headway on killing the other hybrids. 

Up above, Holara and Kwah engaged Carthal, who darted around like a fat, fugly fairy as he evaded their attacks. Every now and then, he would change his trajectory and make a  Superman-

type punch at the girls, but they were too fast for the fucker. 

Meanwhile, Gruu was fighting off my friends like a goddamn kung-fu master. Even though the Niralope-orc didn’t have any weapons, he was parrying arrows and attempted bites from Swaer, while also blocking the Shala’s attacks with his arms. I watched in awe as Gruu dodged an arrow, spun around, and brought up his right leg. He roundhouse-kicked Shala’s staff away from his body before he planted his foot and tossed up his right arm, and he caught Batari’s attack before it could land. Then he slammed his foot into the Queen Mother’s stomach and launched her back a few feet. 

Finally, there was the group fighting Haggar. Alvee and Signe both wore frustrated expressions on their faces as they swung, stabbed, and lunged at their opponent, but he was faster than a squirrel on crack. Haggar’s cackles echoed across the battlefield as he rolled and cartwheeled around his opponents, and then he took a swing at them with his miniature axes. 

Thankfully, Malak was there, and the Coonag woman was able to keep up with the hybrid’s energy. 

Fuck. It looked like everybody needed my help in this case. 

It was just a matter of picking my poison. 

Welp, I guess I was going after Gruu. 

I charged toward the Niralope-orc hybrid as I watched him elbow Batari in the face and bring her to her knees. The second her shins were on the ground, Gruu twisted around and roundhouse-kicked her in the side of her head, which slammed her into the dirt violently. 

White-hot rage boiled up from my very core. 

Nobody hurt my women like that. 

I was gonna make him suffer, even if it was the last thing I ever did. 

Gruu had his back to me as I lunged at him with my sword, but that didn’t seem to matter. 

The white-haired fucker side-stepped my blow, and the next thing I knew, his elbow slammed into my nose. Pain shot through my face as I stumbled backward and tried to regain my balance, but I just barely had time to duck out of the way of Gruu’s foot. 

“Welcome to the fight,” Alvee grumbled sarcastically, and then she tried to hit Gruu with her weapon. 

He grabbed the staff by its hilt, stopped it in its tracks, and then proceeded to jerk it to the side. Alvee’s body was lifted up off the ground, and he slammed it right into Theora. The two women tumbled across the dirt for a few seconds before their bodies came to a halt, and they groaned as they groggily tried to stand. 

Swaer flew down and tried to snap his jaws into Gruu’s shoulder, but the white-haired hybrid did a sideways flip to safety. 

The little wind dragon gasped as he slammed face-first into the dirt, and then he shook his head as he tried to regain his composure. 

Gruu attempted to kick the little dragon, but I intervened. 

I lashed out at Gruu’s leg and caught it with my sword, and there was a spray of blood as my seaglass cut through his lanky leg and severed it at the shin. 

“W-What have you done?” Gruu shrieked as blood gushed from his stump. 

I took another swing at the Niralope-orc, and he stumbled back out of the way on his one good leg. He was losing blood quickly, but Gruu wasn’t going to just lay down and die. I tried to bring my sword down onto his head, but he caught the damn thing with his bare hands. 

Gruu proceeded to slam his right fist repeatedly into my stomach, and I growled as I tried to shrug off the pain. 

“Swaer?” I asked the wind dragon telepathically. “I think now would be a good time to blow him away.” 

 On it!  Swaer declared as he sucked in his breath. 

The furry wind dragon let out a sudden gust of air, and Gruu’s eyes went wide. Then his body was tossed up into the air, and he tried to gracefully catch himself like he had before. 

I watched with an amused grin as he landed on his stump, collapsed to the ground, and yowled with pain. 

“Hard to be all acrobatic when you don’t have legs, huh?” I taunted the fucker as I ran toward him. 

I lifted my sword in the air and tried to finish Gruu off, but he still had a little bit of life left in him. 

The Niralope hybrid rolled away at the last second, and my seaglass sword clanked harmlessly against the dirt. 

Of course, he also happened to roll right into Swaer’s path. 

The wind dragon let out a somewhat pathetic growl as he shot forward with his mouth wide. Swaer’s jaws clamped down on the top of Gruu’s head, and the fucker’s pristine white hair turned crimson as

blood splurted out by the gallon. Gruu screamed as he grabbed Swaer and tried to yank him off his noggin, but the little red dragon was dug in tight. 

I decided to make Swaer’s job a little bit easier. 

I ran over to the writhing Gruu, took aim at his chest, and plunged my blade straight down into his heart. 

The hybrid let out a surprised yelp when my sword pierced his chest, and then his body went limp as his tongue flopped out of his mouth. Swaer released his hold on Gruu’s head, and I saw the poor bastard’s scalp had been pretty much torn off his head. 

“Fuck, Swaer.” I whistled. “I didn’t know you had that in you.” 

 Neither did I, honestly,  Swaer said as his noodly whiskers twitched happily, but then he frowned when he looked over at our friends.  Oh, no! Batari! 

Swaer and I dashed over to the Queen Mother, who was just now groggily pulling herself up off the ground. 

“I-I can take him,” the rhino-woman grumbled as she held up her Kablae. “Where’d he go?” 

“Gruu’s dead,” I explained. “Swaer here scalped the bastard.” 

“Good,” Alvee said as she and Theora approached. “He was too fast. Made us look like fools.” 

“Speaking of making people look like fools…” I trailed off as an evil idea emerged in my brain. “Swaer? I need you for a second. 

Everybody else? Go help Thyra with the prisoners.” 

“What about the other two hybrids?” Theora asked as she pointed to the last two combatants, who were both engaged with our remaining friends. 

“Swaer and I can handle them.” I smirked. “Trust me.” 

Theora gave me a firm nod before she looked at Alvee and Batari. The three women must have silently agreed to go along with my plan, because they turned to the west and ran over to the cages where the prisoners were being held. 

 What’s the big plan, Ben?  Swaer asked.  I hope it doesn’t involve me eating another one of those guys. That tasted terrible. 

“Even better,” I said. “We’re going to use that Coonag hybrid’s own weapons against him. I’m going to goad him into throwing an axe at me.” 

 That seems like a bad-- Ohhhhhhhh.  The light bulb seemed to turn on in Swaer’s head as he spoke, and the little dragon shot me a

wink.  I got it. 

“Good,” I said. “Then get into position.” 

The wind dragon let out a happy chuff before he slithered behind me and promptly dug his claws into the back of my shirt, and I could feel his soft fur brushing against me as he pulled himself flat down against my back in an attempt to remain hidden. 

Now, I just had to get Haggar’s attention. 

I let out a whistle as I stepped toward the combatants, but it didn’t seem to work. 

Haggar blocked a blow from Malak’s stone axe before he backflipped away from Shala’s staff strike. The second he landed, the hybrid tucked himself into a ball and just narrowly escaped an attack from Signe’s daggers. 

“Haggar the horrible?” I joked as the Coonag-orc popped back up to his feet. 

His eyes darted over in my direction, and his face twisted a strong scowl. 

“Horrible?” he asked as his tail twitched like he was a crack addict, and he tilted his head to the side. “Who are you calling

‘horrible,’ fuckface?” 

“You.” I shrugged. “I bet you couldn’t hit the broad side of a Gigadragon with those things, let alone any of your enemies.” 

“F-Fuck you!” Haggar snarled. 

Without warning, the hybrid drew two small axes from his belt and pulled them over his shoulders. 

“Swaer, now!” I said as a shit-eating grin twisted up my face. 

The wind dragon instantly popped his head over my shoulder as he sucked in air, and he blasted a gust of hurricane-level winds right in the direction of Haggar right as the bastard launched his weapons forward in my direction. 

Swaer’s breath stopped the incoming axes in an instant and then launched them back at their thrower. 

Haggar’s eyes went wide as he saw his own axes coming for him, so he slunk down and tried to roll away. Swaer’s gust of wind forced him to cling to the ground for dear life, but he was still somehow able to avoid the deadly axes. 

“Ha!” Haggar declared as Swaer stopped with his wind breath. 

“Yer gonna have to do better than that, Dragon King.” 

“I don’t.” I smirked. “She might, though.” 

“What the fuck are you--” Haggar began, but his words were instantly cut off when Malak’s axe sliced straight through his neck. 

The poor bastard didn’t stand a chance. He hadn’t seen Malak crawling toward his position from behind, with her claws dug into the dirt so she wasn’t getting tossed around by Swaer’s powerful gust of wind. He didn’t even get a chance to say a final one-liner before his head was lopped off his body and popped into the air like a fly ball. 

Malak spun around as she twisted her axe and then used the flat edge like a baseball bat. She slammed it into the airborne head and sent it rolling across the ground with a few wet, gory plops. 

Shala stopped Haggar’s head with her right foot, but the Spindrel woman shuddered when it touched her bare flesh. 

“Nice going, Malak,” the short-haired Spindrel said. 

“It was all Ben,” the Coonag woman noted. “And Swaer, of course.” 

“We’re not out of the woods yet,” I said as I pointed up at the sky. “There’s still  Hills Have Eyes  Tinkerbell up there.” 

“Stand back!” I heard Thyra’s voice cry out from across the way. 

I turned to see that the orc woman had abandoned her lock picking endeavor and was now going with plan B. 

She had the barrel of her pistol raised up to the lock on Ciradin’s cage, and the Niralope man was huddled back in the corner with a look of pure terror on his face. Thyra squeezed the trigger, and the musket ball shattered the lock completely at point-blank range. She smiled as he gently nudged the cage’s gate with her pistol, and it creaked open. 

Ciradin was free. 

“Us next!” the Coonag prisoner Arleaha pleaded. “Get us outta this thing!” 

“What shall we do about the flying orc?” Malak asked. 

“Ugh,” Signe grumbled. “I think he’s the worst abomination of them all.” 

“Could try to spear him,” Alvee suggested as she weighed her pointed staff in her hands. “He won’t pay attention to us down here.” 

 Or I could just blow him out of the sky?  Swaer offered. 

“You’d take out the girls if you did that, too.” I shook my head. 

“Good thought, though.” 

 Come on, Ben…  Swaer argued.  You know you can trust me. I won’t hit Kwah or Holara. I promise. 

I looked down at the furry wind dragon, and his eyes were as big as a puppy dog’s as his little whiskers twitched happily. Swaer’s bottom lip pouted out from under his overbite, and he tilted his head to the side as he stared into my soul with his adorable eyes. 

Goddamnit. How could I possibly say no to that? 

“Fine.” I rolled my eyes. “On one condition, though. Try to blast him downward.” 

 Down?  Swaer asked.  Why would I want to do that? 

“I trust you, and you trust me.” I winked at the wind dragon, and he smiled back at me. 

Then Swaer’s eyes narrowed as his pout turned into a look of determination, and he rocketed up into the sky. 

“What’s the plan?” Alvee asked. 

“Swaer’s gonna bring Carthal down,” I explained. “And when he does… We stab the shit out of him.” 

“Simple, but effective,” Malak cooed. “I love it.” 

As we watched Swaer, Holara, and Kwah chase the Morpho-orc around the sky, I heard several more cage doors creak open. 

Before long, a small group of prisoners had gathered around my crew, and I couldn’t help but notice how bad they looked. 

Each one of them was covered from head to toe with bruises and scars, and their skin hung off their bones like a cancer patient’s. 

They must have been so malnourished the last few years, I couldn’t even imagine how bad they felt right now. 

Then I heard the string of Theora’s bow pull back, and I glanced over to see the dark-haired Niralope aiming up to the sky. 

“Shall I take the shot?” Theora asked with one eye closed. 

“No.” I shook my head as I looked over at the prisoners. “New plan, guys. When he comes down, we don’t touch him.” 

“What?” Malak gasped. “What good does that do?” 

“It’s only fair,” I explained. “It’s justice.” 

“What are you talking about?” Theora began, but then we heard a gust of wind from above. 

 Got him!  Swaer cackled. 

Sure enough, Carthal screamed as his massive body plummeted downward and then slammed into the ground with a dull thud. The hybrid groaned as he attempted to pull himself back up to his hands and knees, but the force of Swaer’s attack was too much. 

I looked over at Ciradin, Rythol, and Arleaha, and smiled. 

“He’s all yours, guys,” I said with a nod. “Swaer? Cut it off.” 

The wind dragon stopped his assault, and Carthal let out a half-snort. 

“Yer a fucking idiot, Dragon King,” he growled as he pulled himself back to his feet. “You think that--” 

The Morpho-orc’s words caught in his throat when he saw the now massive group of former prisoners staring at him. His eyes widened with fear as he beat his wings and started to fly upward, but it was too late. 

Several of the prisoners ran forward, grabbed onto his legs, and yanked him back down to the ground. Within seconds, all of the prisoners swarmed Carthal, and all I could hear was the hybrid’s fearful yowls as they began to beat him to a bloody pulp. After a few minutes, Carthal’s screams went silent, and the crowd slowly stepped away from the hybrid. 

I hardly even recognized the body as it laid there. Carthal’s arms and legs were bent into awkward positions, while his wings had been completely torn off. Meanwhile, his entire body was covered in

blood and bruises, including several spots where his skin had been torn away from his flesh. 

“Like I said,” I mused as I looked at Malak. “Justice.” 

Now that the prisoners were free, there was only one thing left to do. 

It was time to head to the Grand Gar’s palace. 

I really, really hoped we could keep this sort of energy up for him, too. 

Chapter 13

“Tembori’s tusks.” Batari gagged as she looked at Carthal’s mangled body. “I’m glad you are all on our side.” 

“Course we are,” Rythol snorted, and then the Coonag man spat onto the dead hybrid’s body. “These acorn hoarders kept us in tiny cages for-- well… Actually, I’ve lost count of the time.” 

“It doesn’t matter how long they kept us here,” Arleaha said as she placed her hand on her brother’s shoulder and smiled a large, toothy grin. “We’re free! We-- wait… Malak?” 

“It is me, my friends.” Malak nodded to the two. “Nadir said your sorry butts needed to be rescued, so I figured I’d come by and see if I could help.” 

Rythol and Arleaha both raised an eyebrow in unison and then looked at each other with unamused expressions. However, their looks of annoyance quickly twisted into razor-sharp grins, and the twins’ eyes lit up as they turned back to Malak. Both of the Coonags bum-rushed Malak, and they scooped her up into something I could only describe as a cross between a bear and a group hug. The twins cackled as they raised Malak into the air, and Malak simply let out a happy chitter in response. 

“I can’t believe it’s really you!” Arleaha laughed. “We thought we were never gonna see our friends ever again.” 

“Seriously,” Rythol said as he lowered Malak back on the ground and nodded to his sister. “I figured I was gonna be stuck in a prison cell next to this sorry sack of fur the rest of my life.” 

Arleaha gave Rythol’s shoulder a hard smack, and the bearded raccoon-man let out a hearty laugh in response as he placed his hands on his belly and doubled over. 

Yep. Definitely siblings. 

Soon, though, Arletha’s eyes glanced down at Malak’s belly, and her jaw fell to the ground. 

“Malak?” the sandy-haired Coonag asked. “Are you-- Is that…” 

“It is.” Malak smiled as she rested her hand on her pregnant, armor-covered belly. “We are about to be blessed with another Coonag child.” 

“Another?” Rythol asked with a slight crack in his voice. “Did some of our children survive?” 

As the twins spoke, the other two Coonag prisoners approached and listened with baited breath. 

“No.” Malak’s eyes filled with tears as she shook her head. 

“The orcs killed them all… But Nadir and Lezan have been blessed by the Gods with new children. Nadir actually had twins, just like you guys.” 

“The Gods have a twisted sense of humor.” Arleaha smiled, though her eyes were still full of sadness. 

I couldn’t really blame her. These four Coonag prisoners were just finding out they were literally some of the last of their species. 

Meanwhile, over to my right, Ciradin and Theora were locked in an intense embrace. Both of the Niralopes sobbed uncontrollably as they held each other in their arms, but they wore smiles on their faces that told me these were happy tears. 

“I cannot believe you are alive, brother,” Theora said as she looked Ciradin in the eyes, and then she looked over to the rest of the Niralope prisoners. “I’m very happy to see you all alive, as well! 

Ainsley thought she was leading the last remnants of her species.” 

“She still is,” a blonde-haired Niralope woman sighed. “It looks like there’s just more of us than she originally thought.” 

“Our species won’t die off,” Theora declared as she let go of her brother and gestured in my direction. “Thanks to the Draco Rex, 

our future is bright once more. He has given many of our kind children, and he has taught us all how to be excellent fighters!” 

“Fighters?” one of the other Niralope men gasped. “We are people of peace, Theora.” 

“We were people of peace.” The dark-haired deer-woman nodded. “The world has changed, unfortunately.” 

“Did-- Did you call him the Draco Rex?” a silver-scaled dragonkin man sputtered as he stepped forward. 

“This is Queen Nerissa’s husband,” Kwah explained to the man. “He has ruled over the Dragonkin Island for-- well, as long as I’ve known him, at least.” 

“He’s also the one responsible for saving all of us,” Batari added. “And defeating the orcs.” 

Suddenly, all six of the dragonkin prisoners’ eyes went wide, and they dropped down to their knees and bowed against the ground. 

“My king,” the silver-scaled man whispered. “Forgive me for not recognizing your grace sooner.” 

“I appreciate it, bud,” I said as I walked over and tapped the guy on the shoulder. “But we don’t do that stuff anymore. There’s no

need to bow in my very presence.” 

“F-Forgive me--” the silver-scaled dragonkin stammered as he looked up at me with his purple eyes. “I--” 

“You don’t need to apologize,” I chuckled. “Just get up so we can talk man-to-man.” 

The dragonkin men and women looked at each other with puzzled expressions, but then they obeyed. 

Meanwhile, the eight Morpho prisoners had now gathered around Holara, and they were all talking wildly as the purple-haired beauty fluttered in the sky above them. 

“I told you already!” Holara gasped, and her eyes were wide with fear. “I don’t know any of you, and I don’t know your colony mates! Now, could you please just give me some breathing room?” 

“It is an honor to meet our new king,” a purple-scaled dragonkin woman said as they all stood up. “And it is a relief to know Queen Nerissa is still alive and well.” 

“We will be forever in your gratitude, Draco Rex,” Ciradin said with a smile as he held Theora’s hand. “For both freeing us and for eliminating the orcs.” 

“We’re not anywhere close to that yet.” I shook my head and then pointed back in the direction of the beach. “Listen? Do you hear that noise? It’s the sound of my soldiers fighting off the orcs while that rat bastard Grand Gar hides away in his palace. You may be free, but none of us are actually safe until we actually kill that son of a bitch once and for all.” 

“You will have Utal at your side, my lord,” the silver-scaled dragonkin said with another slight bow. “And the rest of your new dragonkin subjects.” 

“We’re with ya, too,” Rythol added as he looked at the other three Coonag prisoners. “It’s not like we have anything else to lose.” 

“You can count on us Niralopes, as well,” Ciradin added. 

“Though I’m not sure what we can actually do, since we are nonviolent people.” 

“Well, that needs to change,” Theora snickered. 

“Hey!” Holara said with a shrill whistle as she looked down at the Morpho men and women below her. “Your new king’s talking to you… Are you going to help out or not?” 

“Of course, we will!” a random butterfly-woman answered. “But we don’t have our fan-blades.” 

“None of us have weapons, I’m afraid,” Utal sighed. 

“We have some,” I said as I gestured at the discarded weapons of the dead hybrids. “Though they took quite a beating, and there’s not enough for everyone.” 

“We can change that,” Thyra suggested, and the blonde orc flicked a strand of hair out of her eye. “Hjorn is not far from here…

We can easily snag weapons from one of the factories.” 

“Isn’t that just asking for trouble, though?” Kwah asked. “I thought the whole point of this mission was to be stealthy?” 

“Not really.” I shook my head. “It was to rescue the prisoners and slip into the palace without drawing the attention of the orc army. 

I’d say they’re pretty occupied on the beach right now, so we can be a little less cautious.” 

“The rat bastard knew we’d be coming for the prisoners, though,” Signe argued. “Hence why they had the hybrids here waiting for us.” 

“She’s right,” Thyra said with narrowed yellow eyes. “For all we know, the Grand Gar could have soldiers positioned in every single village on the island, waiting for us to attack.” 

“Maybe,” I sighed. “But we can’t just have these prisoners walking around unarmed, especially if they come along to the palace with us. That’s practically a freaking death sentence on this island.” 

“We just killed four powerful hybrid monsters,” Malak scoffed as she hefted up her stone axe. “And earlier we took out multiple full-sized dragons. We can handle a few orc grunts.” 

 You had some help with the dragons, if I remember correctly, Swaer grumbled as he lifted his head off Batari’s shoulder. 

“Is that a dragon?” Utal gasped. “I-I thought it was a piece of clothing!” 

 Rude,  Swaer huffed as he stuck out his tongue. 

“He is,” I confirmed with a nod. “We have many, many dragons on our side.” 

“Even the water dragons?” one of the female dragonkin prisoners asked with a twinge of hope in her voice. 

“The water dragons have returned,” I said, and the dragonkin population broke out in shocked murmurs. “I will gladly introduce you to them, once we get away from this terrible fucking place.” 

“We should definitely get them weapons, Ben,” Batari argued. 

“Any extra warriors we can have would be beneficial to our fight.” 

“Hjorn is right on the way to the palace, as well,” Signe said as she flipped her curly hair out of her eyes. “We could easily stop there, grab some weapons, and then continue onward.” 

“As long as we’re not caught,” I reminded the orc women. “But I know I don’t have to tell you that.” 

“I can take our new friends around and meet you on the other side of the village,” Signe offered. “I don’t want to be in that place any more than they do, plus that would make it easier for you to sneak in and out undetected.” 

“And I will lead Ben and whoever decides to join us into the village,” Thyra said with a nod and a nervous gulp. “I think I remember where the nearest weapons factory is located.” 

“You know I’m coming along.” Malak smiled and bared her sharp teeth. “Especially if we get the opportunity to crack some skulls.” 

“That’s the Malak I remember!” Arleaha laughed. “We’re coming, too.” 

“You know I’m not leaving you alone, Ben,” Shala said with a snort. “I wanna see these awesome weapons the orcs allegedly make.” 

“I will need to see what’s appropriate for the Morphos,” Holara sighed. “They can’t really fight with anything other than a fan-blade. 

Or something similar.” 

“It’s settled, then.” I nodded. “Everybody else, take the long way around Hjorn, and our team will meet you on the other side. 

With a bunch of weapons, hopefully.” 

“Let’s rip some flesh!” Rythol clapped his hands together and let out a happy chitter. 

“I can already taste orc blood on my tongue…” Arleaha said longingly. 

“Lead the way, Thyra,” I said as I gestured toward the village, and the blonde orc woman started down the way. 

Rythol, Arleaha, Malak, Shala, Holara, and I all took off after Thyra, who was now marching toward a distant village of Hjorn with the speed and intensity of a woman on a mission. 

“Wait up!” Rythol hissed as he went down on all fours and started to bound after Thyra like a greyhound. 

“Don’t get separated from the pack,” Holara gasped as she flitted up into the air. “There could be any number of ambushes waiting for us in the forest!” 

Holara shot forward so she was about halfway between the galloping Rythol and the rest of our group, who all ran at a leisurely pace as we headed for Hjorn. Before long, I saw the massive, stone smokestacks of the orc factories as they rose up from the landscape and spewed dark black smog into the air. All around the smokestacks, there appeared small one-story houses that were crudely built out of waddle and daub mixed together with some wood, all of which laid in various states of decay. 

Then there were the factories themselves, which were basically giant, more pristine versions of the houses that surrounded them. The factories must have stretched out at least four house-lengths long, and each one had multiple stone smokestacks sticking out of the roof. Unlike the houses, the factories didn’t seem to have any windows at all, but rather they appeared as just massive, functional rectangles. As we drew closer to Hjorn, I saw several green bodies wandering about the streets of the village with their heads lowered and dirty, ratty clothing draped across them. 

However, I noticed a few other figures marching around the city, in much nicer clothes and with swords in their hands, and when I saw that they marched in near-perfect synchronicity, I realized who they were. 

“Guards,” I growled as I slowed my pace and began to slink off to the edge of the village, where Thyra tried to remain hidden. 

“Fucking hell… How many soldiers does the Grand Gar have?” 

“A lot,” the blonde orc said. “We knew this might be a problem, but no matter… All we need to do is get into a weapons factory undetected and bring them back to our friends.” 

“Can we tear out some throats in the process?” Arleaha asked with narrowed eyes. 

“Or can we at least break some arms and legs?” Rythol added. 

“It’s been several moon cycles since I’ve ripped somebody’s arm out of its socket, and I’m starting to get the urge.” 

“Uhhh…” I trailed off. “If you can do it stealthily, sure. Just try not to draw any attention to us, and try not to kill anybody unless absolutely necessary.” 

“So, you’re saying we’re not running in there and killing everything that moves?” The bearded raccoon-man frowned. 

“W-What do you think ‘stealth’ is?” Holara gulped. 

“If you kill everybody you come across, there won’t be anyone left to sound the alarm.” Rythol shrugged, and his reddish-brown tail

twitched like he’d been hit with ten thousand volts of electricity. “That sounds pretty stealthy to me.” 

“The ‘ol  Hitman  method,” I said with a chuckle. “I don’t think we want that in this case, though. There are plenty of innocent people in this village.” 

“Innocent?” Arleaha gasped. “Rythol, please tell me our new friend did not just call these acorn hoarders ‘innocent.’” 

“Believe it or not, it’s true,” Malak said as she stepped between the other two Coonag twins and myself. “Most of the orcs on this island are not servants to the Grand Gar. It is his minions and his children who commit all these horrible acts.” 

“Soooo….” Rythol trailed off as he tilted his head to the left. 

“We can kill everyone that’s related to the Grand Gar?” 

“Stealth,” I repeated. “As much as I’d love to just tear through orc guards like they were made of paper, there’s no way we can face an entire battalion of orcs on our own. Not without the dragons by our side, and not without so many of our best fighters.” 

“Signe should have come instead of me,” Thyra said under her breath. “She’d have twenty different ways to kill these orcs in the blink of an eye.” 

“You know this place.” I shook my head. “Speaking of which, which one of these is the weapons factory?” 

“This is the capital of Isla Gar, Draco Rex,” the blonde-haired orc woman noted. “There is a weapons factory on just about every single street… In fact, the closest one is right over there.” 

Thyra cautiously leaned around the corner of the building she was standing behind and then pointed down the road. 

I repeated her motions and, sure enough, I could see a giant factory building at the end of the cobblestone street. It was probably about two blocks away from our current location, and I wondered if it would even be possible to get over there before the orc guards returned on their patrol. 

“Rythol, Arleaha, and I can climb up onto the roofs,” Malak suggested as she pointed upward. “The guards won’t be looking up there.” 

“And I can fly alongside them,” Holara said. 

“Which just leaves Thyra, Ben, and I as the threesome down here!” Shala declared, and then she slapped Thyra on the back softly. 

The orc woman’s eyes narrowed as she turned around and shot Shala a look that could peel paint, but then she twisted her head back around to observe the street before us. 

“We can easily make it,” Thyra said. “I see a shit-ton of barrels, some carts, and fallen house debris that we could hide behind in the worst-case scenario.” 

“Unless the orcs are marching through the intersection right when we try to cross,” I reminded her. 

“Don’t worry about that, Ben.” Malak grinned. “We will be your eyes from above. We’ll let you know when it is safe to pass.” 

“There’s only about, what…” Arleaha said as she looked down the street. “Three paths that you’ll need to move over? That should be simple.” 

“Nothing is ever simple on our adventures,” I sighed. “You two will find that out really quickly, if you haven’t already. Now, let’s get a move on.” 

Holara looked around cautiously before she unfurled her silver wings and slowly floated up to the top of the nearest orc house. 

Meanwhile, Malak, Rythol, and Arleaha all sprang up, dug their

claws into the same house, and scurried upward like squirrels who’d just drank some Red Bulls. 

Soon, all four of our crewmates disappeared over the side of the dwelling, and the air around us seemed to grow silent as we waited for their first signal. About a minute later, Malak’s gray-haired head peeked out over the edge of the house, and she motioned for us to go. 

Thyra drew both her flintlock pistols, and I kept my hand on the hilt of my sword as Shala, Thyra, and I all turned around the corner of the building and started down the cobblestone path. The road was in a complete state of disarray, and I wondered if I was about to roll my ankles by walking across these uneven, multi-sized stones. 

The three of us came up to the first intersection, so I looked up to Malak once more. The pregnant Coonag woman nodded to signal that the coast was clear, and my heart began to thump in my chest. 

Even though I trusted Malak with my life, this was still an intensely stressful situation. If even one orc saw us running through the streets of Hjorn, they would probably call out to the guards. 

And if that happened, we were fucked. 

I took a deep breath, nodded to Shala and Thyra, and then took off like a bat out of hell. The two women were only a step behind me as we ran, and soon we were safely across the street. 

When I looked up at the rooftops, I saw the three Coonags all dash over to the side of the building and then leap across to the next one, and they repeated the action twice more before they finally came to the next intersection, with Holara right behind them. 

As Shala, Thyra, and I started down the path, though, I heard Malak let out a sharp, musical whistle. Then I looked up and saw the Coonag woman’s eyes were wider than saucers, and she was gesturing wildly at us. 

That must have meant people were coming. 

“Get down!” I hissed to the Spindrel and orc woman beside me. 

Shala and I both dove behind a pile of crumbled stone to our right, while Thyra took cover behind a large wooden barrel that had been set up against a nearby house. 

Moments later, I heard the sound of marching feet up ahead, and when I dared to peek out from behind the rubble, I saw a small troop of twelve orcs march past with pure hatred on their faces and

deadly, sharp iron weapons in their hands. Thankfully, they passed by almost as quickly as they’d shown up, and after a minute or two had gone by, I looked up at Malak. 

The Coonag woman gave us the signal again, so the three of us took off. 

We crossed over the second street without much fanfare until we arrived at the last block before the weapons factory, but as I began to head in the direction of the final intersection, I heard a gasp from my left. 

I instantly drew my sword from its sheath and held it at the ready as I spun around in the direction of the sound. I held my blade up to the unknown figure, but I was met with the yellow eyes of a terrified orc woman who’d been standing at the window of her home. 

“P-Please don’t kill me…” She sputtered. 

“Do you know who I am?” I asked, and she gave me a firm nod. “Good. So you know what my friends and I can do. You didn’t see us, okay?” 

“Okay,” the woman said in a fearful tone. “I-I didn’t see you.” 

“We’re not here to cause you any trouble,” I explained. “We’re here to free you from that asshole of a king you have.” 

“Free us?” the woman whispered, and her eyes widened. 

“There is no freedom from the Grand Gar.” 

“Just wait,” I repeated. “And don’t say anything to anyone. We can’t really liberate you guys from that asshole if we’re dead, right?” 

The orc woman gave me a slow nod, so I lowered my sword from the window and turned away. 

“Come on!” Malak hissed from above. “They’re about to come around the corner again.” 

Shit. I motioned for Thyra and Shala to follow me as I dashed forward, and they mirrored my actions. 

But as the three of us got to the other side of the road, I heard the sound of marching coming from behind us. 

“In there!” I said as I pointed to a nearby open door. 

“I hope nobody’s home,” Shala mumbled, but she followed me. 

We ducked into the orc house just as the guards’ patrol walked down the street we’d been on. The home was dark and crumbling, which led me to believe it was just a vacant skeleton of a house and not a current dwelling. 

Shala, Thyra, and I remained silent as we listened to the guards walk by, until their footfalls were nothing but a distant

thumping. Then we popped back out of the house and set our sights on the weapons factory just down the road. 

“What are we trying to grab, anyway?” Shala asked. 

“Anything that can be used to kill an orc,” I said. “Axes, swords, arrows, spears… Anything that they might have made and ready to go.” 

“We have to think about it more intensely than that,” Thyra reminded me. “All of our new soldiers have weapons they are most comfortable with, do they not? The Niralopes would be good to have arrows, the dragonkin spears, the Coonag axes, and so on.” 

“The Niralopes have never fought before,” I whispered. “So they’ll take whatever’s most easy to use.” 

“Never fought?” Thyra asked, and she stared at me like I’d grown two heads. “I watched your Niralope women shoot dragons in the sky with pinpoint accuracy!” 

“Like Ciradin said, they were people of peace,” I explained. 

“They didn’t even eat meat before I taught them it was okay.” 

“Wow,” Thyra mused. “I can’t even imagine how sorry of an existence that would be.” 

“And I think a Coonag could use a stick as a deadly weapon, if they really wanted to,” I said with a smirk. “Plus, I don’t want to be in there any longer than we have to be. We’ll literally be surrounded by enemies on all sides from the second we enter until the second we leave… All it’ll take is one person to sound the alarm, and we’re screwed.” 

“Then we’d best get in there,” Shala growled as she glared at the factory. “I don’t know about you two, but I’m tired of standing around and waiting!” 

Without another word, the hedgehog-woman took off toward the entrance of the weapons factory, and the Coonags up above must have noticed her movement, because all three of them and Holara zipped down the building and followed her. 

“Wait!” I hissed as quietly as I could. “Shouldn’t we try to make a plan or-- Fuck it. Come on, Thyra.” 

I let out a long sigh before I sheathed my sword and dashed off after my other crew members. All of my friends had gathered together at the wall beside the door as they pressed themselves up against it as flat as they could, and when Thyra and I joined them, Holara instantly looked at me with fear in her eyes. 

“There are a lot of orcs in there,” the purple-haired Morpho woman whispered. “A lot. A lot.” 

“At least a thousand,” Rythol added, and then he licked his lips. “I cannot wait to feel the splash of their warm blood as it paints my skin.” 

“A thousand?” I gulped. “That’s… Way more than I would have thought.” 

“They’re mostly workers,” Thyra explained. “They have no combat skills whatsoever, and they probably will be too focused on their work to even notice us when we walk in.” 

“That’s a big risk to take on a ‘probably,’” I sighed. “But it’s not like we have much of a choice. Just try to be as stealthy as you can, okay?” 

“I’ll do my best,” Rythol said as his tail twitched. “If an acorn hoarder comes at me, though, I cannot promise that I won’t tear out his throat and bathe in his blood.” 

“If somebody comes at you, fine,” I conceded. “Otherwise, try to avoid a fight at all costs, okay? Thyra? Where can we find the pre-made weapons?” 

“They’re divided by categories,” the blonde orc woman explained. “The arrows, bows, and spears will be off to the north of the facility. Long swords and axes will be to the west, and smaller weapons like daggers and throwing axes will be on the east wall.” 

“So, we’re going to have to split up?” Holara asked with a tremble in her voice. “Inside a facility with a thousand orcs?” 

“It’s looking that way,” I sighed. “Who wants to go where?” 

“We’ll take the axes!” Arleaha declared as she put her arms around Rythol and Malak. 

“And swords,” Malak reminded the Coonag woman. “As much as I love axes, we have to keep everyone’s needs in mind.” 

“I’ll go for the daggers and axes, I suppose,” Holara sighed. 

“That’s probably what the Morphos will want.” 

“I’ll go with you, honey,” Shala said as she patted the Morpho woman between the shoulders. “I won’t make you go alone.” 

“I guess that leaves us to grab the arrows and spears.” Thyra nodded. “Seems fitting, if you ask me.” 

“Don’t spend too much time in there,” I said to my friends. “Get in, grab what you can, and then meet back here as soon as possible. 

Got it?” 

“Got it.” Shala nodded as she pulled her double-sided staff from her back. “Let’s go.” 

Shala and Holara peeked around the corner of the door, took a deep breath, and then disappeared into the factory. The three Coonag people were next, though they seemed to throw caution to the wind as they scurried away into the darkness. Thyra and I exchanged one final, concerned look before we stepped through the threshold, and I instantly wondered what exactly we had gotten ourselves into. 

The entire village smelled like smog and pollution, but this factory was a million times worse. My nostrils were assaulted by a disgusting stench of smoke mixed with the sweat of the workers, smoldering metal, and several unidentifiable chemical smells. 

Hanging from the ceiling was a large, open-flame lantern. It was located at the very center of the factory and was at least thirty feet long, with flickering flames shooting down at least every three feet or so. I could feel the warmth of the fire from all the way back here, and I caught a faint whiff of some sort of gas that must have been powering the damn thing. Along each of the walls were lines of lit torches and, despite the multiple light sources, the whole place was about as dimly-lit as a haunted house. 

The faint flames illuminated the many workers of the factory, who themselves stood over tables as they toiled away with hammers, chisels, and metal pincers. In addition to the tables, there were a bunch of large shelving units, stacks of wooden crates, and barrels littered around the factory, all of which would make perfect hiding spots as we made our way through. 

Thyra and I tried to stay within the shadows as we crept to the north of the building. I felt myself break out into an intense sweat as the heat of the lamps beat down on us, and I couldn’t help but feel bad when I thought about how these people were forced to work in these conditions twenty-four seven. 

The orc woman and I moved between shelving units and stacks of crates for a few feet, until finally we heard a loud, booming voice let out a snarl. We instinctively pressed ourselves against the crates and made our bodies as still as possible, though I realized we only had so much cover in a place like this. 

“Faster, you fucking maggots!” a deep male voice roared. 

“Before I hang ya from the rafters and let the rats eat through yer skin!” 

“I’m sorry, sir,” a different male voice trembled in response. “I-I’m going as fast as I can--” 


I heard the crack of a whip, followed by the sound of splitting flesh and a painful yelp. 

“You think the Dragon King’s soldiers are as big of pussies as you are?” the orc foreman growled. “Yer lucky I just gave ya a cut on the head for questioning me like that.” 

“Y-Yes, sir,” the worker’s voice blubbered. “I’ll work faster, sir.” 

“Damn right, you will,” the foreman spat. “Next time, I won’t be so kind.” 

“What an asshole,” I whispered to Thyra. “Is this what every orc factory is like?” 

“It is.” Thyra nodded. “There is always a foreman who rules over the workers with an iron fist. Usually, they’re much more cruel than this guy here.” 

“Wait… He’s the only one?” I asked as an idea began to dawn on me. “There’s just one guy ruling over a thousand workers?” 

“Fear of the Grand Gar’s iron fist keeps them in line,” Thyra explained. “It’s amazing what fear can do to people.” 

That was it. I’d been looking at this situation completely wrong. 

I didn’t need to be afraid of the orcs seeing me or my friends and

then sounding the alarm because they hated their ruler just as much as I did. 

And that was something I could use to my advantage. 

“Stay here.” I nodded to Thyra as I drew my sword. “If things go south, just continue the plan without me.” 

“Without you?” Thyra hissed. “What the hell are you--” 

Before she could finish her sentence, I popped up to my feet and stepped out from behind my cover. My heart raced in my chest as I tightened my grip on my sword and slowly walked forward, and then I saw the foreman in all his glory. 

The fucker was squat and ugly, with a potbelly that jutted out from the bottom of his sweat-stained cream shirt and pants that looked like they were two sizes too small. The foreman’s whip was curled around his right hand, which itself was covered with all sorts of gross yellow calluses and boils. The blemishes spread across his entire green-skinned body, including his crooked nose and his yellow, bulbous eyes. 

I didn’t know if it was because of the terrible lighting in the factory, or if it was just because he was so focused on his workers, but either way the foreman didn’t notice me at first. 

I was about to change that. 

“Hey, asshole!” I called out as I gripped my sword at the ready. 

The workers all looked up at me with tired expressions, but one by one their faces fell into looks of shock. 

Then the foreman’s beady yellow eyes finally met my own, and his lips gaped open as he took a step back. 

Meanwhile, the entire factory went silent. 

Nobody hammered, the sounds of angry murmurs and hustling footsteps stopped, and I felt every single pair of eyes fall on me. 

Fuck, I really hoped this worked. 

“You-- you’re--” the foreman sputtered. 

“You know exactly who I am, fuckface,” I growled. “Everybody in this room does.” 

“I thought the Grand Gar had taken care of you,” the foreman gulped. “He said--” 

“I hate to break it to you,” I said with a smirk. “But the Grand Gar lies. About a lot of shit. Rumors of my demise were very, very exaggerated. And now, I’m here to free all these poor, enslaved people from his rule.” 

“Don’t just stand there, you fuckers!” the foreman gasped as he looked around at the workers. “Kill this son of a bitch, for the glory of the Grand Gar!” 

My entire body went numb as I waited to be swarmed by a thousand orcs who were ready to tear me to pieces. 

But none of them moved a muscle. 

“Huh,” I chuckled. “This is why I always tell people it’s better to be loved than to be feared… Because when the chips are down, and the tides of war start to change, you have no loyalty.” 

“What are you waiting for?” the foreman snarled, and then he cracked his whip at one of the tables of workers. “I said kill the Dragon King!” 

“They’re not going to listen to you.” I shook my head. “They’re tired of your shit, just like they’re tired of the Grand Gar’s shit. If you wanna kill me, then you’re going to have to do it yourself.” 

“You buncha worthless maggots…” the foreman grumbled. 

“The Grand Gar will hear about this, and yer all gonna lose yer heads!” 

“Not if I take yours first!” I roared, and then I charged toward the fat bastard. 

The foreman cracked his whip in my direction, but I simply jumped out of the way as it snapped at the air where my head had just been. Then I continued forward as the fucker slashed his arm to the left, and I let out a grunt as the whip slammed into my right side. 

The blow knocked me off my trajectory and off my feet, and I felt a jolt of pain shoot through my body as I broke through a nearby table. 

I was back on my feet in an instant, and I only had seconds to react before the foreman’s whip snapped at me once more. This time, I was able to duck down below the whip, and I felt the shockwave when it cracked above me. 

The foreman was only about ten feet away from me at this point, and I knew if I moved quickly I’d be able to reach him before he had another chance to attack, so I dropped into a crouch, shoved my feet into the ground, and launched myself forward as hard as I could. My footfalls thudded on the dirt floor as I charged at the foreman, who simply snapped his whip back behind his head and prepared to attack. 

By the time he brought it forward, though, it was too late. 

I flipped my sword around and lashed out at the foreman’s right elbow, and there was a spray of blood as my seaglass blade cut through his flesh like a hot knife through butter. 

The foreman started to scream as his whip-wielding appendage fell to the ground, but I quickly slapped my hand up against his mouth to prevent him from making any noise. As I moved in closer, I stabbed my sword through his heart, and the foreman’s eyes rolled back in his head as his fat body went limp. Then I pulled my blade from the foreman as he collapsed to the ground with a dull thud, and I wiped the blood off on the fabric of his pants. 

When I finally looked back up from the foreman’s corpse, I saw every single worker in the factory was watching me with wide eyes and shocked expressions on their faces, but none of them said a word. 

My heart fluttered as I waited for them to say anything, but they just remained completely silent. 

Fuck. 

Maybe I was gonna have to break out the  Braveheart  speech after all. 

Chapter 14

I honestly didn’t know what to say at this point. I’d just killed the orc factory’s foreman, one of the mouthpieces for the Grand Gar, who’d kept the orc workers in line for so many years and ruled over them with an iron fist. 

But none of them appeared grateful. In fact, most of these factory workers just looked like they were lost and confused. 

“Uh… Hi.” I cleared my throat. “So, you all know who I am… I know that. I know you’ve been exposed to years and years of the Grand Gar’s propaganda, and you probably all want to tear me limb from limb. But at least hear me out before you sound the alarm or anything.” 

“Why should we?” one of the random workers asked. “So, you kill the Grand Gar, and then what? You enslave us, too?” 

“What?” I frowned. “No way. I’d--” 

“At least with the Grand Gar, we know we’ll live peacefully,” a woman’s voice mumbled. “As long as we stay in line.” 

“Yeah!” another man growled. “We don’t need another king coming in here and ruining our lives.” 

Oh, boy. This wasn’t going as smoothly as I’d hoped it would. 

I’d assumed these people would have all converted over to my side easily, once they saw that I’d killed the foreman they so despised and feared, but they were all complacent and comfortable. 

Even though they hated their leader and his many cronies, they seemed to be looking at the situation with a “better the devil that you know” sort of attitude. 

Which meant they could alert the guards outside at any moment. 

“I just killed the foreman,” I argued. “He was abusing you and treating you like shit, and I saved you…” 

“You killed the foreman, but there will be another one to take his place,” a woman grumbled. 

“Another one who’ll be pissed that he got reassigned,” another man’s voice sighed. “That’ll be ten times worse.” 

“Alright, alright…” Thyra’s voice announced as she stepped out from her cover. “Let’s all settle down here.” 

“What are you doing?” I hissed. “I told you to stay hidden.” 

“P-Princess Thyra?” a woman’s voice gasped. 

“It is her!” one of the male orcs added. “We were told you were dead!” 

“More of the Grand Gar’s lies,” Thyra declared as she strode over to my position. “He simply says what he wishes was true and prays you all don’t question it. I’m very much alive and well.” 

“Hold on… ‘Princess?’” I raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were just a smart girl the Grand Gar took a liking to?” 

“I-I haven’t been completely truthful, either.” Thyra lowered her head and sighed. “Nor has Olga or any of my other crewmates. I am Princess Thyra, the rightful heir to the title of Isla Garess. My grandfather was the ruler of this island, the one who was usurped by the Grand Gar himself.” 

“Shit.” I whistled. “No wonder he holds such a vendetta against you.” 

“It gets more fucked up than that,” Thyra said as she shook her head. “The Grand Gar kept my father alive specifically so he could have a female child, that way he could bed her and ‘combine their lineages.’ Well… I was the first girl.” 

“That is pretty fucked up,” I admitted. “But why didn’t you tell me? And why did you wait until right now, when these orcs are about

to hand me over to the Grand Gar?” 

“Leverage.” Thyra smiled. “It wasn’t relevant until now.” 

I begged to differ, but we had some bigger problems on our plates at the moment. 

“What are you doing here, Princess?” one of the orc workers asked in a horrified tone. “The Grand Gar wants your head!” 

“And I want his!” Thyra announced. “That’s why I came back here with the Draco Rex. He’s not like the Grand Gar, at all. He cares about his people, and he is the best damn leader I’ve ever met.” 

“Even better than Olga?” I asked with a chuckle. 

“Don’t tell her I said that.” Thyra winked, and then she looked back to the crowd. “I promise you, my friends, the Draco Rex only has your best interests at heart. I tell you this not only as your rightful ruler of Isla Garess, but as your fellow orc!” 

There were murmurs throughout the factory as the workers talked to each other, but none of them seemed quite convinced yet, so I stepped forward and cleared my throat. 

“Once the Grand Gar is out of the picture, I have no more desire to stay on this island,” I announced. “I do not wish to

subjugate you, nor do I wish to conquer your home. I just want the same thing you want… Freedom from the horrors of the Grand Gar and his minions.” 

“Even if we wanted to believe you,” one of the orcs said with a frown. “What in the bloody fuck are we supposed to do? The Grand Gar’s army is the strongest fighting force in the world.” 

“Was.” I smiled. “Right now, even as we speak, my army is decimating the Grand Gar’s ‘strongest fighting force’ on the beaches of Isla Gar. My friends and I are headed to the palace so we can finish this war once and for all.” 

“You’ll never make it,” an orc woman scoffed. “Even if his soldiers are mostly down at the beach, he has the palace guarded every hour of the day, by his most elite guard, and there are at least a hundred of ‘em. They outnumber you, and their skills are unmatched by any but the Grand Gar himself.” 

“Okay, so maybe it’ll be hard.” I shrugged. “That doesn’t mean it’s impossible. Especially if we have you and your friends on our side.” 

There were more hushed murmurs, and as the worker orcs chatted amongst each other, I saw my crewmates gathering up

weapons on either side of the factory. They were all still pretending to be stealthy, though at this point I wasn’t really sure why. 

“We’re workers, not soldiers,” one of the men finally spoke up as he shook his head. “We can’t help you.” 

“Of course, you can,” I said as I gestured around myself. “Look around you, this is a factory full of weapons. You have the tools you need right here!” 

“And, though the Grand Gar’s guards might be many,” Thyra added, “there are many, many more of you.” 

“That’s right.” I nodded. “There are a thousand orcs in this factory now, right? And I’m sure there are thousands more throughout the city. If you all band together and take up arms, even the most elite soldiers won’t stand a chance.” 

“I beg of you, my countrymen…” Thyra continued. “We have been enslaved by the Grand Gar for far too long. When I grew sick of his cruelty, I liberated myself. Isn’t it time for you all to do the same?’

“I know it’s a scary prospect,” I said as I glanced at the green faces staring back at me. “If you join us, your entire world will be turned upside-down, and your entire way of life will be put into question. But let me ask you this… Is your way of life really worth

keeping? Look at yourselves. The Grand Gar has you slaving away, making shit for his army and his army alone. And what do you get in return? He lets you live for another day? That’s not living. That’s not living at all.” 

“I’ve seen this too many times.” One of the orc women shook her head. “We pledge our loyalty to you, help you overthrow the Grand Gar, and then we are thrown back into servitude. It’s exactly what that rat bastard Grand Gar did to us before.” 

“Meet the new boss, same as the old boss,” I sighed. “It’s not like that. Fuck, I honestly don’t even care if you stick around after I kill the Grand Gar. Once he’s dead, I fully plan of fucking off back to my own island and trying to live out the rest of my years in relative peace.” 

“The island will be ours,” Thyra said with a broad grin. “It will belong to us, and nobody else. We will get to chart our own course, in whatever direction we desire. But we can’t do it without your help.” 

“You have to trust me,” I said as I straightened up to my full height. “I know you’ve been burned before. I get it. But let me put it this way… Even if you help us overthrow the Grand Gar, and then we try to fuck you over… You outnumber us by, like, a lot.” 

“What are you doing, Ben?” Thyra asked in a hushed whisper. 

“I don’t think that’s an idea you should be putting in their heads.” 

I didn’t care. Even if everything went south after we killed the Grand Gar, we still had a bunch of deadly dragons that would come to our aid. 

Of course, I wasn’t going to put forth that information at the moment, though. 

“Come on, guys,” I said in my smoothest voice. “What kind of tyrant would tell you straight-up the way to defeat him?” 

“One who was already planning to double-cross us,” an orc man growled. 

Damn, these guys were even more distrusting than I’d thought. 

“You know what?” I frowned as I let a bit of anger fill my voice. 

“No. If I wanted to double-cross you, do you know what I would have done? I would have burned this entire island to the ground the second I saw it. Remember how your Shadow Dragon was freed?” 

“The Grand Gar said--” one of them began, but I cut him off. 

“The Grand Gar is a liar!” I spat. “My crew and I invaded your island once before and freed the Shadow Dragon. If I wanted to kill

you all, I would have done it then, with the help of the pissed-off Shadow Dragon.” 

The orc workers looked at each other silently, though their expressions were filled with terror. Their yellow eyes were as big as saucers, and their mouths were open like guppies as they tried to make sense of what I was saying. 

“I’ve seen him do it before,” Thyra finally said. “I have witnessed the Draco Rex take out an entire squadron of the Grand Gar’s dragons, as well as an entire fleet of his ships. If he wanted you dead… You’d already be dead.” 

“But I don’t,” I repeated. “You are not my enemies. The Grand Gar is my enemy, and I’m pretty damn sure he’s yours, as well. I just wish you’d open your eyes and see that.” 

“We are marching to the palace right now,” Thyra said. “We came to collect some weapons, and then we are going to pay the Grand Gar a visit.” 

“You’ll be killed…” one of the orc workers trailed off. 

“Then so be it.” Thyra shrugged. “I’d rather die free than spend another moment in the service of that asshole. Now, if you’re done staring at us, we’ll take our weapons and be on our way.” 

“I hope you’ll join us.” I nodded to the orcs as I began toward the north wall. “The tides of revolution are upon you, but we’re just the spark. And a spark is nothing without some major kindling.” 

The orc workers stared at us in a completely stunned silence as Thyra and I strode over to an area packed to the brim with bows, arrows, and spears. I snatched up about five spears and laid them over my shoulder, while the blonde orc woman slung four bows and five quivers’ worth of arrows over hers. 

As we turned to leave, I saw the Coonag trio, Shala, and Holara had been successful in their mission as well, and they were waiting for us over by the doorway. Thyra and I walked through the crowd of orcs until we met our friends, and then I gave the workers one final glance before we headed out the door. 

“Cowards,” Thyra spat. “All of them.” 

“I thought it was a good speech, you two,” Shala noted as she placed her hand on Thyra’s shoulder. “It’s not your fault those people are all a bunch of dung heads.” 

“Maybe they’ll come around,” I sighed. “They all looked like they were just in shock that a dragonkin came in and killed their boss.” 

“I wouldn’t hold my breath,” Thyra said as she lowered her head. “As you’ve probably noticed by now, the orc race is a cowardly one. That’s why they just sit back and allow themselves to be enslaved like they have.” 

“They’ll join us,” I repeated. 

“Are we prepared for what happens if they don’t, though?” 

Malak asked. 

“That changes nothing,” I said with a frown. “We came here to kill the Grand Gar, with or without backup.” 

“But we didn’t know about the elite guards,” Holara said. “We can’t possibly fight hundreds of guards with just our small group, Draco Rex.” 

“Sure, we can,” I scoffed, even though I was trying to convince myself at the same time. “Haven’t I ever told you the story about the three hundred Spartans?” 

“Is that the one where the men all had fake muscles?” Malak asked as we plodded through the streets of Hjorn. 

“That was the movie,” I chuckled. “It was based on a true story, though. One where three hundred men fought off the entire Persian army. If they can do it, so can we.” 

“Didn’t you say they all died, though?” Holara asked with a tilt of her purple-haired head. “At the end of the story?” 

“Well, yeah…” I winced. “But that was only because they got betrayed. If it wasn’t for the treacherous deformed dude, they would have kept holding off Xerxes until he eventually gave up.” 

“Or until the three hundred finally collapsed from exhaustion,” 

Malak argued. 

“We aren’t the three hundred Spartans,” I said. “We’ve got all sorts of crazy magic up our sleeves, and eventually we’ll have backup from the beach. We’ve got to be making some headway into the army by now… Once they’re done back there, our friends will come to our aid. We don’t have to take on the entire elite guard by ourselves, we just have to hold out until backup arrives.” 

“Let’s hope you’re right,” Thyra said in a grim tone. 

We continued through the village of Hjorn as we carefully evaded any of the guardsmen who marched past. Eventually, we made it out to the edge of the village and then promptly turned our sights to meeting up with the rest of our friends. We traveled onward, iron weapons in hand, until finally we met up at the rendezvous point. 

 There they are!  Swaer said as he stood up and pointed his furry snout in our direction.  I knew they’d be back. 

“And it appears they have brought some wonderful tools as well,” Batari observed with a smile. 

“Thank the Gods.” Theora let out a sigh and then collapsed onto her brother’s shoulder. “I was starting to think you had gotten captured.” 

“Almost,” I admitted, and I watched the shocked expressions on my friends’ faces. 

Then I launched into an abridged version of the story. I told them all about how we snuck in, killed the foreman, and asked the orcs to rise up and aid us in our final assault. And, of course, how they seemed to have rejected our call. 

“Look on the bright side,” Kwah said as she clicked her tongue. 

“They didn’t turn you in to the Grand Gar.” 

“I suppose that’s some silver lining,” I said with a shrug. “It would have been nice to have a larger invading force, though.” 

“Is that… An iron spear?” Utal asked as his eyes began to glow with excitement. “It has been so long since I’ve held such a majestic weapon in my hands.” 

“Then, by all means, be my guest.” I smiled as I pulled one of the spears over my shoulder and handed it to the silver-scaled dragonkin. 

The other five dragonkin hostages stepped forward and picked up my spears, as well, though they did so much more timidly. Finally, once they all had their weapons in their grasp, Utal let out a battle cry and began to spin his spear around his head like Darth Maul. 

The other five dragonkins mirrored his actions, and I couldn’t help but grin as I watched them preparing to kick some serious ass. 

“These aren’t fan-blades…” one of the Morpho men sighed as Holara and Shala handed out the daggers and the throwing axes. 

“They aren’t.” Holara shook her head. “But unfortunately the orcs didn’t have too many fan-blades hanging around for us to steal.” 

“A dagger is much better,” Signe offered. “They are swift, clean, and lightweight, which is much more than I can say about those clunky fans you carry around.” 

“I want the axes!” Rythol declared as he swiped a few of the small axes from Shala’s hand. “These things look like soooooo much fun.” 

“I would have figured you’d want one of these,” Malak said as she handed out the larger iron axes to the other Coonag. “They are much better for smashing in your enemy’s skulls.” 

“You’re joking, right?” the red-bearded man scoffed as he held up the two smaller axes in his hands. “These things could crack open a dozen skulls in under a minute! You know me, Malak. I always go for style.” 

“Indeed.” The gray-haired raccoon-woman rolled her eyes. 

“Wh-what do you intend for us to do with these, sister?” Ciradin asked as Theora tried to pass out the bows and a few of the swords. 

“You know exactly what you need to do.” Theora’s eyes narrowed as she shoved a sword into her brother’s hand. 

“But the goddess Nira--” he began, but Theora cut him off. 

“We won’t do much good for Nira’s creation if we are dead,” 

the dark-haired Niralope grumbled. “If you never wish to take up arms again after the Grand Gar is dead, then so be it. But for now, we need all the soldiers we can get.” 

“We don’t even know how to use these weapons, though…” 

another Niralope woman trailed off. 

“Sure you do!” I said with a smirk. “You stab the pointed end into your enemy, right in the heart or the throat or the head. It’s as simple as that.” 

“We will do our best.” Ciradin nodded with fearful eyes before he bowed his head. “Nira forgive us.” 

The rest of the Niralopes repeated his words, but then they seemed to straighten up and grow calm. 

“Alright, then,” I said as I looked over to the palace that stood above the rest of Hjorn. “It looks like the final battle is upon us. Last chance, my friends… If you want to go back to the ship, now is your chance.” 

“Never,” Thyra growled. “The only way I’m leaving this island now is if my corpse is tossed into the ocean.” 

“Me, too,” Signe added. “I’m not going anywhere.” 

The rest of my friends agreed with the orcs’ sentiments, so we began our journey toward the palace. We moved along the tree line as best as we could, though we remained on the perimeter of Hjorn the whole way. Every now and again, we heard the sound of marching guards through the village, but none of their patrols ever seemed to come into view. 

Then we heard another sound. 

The sound of screaming. 

Not just a single scream, either. It sounded like several people were screaming bloody murder. 

Then, as quickly as they began, the screams went silent. 

“What the fuck is that?” Signe asked as she spun around and took a battle stance. 

“I-I don’t know,” Holara gulped, and her wings fluttered anxiously behind her. “It sounded like somebody was getting torn apart in there.” 

“Shall we retreat into the forest?” Ciradin asked, but I shook my head. 

“No way,” I said. “Whatever’s in that village, we have to stop it. 

We can’t let all those innocent orcs be slaughtered like that.” 

“With all due respect, Draco Rex,” Utal said with a raised finger. “Didn’t they just reject you?” 

“Doesn’t matter,” I repeated. “That doesn’t mean they deserve to die. Now come on, and let’s--” 

Before I could finish my sentence, a huge group of orcs rounded the corner of the nearest street. There had to have been at

least fifty of the bastards, and they were all carrying weapons of a different variety. 

And the weapons were all covered in blood. 

“Archers!” Theora called out as she pulled back an arrow. “On your marks!” 

As the group got closer, however, I noticed something about them. 

They were all wearing ratty clothing, and they all had sunken-in eyes. 

“Wait!” I called out as I held my hands out. “Don’t fire.” 

“Ben…” Theora trailed off. “We can’t take them all in hand-to-hand combat.” 

“We don’t have to.” I smiled as my heart swelled with pride. 

“Those are the orc workers.” 

“What?” Thyra said with a half-gasp, half-laugh. “Gods…

You’re right!” 

As the crowd of orcs drew closer, I saw just how many of them there were. 

Fifty orcs became a hundred, and then a hundred more. 

“We have considered your offer, Dragon King,” one of the orc men at the front said with a bow. “The first blood of revolution has been spilled today.” 

“Sounded pleasant,” Alvee grunted with a smirk. 

“Is that what that sound was?” Thyra asked. “You killed the patrols?” 

“One of them.” The orc nodded. “The rest of our group is currently sweeping through the city and killing the others. Many of them are spreading the word to the other factories of Hjorn… The Grand Gar will enslave us no more.” 

“No more!” the rest of the orcs shouted in unison as they raised their weapons in the air. 

“Wow,” I said as I got a little misty-eyed. “So, our  Braveheart speech actually worked?” 

“I’d say it did,” Shala giggled. “Look at all these people you inspired, Ben!” 

“We are not the last, either.” The orc shook his head. “Once the word gets out, this entire village will swarm the Grand Gar’s palace and tear it to the fucking ground.” 

Now, that’s what I was talking about. 

“Let’s not waste any time, then,” I said with a huge grin. “We already outnumber the fuckers, so let’s finish this.” 

The orcs let out a resounding battle cry in response, so I motioned for everyone to follow. We walked on for a few more minutes and, as we walked, I noticed several more orcs continue to join our ranks. By the time we got within a mile of the iron palace, I estimated we had over a thousand soldiers at our backs. 

Then we approached the castle, and I saw the line of guards standing in formation. There were hundreds of the bastards, each with an iron sword or an iron spear in their hands and armor on their bodies. 

“The Grand Gar must have seen this coming,” Signe grumbled. 

“Or he’s just a coward and wanted to hide behind as many layers of soldiers as possible,” Thyra suggested. “I know which option I would vote for.” 

“Halt!” one of the guards cried out as we got closer. “Halt, and the glorious Grand Gar will only give you a minor punishment!” 

“Loyal to the very end.” I clicked my tongue as I held up my hands and formed a fist. 

Behind me, my army stopped in its tracks. 

“Drop your weapons now!” a guard barked. “We won’t ask again.” 

“You don’t understand…” I shook my head and smiled. “Your boss doesn’t have any power anymore. You see all these people behind me? These are the people he’s treated like dirt for his entire reign, and they’re fed up with his bullshit. If anything, you should be the ones laying down your weapons.” 

“Kill them all!” the main guard screamed, and then all of the soldiers charged forward. 

Welp, I guess we were gonna get to do this the fun way. 

“Forward!” I commanded as I held my sword in front of me, and everyone behind me took off in a full sprint. 

Since I was at the front of the line, I reached our enemies first, and I parried a blow from a spear and then hopped up into the air as its blunt end tried to sweep my feet out from under me. As I came down, I lashed out with my seaglass blade, but my angle was off, and the blow only glanced off his armor. 

The guard slammed his foot into my stomach, and I doubled over as a wave of pain shot through my stomach, but I was still quick on my feet. 

I side-stepped his attack as he brought down his spear on my position and, at the same time, I heard the sounds of the battle raging on around me. Instead of attacking with my sword, I snatched my pink-stone dagger out of its sheath and took aim right for the weak point of my opponent’s armor. 

The rosy blade stabbed between his helmet and his pauldrons with a wet shluck, and crimson gore sprayed out onto my feet when I pulled the dagger out from his flesh. The guard gurgled on his own blood as he went down on his knees, and then he fell over as he started to bleed out. 

Now that my opponent was dead, I was free to witness the complete carnage unfolding around me. 

The hordes of common orcs completely overwhelmed the Grand Gar’s guards, and it wasn’t even a fair fight. The guards screamed as they were all overtaken by six or seven worker orcs at a time, and I watched with glee as they were knocked to the ground and beaten to a bloody pulp. 

More and more worker orcs joined the fray and, within a matter of minutes, the entire line of guards had been defeated. 

“Shit!” Signe laughed. “I knew they were going to be a lot of help, but I wasn’t expecting this!” 

“The best part is yet to come.” I smiled at my friends. “Wait until they breach the doors and drag that motherfucker out kicking and screaming.” 

“Just as long as I get to watch him die,” Thyra growled. 

Sure enough, the hordes of worker orcs descended onto the main gate of the castle and began to slam their weapons against it with fierce intensity. Not long after, I heard the wooden gate shatter into a million pieces, and the worker orcs let out a triumphant roar as they flooded the palace. 

Viva la fucking revolución. 

 Did-- did we just win?  Swaer asked anyone who could hear. 

“Maybe.” Batari nodded. “I doubt the Grand Gar will be able to hold his own against that many enemies.” 

“It’s kinda a shame.” Malak lowered her head. “I wanted to help you smash in his skull.” 

“And I wanted to tear out his heart with my teeth!” Rythol declared with a full-body twitch. 

“You may still get your chance,” I chuckled. “If I know anything about what happens to leaders during a revolution, they’ll bring him out still breathing--” 

Suddenly, a giant blast of purple magic erupted from the palace. Chunks of rock, glass, and iron sprayed all across the landscape as the castle was blown apart from the inside, and my jaw fell open when I saw the debris headed for our position. 

“Swaer!” Batari gasped as she pointed to the flying debris. 

“Incoming!” 

The little wind dragon quickly unfurled himself from his bondmate’s neck and flew up into the sky. He sucked in a deep breath as he flew, and then, once the debris was close enough, he unleashed a powerful blast of wind. The force of Swaer’s breath pushed back against the falling rubble and then launched it right into the walls of the castle, where they knocked down the stone and iron perimeter with a loud crash. 

“Whew.” I wiped my forehead. “That was a close one.” 

Of course, that was when the bone dragon emerged. 

The creature’s spiny wings were surrounded by the purple magic as he shot out of the palace like a bat out of hell, and once he

was clear of the walls, he hovered in the sky and summoned another ray of purple magic into his mouth. 

“Run!” Holara screamed, and we all scattered in different directions. 

A massive beam of purple shot down on our position, and dirt and debris sprayed up into the air as we just barely managed to escape its deadly magic. Then the bone dragon raised its head up and moved its beam in a new direction. 

Right toward the city of Hjorn. 

Buildings were blown to pieces as the blast stuck them, and the bone dragon didn’t let up for a solid twenty seconds. 

When it finally did, though, a deep laugh echoed in the air around us. 

I looked up to the bone dragon and, sure enough, the Grand Gar was standing atop his back. 

“So, you want to incite some sort of revolution against me, Dragon King?” the Grand Gar taunted. “So be it. I’ll burn this entire fucking island to the ground before I give it to you, ‘Benjamin.’” 

Welp, we’d breached the castle and defeated the guards. Now, we just had to deal with a mad king that rode atop an ethereal, 

undead dragon. 

Sounded like a piece of fucking cake. 

Chapter 15

“I knew the Grand Gar was a psychopath, but shit,” Thyra growled as she pointed her pistols up at her ex. “I never thought he’d sink so low as to torch his own island.” 

“It doesn’t surprise me,” Signe scoffed. “He was always one bad day away from going full-on crazy.” 

“We have to take down the dragon,” I said. “As long as that thing’s attacking us from above, we don’t stand a chance.” 

“Archers!” Theora called out as she ran back and forth in front of a bunch of orcs and Niralopes. “Fire at will!” 

Hundreds of arrows shot up into the sky, straight for the Grand Gar and his beast. 

However, he didn’t even try to dodge. Instead, the bone dragon simply unleashed another shot of his purple magic down onto the battlefield, and my newfound soldiers had milliseconds to flee before they were engulfed in its deadly blast. 

“That didn’t work,” I growled as I turned to my friends. “Kwah and Holara? Can you fly back to the beach and give our forces a new order?” 

“As long as we don’t get blown out of the sky,” Holara said with a gulp. 

“I won’t let that happen.” I shook my head as I watched another building go up in smoke. “Move all of our dragons over to our position, and tell our troops to follow.” 

“What about the orcs on the beach?” Kwah asked as her eyes narrowed. “Our ships will be left wide open for attack.” 

“Fuck the ships!” I said with a growl. “If we don’t get some firepower in the skies right now, we’re all dead. I’ll draw his attention, and you both head for the beach, okay?” 

“This seems like a really bad idea, Ben.” Kwah frowned. “It’ll turn you into dust the second the bastard locks in on your position.” 

“I promise I won’t let that happen,” I said as I placed my hand on the Aviar’s cheek. “I will make it through this, and I will get back to the island to see our child grow up.” 

“I-If you promise.” Tears now filled Kwah’s brown eyes. “Just be safe, alright?” 

“As safe as I can be with a giant-ass dragon trying to wipe us off the face of the planet.” I winked, and then I motioned for them to go. 

“Be careful, Draco Rex,” Holara sighed before she fluttered up into the air. 

Then I did something stupid. Really, really stupid. 

I ran out away from the crowd of orcs and my crewmates and started to wave my hands wildly, and I whistled, hollered, and screamed in the direction of the Grand Gar as I looked back over my shoulder and made sure Holara and Kwah were on their way. 

The two women were flying through the air like two living torpedoes as they headed for the forest, and I let out a sigh of relief. 

Of course, that relief quickly disappeared when I saw the bone dragon turn to face me. 

“Dragon Kiiiiiiing!” the Grand Gar bellowed. 

“Come down here!” I called up to the crowned fucker. “I can’t really hear you.” 

“I like this way better,” my enemy snarled, and then his dragon’s maw began to glow with purple energy. 

“Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck!” I said to myself as the dragon fired down upon me, and I took off as fast as I could. 

I could feel the white-hot heat of the purple magic right at my back as I ran, but thankfully my enhanced dragonkin agility kept me

a few steps ahead of it. Still, there was zero room for error. If I tripped on a rock or slowed down for even half a second, I would be toast. 

Every muscle in my lower body ached as I ran from the attack, and I heard more arrows fire up into the sky from the crowd. 

However, when I dared to glance over, all I saw was the arrows harmlessly bouncing off the dragon’s exposed bone. 

It was going to take a lot more firepower to bring this asshole down. 

“Hold still, you bloody coward!” the Grand Gar bellowed. 

I didn’t know how much longer I was gonna be able to keep this up. My heart was pounding in my chest, and my lungs sucked helplessly for air that just wasn’t there. 

That was when Swaer came to the rescue. 

Suddenly, the tiny wind dragon rocketed straight upward like a snake launched out of a cannon. I heard the sound of blustery wind as the little guy attacked, and instantly the bone dragon’s attack ceased. 

I sucked in a long breath as I doubled over and let out a sigh of relief. Then I glanced up at the battle in the sky, and my heart

dropped. 

The bone dragon chased Swaer around in the smoggy air, and it was like watching a cat chasing a helpless mouse. Swaer dipped, ducked, and twirled away from the bone dragon’s blasts, but it was only a matter of time before he got tired or made a wrong move. 

Then I heard battle cries coming from the trees. 

“Oh, fuck…” I groaned, and I turned to see the Grand Gar’s orcs as they broke through the tree line. 

Or, at least, what was left of them. 

If this was the same army we’d met on the beach, it had been thinned out incredibly. 

“What the fuck are you doing here?” the Grand Gar shouted. 

“You know the rules… Retreat is cowardly, and cowards get executed!” 

The orcs didn’t seem to care, though. They continued forward and then halted in place when they saw the massive army they’d just run into. 

“Thought you were retreating, eh?” Shala mused as she flipped her deadly staff in her hands. 

Some of the orcs turned around to flee back into the woods, but that was when they were met with my crewmates. 

“Ayeayeayeayeaye!” Nadir’s battle cry rang out as she and the rest of my troops tore through the forest and began to cut down the remaining orcs. 

I watched as battle axes, arrows, daggers, and even some dragon fangs tore through the green bastards like they were paper tigers, and I couldn’t help but feel myself swell with pride. This was the army that had started off as a few dragonkins training on the beach. 

And now they were taking down the most formidable fighting force in the world. 

 Cease chasing Swaer, you fiend!  Bungal roared as his fat body blasted over the trees. 

Bungal let loose a shot of white-hot fire in the direction of the Grand Gar’s dragon, and the creature could do nothing but turn and take the attack head-on. 

The bone dragon’s ribs took the brunt of the fire, and he roared angrily as the flames enveloped his body. Meanwhile, the Grand Gar

simply pulled himself close to his dragon and held on for dear life as he tried to weather the storm. 

“Ben!” Mira’s voice called out, and I looked over to see the dragonkin woman running across the battlefield. 

Mira cut down a few orcs with her seaglass spear as she ran, and then she tossed out her arms and wrapped me up in a giant bear hug. 

“M-Maybe not in the middle of a battle?” I laughed. “I’m happy to see you, too, Mira.” 

“It was incredible, Ben…” the golden-scaled dragonkin panted. 

“You should have seen how our soldiers routed them. Now, we will finish the task.” 

“And I fully trust you to do that.” I nodded. “But for now, I want to focus on the asshole on top of the bone dragon.” 

“I wouldn’t worry about him for long,” Maca said as she landed next to us. “The dragons will take care of it in a matter of moments.” 

As soon as the words left Maca’s mouth, the entire island shook with a powerful roar, and the rest of the fire-breathers appeared in the sky above. They flew toward the bone dragon with pure vitriol in their eyes, and they didn’t hold back for even a second. 

All seven of them unleashed a blast of deadly flames, right toward the Grand Gar and his pet. 

My heart beat with anticipation as I watched the flames approach, but then my pride instantly evaporated. 

The Grand Gar launched himself off the back of his dragon and plummeted down into the forest below as his beloved beast was engulfed in flames. 

The bone dragon let out a pained roar as its entire body was surrounded by the deadly fire, and it tried to fire off one last blast of its deadly magic, but it was far too late. The purple blast shot off randomly into the sky and then instantly went dark as the bone dragon’s roars ceased. When the fire-breathers finally let up, the bone dragon was completely charred, so Swaer quickly flew over and blasted the bone dragon with a gust of wind, and the dragon’s body literally turned to dust. 

But I wasn’t over the Grand Gar’s stunt. 

“No!” I screamed as I took off in the direction he had fallen. 

“Ben, wait!” Mira said. “I’m coming with you!” 

As I ran, I heard another set of footsteps approaching from my right. 

“I saw him fall, too,” Thyra growled as she cocked the hammers on her flintlock pistols. “He’s not squirming his way out of this.” 

“Fuck no.” I shook my head as we ran. “The Grand Gar’s reign comes to an end today.” 

Maybe we were overreacting. The dude had fallen at least seventy feet from the sky, into a forest filled with lots of jagged branches and rocks. For all we knew, he was already dead from the fall. 

Still, I couldn’t rest easy until I knew he was gone, and I figured Thyra felt the exact same way. 

Even if we’d decimated his army and wiped out all of his dragons, as long as the Grand Gar lived, we couldn’t claim victory. If he somehow escaped from this island, I would spend the rest of my life trying to hunt him down, and I’d probably never find him. 

The thought alone was enough to drive me mad. 

Unless he wanted me to find him, of course. If the Grand Gar somehow got away and rebuilt his army, we’d just be going through this whole process all over again. 

The only way to ensure the safety of my friends and family was to kill that son of a bitch, and to kill him good. 

It didn’t take long for the sounds of the battle to fade away through the trees, and then all I could hear was the footfalls of Mira, Thyra, and myself as we hunted for the Grand Gar. We tore through the forest like cats on crack, until finally we came to a spot where the canopy had obviously been disturbed. 

“That’s definitely where he fell,” Mira panted as she slowed to a stop and pointed upward. “But where’s his body?” 

Sure enough, there was a large hole in the forest’s canopy, followed by a series of broken branches all the way down to the ground. At the foot of one of the conifer-like plants was a medium-sized bush that was squashed flat. 

But no Grand Gar. 

“Motherfucker,” I grumbled under my breath as I gripped my sword tight. “He must have survived the fall.” 

“We have to find him,” Thyra spat. “We can’t let that fucker get away again.” 

“Thyra, Thyra, Thyra…” The Grand Gar clicked his tongue, and we spun around to see him emerge from a thicket of trees. “I’m glad

to hear you want me back.” 

The orc king was covered from head to toe with bruises and scrapes, and his hair was completely matted with blood to the side of his head. Otherwise, he looked completely fine, and he held a shiny iron sword in his hand, one whose handle was made out of some sort of ivory-colored material. 

“Fuck you, ‘dear,’” Thyra growled, and then she fired both her pistols in the direction of her ex. 

The Grand Gar simply tucked his head between his knees and rolled forward, and the two bullets passed by harmlessly. Then he sprang to his feet about ten feet away from us, but he didn’t attack yet. Instead, he simply held up his sword and looked between Mira and me. 

“Do you recognize this?” the Grand Gar asked as his eyes narrowed. “It belonged to someone near and dear to you.” 

“Dragonkin don’t use iron swords, idiot,” Mira growled as she took a fighting stance. 

“Not the sword… Its hilt.” The green orc smiled devilishly. “It’s made from pure bone, you know. The bone of the last Draco Rex.” 

“You fucker of mothers!” Mira screamed as she lurched forward. 

Mira took a stab at the Grand Gar’s head, but he simply side-stepped the attack and kicked his foot up into Mira’s stomach. The dragonkin woman let out a pained gasp as she was thrown backward, and then she rolled across the ground like a ragdoll. 

White-hot rage boiled up from my deepest core as I charged the Grand Gar and aimed for his fucking heart. I stabbed my seaglass blade at his chest, but my attack was knocked away with a flash of sparks from his iron sword. 

I jumped back half a foot as his sword swished past my chest, and then I brought my own weapon around and swung at his arm. 

He just evaded the attack before he darted forward under my guard, lashed out with his fist, and slammed it into my face. 

I tasted metallic blood as my vision went white, and pain shot through my cheekbones. As I stumbled away from the Grand Gar, though, I heard two more shots ring out. 

Followed by the Grand Gar’s painful grunt. 

When my vision finally started to return, I saw him holding a fresh wound on his left shoulder as it seeped blood down the front of

his chest. 

“You bitch!” he snarled as he started toward Thyra. “I gave you everything you could want. A warm bed… More privileges than the other orcs… A caring lover… And this is how you repay me?” 

“You were going to have me executed,” Thyra growled. “For the crime of being smarter than your dumb ass. Oh, and by the way? 

You gave me none of those things. None.” 

“I’m gonna enjoy this!” the Grand Gar roared as he stomped forward and took a swing at Thyra. 

The blonde orc woman dodged the first blow, but her attacker’s sword hit the pistol in her right hand. Thyra let out a yelp as her weapon was knocked to the ground, and then she quickly sprang away as the Grand Gar tried to catch her in his grasp. 

“Together?” I asked Mira as she stood back up, and the dragonkin warrior gave me a nod. 

Mira and I both ran forward as we prepared to skewer this guy like a stuck pig, but the Grand Gar was much faster than the lumbering, oafish orcs we were used to fighting. Once he got within two or three steps of Thyra, it became obvious we weren’t going to catch him in time. 

Thankfully, Mira was equally as deadly a marksman as she was a hand-to-hand combatant. 

The golden-scaled dragonkin woman quickly twirled her spear around, flipped it up like a javelin, and then hauled it back as she took a deep breath. Then Mira launched her spear forward with a frustrated grunt, and it shot across the landscape like it had just been fired out of a cannon. 

And the tip embedded itself straight into the Grand Gar’s right calf. 

There was a spray of blood as the seaglass spear stabbed through the orc’s leg, and then he went down on one knee as he unleashed an angry roar. 

Thyra’s eyes widened, but she didn’t falter. The blonde orc woman instantly raised her remaining pistol up to eye level and cocked back the hammer. 

But the Grand Gar was ready. 

I watched in awe as the bastard reached down and snapped Mira’s spear in half with his bare hands. He broke off the hilt of the spear with a growl of pain, just where it jutted out of his calf, before he took the wooden handle in his hand and brought it around like a

club. He smashed the stick into Thyra’s hand, which knocked it to the side just as her pistol went off. 

“Yeow!” Thyra yelped as her bullet flew off harmlessly into the forest. 

Before she could even recompose herself, the Grand Gar took a slash at her throat, but Thyra ducked down at the last second before she rolled away to the right and out of her ex’s reach. 

That was when I finally reached the bastard. 

I tried to plunge my sword into his chest, but he must have heard my footfalls. 

The Grand Gar jumped to the right, and my blade pierced nothing but air. The jolly green bastard then proceeded to twirl his body around, spear hilt still in hand, and slammed it into the approaching Mira. There was a loud, painful thunk as the hilt slammed into the top of her head, and the dragonkin warrior went down. 

“Mira!” I roared as I watched the Grand Gar raise his sword over his head, with full intentions to finish my beautiful lover off. 

There was nothing I could do but toss out my sword in front of the Grand Gar’s attack, so that’s what I did. A shockwave

reverberated through my arm muscles as his iron struck my seaglass, but I held my ground. 

A thin, evil smile twisted up the Grand Gar’s lips as his head slowly turned to me, and his rabid eyes narrowed. 

“I always told the boys these bitches were your greatest weakness,” he cackled. “I never realized just how much, though.” 

I let out a growl as I pushed my sword upward and moved my enemy’s blade away from Mira. Then, before he could react, I tossed up my right leg and slammed my boot into the Grand Gar’s stomach. 

He let out a grunt as he stumbled backward a few steps, but I wasn’t done with him yet. 

I launched myself forward and took a swing at his abdomen, but he was quick to block and then parry. 

As he came around, he brought the hilt of Mira’s spear with him, and I felt a sting of white-hot pain as it slammed into my face with the force of a fucking freight train. The world turned black for a second as I gritted my teeth and fell down on my knees. 

I was completely defenseless, and I knew the Grand Gar’s blade was headed for my skull next. 

Unless I could strike first. 

He would have expected an attack from my blade, so I switched things up. I blindly lashed out with my right fist and struck the Grand Gar square in his open leg wound. 

The Grand Gar yowled in pain as I struck his weak spot, so I seized the opportunity to take a swing at him with my sword. I heard the squelchy sound of seaglass across flesh, and he roared again as my vision started to return. 

My head felt like it had been rattled around by a paint mixer, but at least I was still alive. 

As my vision returned, I saw the Grand Gar stumbling backward as he held his chest, and there was a long, fresh wound across his left pectoral that looked to be about half an inch deep. 

It wasn’t quite what I was going for, but it worked. 

Thyra had just finished reloading her weapon, and I watched her take aim at her former husband as he hobbled toward me with his sword at the ready. 

I shook my head to try and clear my mind as I stood up and gave my sword a little twirl. Thyra wasn’t really close enough for a precision shot, but if I distracted this asshole long enough, it would surely give her a chance to put another bullet in his ass. 

“You’re looking a little tired there, fuckface,” I taunted the orc leader. 

“And you’re looking a little like a bitch!” the Grand Gar snarled as he raised his bone-hilted sword. 

As he did so, there was a puff of smoke from Thyra’s pistol, and then a bullet glanced across the lower right side of the Grand Gar’s jaw. The projectile carved a furrow into the surface of his cheek, and blood sprayed forward onto the ground as he yowled in agony. 

“Fuck,” Thyra grumbled as she started to reload. “I was aiming for your brain, ‘dear.’” 

I lashed out at the orc leader with my sword, but he still had enough strength to block the attack. Then he attempted to punch me in the stomach, but I was much quicker than his hobbled ass. I jumped to the side, and the Grand Gar stumbled forward and fell flat on his face. 

I stabbed my seaglass blade at the ground, but the fucker rolled out of the way seconds before it pierced his skull. As he rolled away, the Grand Gar twisted his body around and swung his iron blade directly at my sword. 

The blow knocked my weapon out of my hands, and the sudden shift in momentum caused me to fall forward and slam into the ground with a dull thud. I got the taste of earthy, green moss in my mouth as dirt and greenery splashed onto my face, but I couldn’t dwell on that for long. I knew I only had seconds to get out of the way before this asshole came at me again. 

And without my sword, the odds had shifted pretty strongly in his favor. 

I jumped up in a crouch and then propelled my body forward as the Grand Gar’s sword swung down on me. It hit the dirt behind me with a dull thud, and a bit of relief washed over me as I curled up into a ball and did a somersault forward. 

As I came back up, however, I saw something out of the corner of my eye. 

Something crafted of wood and metal. 

Thyra’s pistol, with the hammer still pulled back. 

Which meant it was still loaded. 

“Get back here, ya rat bastard!” the Grand Gar slurred through the pain of his bleeding jaw. “Face me like a fucking man.” 

“Big words coming from the dude who just tried to fight us from the back of a dragon,” I said as I turned around to face my enemy. 

My sword was now halfway across the battlefield, and Thyra was still in the process of reloading her remaining pistol. Meanwhile, the Grand Gar was lumbering toward me like Jack Nicholson at the end of  The Shining. 

He had the same look of pure, unadulterated rage in his eyes, too. 

“Just wait till I’m done with you…” he sputtered through a mouthful of blood. “Then I’ll kill that traitorous bitch over there. Then I’ll kill that dragon bitch of yours. After I fuck her repeatedly, of course. And after I let my men have their way with her.” 

Careful, Ben. 

I knew exactly what he was trying to do, and I wasn’t going to fall for it. He had a reach advantage with his sword, so going after him hand-to-hand was practically suicide. 

Of course, if I got to the pistol in time, then I’d be the one with the advantage. 

“You motherfucker,” I growled as I tried to play into his game, though I was now slowly inching closer to the pistol. “If you touch

one hair on their bodies, I’ll--” 

“I’m gonna touch every hair on their bodies!” the Grand Gar slurred, and more blood spilled from the hole in his cheek. “Probably with my tongue.” 

“Do you even have a tongue anymore?” I asked with a raised eyebrow, and his expression fell into full-on rage. “Oh, yeah, I can actually see it through the hole in your ugly face.” 

The Grand Gar’s yellow eyes were now wide and bloodshot, and his lips were twisted into a snarl that appeared both happy and angry at the same time. 

Yep. He’d fucking lost it. 

That was when I felt the pistol touch the side of my boot. 

“Maybe I should keep you alive,” the Grand Gar spat. “I want you to watch what I do to everything you’ve created. And to your women.” 

“Sorry, dickhead,” I growled as I clenched my fists. “I don’t want any of that for you. Isla Gar is mine. And Thyra’s, since you took it from her and all.” 

“Isla Gar will never be yours!” the Grand Gar snapped, and then he jumped forward and pulled his sword back beside his body. 

It was now or never. 

I crouched down and scooped up the pistol in my right hand, and then I did the riskiest thing I could have done. 

I moved in closer to the dude coming at me with his sword. 

At the same time, I tossed up my left hand and wrapped it around the Grand Gar’s wrist, which stopped his blow in its tracks. 

Then I pressed the barrel of the pistol straight up into his gut and pulled the trigger. 

The Grand Gar let out a short gasp as the hammer hit the pin, and the pistol fired on him at point-blank range. 

At this distance, the pistol acted like a fucking blunderbuss, and I watched as a giant, gory hole appeared in his stomach. Blood splattered out behind him and onto the leaves of the trees, and then it began to gush out of the fresh wound by the gallon. 

I continued to hold his wrist in my grasp as I looked up at his eyes. 

They were wide with disbelief and fear, and his bottom lip began to tremble as he dropped his sword. When I let go of the bastard, he stumbled backward and fumbled at the large cavity in his stomach, but it was no use. 

“Y-You…” he sputtered as he looked up at me. “You motherfu-

-” 

Before he could finish his sentence, Thyra placed her pistol against the side of his head and squeezed the trigger. 

The Grand Gar’s head exploded like a ripe watermelon, and bits of brain and shards of bone splattered across the landscape. His skull had been completely shattered, and all that remained was a jagged bottom half which gushed blood as it hung onto the few bits of green flesh that were left. His body collapsed to his knees, and he fell forward onto the dirt. 

The Grand Gar was, finally, dead. 

“That still counts as my kill,” I said to Thyra with a tired smile. 

“He was totally on the way out after I shot him.” 

“I know he was,” Thyra said. “I just wanted to make doubly sure.” 

I let out a long sigh as I fell down to my knees and looked up at the sky above. 

I couldn’t believe it. 

It was over. After all this time, after all these adventures? 

It was over. 

Chapter 16

Even though the Grand Gar was now just a headless corpse, I couldn’t celebrate quite yet. 

“Mira?” I gasped as I ran over to the fallen dragonkin woman and picked her up in my arms. “Mira, are you alright?” 

“She’s still breathing,” Thyra observed as she walked over and crouched down beside us. “I think he just hit her really fucking hard.” 

“I-I’ll say….” Mira trailed off weakly. “That blow had the-- the strength of Huwar’s neck.” 

“Mira!” I declared as I pulled her head up against my own and ran my fingers through her green locks. “Fuck… I thought I might have lost you.” 

“You could never lose me,” the warrior chuckled softly. “The Gods wouldn’t allow you to sail without your first mate.” 

“Captain,” I corrected her. “You’re a captain now, remember?” 

“Oh,” Mira joked as her golden eyes opened. “Maybe I am just lucky, then?” 

“I think we’re all lucky today,” I noted. “The Grand Gar is dead, Mira.” 

It seemed to take her a second to process the words, but Mira’s eyes lit up as a smile slowly spread across her lips. 

“He’s gone?” she asked in a soft whisper. 

“About as dead as you can get,” Thyra said as she pointed over to his body. “He’s missing the top half of his head. And his entire stomach. And part of his jaw and leg.” 

“How the fuck was he even standing after all that?” I snorted. 

“Because he’s hard to kill,” Thyra grumbled. “Like a nasty, scuttling bug.” 

“But he is dead?” Mira asked again, as if that would be something we’d have lied about. 

“That’s him over there.” I gently turned Mira so she could see the body. “Does he look dead to you?” 

“He looks very dead,” Mira said with exhausted joy in her eyes. 

“We did it, Ben.” 

“We did.” I smiled. “We’re safe now. All of us are.” 

“I wouldn’t celebrate quite yet, Draco Rex,” Thyra sighed. “I believe the battle still rages on by the palace.” 

“I don’t think so.” I shook my head. “Those fuckers were already being routed by our troops when we left. I can’t imagine it got

any better for them once their leader ran away and they had to fight hordes of angry orc workers. I think that’s the surest bet I could make.” 

“They’re still an elite fighting force,” the blonde woman said with a shrug. “But if you’re serious about betting on it, let us wager.” 

“For what?” I scoffed. “We share everything already, anyways.” 

Thyra holstered her pistol as she walked over to the Grand Gar’s body, and then she bent down and picked up his blood-soaked crown. 

“For this, then,” Thyra mused as she held it up in the air. “We both have claim to Isla Gar, do we not? I am the rightful heir, and you have just slain its current ruler in combat.” 

“And you want to decide who gets the crown based on if the battle is over or not?” I raised an eyebrow but then just laughed. 

“That’s the easiest bet I’ve ever won. I hope that crown looks good on me, because it sure as fuck didn’t look good on him.” 

“Ben?” Mira asked. “B-Before we go back… The sword.” 

“The Grand Gar’s sword?” I asked. “What about it?” 

“It’s… It’s the former dragon king’s.” She frowned. “We can’t just leave it here.” 

“I’m not sure that would be something the rest of our people need to know,” I explained. “I think it would just upset them more than anything else, especially Nerissa.” 

“We won’t take it back.” Mira shook her head. “We’ll bury it and give it last rites, in the ocean where it belongs. Nobody else needs to know whose or what it was.” 

“I can do that.” I nodded, and then I looked over at Thyra. “Can you help me with her? I think she’s still too weak to walk on her own.” 

The blonde orc woman came over to the other side of Mira, placed the dragonkin’s arm around her neck, and helped me lift her up on her feet. Once Thyra had Mira sturdy in her grasp, she held the warrior while I went around and gathered up our fallen weapons. 

I handed the second pistol back to Thyra, who placed it in its holster, and then I walked over and grabbed my seaglass blade. I snatched up the Grand Gar’s iron sword, as well, and a shudder ran down my spine as I touched the remains of my predecessor. 

Once we had everything in hand, I put Mira’s other arm around my shoulder, and the three of us headed back to the battlefield. 

Thanks to Mira’s injuries, the journey took about double the time it

had when we were running at a full sprint. However, we soon came back to the area in front of the Grand Gar’s castle, and I noticed there was nothing but the sounds of whispers. 

Easiest bet I’d ever won. 

As the three of us stepped through the trees, we were greeted by our entire fucking crew. 

“Where is the Grand Gar?” Olga asked immediately. 

“Did he escape?” Holara gasped. 

“Is Mira hurt?” Sela inquired with a frown. 

 Did you vanquish the foul man?  Bungal said as he hovered over us. 

“Whose blood is that?” Pae asked. 

Then one voice cut through all the others. 

“Dad?” Arrick had a bit of fear in his voice, but he tried to cover it up by making it deeper. “Are you okay?” 

When I looked into my son’s eyes, I felt happy tears welling up in my eyes. 

“I’m great, Arrick.” I smiled. “I’ve never felt better in my fucking life.” 

“So… Does that mean…” Kwah asked with a tilt of her head. 

“He’s gone.” I nodded, and then I turned to the crowd and yelled. “The Grand Gar is dead!” 

Everyone broke out into happy cheers as they started to embrace, high-five, and slap each other on the back. 

“This is glorious news!” one of the orc women sobbed. “But…

What do we do with ourselves now? Most of us have never experienced life without the Grand Gar before.” 

“You can do whatever you want, my friend,” Jemma said as she hovered on Tirian above the crowd. “The world is yours now. Or, at least, the island is.” 

“Speaking of which,” I said with a smirk as I looked over at Thyra. “I don’t see any of the Grand Gar’s men left standing. Hand it over.” 

“Fine, fine.” The blonde orc rolled her eyes and then passed the crown over to me. 

I looked it over for a few seconds before I raised it up, placed it down onto my head, and let out a sigh of relief. This crown had caused me lots of fucking pain these last few years, and it had caused these men and women who stood before me even more. It

was a symbol of royalty on Isla Gar, but I wasn’t a member of Isla Gar. 

So, I pulled it off my head, walked over to Thyra, and placed the crown on her from behind. 

“Thyra is Queen!” Yrsa declared as she jumped up and down like an overexcited anime character. 

“W-What?” Thyra gasped as she looked over her shoulder at me. “You won the bet.” 

“That crown is reserved for orc royalty.” I shook my head. “And, well, seeing as how you’re the only orc royalty remaining…” 

“Thank you, Draco Rex,” Thyra said as her yellow eyes began to fill up with tears. “You have no idea how much this means to me.” 

“Or her people,” Olga added, and then she looked at me like I was a freaking snack. “I knew there was a reason I let you get me pregnant.” 

“So you could have a savior,” I reminded her with a wink. 

“Though I don’t know how much you need one now.” 

“He will still lead his people to great places,” the brunette orc noted. “Who knows? Maybe now that the Grand Gar is dead, we can actually explore the islands around us instead of conquering them.” 

“Can you imagine?” Gudrun asked. “A world where other races do not feel fear when they see orcs sailing to their islands…” 

“They won’t.” I shook my head. “Because you’ll be sailing as part of my fleet.” 

“Who says we even want to join your fleet?” Olga asked in a teasing tone. 

“Wooooooow.” I clicked my tongue and shook my head. “I come all the way to your island, kill a bunch of deadly dragons, and take out the most evil son of a bitch ever to exist… And you won’t sail with me?” 

“Of course we’ll sail with you, Ben.” Olga rolled her eyes. “The Valtras  and  The Dragon Queen  complement each other quite well.” 

“Ships don’t talk,” Yrsa said as her brow furrowed. 

“What?” Hilda mused as she looked up at the muscular orc woman. “What the fuck are you talking about?” 

“How can ships complement each other?” Yrsa asked. “They can’t talk.” 

“Ohhhhhhhhhh,” Hilda snorted. 

“I’ll talk it over with her later,” Gudrun said in a hushed voice. 

“Just let her think this one through on her own.” 

“Come, Thyra,” Olga said as she put her arm around Thyra’s shoulder. “We should introduce the rest of the orcs to their new leader.” 

“Is it too late to go back on this?” Thyra joked. “Maybe I actually wanted to be on the run for my whole life?” 

“Nonsense.” Olga rolled her eyes and then turned to the crowd of orcs. “My friends, I present to you… Queen Thyra!” 

The orcs erupted in whistles, cheers, and hollers as Thyra awkwardly waved at her subjects. Then the orcs all ran over to the crew of  The Valtras  and began their celebration. 

 I must admit.  Bungal sniffled.  I believe I may be allergic to something on this island, because there is something in my eyes. 

 That would be called “emotions,”  Tirian snickered.  It’s okay to have them. At least, that’s what Jemma always tells me. 

 It’s perfectly normal,  Ethala chuckled.  This is a very happy occasion. 

“Indeed, it is,” Atrix said with a smile. “Our kind no longer needs to live in seclusion, either. We are just as free as these orcs, and we could not have done it without the Draco Rex.” 

“Oh, it was nothing,” I scoffed with a wave of my hand. 

 Nonsense!  Bungal huffed, and then he flew to the front of the crowd of dragons and stuck out his pudgy arms.  Three cheers for Benjamin! Hip-hip…

The dragons all let out happy chuffs and snorts instead of saying “hooray,” and the fat brown dragon’s face fell into a disgruntled frown. 

“It’s still a very nice gesture,” I promised the fire-breather telepathically. “But you know that you guys are responsible for this just as much as I was… You all are.” 

“Don’t be foolish, Draco Rex,” Pae said as she brushed her silver hair out of her eyes. “None of this would have happened without you.” 

“Seriously,” Rikuri added. “My sisters and I would all still be sitting alone on that island, having never tried anything new.” 

“Or experienced the touch of a man.” Ashanti smirked, and Rikuri just rolled her eyes. 

“The Niralope would still be the same fearful, weak race that we were before,” Theora said as she stepped forward. “We are thankful for your help every day, Ben.” 

“Our race would be gone,” Holara gulped. “For real.” 

“We were doing just fine,” Nadir said with a teasing giggle. “But joining up with you was still pretty great.” 

“Awww, guys…” I trailed off. “You’re gonna make me blush.” 

 Their words are true, dear one,  George’s voice said as he stepped forward from the crowd.  You have done much to enrich our lives, including mine. 

“George!” I proclaimed, and then I ran forward and threw my arms around his neck. “I was hoping you guys were okay. I’m sorry I left you for so long.” 

 You had more important matters to attend to,  George chuckled.  And you have done what the Gods have called you here to do. I truly believe that. 

“You mean Jonas?” I chuckled and then pointed to the Soothsayer. “He’s the one who brought me here, remember? With the magic portal and all?” 

“I am a vessel for the Gods, Draco Rex,” Jonas said with a bow. “I was only doing their bidding.” 

“Well, either way,” Sela said as a wide smile spread across her usually stoic face. “It was a blessing, for sure.” 

“Come on.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m just an ex-Coast Guard member who got swept up in a storm and ended up in a world completely different from my own. I did what anybody in my position would have done.” 

“Nobody could do what you do, Ben,” Batari said longingly. 

“Nobody.” 

I felt a swelling of pride in my chest as I looked out across the crowd of my friends. The Dragonkin, Niralope, Coonag, Morpho, Cero, Spindrel, and Aviar races still had a chance to survive and thrive thanks to me. 

I’d helped give them hope for the future in the form of children, and I’d helped them discover a sense of family and belonging along the way. Then there was the fact that I’d trained them to fight back against their biggest enemy and proceeded to help them kill him. 

But now, we were free of the Grand Gar and his cronies. 

We were free, and that was a cause for celebration. 

“Hey, Zamwae?” I asked the Cero shaman. “I think this calls for one of your famous festival celebrations, no?” 

“Yes!” Rikuri and Ashanti said in unison. 

“I shall go back to the ship and unload the palm wine,” Batari said. 

“And we’ll start building up the fire,” Nadir added as she gestured to her Coonag friends. 

“I’ll see what we have to actually eat,” Jemma offered. 

“I can try to see if the orcs need--” Mira began, but I shook my head. 

“You’re not doing anything,” I said. “In fact, I want you to come with me and George.” 

“Oh?” Mira raised an eyebrow at me. “Is it someplace special?” 

“Kind of,” I explained. “It’s about that thing we talked about earlier.” 

I nodded to the sword in my hand, and Mira’s eyes lit up with recognition. 

“Got it,” she said with a frown. “I’ll definitely come with you for that.” 

“George?” I asked my bondmate as I patted him on the neck. 

“You willing to give us a ride, old buddy?” 

 Anything for you, dear one.  The blue-scaled water dragon smiled, and then he lowered his body down so we could get on his

back. 

I climbed up at the nape of his neck, and Mira hoisted herself up behind me. Then the beautiful dragonkin woman pressed her soft, curvy body against my back as she wrapped her arms around my waist and laid her chin on my left shoulder. 

“We’ll be right back,” I promised the rest of the crew. “Don’t start the festival without us!” 

“We wouldn’t dream of it, Ben.” Jemma winked. 

“Alright, George,” I said to my bondmate telepathically. “Take us back to the shore.” 

George gave me a happy chuff, and then he took off like a bat out of hell toward the tree line. We cut through the forest at breakneck speeds for a little bit before, finally, we arrived back at the beach where we had landed. It was completely littered with the bodies of the Grand Gar’s men, so George had to slow down a bit to make sure he wasn’t stepping on anything gross. Eventually, we got to the edge of the sea, and the water dragon lumbered to a halt. 

Mira and I jumped off his back and then started to wade into the ocean. 

 May I ask what we are doing, dear one?  George asked. 

“If we tell you,” I warned. “You have to promise not to tell anyone else, okay?” 

 You know I would never betray your trust.  The water dragon shook his head. 

“Do you see the sword in Ben’s hand?” Mira pointed to the sword. “Its hilt is made out of a bone from the last Draco Rex. The Grand Gar was carrying it around.” 

 That’s… Dark.  George shuddered.  And quite disturbing. 

“We’re just giving it a proper burial at sea,” I explained. “So, uh… What’s that involve, anyway?” 

“Let me show you,” Mira offered as she stuck out her hand. 

I gave her the Grand Gar’s sword, and she held it in her arms like it was a newborn baby. I watched as the dragonkin woman bowed her head and began to say a few words in her native tongue, and then she reached down with her index finger and swirled it in the ocean. 

Mira then rubbed the water onto the hilt of the sword, held it high, and said a few more words. Then she looked over at me and held out the sword again. 

“What do I need to do?” I asked. 

“It is custom that our ruler’s successor blesses their remains before they are buried,” Mira said. “It doesn’t have to be anything formal.” 

Wow. No pressure. 

“I’ll do my best,” I said as I took the sword, and then I took a deep breath. “From one Draco Rex to another, I just wanted to say

‘thank you.’ I know your death was pretty horrific, and it was pretty fucked up what the Grand Gar did to you and all your people… But I want you to know it’s okay. He’s gone now, and your people are at peace. I promise I’ll take good care of them, and I’ll lead them to new heights they never even imagined they would get to. You can rest easy, Draco Rex.” 

“Wow.” Mira sniffled. “That was beautiful, Ben.” 

“Is there anything else?” I asked with a half-smirk. “Do I need to do a Hail Mary or something to finish it?” 

“No.” The golden-scaled dragonkin shook her head. “That is all the blessing you will need.” 

With that, I crouched down and placed the sword in the water. 

It sank to the bottom in an instant, but I knew eventually it would get buried under the sediment or get washed out to deeper waters. 

I stood back up and placed one arm around Mira and the other against George as we all looked out to the ocean. Our four ships floated on the horizon, and my mind couldn’t help but wander to all the adventures that still awaited us in the future. 

I was serious about the promise I’d just made to the deceased Draco Rex. 

I was going to make sure the Dragonkin legacy lived on, and all of my people would be the best damn people they could possibly be. 

And with the Grand Gar gone? 

That promise would become a reality. 

Epilogue - Ten Years Later

“Ben, Sister!” Mira proclaimed as she broke through the forest and waved her hands wildly. “It is time… She’s going into labor.” 

“I wondered just how long it was going to take,” Nerissa mused as she stood up from the wooden bench we’d both been sitting on. 

“It seems like she’s been pregnant much longer than anyone else on this island.” 

“It must be the Spindrel DNA,” I joked as I got up and took my queen by the arm. “That always seems to do weird stuff when it comes to pregnancies.” 

“Hey!” a voice called out from behind Mira. “That’s not very nice of you to say, Dad.” 

As she spoke, my daughter stepped into the clearing. It had been ten years since Pae gave birth to our child, and thanks to Spindrel lifespans, she still only looked and acted like she was a toddler. The little silver-haired girl was flanked on both sides by her older Coonag siblings, Hokir and Terra, who had taken on a protective role to the little one. 

“He’s got a point, sis.” Hokir shrugged. “We’re both ten years old, and we look way older than you.” 

Hokir was right. Pretty much all of my kids, save for the Spindrels, had grown at an advanced rate, and they were all physically adults at this point. Now that they were a bit older, Hokir and Terra both showed a very striking resemblance to their mother in terms of their facial features, and in terms of their ruthlessness in battle. 

Gamwen, on the other hand, was the polar opposite. The little silver-haired Spindrel was just like Pae, headstrong and loving to the point of sometimes being overly sentimental. 

Gamwen’s favorite activity was going out to the flowerbeds with her sister Narla and her four Spindrel brothers, Ehhlar, Ohvee, Koosha, and Mauun, to simply sit around and watch the butterflies. It was always an adorable thing to watch, and it was made even cuter by the fact that the deadly slaughtertooth, Waeren, played along with them in the fields like a loyal dog. 

“It’s not my fault I’m so little.” Gamwen’s adorable voice trembled as tears filled her eyes. 

“Way to go, Hokir!” Terra hissed at her brother, and then she dropped down on one knee to get to eye level with her sister. “He wasn’t making fun of you, little one. I promise. You’re just as badass as all of your bigger brothers and sisters.” 

“All of them?” Gamwen asked as a smile started to spread across her face. 

“Every single one.” Terra winked. “Just don’t tell them I said that.” 

Gamwen smiled widely, and she let out a happy laugh when Terra ruffled up her hair. Hokir then made a chittering sound as he scooped up his little sister and placed her on his shoulders, where she let out a happy squeal. 

Of all my children, I definitely hadn’t expected Nadir’s twins to be the most wholesome as older siblings. 

“I’m assuming she’s in the infirmary?” I asked Mira. “I really hope she wasn’t out gallivanting around the forest when it happened.” 

“Of course, she’s in the infirmary,” Mira said as she crossed her arms. “We aren’t a heathen race, Ben.” 

“You could have fooled me.” I winked, and then all six of us started back toward the palace. 

With the threat of the Grand Gar and his men completely gone, the last ten years had been focused on two things, and two things only. 

Exploring the oceans on swashbuckling adventures, and creating a thriving, ever-expanding community here on Seashuna. 

Mira, Olga, and I made it a point to go out sailing for a few months every year in search of any other civilizations that we may have missed in the years before. 

And boy, were there a lot we’d missed. 

We’d met turtle people, cheetah-like people, buffalo people, chinchilla people, snake people, panda-like people, and even a race of elephant people. Most of them had either been completely undiscovered by the Grand Gar, or they’d gone into hiding after hearing about the dreadful bastard and what he did to other races. 

Some of them remained on their home islands as official trading partners with the Kingdom of Seashuna, while a few of the men and women came back to live with us here on our living island. 

Which, of course, led to the need for expansion. We’d all spent endless hours, weeks, and even months building our civilization on the back of the floating island, and it was now a modern utopia. Or, at least, the closest thing you could get to a modern utopia while floating on a giant dragon’s back. 

Still, our civilization had everything: parks, walking trails, designated celebration spaces and picnic areas, storage buildings, factories, and lots and lots of dwellings. 

It also had children. 

Now that we had Coonag, Niralope, Orc, and Morpho men on the island, in addition to the other dragonkin men and the new races we’d met along the way, there was no issue of repopulation. Several of them paired up together and started families, and the island was now so full of kids that a few years ago Talise and Anora demanded we construct a dedicated nursery building. The result was astounding, and we ended up needing three freaking stories to properly separate all the kids by their ages and developmental needs. 

Of course, it was a common joke around the island that I had super sperm or something, because I held the record for the dad with the most children. 

By like, a lot. 

In the years since the defeat of the Grand Gar, I’d mated with a bunch of the women I’d been so close to before, and I’d impregnated any woman who’d come to me and asked for a baby. Pretty much

every night I was making love to a monster-woman of the various island species to give her a child, and at last count, I’d fathered over nine hundred children. 

Honestly, I myself didn’t even know how I’d accomplished that, but I was proud of each one of them equally. 

My Cero son Tuquaar had taken some of his rhino-dragonkin siblings on a voyage back to the Cero island, where he then courted and eventually married the current Queen Mother, Nargwai. They visited often, and we visited them, but all accounts from my son led myself and Batari to believe they were thriving in their native homeland. 

As the six of us walked along the forest path of Seashuna, my ears picked up the sound of rustling in the trees. The Coonag twins must have heard it, too, because Hokir instantly scooped up his little sister in his arms and bared his teeth in the direction of the noise. 

“Relax, guys,” an angelic voice giggled from above. “It’s just us.” 

“What’s that Dad always says?” a young man’s voice mused. 

“‘Take a chill pill?’” 

One by one, ten figures floated down from the tree canopy above and landed on the ground before us with a dull thump. It was the original five Aviar women, accompanied by our kids. 

“Oh,” Terra said with a sarcastic laugh. “It’s just the bird-brains. 

No danger here.” 

“Watch your tone there, sister,” my youngest Aviar daughter, Owle, scoffed as she brushed her mohawk out of her large, yellow eyes. “You two are just some overgrown mammals…” 

“And you know what Mom always tells us about mammals,” 

Siwik, my brown-feathered son, added as he pointed to Kwah. 

“That they’ll tear your throat out without a second thought?” 

Hokir laughed. 

“That they’re prey,” Teeka’s daughter, Flamara, whispered timidly as her vibrant pink hair hung down over her right eye. 

“Mammals are prey to Aviars.” 

“I’m pretty sure mammals are prey to everything,” Mira mused. 

“We eat them for almost every single meal.” 

The remaining Aviar boys, Cardin and Worc, simply rolled their eyes as they retracted their feathers into their bodies and sighed. 

“Now, now, children,” Maca teased. “There’s no need to fight. 

Now is the time for celebrating your sister.” 

“We’ve got enough sisters,” Cardin mumbled to himself. “Why don’t we boys ever get celebrated?” 

“Maybe when you do something worth celebrating?” Terra teased her brother, and the Aviar’s face turned as red as his hair and feathers. 

“Yeaaaaaahhhhh,” Hokir added. “Aren’t two of our brothers like, kings or something? And then Arrick is gonna be a king someday, too. There’s plenty of our boy siblings to celebrate… Just not you.” 

Cardin frowned, and then he gave his older brother a hard-yet-playful slap on the shoulder. Hokir just smiled devilishly as he bounced Gamwen on his shoulders, which caused the little girl to giggle uncontrollably. 

“Come, my friends,” Nerissa said with a warm smile. “We would hate to miss the birth.” 

“Why?” Worc scoffed. “We see them all the time on this island.” 

“Don’t take the miracle of life for granted, son,” Nevar warned. 

“Not too long ago, none of us thought we would ever be able to

reproduce, and our species was on the verge of extinction.” 

“Yeah, yeah,” the dark-haired boy sighed. “I know the story, Mom.” 

“We’ll wait this one out, Ben,” Teeka said as she turned to me. 

“You need to be there for her right now, and we will simply catch the celebration afterwards. If Zamwae intends to do one, that is.” 

“Are you kidding?” I chuckled. “I’m convinced Zamwae would throw a festival for a kid learning how to use the toilet properly.” 

“That’s a big accomplishment,” Hokir joked, and then he ruffled Worc’s hair. “This one here still doesn’t know how to do it.” 

“Funny,” the Aviar boy grumbled. “Very funny.” 

The six of us continued onward until, finally, we came to the clearing that acted as our island’s main hub. The palace and its infirmary were off on the far side, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of nostalgia as I looked out over what this place had become. 

Only a decade ago, there was nothing here but some trees and short grass. Now, it was a bustling city center, with many hundreds of people walking around at all times as they went about their lives. 

And up above, a few of the dragons were conversing with their bondmates on their backs. 

The first was a massive, furry red wind dragon with his tail curled down below his body like a coiled-up snake. His thin yellow whiskers twitched as he talked to his friends, and it was funny to see how his facial tics hadn’t changed since he was a tiny little hatchling. 

Even though he’d been full-grown for several years now, it was hard to believe that was Swaer. Hell, if Batari wasn’t riding on his back, I would have been second-guessing myself even further. 

Right across from Swaer in the conversation circle was a massive silver dragon that loomed over the entire island, and he’d gotten so large he was now consuming multiple turtlephants a day just to keep his belly full. Many of his protective scales were missing, replaced by gnarly scars that told the stories of his adventures with Jemma and myself. 

Tirian. 

Bungal, Ethala, Cartram, and Ralea all filled out the remainder of the circle, while the four water dragons were down on the ground, and from this distance, all I could hear was their chuffs, grunts, and snorts. 

“What’s going on up there?” I asked the dragons telepathically. 

“Did you finally decide you wanted to put Barlow out to pasture?” 

 If only luck would be so fortunate, Benjamin,  Bungal sighed. 

 Alas, we are simply discussing the implications of this birth on our futures. 

“Your futures?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 

“Come on,” I heard Terra whispering to Hokir and Gamwen. 

“Dad’s doing his weird thing where he talks to the dragons, but we can’t hear him. Let’s go ahead and let him stand there in silence.” 

“Go on ahead,” Nerissa said. “Don’t be late, you two.” 

My three children took off toward the castle, and Nerissa was right behind them. Mira stayed back with me, since she could also understand what was being talked about. 

 They want the same thing Nixie and I have, dear one,  George explained. 

 We wish to procreate,  Cartram said rather bluntly.  Rather, the young ones do, since I cannot. 

 With girl dragons!  Swaer interjected.  Not with each other. 

“We figured that, Swaer,” Batari laughed, and then she patted her bondmate between the shoulder blades. 

 And what is that supposed to mean?  Cerin asked with a snort. 

 I think I’m pretty attractive, if I do say so myself. 

 I mean, you are the only non-paired female water dragon on this island,  Malkey snickered.  That makes you the prettiest by default. 

Cerin shot her brother a look that could peel paint, but the boy water dragon just laughed. 

“Starting to feel the ‘ol ten-year itch, eh?” I teased the creatures. 

 It’s hard not to,  Tirian grumbled.  When your mother won’t stop pressuring you to have babies. 

“I remember those days.” I shook my head and clicked my tongue. “Imagine what my parents would say if they saw me now.” 

 I simply think it would be nice to have small dragons around again,  Ralea said with a shrug. 

“You should have a child, Tirian,” Sela added from the back of her dragon. “I don’t know what I’d do without Lizzie and Amaria.” 

“I don’t know what Ben’s army would do without them, either,” 

Olga said from her mount on the back of Cartram. “Without their leadership, they’d be royally fucked.” 

“Lei would figure out a way to make it work,” Batari said as she looked down at us. “Wouldn’t she, Mira? That daughter of yours seems to have a backup plan for everything.” 

 She’s also one of the greatest mounted fighters I’ve ever seen, Nixie added.  When she stands atop my back in battle, there is nothing in this world that can stop her. 

“That’s what makes her a great Draco Generalis.” Mira shrugged. “I couldn’t be prouder.” 

“I still can’t believe that’s the name you came up with, Ben,” 

Olga snorted. “Why does everything have to be ‘draco’ with you people?” 

“Because that’s what she is,” I explained. “Lei is the head of our entire army, and she’s a dragonkin. Hence, ‘Dragon General.’” 

“If you say so.” The orc captain shrugged. 

“Sooooo, back to you guys wanting to get laid…” I laughed as I pointed between all the dragons. 

 We wish to carry on our bloodlines, Benjamin,  Bungal explained.  Which, as crude as it sounds, requires us to form the beast with two backs with a female. 

 Or a male!  Ethala interjected. 

 Indeed.  Bungal nodded.  I suppose that all depends on your…

 Personal inclinations. 

“It’s not that hard,” Nadir snickered as she climbed up Bungal’s back and then scratched him behind the ears. “You just walk up to a cute girl dragon and say ‘hey, do you want to create some awesome babies with me?’ It works every time.” 

“That’s not how it worked with you and Ben, Nadir,” Jemma reminded the Coonag woman. “In fact, I distinctly remember you trying to kill him the first time you met.” 

“Well, you heard Jemma,” the dark-haired Coonag woman laughed. “I guess the quickest way to a woman’s heart is by trying to kill her.” 

 I think I’ll just try the ‘gentle giant’ approach,  Tirian suggested. 

 That is what worked for me, my friend,  George explained. 

 Is it, now?  Nixie giggled and let out a snort.  You were anything but a giant when we first met, George. 

 First we have to find more girls, though,  Tirian sighed. 

 What?  Swaer teased his friend.  You don’t want to go for the women on the council? 

 What’s wrong with the female dragons on the council?  Ethala asked in a pointed tone. 

 Uh… Nothing.  Swaer’s eyes widened as his lips pursed together.  Nothing at all. 

I couldn’t help but laugh at the fact the giant, skyscraper-sized wind dragon was being put in his place by a dragon the size of a cat. 

Then again, I’d seen what Ethala could do, and I didn’t want to be anywhere near her when she unleashed her wrath. 

“You guys keep talking it over,” I said to the dragons. “I’ve got a baby to go meet.” 

Mira and I walked on, arm in arm, until we arrived at the palace, and as we headed through the stucco, tan corridors, we heard the distinct screams of a woman in labor as she tried to push out her child. 

“Fucker of mothers,” Mira gasped. “I hope we’re not late!” 

We both picked up our paces, and soon we were at the infirmary. Then I slid into the door and found a room full of various people. 

Talise stood with her hands on the woman’s shoulders as she encouraged her to push, while Anora was positioned between her

legs to help guide the baby out. 

Arrick stood up against the far wall as he watched the scene go down, though the expression on his face was priceless. The Dragon Prince’s face was devoid of all color as he made a few gulping noises. His eyes were as wide as saucers, too, and he looked away from the scene many times in sporadic, jerky movements. 

Jonas stood next to the bedside as he held the hand of his beloved wife, Kara. Someway, somehow, Jonas had found love in the form of one of the turtle-women we’d met on one of our many adventures. It was adorable to watch the two older people fall for each other, and they reminded me of that cute elderly couple that always shares a value meal at McDonald’s. 

Jonas was now showing his age a little more, as his hair was much more white than it was black now. On his face, the soothsayer wore a short black beard that was littered with speckles of gray throughout, but still, he looked damn good for his age. 

Last, and certainly not least, were Kehlaan and Pae. 

The Magnus Dux was completely calm as she watched the scene before her, but Kehlaan looked like he was about to lose his

mind. The young Spindrel man paced around the bed as he ran his hands through his hair, and small beads of sweat rolled down his face as he mumbled to himself. 

I couldn’t blame him for being nervous. 

It was his first kid, after all. 

“Why didn’t my visions tell me this would be so painful?” 

Marella screamed from the birthing table. 

“That doesn’t matter now, darling,” Talise whispered softly into our daughter’s ear. “All that matters now is you try to stay calm, and you push when Anora tells you to. Alright?” 

“Uhhhh,” I whispered to Mira. “I think I’m going to go talk to Kehlaan. He looks like he’s about to pass out.” 

Mira gave me a nod of approval, so I walked over to the Spindrel boy and placed my hands on his shoulders. 

“O-Oh!” he gasped when he felt my touch. “Hi, Draco Rex.” 

“We’ve been over this, Kehlaan,” I said with a smile. “You can call me ‘Dad.’ You did marry my daughter, after all.” 

“I think I might still be traumatized from all those times you threatened to kill me for courting Marella,” the boy said with a nervous laugh. “I could never tell if you were serious or not.” 

“Neither could I, honestly.” I winked, and Kehlaan’s face fell. 

“Just a joke. You need to breathe, kid. You are a good man, and you’ve grown up to be mature and responsible. I know this is a super stressful time for you, but it’s all going to be okay. Do you have any idea how many babies Talise and Anora have birthed?” 

“I know I shouldn’t be worried,” Kehlaan sighed. “But I am. This is--” 

“Ahhhhhhhh!” Marella screamed, and Talise leaned in close and whispered something into her ear. 

“Are you alright?” Kehlaan asked as he ran over to his wife’s bedside. “I-Is she alright?” 

“She’s fine,” Talise promised. “Childbirth is just a very, very painful process.” 

“At least he’s doing better than Arrick,” Mira chuckled as she pointed to the Dragon Prince. 

“I just… Don’t wanna see my sister like that,” Arrick admitted in a strained voice. “It’s too much for me.” 

“Come on, Arrick.” Mira smirked. “You’ve killed hundreds of creatures in your lifetime, usually in grisly ways… And you’re freaked out by watching a baby being born?” 

“If you’d like, you could come down here,” Anora giggled. “It’s much more traumatic.” 

“No, thank you.” Arrick shook his head firmly. 

I walked over beside Kehlaan and looked down at my daughter in labor. She had a blanket over her body, and her soft face was covered with sweat. Marella’s purple eyes looked so exhausted, each one with a giant bag underneath and several stress wrinkles. 

“Dad?” she whispered through gritted teeth. 

“I’m here, Marella,” I promised my daughter as I ran my hand lovingly through her raven-colored locks. “We’re all here. You don’t have to worry, okay? Just try and push when Mom tells you to.” 

“That’s coming very, very soon,” Anora announced as she peered between Marella’s legs. “I can already see the head.” 

“The whole head?” Kehlaan gulped. 

“Alright, dear,” Talise said in the most calm, nonchalant voice possible. “You need to start pushing, okay?” 

“C-Can somebody hold my hand?” Marella asked. 

Kehlaan looked at me, but I simply shook my head and patted him on the shoulder. 

“That’s your job now, kid.” I winked, and then I took a step back. 

Kehlaan smiled at me for a second, but then his expression changed to pure focus as he turned to Marella and held out his hand. 

“Promise not to break it?” he asked. 

“Y-You know I can’t do that,” Marella teased back as she grabbed it tightly. 

“Ah, to be young and in love again,” Jonas said with a chuckle. 

“Young?” his wife giggled. “We were both old as dirt when we fell in love.” 

“I had a life before you, my dear,” Jonas teased the turtle-woman, and she gave him a playful scowl before she leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. 

“Push, Marella!” Talise declared. 

Marella’s grip tightened around Kehlaan’s hand, and the Spindrel boy’s face lost all its color as he tried not to make a single sound. 

Marella, on the other hand, had no such worries. 

My daughter’s mouth opened wide as she looked down at Anora and started to scream. Her pained sounds echoed through the

room until finally, they were mixed in with the sound of a wailing baby. 

Then Marella’s screams turned into soft pants as she laid back against the birthing table and let out a long, deep sigh. Meanwhile, Kehlaan’s eyes were focused down on his wife as he stroked her forehead lovingly. 

“You did it, my love,” he whispered. 

Anora quickly grabbed a nearby blanket and swaddled the little bundle of joy, and then she walked over to the new parents. 

“It’s a beautiful, healthy baby boy,” the dragonkin healer announced as she handed the child over to its mother. 

“Oh, my goodness…” Marella whispered as she held the little guy up against her chest. “Hi there, baby.” 

“He’s got your scales, Marella,” Kehlaan noted, and he smiled down at his child as happy tears started to stream down his face. 

“They’re just as beautiful, too.” 

“Look at that hair, though,” Marella said as she kissed the baby on the forehead. “That’s definitely Spindrel hair.” 

After a few minutes, Kehlaan took off his shirt and held his child up against his flesh so they could have skin-on-skin contact. 

We all sat there in happy awe as we watched the little miracle and his parents reveling in the moment, until finally they offered to let us hold him. 

“Here you go, Grandpa,” Kehlaan teased as he handed the baby over to me. 

“Watch it, kid,” I warned. “Don’t make me go back on all the nice things I’ve said about you.” 

But, as I took my grandson in my hands, I was overwhelmed with joy. He had small, spiky strands of brown hair on his head, which was also covered in the same amethyst-colored scales my daughter had. The boy’s features were much more pointed and elf-like, though he had dragonkin ears for sure. 

“You want to know his name?” Marella asked. “We already had a name picked out if it was a boy.” 

“Benji.” Kehlaan smiled. “Named for the coolest dude I’ve ever met.” 

“Benji,” I repeated as the child’s amber-colored eyes looked back at me. “Hi there, Benji… I’m your grandpa.” 

I held the child for a few more minutes before I finally passed him on to Talise, who then passed him on to Pae, and then to Arrick. 

Then we all remained in the room for nearly two more hours before we decided to give the first-time parents some alone time with their newborn. 

The day turned to night, and suddenly it was time for Zamwae’s wonderful festival to begin. 

I sauntered out of the palace and into the main clearing, where I could already see the blazing bonfire and the sound of happy music coming from the celebration area. As I drew closer, I noticed everybody was there. 

Literally, everybody. 

All of the dragonkin, all of the Niralopes, Coonag, Morphos, Cero, Spindrel, Aviars, Dragons, and Orcs had gathered in massive crowds around the fire as they danced and sang the night away, and as per usual, there was a head table on the far side of the clearing that had been reserved for “the royal family.” 

Arrick, Oshuna, and Nerissa were already sitting down, though there was also a chair next to them for the newborn. I made my way over to the table, plopped into my designated seat, and looked over at my queen. 

“Zamwae promises this will be a festival like none before,” 

Nerissa said with a smile. 

“I can see that.” I whistled as I looked out at the crowd. “How the hell did they get all our kids back from their travels?” 

“You can thank Atrix for that,” Nerissa explained. “The Council of Dragons has been a great asset to our people.” 

“I’ll say,” I noted. 

Right up front, I saw my three beloved girls all dancing together in a circle. The red-headed twins, Amaria and Lizzie, held hands with Lei as they pranced around and laughed happily, and I felt a smile stretch across my face. 

Lei was looking more and more like her mother Mira every day, with her short green hair and yellow skin. The only thing she seemed to get from me was her blue scales, but even those had a slight shimmer of gold in them. 

I couldn’t believe how old my girls had all gotten. 

Though the twins were only ten years old, the advanced aging process of their dragonkin DNA made it so they looked like they were almost thirty. It was a far cry from the two little babies Sela and

I had held in our arms that day ten years ago, and I couldn’t help but feel nostalgic for that long gone time. 

The rest of my children all seemed to congregate together, and I saw the Morphos playing around with the orcs, who themselves were teasing the Niralopes and Coonags. 

It was a beautiful sight to see. All these races, living together in harmony. 

That wouldn’t have been possible in a world with the Grand Gar. 

Eventually, Marella and Kehlaan emerged with Benji, and that was when the party really started. 

The child was subjected to all sorts of cultural rituals, from the Ceros’ horn ceremony to the ceremonial dance the Aviars did to welcome a new member to their flock. 

All the while, I watched Kehlaan and Marella’s proud, loving faces as they basked in the glory of their child. 

Even though we’d been through several births before on Seashuna, this was a huge deal. 

Everybody who had a kid up to this point was a first-generation resident of this island, but none of us had any grandkids yet. Now, 

we did, and that meant our people would truly live on well past our lives. 

And that was all a good king could want, really. 

After a few hours of dancing, feasting, and wine drinking, Queen Nerissa stood from her seat and cleared her throat loudly. 

One by one, the festival-goers started to quiet down, and they turned their attention to the Dragon Queen. 

“I know this night is all about the miracle of the second generation,” Nerissa explained. “But there is one more thing we simply must do while we have you all here.” 

There were murmurs throughout the crowd, but then I sensed somebody standing behind me. When I looked back over my shoulder, I saw Mira was standing there, alongside the Queens of all the races we’d saved throughout the years. 

And, in Mira’s hand, was a crown. 

It wasn’t very large, but it was certainly flashy. The damn thing was made out of pure seaglass and was encrusted with all sorts of precious gemstones, some of which I didn’t recognize. 

“What the hell is that?” I asked with an awkward chuckle. 

“This is your new crown, Ben,” Mira explained. “The leader of each of our respective races has put in a gemstone from their homelands. Consider it a token of their appreciation.” 

“I-I didn’t need this, guys,” I said, though I could feel the happiness welling up from inside my body. 

“Yes, you do,” Kwah argued. “If anybody deserves this, it’s you.” 

“We appreciate everything you have done for us, Draco Rex,” 

Thyra interjected. “If it weren’t for you, I would still be on the run and being hunted down by a madman.” 

“You saved us, Ben,” Ainsley spoke up. “Not only us Queens, but all of our subjects, too.” 

“Our entire race, as well,” Batari said. “For that, we will forever be grateful.” 

“So grateful, in fact,” Nerissa continued with a smile, “that we believe ‘Draco Rex’ is no longer a fitting title.” 

“Bow down, Ben,” Mira whispered, so I lowered my head slightly. 

As I did so, the golden-scaled dragonkin warrior placed the seaglass crown on my head. It was way lighter than it looked, though

I could also feel its sturdiness as it pressed against my scalp. 

When I finally raised my head back up, the crowd broke out in uproarious applause, and I felt the happy tears start. 

Never in my wildest dreams could I have imagined this would be my life, but now I could never imagine it being any other way. 

“All hail the Draco Imperatoris!” Mira cried out. 

Everyone in the crowd repeated Mira’s words as they got down on one knee, and then they bowed down to me. 

The Draco Imperatoris. A title fit for a man who’d conquered his greatest fears, saved entire races from certain death, and wiped out evil from the face of this world. 

Still, I knew it wasn’t done quite yet. There was still plenty more ocean to explore, and I couldn’t wait to get back out there with my crew and discover all the badass new islands that were still left untouched by modern civilization. 

The adventure was just beginning. 



The End
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Facebook Author page. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my

Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted when my next book is out. 

So do it now! 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s

imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 

Copyright © 2021 by Logan Jacobs
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