
        
            
                
            
        

    




 Chapter One 
 “Well, that doesn’t look good,” I muttered to myself as I watched storm clouds brewing in the western sky. They were getting darker and angrier by the second, and I could see bright flashes of lightning bouncing like a rubber ball between them.  
 Regardless, I wasn’t too concerned with the incoming storm. I’d been sailing for as long as I could remember, and my mom often told anyone who would listen that I was born with sea legs and the ability to outswim most fish. I was also confident I was in safe hands with The Celeste, my grandfather’s cherished sailboat.  
 He’d named it after my grandmother, and much like her, it was a strong and sturdy gal who didn’t back down from anything. Still, I thought it would be a good idea to drop the regular sails and ready my storm sails. My grandfather had kept a well-organized vessel, and I wasn’t about to let that go to the wayside when I inherited the boat. The trysail and jib were exactly where they should be and in impeccable shape, just the way Grandpa Benji would have left them.  
 As I was setting the storm jib just forward of the mast, I took another look at the approaching storm. It had tripled in size in the past ten minutes, and my concern grew to match it. It wasn’t unusual to have a pop-up storm happen in the Bahamas, but one of this magnitude without warning was really unheard of.  
 Once I got the jib in place, I headed to the hull to check on any radio signals coming in. The storm had reared its ugly head between me and the next destination on my island-hopping vacation, so I also needed to check my map for the next best alternative destination that wasn’t going to take me through the middle of this bitch of a storm. 
 After reaching the hull, I flipped on the radio and turned it up as loud as it would go so I could hear it clearly over the increasing volume of the storm. It had grown exponentially darker in the few minutes I’d been inside, so I lit a nearby lantern to help me see. Then I held the map up to get a better look at the path through the Bahamas I’d set for myself.  
 I’d planned on sailing to the Bimini Islands next, but in current conditions, that would likely be suicide. So, I decided to divert to Andros, which would take me south of the storm. It wasn’t what I’d planned. I’d been there several times, and this trip was to focus on the smaller islands I hadn’t deeply explored in the past.  
 “Just my damn luck” I mumbled to myself, right as an urgent voice came screeching out over the radio. 
 “Mayday! Mayday! Mayday!” squawked the female voice. “This is The Lone Wolf, I repeat this is The Lone Wolf, Mayday!” 
 I reached over and snatched up the receiver. 
 “Copy, Lone Wolf, this is The Celeste, and I hear you loud and clear. What’s the emergency and your coordinates?”  
 I kept my voice as calm as possible, even though my heart was hammering in my chest. This woman sounded terrified, and I didn’t want to make it even worse by allowing my own fear to creep into my voice. 
 “We are taking on water really fucking fast!” she screamed  
 “My kids are on this boat with me. My kids and my mom. That’s it. This shit wasn’t supposed to happen!” 
 Well, no wonder my calm voice had zero effect on her. 
 “Ma’am, I can’t be too far away if I am picking up your signal. Can you give me your coordinates?” 
 “If the goddamn thing will stop jumping all over the place!” she shouted before her voice was drowned out by a clap of thunder. 
 “You’ve got this,” I encouraged her as my own boat continued to bob with the increasingly rough waves. “Just take a deep breath and give me the best reading you can.” 
 “Okay, okay,” she repeated, mostly to herself, “I can do this The best I can give you is 25.974591, -78.544951.” 
 “You are a little over a mile west of me,” I replied after a quick glance at my equipment. “I am on my way. Get your family to the highest point of your boat. Make sure everyone has their life jackets on and that they are secure. How old are your kids?”  
 I wanted to keep her talking and calm, but I also needed all the information I could get if I was going to attempt this rescue on my own. 
 “Jack is eleven and Maya is eight,” she said, and her voice was much steadier than it had been in the past thirty seconds.  
 I sighed a breath of relief since I wasn’t going to have to try to rescue a toddler or infant. These kids could listen and follow directions, and that would make this endeavor a lot easier to accomplish. 
 “Alright, keep them close to you and keep broadcasting your distress signal,” I instructed. “Make sure you have your fog lights turned on. I will sound my horn when I get close to let you know I am there, just in case you can’t see me through the storm.” 
 “Wait, don’t leave me!” she screamed as all rational thought vanished once again. 
 “Ma’am--” 
 “My name is Jess,” she cut me off. “Jess Martin.” 
 “Nice to meet you, Jess,” I replied gently. “My name is Ben Whitfield. Now, I can’t stay on the radio and sail to you at the same time. I will find you. You have to trust me on that. Keep sending out your signal, the more help the better. You can do this.”  
 “Okay. Yes. I can do this.” She paused, and I pictured her clutching her own receiver somewhere out there in the dark storm. “Thank you, Ben! I will make sure to do what you said. But please, hurry.” 
 “I am on my way.” 
 I hung up the radio and steeled myself to do what had to be done.  
 I knew it was absolutely crazy for me to steer my boat into that storm, but I couldn’t leave a mother and her kids out there. I was trained in the Coast Guard as a rescue swimmer, and the ten years I spent in there had taught me very well how to do exactly what I was about to do.  
 This was just another mission I refused to fail. I would get all four of those people on my boat and to safety. There was no alternative in my book.  
 I flipped the motor on and double-checked to make sure the storm sails were in place. I didn’t need them yet, but if this storm started blowing me way off course and beyond my control, I was going to have to use them. It was the last thing I wanted, though, since they would slow me down considerably, and now was not the time for a leisurely boat ride.  
 It had started to pour on deck while I’d been on the radio with Jess, and my vision was obscured by the fat drops pelting the surface. So, I grabbed my rain gear, slid into the bright orange poncho, and secured my wide visor hat to my head. It didn’t grant a miracle by allowing me perfect vision, but it certainly helped by keeping the rain from hitting me directly in the eyes. I aimed the stern of the boat straight toward the brunt of the storm and the ridiculously huge waves it was causing. My stomach churned much like the chaotic ocean I was headed toward, but it was mostly adrenaline that caused my gut to flip flop.  
 Honestly, I was pumped. This was the kind of stuff I joined the Coast Guard for, to rescue people and win a battle or two against Mother Nature. I held fast against the increasingly aggressive waves slapping wildly against the sides of my boat. I was steering The Celeste so that she absorbed the shock of most of the waves as they hit and then straightened her to make forward progress toward Jess and her family.  
 She was living up to her namesake, to say the least.  
 Less than a half a mile from my destination, conditions turned even uglier and darker and threatened to blow me entirely off course. I knew it was time to shut down the motor, take over with the storm sails, and pop open the sea anchor which was actually a small parachute that would help keep the bow of the boat on the waves and not the standard anchor that would bring the ship to a complete stop. I checked to make sure the load on the rudder wasn’t too much. I braced myself at the helm of the boat and focused on steering and utilizing the storm sails to their maximum capacity. It was as smooth as I could hope for in conditions such as these.  
 A few hefty waves made it over the side, though, and one hit me square in the back.  
 “Fuck!” I cursed as I struggled to retain my balance. I was incredibly glad I wasn’t a slight man, because it would have knocked my ass right overboard. A cubic foot of water weighed sixty-four pounds, and it was no joke even against my six foot three, two-hundred-pound swimmer’s body. The water was warm, as you would expect The Carribean to be, but the heavy winds kicked up by the storm were definitely not. When you combined the two elements, it was a cold I felt to the core. I shivered violently against my will, and my teeth chattered so loudly, I could hear them over the booming thunder. I was also terrified my shaking hands would threaten the rescue attempt.  
 After what seemed like forever with little to no forward progress, I saw a flashing light about a hundred yards in front of me. I knew that had to be Jess and her family. Unfortunately, it looked like I was the only boat able to respond to her distress call.  
 As I approached, I laid heavily on the boat’s horn to signal my arrival. A full minute went by without a return horn sound, and my stomach started churning again as my heart tried to pound out of my chest.  
 Was it too late? Had they all been washed overboard?  
 I reasoned with myself that it would be damn impossible to hear easily over the racket of this storm and made a little more progress before completely losing my shit.  
 At about seventy yards out, I laid on the horn again, hoping against all hope.  
 Thirty seconds later, which felt like years, I finally heard The Lone Wolf blare her horn in response.  
 Thank all the gods, I’d gotten there in time.  
 Over the last sixty or so yards, I got myself into what I call “the zone” and got my game face on. My focus became undeterred, my heart slowed down to match my breathing, my formerly scattered thoughts now organized themselves into a definitive plan to get these people to safety, and my survival instincts kicked in.  
 I got close enough to the other boat to see who I guessed was Jess and her family. All of them were soaked to the bone, and their hair and summer clothes dripped as bad as the sky above us. The woman I assumed to be Jess only stood about five and a half feet tall, but was still the tallest one in the group. She had elf-like features, and I half expected her to have pointed ears to top it all off. Her mother shared the same features, just silver haired and a little more full bodied. The kids were both on the small side for their age, and both managed to look like their mother, too.  
 I steered my boat so the stern would pull up flush with the bow of their vessel and make taking on new passengers easier. The stern of The Lone Wolf had almost disappeared entirely under the ocean, so I knew I’d gotten here just in time.  
 I pulled the anchor in tighter to slow me down more, and then I grabbed the harness rope I was going to need to toss to Jess as I passed. I hoped like hell this woman had a good head on her shoulders and that she also could catch the rope. I knew we would be damned lucky to get more than one chance at this. 
 Through the pouring rain, I waved my arms above my head to get the attention of the woman still several yards away. She looked to be in her mid-thirties, but it was hard to tell when she was positively soaking wet.  
 I mimed what my intentions were, and she gave me one firm nod of her head along with a thumbs-up. 
 Good. It looked like she was focused and not freaking out. Things might go a little easier.  
 I didn’t know why the universe decided to bless us with an act of kindness in that moment, but when I tossed the rope to Jess, it was like an angel hand-delivered it to her waiting arms. My throw was so perfect, so solid, I was not so sure I could repeat the toss again under perfect circumstances.  
 I watched as Jess tied the rope to one of the boat’s cleats, and her smooth movements convinced me she was no amateur sailor. Seeing her in action boosted my confidence that this rescue was going to be successful, so I braced my legs and feet against the side of The Celeste, slipped on my work gloves, and used every single bit of strength I had in my arms, back, and legs to pull our boats closer together. All the muscles in my arms and hands felt like they were on fire, and my back screamed as I yanked on the rope.  
 Then the boats clunked together, and I caught my breath as I looked up at four sets of terrified eyes. 
 “Hey guys, I’m Ben!” I yelled over the storm. “I’m here to save you!” 
 “Fuck yeah!” the eleven-year-old boy, Jack, shouted. 
 “Jack, watch your mouth!” his mother Jess scolded, but then a relieved smile broke out across her drenched face. “But I have to agree. Fuck Yes!”  
 Even though it was super dark and rain was coming at us from all directions, I could tell Jess was a very attractive woman. She didn’t have any rain gear on, just a pale-yellow sundress with thin spaghetti straps that clung deliciously to every curve of her soaked body. 
 Well, I’d have plenty of time to appreciate her beauty later. At the moment, I had to worry about saving her and her family. 
 “Let’s get you folks off this sinking boat!” I yelled over the renewed sounds of the storm. It seemed to have grown meaner in the last few seconds, and I knew we didn’t have much time. The stern of The Lone Wolf, a forty foot motorsailer, had already mostly sunk under. There was maybe twenty feet of the boat still out of the water. The family was huddled together at the back behind the rapidly disappearing cabin. 
 “Take the kids before us,” Jess insisted as she shoved her children ahead of her. 
 “You first, Maya!” I grabbed the little girl firmly by the life jacket and easily hauled her over to my boat. “Head down to the hull where it’s safe and dry.” 
 “Is that the boat basement?” she whined. 
 “Yep, get down there and dry off with one of the towels I laid out,” I said to her before I turned to grab her brother. “Come on, big guy, you’re next.”  
 I lifted him up almost as easily, set him down on my boat, and he scampered down below after his sister. 
 “No,” Jess’ mom shouted when I reached for her, “I can climb over myself, you don’t need to lift me. I just need you to support me. The last thing we need is for you to throw your back out!”  
 I didn’t know what she meant, really. While she had a few more pounds on her than Jess did, she was still a very shapely woman, and it would have been easy for me to lift her.  
 She got one leg into the boat just fine while holding my hand, but when she attempted to swing the second one over, her foot slipped, and she started to fall into the space between the boats.  
 Instinctively, I reached out and grabbed her life jacket, and then I yanked her right into the boat as my back screamed again.  
 “Oh, my god!” the older woman screamed gratefully as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. “You saved my life! How can I--” 
 “Just get below!” I shouted over the wind as I gently nudged her toward the door leading into the cabin. In the amount of time it had taken to get three people off the boat, it had sunk another four feet. This damn thing took on water faster than I thought possible. There was no time for any more mistakes. 
 The older woman nodded at me, and then she crawled on all fours toward the stairs. 
 “Now it’s your turn, Jess!” I yelled as I turned to the beautiful woman. “I got you, just go with it!” 
 Before she could even answer, I lifted her up in my arms and pulled her into my boat as she clung to my shoulders desperately.  
 “There is no possible way I can ever thank you enough for all of this!” Jess shouted as soon as her feet were on the deck of my boat. I glanced again at The Lone Wolf and could see maybe six feet of the boat remained above the surface. Rapid bubbles rushed up from the surface of the water as it poured into the hull of the boat.  
 “Get down below!” I shouted as I started untying my boat from her sinking ship.  
 “Wait!” a little voice screamed behind me as I heard feet pounding up the stairs. “Don’t go yet!” 
 “What?” I asked as I whipped around. 
 “Maya, come back!” I heard Jess’ mom scream as she managed to grab Maya before the girl could finish bolting up the stairs. 
 “But Winston!” Maya cried while she struggled against her grandmother. “We can’t leave Winston!” 
 “Winst--?” 
 “Oh shit!” Jess cut me off, right as I heard little barks coming from the other boat. “Our dog. He must have been hiding under something trying to stay dry. In all the craziness, we forgot him. I can’t believe I did this. I was just so scared for the kids and Mom.” 
 I looked over into the other boat and saw a drenched little fuzzball hopping up and down as it tried to jump over the side of the sinking boat and into the safety of mine. There was no way his short little legs were going to get him to safety.  
 “Fuck,” I cursed as I wiped water from my eyes. 
 “Ben, don’t worry about it!” Jess told me, though I could see the pain of the decision on her face. “Don’t risk yourself!”  
 There was very little of the boat left above water. It wasn’t going to be long before it went completely under, taking Winston with it. I also knew my weight would just accelerate the sinking. It was a dangerous and stupid idea to get on that boat. I couldn’t rationalize putting us all in jeopardy. 
 “I just don’t--” I started to say, but then I looked at Maya and Jess as they pleaded to me with their eyes. I knew they would accept my decision not to get back on the sinking boat, but I could no sooner break their hearts than I could teleport all of us out of there. 
 And I did love dogs. 
 “Fuck me…” I sighed as I tightened the rope that attached the two boats together. “Operation Save Winston will now commence!”  
 I easily climbed over into the other boat, but noted how much more water it had taken on in the short amount of time I’d been there. I needed to make this as fast as possible. There wasn’t much time left, and the storm didn’t show any signs of letting up soon.  
 I reached down to pick Winston up, but he darted away from my efforts. I realized I probably looked pretty damn scary with my rain gear on, so I squatted down and beckoned to him with the gentle voice I used on my own pets. He hunkered under the captain’s chair and shivered from the cold and fear. Over my shoulder, I heard Maya call his name, and his little tail started wagging furiously. 
 “That’s it, Winston, that’s a good boy!” I yelled as I reached for him. “Come to me, and we will get you to Maya and Jack and get you some food in your tummy. Do you like beef jerky? Do you want a tasty treat? Come on, buddy.” 
 The tiny dog finally responded to the combination of my baby talk and Maya calling his name. He slowly crawled to me and let me pick him up. I never felt so bad for a dog in my whole life. He was positively sopping wet, freezing cold, and scared out of his wits.  
 I picked him up, braced him under my arm, and made my way back to where the two boats were still joined. Then I handed the pitiful ball of fluff over to Jess and untied the rope from the cleat so I could manage the knot a little better. I got that undone and started to climb into my boat, ready to get the fuck out of this hellhole.  
 Right as I got one leg across and into my boat, a gust of wind picked up and pushed an enormous wave right at me. I braced myself for the impact, but there was really nothing I could do. It hit me square on with the force of a tank and knocked me into the gap between the boats. I felt my head collide against the cleat I’d just removed the boat from, and a searing pain rocketed through my brain.  
 The last thing I remember was seeing Jess and Winston’s faces peering down at me before I lost consciousness, and everything went black. 


 



 Chapter Two 
 I woke up to a loud and constant pounding that I soon realized was all inside my head. I began to wonder what the hell I drank last night to cause all the commotion inside my skull, and then memories of the storm and rescue came flooding in like someone had opened up a dam to my brain. I recalled the distress signal I received on my radio, battling the storm to get to the sinking boat, getting everyone safely to my boat, going back for the dog, and finally the terrified and beautiful face I watched as I sank into the Atlantic and lost consciousness. 
 “Jess!” I yelled as I bolted upright. 
 My eyes were immediately assaulted by bright, white light, and my head started up its protesting again loud and clear. The pain was centered around the back of my skull, so I reached up to inspect what I assumed to be an injury and cringed at the simple touch of my own hand.  
 “Fuck,” I hissed. I eased up on the groping and could feel a baseball size lump on the back of my head, along with a good two-inch gash. The motion combined with the pain was enough to send me to my knees, and the contents of my stomach spewed violently out of my body.  
 I spent the next several minutes projectile vomiting all over until eventually I was just dry heaving and shaking to my core. I collapsed a few feet away from all the remnants, and for the first time, my eyes really took in my surroundings.  
 I was lying on the whitest sand beach I’d ever laid eyes on, and the ocean caressing the shore was a crystal blue unlike anything I could have ever imagined. It seemed so calm and peaceful, and it was hard to imagine it was the same ocean that had tried to kill me just a few short hours earlier.  
 As I watched the sun continue to slowly peek more out of the eastern horizon, I couldn’t help but think about Jess and her family. Did they make it out of the storm and to safety? Would I ever see any of them again? I thought about Jess’ beautiful face as exhaustion got the best of me, and I slid back into unconsciousness. 
 The next time I woke up, the sun was directly above me, which told me I’d already lost half the day. Or possibly even a full day. Which wasn’t good. In survival scenarios, time was a luxury few could afford. I’d learned that during my time with the Coast Guard. So, I knew I was going to have to force myself to get up, take in my surroundings, and figure out what to do next.  
 Easier said than done with a major concussion, though.  
 I spent several minutes drumming up the strength. Then I slowly sat up, and I gave myself plenty of time so I didn’t trigger another vomiting episode, though I didn’t know what I could have left in my stomach to purge.  
 At that thought, my stomach growled like a rabid beast at its lack of contents, and the need for food and water became dire. Out of instinct, I patted my pockets in search of my phone, but to no avail. It was long gone, probably shark bait by now. I wasn’t surprised it wasn’t in my pocket, but my small measure of hope dwindled and died out upon my realization that it was gone forever.  
 Oh well. No use crying about it now.  
 I stood up against the protests of my battered body and started taking in my surroundings. As far as I could see, there were no signs of civilization to be found. This pristine beach had been undisturbed by anyone but me. There was no trampled down pathway leading to the inner island, no distant sounds of traffic or human commotion of any kind. This island was empty, deserted, and primitive.  
 I was utterly alone. 
 My heart started pounding, my mouth got even drier than I thought was possible, and my hands started to shake again. No, I couldn’t let myself do this. I had to focus, I had to persevere, I had to survive. I was only twenty-eight years old, I had too much life ahead of me to die on this beach and become fish and bird food. I started thinking about the things I hadn’t done, what I still wanted out of my life. I’d been having a lot of fun having incredible sex with gorgeous women, working out and building up a killer body, spending my inheritance traveling the world, basically just doing whatever I wanted.  
 But none of it had substance. I wanted a home, I wanted real love, I wanted children, I wanted happily ever after. 
 All of which couldn’t happen on a deserted fucking island.  
 “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Ben!” I growled at myself in an effort to clear my head. “Get your shit together, man. Now is not the time to go all girly fairytale bullshit. You’re a rescue swimmer in the Coast Guard, you know how to survive, and on top of that, you have seen Castaway a thousand fucking times, man! You. Are. Not. Going. To. Die. Here.”  
 I yelled some more just to fill the empty beach with my voice, but I eventually ran out of breath by the end. As I stood there panting, I stared out across the ocean, took a deep breath, and closed my eyes.  
 I would not let this situation get the best of me. My father and grandfather had taught me everything they knew about sailing before they died, and I was not going to waste that knowledge.  
 Now was the time to prove I could survive. 
 I decided the best place to start was taking inventory of what I’d managed to hold on to after falling off the boat. I was still wearing the ridiculous bright orange poncho, so I slipped it off my head and laid it on the ground in front of me. I could easily fashion that into some kind of bladder to hold water. Next, I pulled all my clothes, socks, and boots off. It was important I let them dry in the sun before making my way across the island. I’d already decided I would stay on the beach one more night before seeing what the rest of this place had in store for me.  
 While pulling my belt off, I realized my father’s utility knife that he’d given to me before he died had managed to stay attached, and a renewed sense of hope flooded through my body.  
 “Oh, fuck yeah,” I breathed in relief as I inspected the tool. Along with a three-inch blade I kept impeccably sharp, there was a corkscrew, a serrated edged blade, a can opener, needle-nose pliers, and an honest to god flint.  
 At that moment, I was glad to be the only one on this island. This way, nobody witnessed me dancing around like an idiot, in nothing but my boxer briefs, celebrating and practically worshipping a utility knife.  
 My little impromptu dance tired me out more than it should have, though, and I still needed to gather firewood and locate a source of clean drinking water. I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to find perfectly chilled bottles of Dasani waiting for me anywhere, so I wanted to get the fire going first in case I needed to boil water to drink. I would also have to figure out something that could hold the water while I boiled it, but first things first, the fire. 
 I located an abundance of dried out driftwood without having to stray too far from where I’d decided to make camp. I also found a level and shaded alcove set among several dozens of palm trees about twenty yards from the water. There was some dry sea grass beneath the palm trees, and a few stones scattered here and there that I could probably use to make a fire pit. This was likely the best I was going to do for today. The skies were clear as far as I could see in every direction, so I wasn’t worried about more coverage than the trees would provide for one night.  
 I stacked some smaller pieces of wood I found into a small teepee shape and gathered some dry seagrass to use as kindling. I also gathered large stones to put around the fire to help contain it, since I didn’t need to risk setting the whole damn island on fire. Thanks to the flint on my utility knife, I had the fire up and going in no time. It roared to life like it was just waiting for my permission and quickly latched onto the driftwood.  
 “Now, that’s a pretty sight,” I sighed as I held my pruney and sand covered hands over the fire. The temperature wasn’t exactly cold on this tropical beach, but I knew having a fire would drastically improve my attitude and comfort levels, especially at night.  
 I waited several minutes for the big flames to die down a good bit, and then I decided it was time to search for water. So, I slipped my boots over my feet, tucked the laces in, and thought about how hilarious I had to look in nothing but underwear and boots. 
 “Oh well, at least there isn’t anyone around to snap a picture and post it to their Instagram,” I chuckled to myself. “That’s one thing I have going for me right now.” 
 I made my way into the grove of palm trees surrounding my camp. Just a few feet in, the ground was littered with ripe coconuts that had fallen from the trees. They were the answer to my most pressing needs: food and water. I gathered as many as I could in the orange poncho and returned to the alcove where I’d made camp.  
 “Brother bought a coconut, he bought it for a dime,” I started to sing, overjoyed at finding sustenance so quickly. “His sister had another one she paid it for a lime. She put the lime in the coconut, she drank ‘em bot’ up!” 
 Yep, I’d definitely lost my mind.  
 The fire was burning hot and low, and I set the coconuts I’d gathered down and decided to go back for a few more, just in case. I definitely knew I didn’t want to make that trip once the sun went down, regardless of how close it was. Nope, I definitely wanted to be close to the fire once darkness set in.  
 As I was gathering my second load, I noticed something peculiar on the ground a few yards away from where I was standing.  
 I frowned and took a step closer.  
 “What the fuck?” I muttered.  
 It looked like a footprint of a small woman or child.  
 My heart began racing at the prospect of there actually being civilization somewhere on this island. Maybe I wasn’t stranded after all. I raced over to take a better look at the footprint and see if I could find more of them.  
 As I approached, I noticed signs that someone had definitely been there. My tracking skills were decent since I’d spent many vacations tracking large game with my father and grandfather. We’d traveled all over the country hunting moose, elk, bears, and deer, so I squatted down and could easily discern the direction in which the person who left the footprint had gone. There were a few broken branches on the north side of some of the brush and a disturbed mound of a decaying palm tree that had fallen over possibly a decade ago. I extended my vision past those markings and was sure I could make out more and follow them with ease. 
 “Now is not the time, man,” I muttered to myself after some thought. “Tomorrow after you’ve had water, food, and rest.” 
 Still, I focused my attention on the footprint to see what else I could figure out about my fellow island inhabitants, but then something drew me up short, and I did a double take. 
 “H-holy shit,” I stuttered, “is that, wait, is that a webbed foot?” 
 My heart skid to a halt inside my chest as I moved around erratically to try to find a new angle that didn’t have me hallucinating about webbed feet, but there was no way to deny it.  
 This was not a human footprint. 
 But that was crazy.  
 Right? 
 “Damnit, Ben, you total freakazoid.” I shook my head at myself. “Some kid probably just had one of those flippers on their feet. Quit being so damn ridiculous.” 
 I was convinced this was all a combination of hitting my head too hard and the sun going down, which left little light to see with. On top of that, I was severely dehydrated and starving. There was no way that was a webbed footprint. My mind was playing tricks on me, and I couldn’t afford to waste time on some elaborate fantasy about webbed feet. 
 So, I gathered up my poncho and coconuts and made my way back to the campfire. It was still going strong, but I added a few more logs just to be safe. I was desperate to get rid of the chill that had decided to roost in my bones after my trip into the palm forest.  
 I slid off my boots and set them next to the fire to continue drying out, along with my socks and pants. My white undershirt and long sleeve shirt had gotten dry in the sun, and I was grateful to pull the latter on. I then began to use a nearby rock and large shell to help dig a shallow basin in the sandy dirt.  
 When I was satisfied with the depth of the hole, I took the ever-useful poncho and lined the basin with it. Then I found rocks to anchor the sides down so the poncho would stay put. I’d decided to crack the coconuts over the improvised sink so I didn’t risk losing any of the precious water inside of them. For the first few coconuts, I just used the corkscrew and a big rock to drill small holes in the top so I could drink the water straight from the source.  
 “Oh yeah,” I groaned in satisfaction as the sweet, lukewarm liquid slid down my throat. I’d never tasted anything so miraculous, so amazing.  
 After opening and drinking four coconuts like that, my stomach started to protest at the onslaught of liquid, and I thought it would be best to slow down a bit. I found a big rock with a decisive point on the top and positioned it on the shallower end of the poncho lined basin so I could bash coconuts against it, and the liquid would run to the deeper end.  
 I picked up the first coconut, aimed the point for the weakest part of the shell, and whacked it against my improvised hammer. Three hearty whacks later, the shell split open, the water flowed into the deep collection area of the basin, and I had two halves of the shell full of meaty coconut.  
 I scooped both sides out, shoveled them into my mouth, forgot chewing was a thing, and immediately started choking. I coughed and gasped for several minutes as my life flashed before my eyes for the second time in a twenty-four-hour period.  
 This shit was getting really old.  
 Once I could breathe again with only limited gasping and wheezing, I proceeded to crack open another coconut with as much ease as the last. This time, I took rational bites of the hearty flesh and made sure to chew slowly and thoroughly. I worked for the better part of an hour cracking coconuts and slowly munching on them as I did so. By the time I was done, I had probably a gallon of coconut water at my disposal and a huge pile of coconut shells and meat to sustain me. I’d managed to keep my mind diligently on my work and not allowed it to wander, but as soon as I didn’t have anything to keep my mind occupied, I started thinking about that damn footprint again. 
 “Benjamin Ross Whitfield,” I growled as I rifled my hair, “there is no mother fucking Swamp Thing looking Creature from the Black Lagoon stalking you on this island. Chill the hell out, dude!” 
 My admonishment of myself got me moving again. This time, I picked up a few of the bigger coconut shell halves and walked to the beach with them. I filled them with ocean water, walked back, and sat them on a big flat rock I’d pulled from the fire. I hoped this would heat up the water without setting the shells on fire. I repeated the trip two more times, and I was satisfied I had enough salt water for what I needed to do next.  
 I sat down next to the fire and pulled my shirt off. There was no sense in getting it wet again. I grabbed my white undershirt and used my utility knife to cut the bottom third of the shirt off. Then I dipped it in the slightly steaming shell of salt water and placed the warm rag onto the cut on the back of my head. 
 “Aw, hell,” I hissed and gritted my teeth, “that fucking stings!” 
 I repeated the process over and over until I couldn’t feel anymore sand and dirt in the gash and the water ran clean. I had to admit to myself that despite the stinging, it did feel much better. There was less pressure on my head, and the swelling had gone down some. It would probably be smart to repeat the cleansing at least once, if not twice, each day.  
 I dried myself off with the remainder of my white shirt and slipped my other shirt back on. I’d gathered some big leaves off a banana tree earlier to use as a pallet to sleep on. I hadn’t wanted to risk the climb to reach the bananas since my head was still throbbing, but I had hopes that in the morning I would feel well enough to climb and add some to the coconuts for breakfast.  
 I added two more logs to the fire to keep it going through the night and folded up my pants to rest my head on. Then I laid my head down and almost immediately fell asleep, without once thinking of webbed feet. 
 I startled awake a few hours later, not sure what suddenly caused me to jump up from a solid sleep. The fire had died down quite a bit, and my surroundings were extremely dark. It was a new moon, so I didn’t even have nature’s spotlight to help me locate the source of my disturbance.  
 I threw a few more logs on the fire and couldn’t shake the feeling I was being watched. I looked around, but there was no way I was going to see anything or anyone. The sky was dark and full of more stars than I’d ever witnessed. It would have been incredibly peaceful if only I could stop thinking about the fact that I might be some wild animal’s late-night snack. I decided to arm myself with a rather pointy piece of driftwood and try to get some more sleep. I was going to need the rest to gain back enough strength to explore the island in the morning, so I drifted back to sleep with visions of the webbed footprint playing with my mind. 
 “Buzz off, Swamp Thing,” I mumbled as sleep pulled me under once again. 
 The next morning, I woke to something poking me in my side, over and over again.  
 “Tully, stop with the claws, I will feed you in a minute,” I grumbled at my overly insistent cat.  
 The poking just picked up the pace and wouldn’t quit. The damn cat was just determined to get me out of my cozy bed and to do his bidding. I wasn’t going to win this battle. 
 “Fine, ya bastard cat!” I yelled as I sat up in my bed. 
 Then I looked around to find I most certainly was not in my bed. I was on the pallet of banana leaves I’d gathered the day before to use as an impromptu bed.  
 It was also not Tully poking me with his claws.  
 I looked up to see four of the most beautiful, yet strange women I’d ever laid eyes on. The one closest to me, who happened to be poking me with the end of a rudimentary spear, had hair the exact gray-blue shade of the storm churned water I fell into. It fell far past her waist, and intricate seashells were braided into the ends. She looked at me intensely with big green eyes that closely resembled a cat’s eyes, including enlarged pupils that told me she was definitely on alert.  
 Come to think of it, her eyes reminded me of the eyes of Draco the dragon from Dragonheart.  
 Her skin was a very pale blue, with patches of moss green scales running along her arms and legs, and even a patch that formed a widow’s peak on her forehead. More scales scattered across her cheekbones and drew attention to her leathery wing shaped ears which were poking out from her hair. Her full breasts were hidden behind a halter top made of creamy material, but I could tell more of the intriguing scales ran from her breasts, down her sides, and dipped below the matching pants that accented everything between her hips and thighs.  
 I blatantly stared at her and let my eyes run the length of her stunning body. She was muscular along her arms and abdomen, but full in her breasts and hips. Her legs were so long and smooth, and I started imagining what they would feel like wrapped around me. I was so lost in this day dream, I barely noticed the webbed feet at the end of those luscious legs.  
 This woman had apparently had enough of my ogling, though, and she poked me again, this time piercing my skin.  
 I jumped in response and found myself staring at three more spears for my effort. I half wondered if I was still dreaming, but the poke was all too real. I could see the blood as it seeped through my shirt. Maybe I’d hit my head harder than I thought. Maybe I was hallucinating.  
 Hallucinating hot, blue dragon-serpentine women with webbed feet.  
 I was going to need serious therapy once I finally got home.  
 For now, though, I decided the best thing I could do was to try to express my situation to these women and communicate my needs.  
 Just call me The Mystical Dragon Whisperer.  
 “I … mean … you … no … harm,” I said slowly, and I held my hands up placatingly. 
 The woman cocked her head at me, and her eyes narrowed.  
 Great. It looked like she couldn’t understand me. 
 “I … am … lost … and … need … help” I pleaded as I tried to use hand signals to get my point across. “Can you--” 
 “Are you addled in the head?” the woman cut me off, and her voice was as smooth as melted chocolate. 
 “Oh, hell freaking yes!” I exclaimed with a grin. “You speak English.” 
 “We speak the language native to our people and to this world, among thousands of other languages,” she replied stoically.  
 I blinked in shock. 
 “Thousands? How did you--” I shook my head, “Nevermind. My name is Ben Whitfield. Can you tell me how to get off this island? Do you have a phone? Is there a resort? A gas station? Hotel? Bait shop? Anything?” 
 My barrages of questions trailed off as the four women stared at me incredulously. Then the women shared a glance and spoke to each other in a strange, clicking language before the one who had first spoken turned back to me. 
 “Stand up!” she ordered. “We are taking you to our queen. She will know what to do with you.” 
 “Wait, what do you mean by ‘know what to do with me?’” I questioned with a frown. “Who is this queen? I am not so sure I want to go anywhere with you.” 
 “For the last time, stand up!” the woman yelled at me, accompanied with another poke of her spear.  
 I decided that if I wanted to keep all of my body parts intact, now was a good time to listen to these beautiful women and stand up. When I did, the woman pulled off a length of rope that had been wrapped around the staff of her spear and proceeded to bind my hands in front of me tightly.  
 Before I could even protest, she slipped a tightly woven sack over my head so my vision was completely obscured. I could hear the sounds of shuffling and gathered they poured my hard-earned coconut water over the fire to put it out and were rummaging through the few possessions I had. If I’d been in a better predicament, I would have protested their intrusion, but it was pointless while I stood there with my hands tied and a bag over my head. 
 “Walk!” came a new voice from behind me, and having no choice, I did.  
 I walked to what would certainly be my doom. 


 



 Chapter Three 
 “If you would take this bag off my head, I could see where I was going and maybe not fall for the twentieth time!” I sighed as I pulled myself up off the ground. We’d walked for close to an hour, mostly due to me falling and not wearing shoes. My feet were cut where I’d stepped on all kinds of sharp things, and my arms and legs were skinned all over. 
 “Also, if you could give me my boots, this would go a lot faster,” I added. 
 Instead of giving into my requests, I was rewarded with a thump on my already lumpy head and then shoved to get me moving again.  
 I sighed and did as I was commanded. I seriously didn’t want to get a spear to the back.  
 Wait … if these hot dragon-like women killed me … would they eat me, too?  
 Fucking shit. How was this happening? A few days ago, I was on my boat, and everything was fine. Now, I was on some insane island with non-human inhabitants? Was I still even on Earth? I couldn’t be, right? I felt like I would have heard about an island with sexy monster dragon women.  
 I kept wanting to believe I was dreaming, but the pain in my sore and bleeding feet, plus the dozen other aches and bruises across my body, convinced me otherwise.  
 I was definitely awake and definitely alive. So, that left only one option …  
 I was on another world, and if I wanted to continue on staying alive, I needed to start acclimating fast.  
 Acclimating to hot, dragon-serpentine-mystical women.  
 Because that wasn’t a crazy sentence.  
 A few minutes later, I noticed the terrain under my feet began to change. The rocky sand gave way to a softer grass, and I almost cried in relief. I could feel where the grass was trampled down into a well-traveled pathway and knew we had to be getting close to our destination. A few minutes later, I was pulled to a halt. 
 “Greetings, Isla,” the warrior behind me said. “We have returned with the male prisoner, as promised.”  
 “Excellent job, Sela. We have set up his holding cell at the southern barracks. Zarya and Darya are ready to stand guard. You are to turn him over and report to the queen at once.” 
 “Yes, Isla. May Olokun make your currents swift.” 
 “And may Oshun bless the tides that be. Now, off with you.” 
 Once again, I was prodded between the shoulder blades with a spear and forced to walk while blinded. At least whatever these people had in store for me would be revealed soon. I was tired and ready to get off my sore and bleeding feet, regardless of the circumstances. 
 We soon reached my holding cell, and I was ushered in with another shove. The bag was removed from my head, and my hands were untied by the same gorgeous woman who had tied me up.  
 “Your name is Sela, right?” I asked quickly. “I swear to you, I mean no harm. I just got knocked off my boat and ended up on your island. All I want to do is get home. If you could just give me some idea of where I am or how to get out of here, I won’t bother you anymore. In fact--” 
 “Quiet!” Sela boomed with a scowl. “Your future is now in the hands of our queen. You are to stay here until you are directed otherwise.” 
 Her tone left no room for argument, so I gave up trying. Then she walked away from me but stopped to speak to the guards in their strange clicking language. All three sets of eyes turned and looked at me, and I guessed they had just been ordered to kill me if I tried to escape. 
 “I don’t plan on leaving this room,” I promised. “I don’t have a death wish.” 
 Sela threw me one more glare over her shoulder and disappeared from the hut.  
 I sighed and looked around to take in my surroundings. It was a very primitive building they had me in, and I wondered if the whole village was as rustic. 
 The walls of the hut appeared to be made out of mud and seashells, but not haphazardly. They were sturdy and smooth to the touch. The roof was thatched from seaweed, with absolutely no light peeking through. The floor was carpeted with a mix of seaweed, grass, and sand, and it was surprisingly soft underneath my abused feet. There was also a cot made from bamboo and banana leaves under a window barred with more bamboo. I would have to stand up on the cot to see out of the window, but the thought didn’t exactly appeal to me at the moment. A nap sounded like a much better idea. 
 So, I laid down on the cot, closed my eyes, and prayed one last time to wake back up on my boat. Crazier things had happened, right? 
 “Ben … wake up, Ben,” said the sweetest voice I’d ever heard. 
 “Huh? Who--?” I started to ask, still groggy from sleep. 
 “My name is Talise. I am here to take care of your many wounds.” 
 I opened my eyes to see an incredibly beautiful bizarre dragon-serpent woman smiling at me. She had hair as black as night, and it was braided over one shoulder and adorned with dozens of seashells. Her skin was an alabaster white, and her eyes were the perfect shade of aqua that just matched the scattering of scales across her forehead and cheeks. Her bottom lip was so full it looked like she was forever pouting, and I couldn’t help imagining what sucking and nibbling that lip would be like. My eyes wandered down to her shoulders, where I saw more scales, and they disappeared beneath a silvery colored wrap that fell just above her knees. The dress did little to hide her plump breasts and hips, and my pants grew tighter in response to her body. She didn’t have the build of the warrior women, though. She was much more petite, plus her body was soft and thick, and I guessed she would feel amazing pressed against me. 
 “May I address your injuries, Ben?” She smiled at my obvious ogling. 
 “U-Um … y-yeah,” I stuttered like an idiot. “I mean yes. Yes, please. T-Talise, right?”  
 “Yes, now please remove your clothing and lie on your back,” Talise instructed. “I will hold this blanket up to preserve your modesty, but there are wounds on your chest and upper legs I must get a good look at. I will send your clothing over to be cleaned and dried.” 
 I was still just wearing my long-sleeved shirt and boxer briefs. They were caked with dirt and blood and desperately needed to be washed, so I removed them as she held the blanket up and turned her head to give me a modicum of privacy. When I was finished, she laid the impossibly soft blanket across my pelvic area, tucked it in so everything except my junk was exposed, and got to work. 
 “This is quite the injury you have on your head. I am going to wash all the sand and dirt away so I can get a better look. Forgive me, but this might sting.”  
 Her voice had a slight accent that somehow reminded me of bubbles the way each syllable popped in my ears. She could get me to do whatever she wanted with that voice. 
 “You do what you need to do,” I said as stoically as I could. “I am tougher than I look.” 
 “You look fairly tough,” she said with a flirty smile. “Now scoot down so most of your head hangs off the end of the bed, but your neck is still supported.” 
 I did just as she asked, since I was transfixed by her voice and beauty. She had a nurturing quality that made her gentle and strong at the same time. This was a woman I would make love to for hours, never fuck. She was too precious. 
 But she obviously wasn’t human, and I’d one again decided I wasn’t dreaming. So, where was I? And how in the hell was I ever going to get home? 
 Talise pulled a basin out from beneath the bed and placed it below us on the floor. Then she picked up a pitcher of warm water and slowly poured it over my head. Next came a bar of soap that smelled like honey, jasmine, and the sea, and Talise used it to wash not just the cut on my head but all of my hair, too. It did sting like a bitch at first, but the feel of her smooth hands and gentle touch relaxed me, and soon the pain went away. 
 The healer then moved from my head to my shoulders and continued to wash all the dirt and blood off my exposed body. The touch of her hands was comforting and arousing all at the same time.  
 My dick hardened the lower she moved, and I knew the blanket Talise had draped across my groin was popped up like a teepee.  
 She didn’t seem phased by it, or was at least too polite to acknowledge my raging hard on. She just hummed to herself and continued to wash me with care and precision. Before long, the humming turned into singing. 
 “I’ll go with you to places we’d never known, time to say goodbye,” she sang in a melodic voice. “I’ll go with you on ships across seas, which I know, exist no longer, it’s time to say goodbye.” 
 Her sweet, melancholy voice lulled me into a trance. Before I knew it, she’d finished, and all my wounds were cleaned and dressed. I smelled and felt better than I thought possible under the circumstances. 
 “I must leave you now, Ben,” she said gently. “I have some clean breeches and slippers for you. You must put them on and make yourself presentable for the queen’s arrival.” 
 “She is coming here?” I asked as I picked up the clothes the healer indicated. “Your queen?”  
 “Yes, and you must present yourself for inspection,” Talise said as she walked toward the door. “Stand tall, be respectful, and show your intelligence. Our queen is just and magnanimous, but slow to trust strangers.”  
 “How do I gain her trust?” I asked. 
 “Prove your worth, Ben,” she said and smiled one more time before walking out the door. 
 Prove my worth? How the fucking hell was I going to do that? 
 I stood, pulled the pants she’d given me up, and tied them at my waist. They were made from the same soft material as the blanket, but were a dark gray color. The slippers were an exact match and felt like heaven when I slid them on my feet. I hadn’t been given a shirt, so I guessed part of my inspection was standing there half naked.  
 I’d worked diligently to keep my muscles toned and to stay in shape, and I was proud of that, but my body had never been under the scrutiny of beautiful-alien-serpent-woman royalty before.  
 I walked over to get a drink of the freshwater Talise must have brought in, but then there was a brief knock on my door, and I turned around to find I had visitors.  
 A very formidable set of beautiful twin serpent women walked into my hut. They shared mocha colored skin with golden scales and hair the color of summer hay. They both stood nearly six feet tall, had lean muscles, and an identical look on their faces told me they would take zero shit from anyone. They wore the creamy colored bandeau top and skirt I’d begun to associate with the warriors of this tribe, and each carried a spear adorned with various seashells and points that looked to be made of some kind of glass. 
 “Stand and prepare yourself for the arrival of Queen Nerissa!” they both exclaimed in harmony. 
 I was already standing, so I did the next best thing I could think of and drew myself into the attention stance I’d learned in my military days. My feet snapped together, my arms went straight at my side, and I lifted my head so my chin angled slightly up.  
 I was as ready for this inspection as I would ever be. 
 First through the door was Sela, my guard from earlier, and her face was stern as she looked me up and down. Once she was satisfied I wasn’t about to make an assassination attempt on her leader, she moved away from the door frame to allow the queen to enter. 
 It took every single ounce of discipline I had not to let my mouth drop open when she entered. Every strange alien woman I’d met so far was breathtakingly beautiful, but before me was a woman of divine perfection. She had to be a goddess, there was no other explanation.  
 She stood about five-foot-nine in her bare feet. Her long hair was silver, not gray, not white, but actual silver hair, and it was pulled back into intricate braids in the front while the back fell to her hips. On top of her head, nestled into the silver braids, was a crown of tiny seashells and some kind of glass or crystal. Her skin was a deep mahogany, and her eyes were huge and a mesmerizing shade of aquamarine. Her scales appeared to be made of mother-of-pearl and had that iridescent shine like on the inside of an oyster. She wore an icy blue wrap that fell to the floor and left her shoulders bare, and it still clung to every curve of her and showed off her overly plump breasts and perfectly wide hips. She walked like she was floating on air and began to circle me, and she took in every single bit of my appearance.  
 I caught a heady scent of something floral and musky all wrapped together, and it made my head swim and my dick stiffen. This woman was intoxicating. 
 “You are Benjamin Ross Whitfield?” she asked in a voice that melted over me like butter. 
 “Yes, yes I am, Your Majesty,” I answered and wondered how she knew my whole name. My mind went back to the pep talk I’d given myself in the middle of the night, and I realized I wasn’t imagining things. I really hadn’t been alone on the beach. 
 Well, it didn’t matter much now. 
 “To what purpose are you on my island?” she inquired.  
 “I was knocked off my boat during a bad storm and washed up on it. It wasn’t intentional. I have no idea wh--” 
 “Are you alone?” she interrupted. “Will others like you follow?”  
 “I am alone.” I nodded. “Nobody else knows where I am. I just want to get home.” 
 The queen studied me with her aquamarine eyes for a long moment.  
 “Walk with me,” she said suddenly and left no room for questioning. 
 Then she walked to the door and signaled me to follow, and Sela fell in behind me and the twins took their places, one on each side of me. Queen Nerissa remained quiet for a long time, and I didn’t want to say something that would make me look disrespectful, so I just took in my surroundings instead.  
 There were dozens of huts built much like the one I was being held in. Some of them were of newer builds with a shine still left to them, and some were in total disarray and desperately needed repairs. I could see a much larger building up on a hill about half a mile away, and I assumed it was what served as a palace for the queen or possibly barracks for the warriors. 
 The silence built to the point where I couldn’t take it anymore. I rehearsed lines in my head so I wouldn’t sound disrespectful, but I had questions that needed answers. 
 “Please pardon me, Your Majesty, but where are we?” I asked. “Who are you and your people?” 
 My questions were answered with silence, so I glanced around at the other women walking behind us, but none of them would make eye contact with me. We continued to walk in silence until I worked up enough nerve to speak again.  
 “I beg your pardon again, Your Majesty, please understand I mean no disrespect,” I said. “I have been lost at sea, and as I said, I am all alone. No one was with me or followed me. I really just want to figure out what happened to me and what to do next so I can get home. I promise you, I mean no harm to you or your people.” 
 Queen Nerissa met my eyes with her own mesmerizing ones. Then she sighed softly after a few moments of intense staring and finally spoke.  
 “We are the Insulam Draconum clan and have been on this island for a thousand years,” she explained. “We were breathed to life here by our Yoruba god and goddess Olokun and Oshun, and we pledge our fealty to them.” 
 “How did you learn English?” I asked. “Is that your native language?” 
 “We have a native language that is not your English, but we were given the gift to speak thousands of tongues so we can communicate with any being who trespasses into our home,” Nerissa continued as she gave me a scrutinizing look. “We live humbly and simply, as our religion requires. All of us have a job assigned to us. We have warriors, builders, educators, physicians, hunters, and gatherers. Our food consists mostly of fish, berries, and nuts foraged here on the island.” 
 “Wait … you eat fish? Isn’t that cannibalism?” my mouth said, against my brain’s vehement protests. 
 “We are not fish or any sort of amphibian,” Nerissa corrected and turned to face me. “We are mammals like you. We give live birth, and we nurse our children. We just happen to have some serpent-like elements. It is a gift from our god and goddess.” 
 “I apologize. I didn’t mean to insult you.” 
 “No insult taken,” she replied with a regal wave of her hand. “You are curious. There is no harm in that.” 
 I was grateful I’d managed not to offend anyone, but the reality of this whole situation was finally sinking into my thick skull.  
 “Holy shit,” I mumbled under my breath. “I’m really walking through a village with the queen of the serpent people, and it’s not a dream.” 
 I heard a chuckle come from my left and saw Queen Nerissa smiling.  
 “It most definitely isn’t a dream, Ben,” she said kindly. “I believe you were brought here for a reason.” 
 I was relieved I wasn’t going to lose my head for insulting the queen, and my curiosity was satiated for the moment, so I relaxed a good bit as we continued our walk.  
 Queen Nerissa had gone quiet again, so I started to occupy my attention with the people I saw walking through the village. They were all gawking at me, and it was hard not to notice their stares. One thing I noticed was they all seemed to be women and young girls in their teens. I’d not seen a male the entire time. Nor any small children. 
 “Queen Nerissa, may I ask a question?” I inquired.  
 “Yes,” she replied as she cast a sidelong glance at me, “but I may not answer.” 
 “Fair enough,” I chuckled before I gestured around the village. “I was wondering where all the males are? I have not seen a man or boy anywhere.” 
 Once again, she stopped walking and turned to look at me.  
 I couldn’t exactly figure out the expression on her otherworldly face, but I thought it looked profoundly sad. 
 “They are all lost,” the queen murmured after a long moment. 
 “Lost?” I repeated with a frown. “How did they get lost? Can I help you find them?” 
 “Where they have gone, they cannot be found,” she whispered, but then she abruptly turned to continue our walk. It was a sure sign this was a sensitive matter, and I was smart enough not to press it. 
 “Tell me about your world,” Queen Nerissa said several minutes later.  
 I suspected the silence had started to bother her as much as it had me. 
 “I live in the United States,” I replied easily. “It is part of North America. It is packed with over three hundred million people who spend most of their time working jobs so they can buy stuff for themselves that they want and need.”  
 “Why would they do such a thing?” she asked with a look of concern on her face. “Do they not have families? Mates? Friends? Is that not reason enough to work hard and enjoy life?”  
 “For some it is, but everyone is different,” I told her as I noticed we’d made our way back to my hut. “Many of us value our families over possessions, but not everyone does.”  
 “And this is the place you want help returning to, Ben?” she asked with a tilt of her head.  
 “Yeah,” I said after a moment’s hesitation, “I suppose it is.” 
 It was my home. I had to go home. Right? Of course, of course I had to go home … but why did I hesitate? 
 Nerissa studied me again with her aqua eyes, and I had to stifle the urge to fidget under her scrutiny.  
 “You must prove yourself trustworthy to earn our help,” she finally said. 
 “Okay,” I nodded, “just tell me what you want me to do, and I’ll--” 
 “This is where I leave you,” she cut me off with a half-smile. “Rest and eat. We will speak again tomorrow.” 
 I watched as she walked away with Sela, and both their heads were bent together in a whisper. Then my twin guards ushered me back inside my hut where there was a tray of fresh fruit, fish, and coconuts. I ate everything except the coconut and pondered how I was going to prove myself trustworthy to this queen. 
 “The first step should be to develop a filter between my brain and mouth,” I sighed as I rifled my hair. “Something tells me I’m only one mistake away from getting myself killed.” 
 



 Chapter Four 
 I laid on the cot and watched the moon rise through the barred window. I hadn’t been able to fall asleep, even though my body was still worn out from everything it had been through. I’d tried counting sheep, meditating, and several sleeping positions, but to no avail.  
 Over the last five or so days, the women had decided to make me useful. The first few days, I was just stuck in my hut, and the women brought me meager meals twice a day. Then, two days ago, my lead captor, Sela, declared that if I was going to eat their food, I had to earn my keep. So, I worked on patching roofs of various huts under the watchful eye of Sela. It was hard work since the women lacked a lot of basic tools and equipment, and also because Sela attached rope shackles to my ankles to make sure I didn’t run.  
 As for the tools, I had to use a rock as a hammer for pegs I’d to carve out of wood myself. The stuff they used as concrete was so smelly and sticky, I didn’t even want to know what was in it, and my first attempt at building a ladder with nothing but sticks and rope backfired big time when I was ascending it. 
 Though, it might have been due to the ropes around my legs. 
 “Fuck!” I screamed as I fell to the ground.  
 I landed hard on my back, and the air was knocked out of me. I also knew the wound on the back of my head opened back up. I laid there for a moment and tried to convince air to go back into my lungs and to get my head to stop spinning. Then I saw Sela approach and thought she might actually help me out a bit.  
 I was quite wrong.  
 “Get up!” she ordered. 
 I wasn’t one to defy orders, but I couldn’t exactly get up at the moment.  
 “I said get up!” she repeated, and she accompanied this order with a poke from her spear.  
 I turned away from the poke and rolled to my knees, where I managed to get a breath to go in and out. I thought this was when my jailer finally saw the blood coming from my head and realized I wasn’t just lying around for the fun of it.  
 Sela turned to a group of women and said something in their native clicking language. Then two of the women came over and gently helped me up and back to my hut. They got me comfy on my cot, and soon sweet Talise came in to bandage up my head and take care of me.  
 “I am never going to get through to Sela, am I?” I asked the healer.  
 “Give her time,” Talise replied with a gentle smile. “She has always been stubborn and slow to warm. It will happen.” 
 I sighed and just decided to try to be a little more patient.  
 I felt like I was making a little leeway with all the women, except for Sela. She wasn’t even remotely interested in getting to know me or trust me. I’d been successful in making the other ones around me laugh and relax, but Sela never said a word to me and just stared at me the whole time she was on guard. She also seemed to be the one on guard most of the time. She occasionally traded off with one of the twins, but they usually had the night shift.  
 My twin guards, who I learned were named Zarya and Darya, had been replaced by one lone guard tonight. This woman was equally fierce looking, but she wasn’t as standoffish as the twins.  
 Mira was her name, and she was as beautiful as the rest, but had a sort of punk-gothic look going on. Her hair was a deep jade green and shorter than any of the other women’s hair, cut just below her chin and shaved on one side, which fully exposed her fin-like ear. The exposed ear-wing bore several piercings and was adorned with hoops made from tiny seashells. Her skin was a buttery yellow, and her scales were a rich gold color that screamed to be touched while I gazed into her golden colored eyes. She wasn’t as full in the chest as most of the other women I’d seen, she was more pear shaped, but still intoxicating. Her legs went on for days, and her ass was perky and plump. I knew she could crush me easily with her muscular thighs, but I was more than willing to confirm my suspicions. The thought did nothing for my already restless state, though.  
 “It’s late,” said the sultry voice in the doorway. “Can you not sleep?” 
 I looked up to see those shining orbs staring holes through me, and my heart hammered in my chest.  
 I always had a weakness for goth girls, but I’d definitely felt way hornier since I’d ended up at this place. Maybe it was because these strange monster-alien women were hitting a fantasy I hadn’t even known I had. 
 I obviously wasn’t dreaming, so maybe I’d died and gone to heaven? 
 “I can’t seem to relax,” I replied. “My mind and body won’t shut off.” 
 “Ah, I know that feeling,” Mira said with a nod. Then she cocked her head to the side, narrowed her eyes, and cast me a considering look. “Stay put. I think I have something that will help.” 
 Before I could say a word, she spun on her heels and strode from the hut.  
 “Is this a test?” I murmured to no one.  
 It most likely was, so I stayed exactly where I was until she returned two short minutes later with a large clay jug and two matching cups.  
 Mira gave me a slight smile when she saw I hadn’t moved an inch while she was gone. Then she set the jug and cups on the table next to the water basin, put two more logs on the fire, and motioned for me to sit on the wooden stool opposite of her.  
 “I doubt you have ever had a drink like this before,” Mira said with a mischievous smile. “Go slow, you don’t want to fall off your stool and add another bump to your head.” 
 “You are looking at the Tequila Slammer Champ for three consecutive years and counting,” I bragged with a grin. “I think I can handle a little island juice.” 
 “I don’t know what tequila is, but I like your confidence,” she laughed as she poured us both a glass and then handed one to me.  
 Inside the cup was a slightly pink, milky concoction that smelled like fruit salad. It had a consistency somewhere between heavy cream and a milkshake, and I could also see little black specks that reminded me of vanilla beans.  
 “Are you going to study it or drink it?” Mira smirked.  
 I gave her a mocking glare before I tipped the cup back for a little taste. I’d expected something overly sweet and heavy, but I was surprised at what hit my tongue. It was light and refreshing, almost like lemonade on a hot day. It had a citrus note to it and seemed almost bubbly on my tongue. I knew the surprise was evident on my face when I heard Mira chuckle. 
 “It’s not as innocent of an ale as it seems,” she warned. “I still suggest you take it slow.” 
 “I think I can handle this just fine,” I replied with a smirk. Then I decided to take a chance. “Why are you doing this?” 
 “What?” the warrior asked with a furrowed brow which made the scales on her face ripple in interesting patterns.  
 “This.” I gestured to the cups and then to us sitting beside the fire. “I’m not complaining by any means, but I’m … curious. Several days ago, I was taken captive and dragged through the jungle, and no offense, but Sela still doesn’t seem to like me very much.” 
 “That’s just Sela,” Mira replied with a sharp grin.  
 “Okay,” I chuckled, “but that doesn’t explain you. Why are you here having drinks with a prisoner? Is this some kind of test? Did you put some kind of truth serum in my drink?” 
 I squinted at the cup in my hands, and the warrior before me snorted.  
 “Olofi’s Nectar may loosen tongues, but it does not force the truth out of you,” she chuckled. Then the warrior tilted her head and considered me before she smirked. “To answer your first question, perhaps I am curious, too. It is not every day a man washes up from the sea.” 
 “And when one does, your first instinct is to drink with him?” I asked with a cocked eyebrow. 
 “Like I said, Olofi’s Nectar loosens tongues,” Mira said with a mischievous look in her golden eyes. Then she smiled and held up her cup. “To new friends.”  
 “To new friends,” I agreed, and then I tapped her cup with mine and took another big swallow of the citrusy ale. I felt the warmth of the alcohol bloom in my stomach and move throughout my body, and it relaxed me instantly.  
 Mira was right, this is exactly what I’d needed. 
 “Tell me, Mira, what is day-to-day life like for you here on the island?” I asked, since I wanted to learn as much as I could. I was deeply intrigued by this woman, and her people, and I wanted to know what she knew. I was still enamored by her ass and legs, but her easy-going attitude and sense of humor was different from the other women of her species.  
 “It is rather routine stuff, when we don’t have a handsome stranger interrupting our life,” she said with another teasing grin. “I was appointed by my sister many years ago as head of our defenses, and I spend most of my time training for that.” 
 “Your sister?” I balked. “You mean you are Queen Nerissa’s sister?”  
 “Yes, I am, but don’t be so worried about it,” she said with a casual shrug. “I was never fit for the life of royalty. I always felt better with a sword or spear in my hand and my feet on the ground. My sister recognized that in me and planned accordingly. She is a very insightful and fair leader.” 
 “What kind of training do you do?” I asked curiously. “What kind of defenses do you need? This seems to be a pretty peaceful place and not in need of much in the way of a military presence.” 
 Mira narrowed her eyes and took a swig of her drink. At first, I thought she was suspicious, but then I realized the fire in her gaze was anger. 
 “I wish you were right, but unfortunately, we face many obstacles and foes,” the warrior growled and clenched her fists. “Our island is surrounded by others with … umm … inhabitants who wish to control our land and our people. We often must fight to keep these raiders from taking everything away from us, including our people. They come here, and they burn our crops, rape any woman they can overpower, and kill any who won’t bend to their wishes. Many of our enemies wish to enslave us for their personal use, to turn us into concubines for their harems.”  
 “That’s fucking awful,” I growled. I was absolutely dumbfounded by this new knowledge. It was obvious the island was primitive, but I thought that was mostly due to their devotion to their religion and the requirements that they live simply and humbly, as the queen had said. The idea that they continually had to fight for their freedom to keep from becoming some wanna-be pirate’s whore infuriated me.  
 “Such is our life,” Mira muttered as she sipped her drink and watched me carefully. 
 I downed the last of the ale in my cup and poured myself some more. I needed something to calm me down so I could think straight again. I was somewhat surprised at how quick I was to anger at the idea of these women being treated like chattel. I’d been raised by strong and fierce women and held nothing but respect for the fairer sex. To think some men still wanted to keep them underfoot lit a fire deep in me.  
 Not on my watch.  
 Then an idea struck me. 
 The queen had said I needed to prove myself trustworthy. So, I was going to help these women in any way I could to build the strongest defenses possible. The Coast Guard might not have been a badass combat unit like the Marines, but I knew some survival and offensive tactics. With my help, not one of these women was going to become Long John Silver’s bitch, not while I was still standing. 
 “Tell me how I can help,” I said as I looked up and met Mira’s gaze. 
 “I don’t see how you can help us.” The warrior shrugged. “You are but one man, and we still don’t know if we can trust you.” 
 “I want to help,” I insisted, “and I can help. I swear, you can trust me. I’m not a great warrior, but I know how to sail, and I--” 
 “You must earn our trust first,” Mira explained with a shake of her head. “Even then, as I said, you are but one man, and you mentioned to my sister you wished to return home, so--” 
 “Tell me about your training and fortifications,” I interrupted. “I served in a branch of the military back where I am from. Like I said, I’m not a great warrior, but I know a thing or two about building a strong defense and progressive offense.”  
 “You were in the military, but not a great warrior?” she asked as she raised an eyebrow.  
 I didn’t quite know how to explain the differences between the Coast Guard, Navy, and Marines to a woman who didn’t know anything about my world, so I took a few seconds to choose my words.  
 “The part of the military I was in served on boats that patrolled the oceans on the borders of my country. Sometimes we would fight, but most of the time we saved people whose ships were sinking or who had gotten stranded.” 
 “Yes, that doesn’t surprise me about you.” Mira grinned. “You keep saying you want to help us.” 
 “It’s the truth.” I shrugged. “In the Coast Guard, we often try to combat people sailing their boats into our territory, which sounds like the problem you are dealing with. This is why I’m offering to help. I really do want to prove I’m a good, trustworthy man.” 
 “Hmmm,” Mira hummed as she studied me. “I might be interested in your help and input, but not tonight. Tonight, let’s just enjoy the peace on the island, with fine drink in our hand and … adequate companionship.”  
 “Hey!” I protested with a frown, but Mira just chuckled, and the sound was as melodic as the waves on the shore were, so I couldn’t be angry.  
 So I let the thoughts of improving the island’s defenses and kicking pirate ass go for the moment. I knew I’d need to prove myself, and I understood their reasoning. It seemed like most men they came across were raping pirates, so they had a good reason to be suspicious of me.  
 We spent the next few hours swapping stories of fights we’d been in and the mischief we got into as children. I didn’t press too much for details, though. The subject of Mira’s parents, especially her father, seemed to be a touchy subject, and I didn’t want to ruin the surprisingly good time we were having. We’d begun an unspoken drinking contest, and that led to me teaching her to arm wrestle, where she beat me a solid two out of five times.  
 Mira also taught me a game of balance and strength where you had to try and stand for the longest time on a small elevated platform about the size of a cantaloupe. She showed off by standing perfectly still on one foot for five minutes while I could barely last two minutes, not that being completely drunk helped at all. We were in the midst of a one armed pushup contest when there was a slight knock followed by a giggle at the door.  
 I looked up to see Talise, the healer, standing there with a basket across her arm and a cloak pulled over her head. It did little to hide the look of amusement on her face at seeing two drunks making total fools of themselves. She sashayed in as both Mira and I quickly, though a bit unsteadily, got to our feet. Mira did a much better job than I did, considering it took me two or three tries to stand up.  
 “I thought you might be hungry,” Talise said as she set her basket of goodies down on the table. Then she peered into the almost empty jug of ale and shook her head with a smile.  
 “Olofi’s Nectar? And not just a tasting, by the looks of it,” she admonished. “The two of you are going to have an interesting morning, to say the least.” 
 “Ben is the chakillya tamer of his world!” Mira slurred with pride. “That’s an ale made from spooky plants called chactuses!” 
 “Spokey, I mean pokey plants, not spooky!” I corrected and noticed my tongue was very heavy in my mouth.  
 “Still, I doubt it has the effect of a goddess made nectar, dear Mira,” Talise chuckled as she shook her head at us again.  
 “Don’t be such a nag, Talise,” Mira teased with a toothy grin. “We aren’t fledglings anymore.” 
 Talise walked over to Mira, kissed her on the top of the head, and gave her a one-armed hug.  
 “I don’t mean to be a nag, Mira,” Talise said with a smile. “I just know what a night of drinking with you can lead to.” 
 “Hey now, I can’t take the entire blame for that night,” Mira laughed. “Especially the part with the peacock feathers and my brother.” 
 Both women laughed heartily, and it sounded like wind chimes.  
 Talise placed one soft hand on the side of Mira’s face and patted her cheek fondly. “I am glad you have possibly found a new carousing partner. I know you have missed it since Arrick was lost.”  
 I wanted to ask about Arrick, but something told me now was not the time. If I was patient, I hoped all would be revealed to me. These women were secretive, but they had every right to be. They wouldn’t have lasted as long as they had without keeping steadfast to their ways.  
 I just wanted to help them survive, though. I was becoming strangely fond of them, even Sela and her insistence on poking me with her spear. Maybe I’d hit my head harder than I thought, or maybe it was the absolute craziness of this situation … but I never wanted to be the cause of these women’s pain, only a reason to celebrate. Maybe over time I could help them build their defenses, teach them what I knew, and together we could live in peace on this island of paradise.  
 Wait … was I seriously considering staying here? 
 I pursed my lips and thought about it. Yes. Yes I was, but maybe these were decisions I should make when I was sober.  
 I glanced up at Mira and Talise, and they were both staring at me with softened looks.  
 “Sorry,” I hiccuped, “did I say something? I didn’t m-mean to. I was curious about who this Aaro--Arrick person is, but I didn’t want to be rude, so I decided not to ask.” I frowned. “Wait, did I say all that out loud, too?”  
 The healer glanced back at Mira as if to ask permission for something and was answered with a firm nod.  
 “Arrick was my mate, my betrothed,” Talise explained in a melancholy voice. “He was also the brother of Mira and Queen Nerissa. He was born after Nerissa, so he didn’t have the royal responsibilities and was free to do as he wished. Mira was a year younger than him and followed him everywhere. They were more than just siblings, they were the closest of friends.” 
 “He sounds like a good guy,” I said politely as I narrowed my eyes and tried to sober up. They were talking about this Arrick in the past tense, so I could tell where this was going.  
 “He taught her to fight and to survive as best he could,” Talise went on. “He could be diplomatic when he needed to be, and he tried to teach Mira that, but not much of that lesson stuck.”  
 “Watch it, woman!” Mira growled with a mock scowl. “I can be diplomatic if I wish, I just rarely wish to be.” 
 Talise’s delightful laughter spread out across the room in answer to Mira.  
 “I have only seen it happen one time, but that, too, is a story for another night,” she said as she giggled some more. Then she sighed as she glanced back at me. “After Arrick was lost, Mira took it upon herself to look after me. I am much better at saving lives than I am at taking them. I was ever grateful considering all the men in my life had been lost. Arrick was the last.” 
 I didn’t know what to say. Give my sympathy? Would it seem sincere?  
 “Talise, I am so sorry for your many losses--” I started to say, but she cut me off. 
 “Ben, you have no reason to be, but I appreciate your graciousness,” she said as she reached out to touch my hand. “Mira and I started taking care of one another. Eventually, we developed a strong kindredship and share a home. Many of us women do. It is much easier to take on the trials of life when you have someone to help. I am just lucky enough to have found such a stalwart friend in Mira. Together, we have helped ease one another’s pain, though I think she has done more for me. I could never replace the brotherly bond she had with Arrick.” 
 I looked up to see Mira wipe a single tear away that ran down her beautiful face. The gold of her scales made the tear shine in the firelight, and I felt a huge burst of admiration for this stoic woman. She’d lost so much, yet she still persevered and kept looking for ways to improve.  
 “Now, Mira has met you, and you can almost match her drink for drink!” Talise giggled and suddenly brought joy and light back into the room.  
 “Hah!” Mira snorted. “He wishes he had my forthistudes, forjistuth, uhh…”  
 “Fortitude?” offered the only sober one in the room.  
 “That’s what I said!” Mira shouted and took another drink of the ale.  
 I grinned and felt this huge swell of happiness, something I’d never experienced before, and something I never wanted to lose.  
 Fuck. I was never drinking this nectar again. It turned me into a mushy chick. 
 I needed to call it quits. I’d always been a happy, lovey-dovey drunk, and being around two sexy serpent-fish-monster-alien girls who needed my help was affecting my disposition.  
 “Thank you for trusting me enough to tell me this story,” I said as I struggled to keep the slur from my words. “I hope I can prove myself worthy.” 
 “Mira might not be convinced,” Talise say with a soft smile, “but I could tell you were worthy the moment I saw you. I have an extra sense about these things. But, for now, it is time for you to get your rest. You will be moving to much better accommodations tomorrow, and the queen wants to give you a tour of the island.” 
 “I am still not so sure I can sleep--” I started to say, but once again I was cut off.  
 “I will stay with you,” Talise offered with a smile. “So will Mira, if she wishes.” 
 Mira simply nodded her head and began to remove her boots. Then Talise climbed onto my bed and motioned me over.  
 “Uhh, okay,” I said, and then I almost cursed myself for opening my mouth. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but I was game and didn’t want to talk myself out of it.  
 After I finally worked up the nerve to climb in after the healer, she laid down on her side and snuggled close to me. She placed her head on my chest, started softly singing, and ran her fingers lightly along my stomach. Then I felt Mira climb in behind me, and she also laid her head on my chest, draped one leg over mine, and wrapped one arm around my waist tight. The warrior was asleep in a matter of seconds, and I pulled both women closer and drifted off right with a smile plastered on my face. 
 “Ben … Ben … you must wake up!” said the voice of an angel.  
 I cracked my heavy eyelids open to see the gorgeous face of Talise before me. She was a beautiful sight in her soft pink wrap, and her hair was braided into a bun at the nape of her neck. She smelled sweet like honeysuckle, and her smile made me swoon, even though I was hungover.  
 “Ughhhh, who hit me with a tank?” I grumbled in pure agony. “The room is spinning too fast to get off the ride.” 
 “Welcome to Olofi’s Revenge,” she said with a giggle. “I was afraid this was going to happen to you.” 
 “Where’s Mira?” I groaned. “I need to know she is miserable, too…” 
 “Mira wasn’t much better off than you before she took my advice,” Talise chuckled, “which is just what you are going to do right now. Here now, sit up, Ben.” 
 I sat up with her help and did okay until some devious being suddenly flipped my world upside down and my stomach with it. 
 “Oh gods…” I gagged before I started to heave. 
 “There it is,” Talise said calmly as she placed a basin right in front of my face.  
 I threw up harder than I did after a night of Jager Bombs. I heaved until my stomach clenched and burned, and then I heaved some more. I was pretty sure I was on the brink of dying, that I was going to throw up my spleen or liver or something, when it finally stopped.  
 “Never again,” I moaned as I wiped my mouth. 
 “That’s what they all say,” Talise said, and I could hear a smile in her voice. “Now, you must drink this.” 
 “Oh, hell no!” I argued as I pushed away the cup she offered me. There was no way I was putting anything in my stomach right then.  
 “You must!” she said more firmly. “The queen will see you shortly, and you are in no condition to receive her. Trust me, Ben. This will fix what ails you. Just drink it quickly.” 
 I almost started gagging again at the thought of swallowing anything, but the insistence in Talise’s voice convinced me to cooperate. If there was some chance that whatever was in the cup would help this hangover at least a little, I would be stupid not to try it. 
 “Fine, give it to me,” I growled 
 “Don’t think about it,” she instructed as she handed me the cup again. “Just drink it fast.”  
 I downed the cup of liquid in one gulp. It was oily and slightly bitter, but really didn’t have much taste at all. I was incredibly thankful for that.  
 “Now chew on these leaves,” the healer ordered. 
 “Will these help, too?” I asked as I put the leaves in my mouth. 
 “Yes, do you like them?” 
 “Yeah, they taste pretty good.” I realized I was chewing on mint, and the flavor was actually pleasing. I also noticed the room had stopped spinning, and the marching band had moved out of my head. I chanced standing up and realized how good I felt.  
 This woman was a magician.  
 “What in the hell was in that cup?” I asked around a mouthful of mint.  
 “It’s probably better if I don’t tell you,” Talise said ominously 
 I didn’t want to think about it too hard. I was positive I didn’t want to know now.  
 “Whatever it was, you could bottle it up and sell it where I came from,” I chuckled. 
 “That’s all well and good, but now you need to bathe,” Talise said with a smile before she wrinkled her nose cutely. “There is a tub of warm water behind the curtain along with soap and all you need to get clean. There is a drying cloth, as well, and a small soft brush to clean your teeth along with more mint. You will find your own clothes freshly washed, along with some from our village. Dress however you wish. Be thorough but quick, please!” 
 Talise gave me a bit of a push toward the curtain, and I kicked off the slippers I’d slept in and pulled off my pants. I realized Talise could still fully see me, and I blushed a bit at the thought. I glanced over my shoulder, and she abruptly turned around to give me privacy, but not before I caught a hungry grin on her face.  
 My dick immediately hardened in response. This woman was giving me the worst case of blue balls just from her existence.  
 I was actually surprised to find a large enough tub for me to stand in, and it was full of warm water. Next to the tub were several pitchers of clean water I assumed were for rinsing. I used an empty pitcher to soak my head and body with the water from the tub, and then I picked up the same sweet smelling soap Talise had cleaned me with the other day and began to wash myself.  
 I had the habit of singing show-tunes when I was in the shower and being on a strange island wasn’t going to change that.  
 “One singular sensation, every little step he takes. One thrilling combination, every move that he makes. One smile and suddenly nobody else will do. You know you’ll never be lonely with you-know-who!” I belted out and even did a little chorus line kick to bring it all home. Then I rinsed off with clean water and heard giggles on the other side of the curtain.  
 Great. I had an audience.  
 I finished getting dressed and opted for the new island clothes over my old worn out jeans. I wanted to be accepted and trusted by these women, and I didn’t see how sticking to my old ways would help that. On top of that, the clothes they gave me were softer than anything I’d ever worn. The pants were made from the same soft, dark gray material as the last pair they’d given me, but these fit a little more snug than the other pair, bordering on the lines of skinny jeans. The shoes were boot shaped, but flexible and almost magically molded to my feet. They offered support and protection but were incredibly light. The shirt was a creamy color and fit snug like the pants, but it was still the most comfortable shirt I’d ever worn.  
 I walked out from behind the curtain and found Talise, Mira, and the twin guards trying to hide their fits of giggles. It wasn’t going so well for them. Once they made eye contact with me, they lost any pretense and practically fell over from laughing so hard.  
 “Are you not entertained?” I asked in my best Russell Crowe imitation.  
 They certainly didn’t get the reference, but it was enough to start the laughter back up, and I had to join in. Finally, after several minutes, we regained our composure enough that Mira could speak.  
 “I am to take you to the palace to meet with the queen,” she informed with a grin still tugging at her full lips. “You will not be returning to this hut. Instead, you will have a room in the palace until proper accommodations can be made for you.”  
 “Thank you, Mira, you may have tried to kill me with nectar last night, but I am still grateful for your friendship,” I teased.  
 “I did try to warn you,” she replied with a chuckle.  
 We began our walk toward the palace, and the women pointed out various things along the way. Talise showed me multiple plants they used for medicine, and Mira and the twins talked about the different defense measures they had in place. It was a lot to take in, but it got my wheels turning. I could see many ways to make this island safer for the women I was strangely growing fond of. Even without all the alcohol in my system, I knew I wanted to help them defend themselves before I figured out how to get home. 
 After a twenty-minute walk, we reached the palace and found it bustling with activity. Many women carried baskets on their heads, and the containers were overflowing with coconuts, seaweed, and fish. There were several stations set up in the palace courtyard for different activities, and I could see a few women in front of a large loom weaving thin strips of seagrass. At first glance, I thought they were making some kind of netting, but then I realized they were making more roof thatching for huts.  
 Across from where the women were weaving looked like a blacksmith of sorts, with a lot of hammering and heat pouring out of the shed. I made a mental note to check that out as soon as I could. I also saw basins of dye in various colors in another station, one that appeared to be sorting through the baskets of food the women were carrying, and another seemed to be some sort of botany center. I was going to have to find the time to spend an afternoon exploring this busy courtyard.  
 “This is where I take my leave of you,” Talise said as she turned to me. “I must get back to my research and duties. Enjoy your day with the queen, Ben.” Then she made a little head bow and turned to go.  
 I couldn’t help myself as I watched her walk away. The healer had the curviest ass I’d ever seen, and it swayed like it knew I was watching. I made no effort to hide my ogling of her body, and I was sure she sensed this when she threw a coy smile over her shoulder.  
 “She has always been an incorrigible flirt,” Mira said at my side before she smirked at me. “Come along, Thrilling Combination. The queen awaits.”  
 She chuckled at her clever nickname for me, and I was just glad they didn’t catch me on an ‘I Feel So Pretty’ day.  
 The queen met us in the doorway to the main part of the palace, and I was totally thrown off again by the beauty of this woman. Her silver hair was piled loosely on top of her head and made a nest for her crown, and a few tendrils escaped and cascaded down her long and perfect neck. Her iridescent scales reflected the aquamarine color of her wrap that was the exact color of her eyes. Her voluptuous breasts strained the top of her wrap, and her hourglass flared hips created the perfect handles to hold on to.  
 I got lost in thoughts of how smooth her skin would feel under my hands, how I wanted to taste and touch every inch of her body, and how her voice would sound moaning in my ear.  
 “Merry morning, Your Majesty,” Mira greeted as she simultaneously elbowed me in the ribs and bowed her head.  
 “You are a beautiful sight this morning, Your Majesty,” I blurted and bowed my head a little deeper than necessary. I was afraid I’d insulted her with my word choice and daydreams. Again.  
 “Merry Morning, Mira and Ben,” Nerissa said with a smile. “I am happy to find you both well and rested.” 
 I looked up to find a mischievous grin on the queen’s face. Had word of my drunken escapades from last night reached her ears? I could feel a blush reach my cheeks at the thought. It would be no time before she heard about my shower performance.  
 “Yes, Your Majesty, umm, rested and well, that’s me,” I fumbled.  
 To my right, Mira tried to hide a laugh with an improvised cough and failed miserably. I shot her a harsh look, but it just made her laugh even harder.  
 “I request your company for the rest of the day, Ben,” the queen practically purred in the sexiest voice I’d ever heard. “I would like to show you around the island and let you see how things operate around here. Then I would like to hear your suggestions on how we can make things more efficient and safer. You said you would like to prove yourself worthy of our trust. This would be a good start.”  
 “It would be an honor and a pleasure to accompany you today, my queen.” I bowed my head again. 
 “Excellent. As the head of our defense, I would like Mira to join us. Zarya and Darya, you both may continue with your usual duties.” She nodded to the twins to release me, and I took it as a sign she trusted me a little more than last time, since she was comfortable having just one guard with her in my presence.  
 I was making progress.  
 “Our island is naturally protected on the western and most of the southern coast by high cliffs,” Nerissa explained as we made our way to the nearby southern coastline. “They are very perilous and rocky, which makes them difficult to traverse. The coastline smooths out along the southern border the further east it goes. This is where we do most of our fishing because the schools are much less disturbed, and the fish are more plentiful.”  
 “What do you use to catch the fish?” I asked as I took in my surroundings.  
 We had walked away from the cliffs and onto a sandy beach about a hundred yards long that curved out into a sandbar and formed a small and natural gulf in the water. The water was so clear here I could see out for half a mile, and there were four women spread out in waist deep water working on their catch of the day.  
 “Some women prefer to use spears and some use small woven baskets,” the queen replied. “When food is scarce, the baskets are ideal because they can catch more and less escape, but the sport in using the spear is still appealing for many of us.” 
 I watched as Nerissa picked up a spear and waded out into the water waist deep. She wore a serene smile on her face as she stood patiently, and she didn’t move a single muscle. A few moments later, the spear in her hand moved faster than I thought was possible, and just as quickly, she pulled it out of the water.  
 Skewered on the end was a grouper the size of one of my thighs.  
 “Damn. Great job!” I cheered from the beach. 
 Nerissa laughed at my excitement and made her way over to where Mira and I waited. Then she handed her spear to one of the women catching fish and joined us again.  
 “It’s been a long time since I last did that,” the queen said with a grin, and she was obviously delighted with her catch. “I wasn’t sure I still had the touch.”  
 “You always were the best with spear fishing,” Mira laughed and gave her sister a one-armed hug. “You are the only one who had the patience for it.”  
 “That was an impressive catch, Your Majesty,” I declared. 
 “Thank you, Ben,” she answered with a soft smile. “It is not the most efficient way to catch them, but it is fun. That is why we use the basket. How do your people do it? 
 “For sport, we use a fishing pole,” I replied. “It is a long stick with a line and a hook attached to it. We put some sort of bait on the hook, and then we wait for the fish to bite the hook and then pull them in. You have to be very patient. Sometimes you can wait all day and not get a single bite.” 
 “That does not sound like it would be very productive,” Mira commented with a frown.  
 “It really isn’t.” I shrugged. “It is mostly done for sport and fun.”  
 “How do you fish to feed your village?” the warrior asked. 
 “We use big boats that travel the waters,” I explained. “They are equipped with huge nets they drop into the water to catch all kinds of fish and seafood.” 
 “Seafood?” Mira tilted her head. 
 “Yes, like shrimp, crab, and lobster, just to name a few,” I said.  
 “These are things you eat?” the queen asked. “Are they nutritious and filling?”  
 “They are very delicious, healthy, and definitely very filling,” I replied, and my stomach growled in agreement. “One of my favorite things is a seafood stew.” 
 Both women laughed at the very audible sounds my empty belly was making.  
 “Maybe we should finish up our tour so you can feed that hungry beast.” Nerissa giggled as she started to walk again. She stayed along the water’s edge, though, and let the small waves roll up to hit her ankles and spray her legs as we continued our tour. 
 “I’m fine with seeing more of the island first,” I assured her with a smirk. 
  “I would like to know more about these nets,” the queen mused as she glanced at me. “Do you think you could show us how to make them?”  
 “Most definitely.” I nodded. “Actually, what the women were weaving at the loom earlier today looked a lot like a fishing net. It would just require a looser weave so the water would run out and the fish would stay in.” 
 “That actually makes a lot of sense,” Mira murmured and tapped her chin.  
 “We could find a way to attach the nets to a sturdy pole for one person use, or we could design it for teamwork,” I added as I hoped to score some more points with these women.  
 Just as those words left my mouth, the queen stumbled in the shallows. I immediately made my way forward to help her up, but before I could get there, she was already standing.  
 “Don’t mind me,” Nerissa laughed as she turned to step toward me, “I have always been a clumsy one,” 
 Before I could say anything in response, she slipped again, but this time it looked much less like a stumble and more like someone shoved her.  
 “Nerissa?” I made to grab for her, but something suddenly yanked her out of my reach. 
 “Gah!” she screamed, and her eyes went wide. “Something has my dress!” 
 Mira lunged forward and wrapped her arms around Nerissa in an attempt to pull her out of the water, but it was suddenly a tug-of-war battle between Mira and whatever had a hold on the queen’s dress, and it didn’t look like the warrior woman was going to win.  
 I darted around the struggling sisters and saw a shark-like creature fighting for his lunch. It was roughly six feet long and had green leathery skin with patches of black all over it. It was like a tiger shark and a leopard had a love child, but I really didn’t have the time to think too much about that.  
 I didn’t have any weapons on me, so I did the next best thing I could think of and punched the son of a bitch right between his bulbous eyes. That stunned him a good bit, and he let go of Nerissa’s dress.  
 Mira pulled her sister away from the beast, but he wasn’t giving up easily, and his large jaws snapped after his escaped meal.  
 It was at this point I noticed two very distinct things. First, this bastard had some serious teeth on it. I clearly saw three rows of menacingly sharp teeth when he tried to chomp down on the queen. Second, the mother fucker had four nightmare inducing limbs about the length of a large dog’s legs. 
 “Run!” I yelled at the women as I ushered them ahead of me.  
 Mira and Nerissa stumbled in the sand as they tried to run up the beach, but the shark-creature snagged the hem of Nerissa’s dress once again.  
 I hauled my leg back without thinking and kicked the shark square in the side. It made a strange hissing squeal as it let go of the queen’s skirt, and Mira, the queen, and I took off running while it was stunned.  
 We’d barely made it several yards, though, when I heard something behind me and turned to see the shark was not giving up on his lost lunch. It snapped its freakish jaw with a clatter of teeth, and then it took off at a sprint. 
 The shark-beast was moving faster on those legs than any creature had a right to move, and I knew we weren’t going to be able to outrun this freak of nature if he kept pursuing us. So, I frantically looked around for some kind of makeshift weapon and saw a piece of driftwood. It was about the size of a baseball bat and had a severe point at the end of it. 
 It would have to do.  
 “Keep running!” I shouted to the women as I scooped up the stick and turned to fight.  
 I really hoped I wasn’t about to get eaten by this monstrosity.  
 I managed to jump out of the way when the shark lunged at me, and I hauled back my stick and delivered the first blow right behind one of its pectoral fins. This just agitated the beast more, and it let out a snarl and resumed trying to attack.  
 That was when I noticed the shark didn’t have a wide range of sight and had to turn its whole body to find me. If I could get behind the bastard, I might just be able to garner enough time to kill it.  
 His next attack came a bit faster, but when I stepped back, the sand shifted drastically beneath my feet, and I stumbled to my knees. Then I hauled up the improvised weapon just in time, and the creature chomped down on the driftwood instead of on my leg. I found out just how strong those teeth were when he bit the end off the stick in one snap, but on the plus side, I now had an even sharper weapon to fight with.  
 While the shark-thing spat the wood out, I jumped up from the ground and to his side. I needed to keep moving and confuse him.  
 I probably looked like a real idiot as I jumped back and forth, but it was working to throw him off. Every few jumps, I would go in for an attack. I managed to get a good blow in, and as I took out his right eye with a stab of my pointy stick, an eruption of blood and slimy eyeball goo spilled onto the golden sand.  
 The shark screamed in what sounded like a mix between a gargle and a growl, and it backpedaled as it shook its massive head in agony.  
 I finally felt a little confidence that I might actually win this, so I stayed on the beast’s right side as it attempted to turn to see me. The shark was panicked and bleeding a lot, and this caused him to just lash out at anything.  
 Then he finally made the mistake I was waiting for and stumbled blindly over some uneven earth. When he did, I jumped on his back.  
 The bastard managed to snap at my leg, and his teeth tore my pants and cut into my calf, but it wasn’t much more than a scrape.  
 “Take this!” I snarled as I drove the super pointy end of the stick down into the soft spot on his head and right into his brain. I rode out his death throes like a cowboy on a bull at the rodeo until he came to a stop.  
 As the shark finally flopped dead to the sand, I sighed and paused for a few seconds to let my racing heart calm down.  
 That was fucking crazy. I seriously just battled a damn land shark. And had won.  
 After a few moments, I lifted my head and caught sight of Mira and Nerissa a dozen yards away. The warrior was partially standing in front of the queen for protection, but both of their eyes were wide. 
 “It’s okay,” I called out to the two women, “you can come back over here.” 
 They cautiously made their way over to me, and then they took in the scene before them. They both stood there with looks of shock and awe on their faces. 
 “Your Majesty,” I panted heavily, and I wiped some sand and green shark blood from my brow, “are you alright?” 
 “Yes,” she breathed, and she sounded just as winded as I was, “I think I am.”  
 “Good,” I nodded, “I’m glad. But, and pardon my language here, what the fuck was that thing?” 
 “A haeye,” Mira replied as she stared down at the shark carcass with wide, gold eyes, “a really big one. They typically do not attack in the day, and they also do not tend to attack groups. They mainly like to pick off lonely stragglers. How strange.”  
 I was comforted by the fact that the one I fought was not the norm for these creatures. I wouldn’t wish encountering one of those on anyone.  
 “Can you eat them?” I wondered out loud.  
 “Oh, yes,” Nerissa smiled, “they are actually a delicacy we don’t often have because they are quite dangerous to catch. Everyone will be very pleased to see this. Thank you, Ben. You not only saved myself and Mira, but now the tribe will be able to benefit from the fruits of your labor.” 
 I smiled at the thought of all the women being surprised by the haeye meal they were in store for tonight.  
 “I do have a question, though,” the queen added with a tilt of her head.  
 “Ask away,” I replied as I stepped away from the haeye carcass.  
 “Why did you not run?” Nerissa inquired.  
 “What do you mean?” I asked with a frown. “That thing was fast as shit. If I tried to keep running, it would have caught up to us, eventually.” 
 “Precisely,” the queen said as she studied me with those intense aqua eyes of hers. “Your legs are far longer than ours, and you are not encumbered by a dress. You most likely could have outpaced Mira and myself quite easily.” 
 I blinked in shock. “Are … are you asking why I didn’t let the shark monster eat you?” 
 “Yes,” Nerissa answered simply, and her eyes never left mine.  
 My mouth opened and closed for several moments as I searched for the right words, but I couldn’t find anything eloquent, so I decided to just go with the honest truth.  
 “I could never do that, Your Majesty,” I said as I lifted my chin, “it’s just not who I am. Like I told Mira last night, I … I want to help you. That is the honest truth, I swear. I don’t know how I ended up on your island, and I don’t know how, or if, I’ll ever find my way off it. But you and your people … you’ve been relatively kind to me. You could have killed me, you could have dug a ten foot pit, dropped me in it, and left me to die. But you didn’t. You’ve offered me food, shelter, and medicine, and I want to return the goodwill you’ve shown me. Mira told me about your problems with raiders. I can help. I know things about defensive and offensive tactics I could teach you. Who knows? Maybe this is the reason I woke up on your island.” 
 “Maybe,” Nerissa murmured as her eyes roved over my face, like she was searching for a lie, but she would find none. “You are a mystery, Ben Whitfield.” 
 “But mysteries are kind of fun,” I replied with a smirk.  
 Nerissa’s lips twitched in a smile. “That they are.” 
 “Should we return to the palace now?” I asked as I motioned back up the beach the way we came. 
 “Not yet,” Nerissa shook her head, “I want to show you the rest of the island and see what your ideas for it are.” 
 “Yes,” Mira agreed with a grin, “after seeing you in action, I would definitely like to hear your thoughts on the defenses and how we could make improvements.” 
 “What about the haeye?” I asked as I gestured to the carcass. “We can’t just leave it here. Scavengers will tear it to shreds before we can come back for it.” 
 Nerissa and Mira shared a look, and then the queen gave a barely perceptible nod. Without another word, Mira inclined her head, turned around, and began to sprint back toward the village.  
 “Umm…” I stared at the retreating warrior’s back with wide eyes. “Where is she going?” 
 “She is bringing people to cart the haeye back to the village,” the queen explained simply.  
 “So … we’re just going to wait here?” I asked and glanced at the beautiful woman beside me. “Alone?” 
 Nerissa smiled as she met my eyes. “Do you plan to spirit me away?” 
 “N-No!” I said quickly and shook my head. 
 “Then I think we shall be fine,” the queen laughed melodically, and I grinned dopily at the sound.  
 It looked like saving the queen from a murderous nightmare shark had won me a little trust. I’d take it.  
 Nerissa and I stood there on the beach in comfortable silence, and barely a minute later, Mira returned with four women in tow.  
 Huh. They must be fast sprinters. 
 The four women gasped at the sight of the haeye carcass, and they spoke quickly to each other in their peculiar clicking language. At one point, they all stared at me with wide eyes, and Mira said something that made their jaws drop.  
 Then the queen clapped her hands together and gave what sounded like an order, and the four women bowed before they quickly stooped down and picked up the carcass between them. A moment later, they were jogging back toward the village, and a line of green blood trailed in the sand in their wake.  
 “Shall we?” Nerissa asked as she turned back to me and nodded in the opposite direction down the beach. 
 “As long as you are sure,” I replied, “I know you just had a good scare.” 
 Nerissa looked at me with an honest and sincere expression on her face. 
 “Thank you for your concern, but I am hardier than I look.” Then her lips turned down into a frown. “This is why we don’t allow any of our people to fish alone. There are too many dangers in the sea, and there aren’t enough water dragons left to provide protection. On top of that, the ones left are very agitated and have become aggressive.” 
 “Wait … did you just say water dragons?” I exclaimed with wide eyes.  
 “Yes, water dragons,” Nerissa repeated before she cocked her head to the side. “Do you not have them near your island?” 
 “Um, no,” I chuckled nervously as we began to walk down the sand. “We don’t have any sort of dragons where I am from. They are mythological creatures only found in stories.” 
 “Water dragons are a carnivorous creature that live mostly in water, but nest on land,” the queen explained in a sad tone. “They are beautiful and sleek, faster than any water dweller, and have a mouth full of very sharp teeth.”  
 “Why does this sadden you, Your Majesty?” I asked, but I was afraid I was going to find out what had happened to the men of this village.  
 She sighed and turned to me with tears in her beautiful eyes.  
 “There was a time where our people bonded with the water dragons and lived in harmony with them,” she almost whispered. “We provided them with food and safety, and they gave us protection and sea glass in return. We also shared companionship with them.”  
 She grew silent, and I didn’t press her to continue. This was obviously a sensitive subject, although I was dying to ask a million questions. My brain successfully overruled my mouth, though, and I stayed quiet. I wanted to reach out to her, but didn’t want to overstep. This was the queen, for fuck’s sake.  
 Then Nerissa took a deep breath to bolster herself and continued to walk. When she spoke next, she was much more in control of her emotions. 

 “The breed is dying out,” she told me. “We don’t know why, but we think it has a lot to do with the loss of so many of our own. Our two species were so intertwined, as nature intended, we believe our demise is killing them, too. They have become increasingly hostile to us, and we have lost the knowledge of how to tame them. Now, we must keep our distance and hope that one day, we will rediscover this knowledge. We search fervently for answers.” 
 “That sounds … very difficult, I’m sorry,” I said with a frown.  
 “In truth, I am not giving the whole thing justice,” the queen lamented. “When a dragon bonds with one of us, it essentially chooses to leave its family and weave its life into ours. When one of the bonded pair dies, the surviving one carries the soul and essence of the departed one within themselves for the rest of its life.” 
 “Wait,” I wondered, “how does that happen?” 
 “I really don’t know,” she whispered. “My brother and the king both bonded with dragons, but their dragons died in battle when they did. I have never seen neither dragon nor man survive without its bonded companion.” 
 “Do only men bond with dragons?” I asked 
 “No,” she smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes, “but there must be a dragon king, or Dragun Ri, alive for bonds to happen.” 
 I just nodded my head in fake understanding and let the topic of the dragons slip away. It seemed like a touchy one, and I didn’t want to ruin the bit of fellowship I had developed with her. 
 We continued to walk along the shore, and I noticed we’d avoided the center of the island. I was about to ask why when we arrived at the eastern shore. There I saw attempts at securing the island, but they likely weren’t very effective. The pikes in the sand were too far apart and at the wrong angle to work as they should. There were also no lookout towers or stands to see an oncoming threat and no type of signal in place.  
 “This is our most vulnerable shore and where most of the attacks come from,” Mira said as she gestured to the beach. “Not many make it through the jungles from the north because it is full of predators and sinkholes. This is where we need your help, Ben. We are working on replacing the stakes, but there has to be some more effective measures we can take. We have dug pits between the beach and the barrier, those come in handy, but still we need more. We are sure to be plagued by more raiders and pirates, soon. It has been peaceful for too long.” 
 “I can think of several things we could do to make instant improvements while we work on long-term defenses,” I informed the women as my mind immediately started churning through ideas. “We can get started when we get back to the village. I would like to bring a few more of your warriors in to get their opinions. With all of us working together, we can make this shore much safer.” 
 I walked along the dilapidated barricade and looked for strong points we wouldn’t have to replace. The less hard labor we had to put into it, the faster it would go up, so finding solid structures was imperative. As I was inspecting a rather sturdy column burrowed deep into the ground, something shiny in the tall grass beyond the barrier caught my attention.  
 I reached down and picked up what appeared to be a large glass arrowhead attached to an ornamental staff made out of some sort of wood. The staff itself was broken off, leaving the end a jagged point, but the arrow was still brutally sharp and fully imbedded into the rod. Where they met, braids of thin silver rope or threads were wrapped tightly around the space, not just for decoration, but also to strengthen it.  
 I stood up with the spear in my hand.  
 “What did you find, Ben?” Mira asked over my shoulder.  
 “Some sort of weapon,” I replied 
 I turned around to show her what I held, and all the color drained out of her face. Then she gently took the broken spear from me and showed it to the queen.  
 “My goddess, is that…” Nerissa whispered with wide eyes. 
 “Yes, look at the markings and tie,” Mira murmured in a tight voice. 
 The scales on Nerissa’s face rippled as she warred with several emotions at once. 
 “This is all just too much today, I must return to the palace,” the queen said as she embraced the spear to her chest like it was a beloved child.  
 Mira put her forehead to her sister’s for a moment before they turned back to the village and walked away.  
 I stood there speechless as I watched them walk away, and I had no idea what was going on. Why was this weapon so special? Did it belong to Arrick or someone else? I also wondered if it was made from the seaglass I’d heard briefly about and what the silver bindings were. I had so many questions, and the people who could give me the answers were quickly leaving me behind.  
  So, I did the only thing I knew to do and followed these two women back without a word. 
 Man, what a day. 
 



 Chapter Five 
 We arrived back at the palace maybe half an hour later. Nobody had said a single word on the return trip, and I didn’t dare interrupt the silence with all my questions. It didn’t feel as though they were exactly keeping secrets from me, but more like they could hardly bring themselves to talk about what had happened. Hell, it was possibly a combination of both. I could understand on both accounts, but it didn’t stop my curiosity, and it didn’t stop my desire to help them in any way I possibly could.  
 I hung back at the entrance while Mira and Nerissa said their goodbyes. After a brief, and forced, smile in my direction, the queen disappeared into the building still clutching the broken spear. I contemplated whether I should follow her and try to comfort her in some sort of fashion, but I still didn’t know her that well, and then I saw Mira approach with a forlorn look on her face.  
 “Come with me, Ben,” Mira whispered. 
 She took me by the hand and led me through the main foyer of the palace and to a hallway on the eastern side of the building. We passed a few women going about their daily work. They smiled and greeted us, and Mira plastered on a fake smile and greeted them in return.  
 I did my best to do the same and was met with whispers and giggles from the women.  
 “Do I have something stuck between my teeth?” I asked Mira in a low voice.  
 “Don’t mind the young ones,” she replied. “They were very small the last time a man was around here, and they don’t know how to behave.” 
 “Gotcha,” I muttered. 
 “But, yes, you do have something in your teeth,” she added with a grin. Then she stopped in front of a doorway a few yards into the hallway and turned to face me.  
 I was preoccupied with getting whatever was stuck in my teeth out and almost ran into her.  
 She looked at me, rolled her eyes, and laughed.  
 “I was jesting,” she admitted. “You are fun to tease. So serious all the time.” 
 I started to reply with my own comeback, but she cut me off.  
 “This is the room chosen and prepared for you, and I understand if you are exhausted and would just like to retire for the evening,” she said seriously. “If you aren’t, I would like to invite you to the home Talise and I share. We have much to discuss, and some of it is unpleasant, so it is a conversation that can wait if you are not in the mood tonight.” 
 I studied her body language for a minute and wondered what she wanted me to say. The fire-light from the sconces on each side of the doorway lit up her face, but gave me no definitive answer. There was such a mixture of emotions there, so I couldn’t tell if she wanted me to accept or decline. 
 “To be honest, Mira, I doubt I will get much rest tonight without at least some of my questions answered,” I said hesitantly. “If it’s not going to cause too much trouble, I would be honored to accompany you to your home.” 
 She let out a breath she seemed to have been holding and nodded her head in response. Then she reached past me and turned a large seashell that embellished the door to my room upside down.  
 “This will let the palace know you are out for the night and won’t need accommodations,” she informed me. “This might be a long night, so you can sleep in our hut.” 
 “Thank you for your kindness, Mira,” I said to the beautiful warrior. 
 “Don’t thank me just yet,” she grumbled. “You may wish you had never met me after you hear what I say. Now, come along. It isn’t far, and I sent word ahead to Talise that you might be joining us.” 
 I wrapped one arm around this courageous woman and hugged her to me. I didn’t know what else to do. She briefly leaned into the hug and then pulled away with a small smile she managed just for me.  
 “I thought you would be housed in the palace, honestly,” I told the warrior woman. “You and Talise both, considering she is the main healer and you are head of the defenses.” 
 “Of course, we could stay there if we wished, but all the warriors have housing on the eastern side of the island, and I feel like that is where I belong,” Mira told me as we made our way back through the palace and out the front doors. “All of our attackers seem to come from the eastern shores, so we are the first line of defense between the enemy and the palace. There is no way I would let my fellow warriors be at the front of the lines while I am safe in the palace.” 
  The sun was close to setting, and the pink lights of twilight gave the whole village a rose colored hue. It made the whole place ethereal and fairytale-like. It was super romantic, and I wanted nothing more than to reach over, grab Mira, pull her into an earth-shattering kiss, bury one hand in her short hair, and with the other grab a handful of her perfect ass. If I wasn’t positive I would receive a few broken bones for the effort, I would have done it right then and there. Instead, I forced myself to talk shop with her and save my fantasy for another time.  
 “That is very smart and well thought out, I should have known there was a very valid reason why you chose a hut over the palace,” I said. “Do you keep an armory nearby?” 
 “We all keep weapons in our homes,” she said, “but, yes, there are stashes of spears and swords kept throughout the village, just in case they are needed. We hide them in plain sight, so to speak.” 
 “I will see if I can spot them while we walk,” I challenged, and I was happy to have something to take my mind off her pert breasts that lightly bounced as she walked. 
 “Good luck, male,” she grinned, “I hid most of them myself.” 
 “What about archers?” I asked. “Do you have stands or any elevated surfaces for them to get to quickly?” 
 “Archers?” Mira asked with a look of puzzlement on her face.  
 “That’s a name for someone who uses a bow and arrow as their weapon,” I told her.  
 She stopped and looked at me like I had just sprouted another head.  
 “I don’t think your words are translating correctly,” she pondered. “I don’t understand this bow and arrow weapon you speak of.” 
 “A bow is a weapon you can use to fire arrows, like miniature spears, at an enemy from a distance,” I explained as I mimed shooting one for her to help her understand.  
 “You mean we wouldn’t have to get into close range to attack?” she asked, and her eyes lit up. “We could hurt them from a distance?” 
 “Yes, that’s exactly what you can do,” I said with a smile. “You won’t stop all of them, but you can stop a bunch of them.” 
 “Will you show me how to make this bow and arrow?” she asked as her eyes opened wide with excitement. “Will you teach me how to fire it?” 
 “Of course I will,” I said. “It’s really going to help with your defenses.” 
 “You have made me very happy, Ben.” She grinned, reached out, and then grabbed my hand.  
 “Just wait until you hear about catapults,” I told her with a grin. 
 “Catapults?” she whispered as her eyes lit up with possibilities.  
 Just then, Talise opened the door of the hut about twenty feet away from us.  
 “I thought I heard the two of you,” she greeted us with the warmth only a woman could possess. “You couldn’t sneak up on a dead man!” 
 “We weren’t exactly trying to be stealthy, Talise,” Mira shot back with a grin.  
 “Come inside, both of you,” the voluptuous healer laughed. “Our evening meal is almost ready, and I am sure you are both in need of respite.” 
 We entered the house, and the delicious smell of herbs, woodsmoke, honey, and the floral smell that clung to Talise’s skin hit me, and I was instantly comforted.  
 Next to the door was a small table covered in various materials that were obviously used to make and reinforce weapons. There was a basket full of large, roughly shaped spear heads. Beside the basket were about a half dozen long tree branches that had been sanded and smoothed, ready to be made into handles. There was also one slab of black stone about three inches in width and about two feet in length. It had been ground down thin on each of the longer sides and to a point on the end, and there was a porous stone next to it that was most likely being used as a whetstone to sharpen the rock.  
 “Is this the start of a sword?” I asked Mira, and I was fascinated by the rustic weapon.  
 “Yes,” she said, and by her grin I could tell she was excited to explain. “The process goes much faster at the armory where their purpose is to turn them out quickly, but I wanted to take my time and reinforce this weapon. The ones from the armory serve their purpose, but are flawed. I collected this stone myself and have been taking my time to sharpen it and find all the right parts for it. It has become quite the project.” 
 “This is amazing, Mira.” I had never seen a sword made from stone, but I couldn’t think of any obvious sources of metal on the island a person could access without some kind of excavation tools, and I was really impressed with the cleverness and ingeniousness of the design. It might shatter when she hit someone with it, but the blade looked surprisingly stout.  
 “Thank you, Ben,” she replied as her smile softened.  
 “Come sit, you two,” Talise told us. “Our meal is ready. You can fawn over weapons as we eat.” 
 Mira and I walked to the back of the hut where the dining table was located next to the fireplace. The walls were covered in dried herbs and various plants and flowers. There were clay containers of all sizes nestled into shelves lining the wall, some with flat lids and some without. There were also spools of cloth I imagined were used as bandages, three different sized mortars and pestles, sharp instruments I assumed were used as scalpels of sorts, and a stack of flat rocks that I had no idea what were used for.  
 This was definitely Talise’s work area.  
 I pulled out the stool to sit down just as Talise lifted the lid off the pot over the fire. The aromatic smell of the sea and earth hit my nose and made my stomach growl loudly.  
 “I guess it’s a good thing you are feeding me,” I chuckled. “I seem to have forgotten to eat much today.” 
 Come to think of it, all I’d eaten today was the weird concoction Talise had given me to cure my hangover, but the potion had really stuck with me and energized me. 
 “I had a feeling the supplement I gave you this morning had probably worn off for both of you by now,” Talise said “When it goes, it leaves you ravenous.” 
 “That explains why I am so hungry,” I said, “I feel like I could eat a whole--” 
 “Haeye?” Talise asked with a grin. “I heard about your adventure earlier today with the dangerous beast, especially about how large this particular one was.” 
 “An adventure is one way of putting it,” I laughed. “It was definitely not something I’d ever done before.”  
 “Do you not have haeye where you are from?” the healer inquired with a curious tilt of her head.  
 “Uh, no,” I chuckled, “the closest thing we have is a shark, but it doesn’t have legs. It also stays in the water like it’s supposed to and doesn’t chase you across the beach.” 
 Talise giggled at my description before setting our supper dishes in front of us.  
 “Well,” the healer announced, “tonight you get to enjoy your first haeye, to celebrate your first successful if unwilling hunt on the island. It is very large and is going to take Hali, the woman who oversees all our food, a good while to break it down, but she made sure I had some for your evening meal.”  
 I looked down at the bowl to see what seemed to be a fish chowder. There were large chunks of a white fish which I assumed was the haeye, a green leafy vegetable I guessed to be seaweed, small chunks of what looked like a potato, and a creamy white broth. I picked up the wooden spoon next to my bowl as Talise set a thin piece of some kind of bread down in front of me. I was surprised by both the bread and potatoes, but was too hungry to ask questions right then.  
 Once I had enough food in me to calm the hunger growling in my belly, I really took the time to enjoy what was in front of me. The soup reminded of a chowder you would get served in most any coastal town. It was creamy, slightly salty from the seaweed, and the fish was tender and delicious. This was definitely something that would stick to your ribs for a long time. The bread also reminded me of Native American fry bread that was tender in the middle but a little crunchy on the outside. It went perfectly with the fish chowder.  
 After several minutes of quiet eating, Talise set her spoon down with a sigh of contentment.  
 “I apologize for the sparse tubers in the soup and the meager bread,” she told me with a look of concern on her face. “The fields we grow the crops in are not producing much these days. It is like the earth is dying.” 
 “The nutrients in the soil may just be depleted,” I said after swallowing the last spoonful of soup. “There are ways to fix that.” 
 “There are?” Talise inquired. “How would we go about doing that?” 
 “With the right combination of compost and fertilizer,” I told her as I used the bread to sop up the soup from the bowl. “Do you know what I am talking about?” 
 “Yes, I do believe I know what you refer to, at least with the fertilizer,” she said. “I would like to hear your ideas for this. Our crops are meager and likely won’t outlast the storm season if we don’t do something quickly.” 
 “How about you show me where the crops are grown tomorrow?” I asked the beautiful healer. “We can discuss possible steps we could take to repair the earth and encourage the crops to grow abundantly.” 
 “That is a wonderful idea, Ben!” she said as she gave me a broad smile. “I would like that very much.” 
 “Then we will set out in the morning whenever you are ready,” I told her.  
 My list of things to do was growing longer and longer by the minute, but it was also a relief to be a part of something positive and helpful. The defenses were very important, but so was not letting these women starve to death when the storm season came. I wish I knew which was more dire, but there was no way of knowing. I was just going to have to take my chances with it all and do my best. It was comforting knowing Mira and Talise would be by my side, though. They seemed determined to help their people, and already seemed to trust me a lot more than they had the first day, so I figured things would go much more smoothly.  
 “Thank you, Ben,” Talise said tenderly. “You are the answer to our prayers.” 
 “I haven’t done anything yet.” I smiled. 
 “But you will,” the beautiful healer said with a decisive nod. “I just know it.” 
 “That’s my plan,” I said as my grin widened, but then she stopped smiling and looked at my mouth.  
 “Uhh, Ben, you have something stuck in your teeth,” Talise informed me. 
 I shot Mira a death glare, and she simultaneously started choking on the bread she was eating. Talise patted her on the back hard and gave me a quizzical look, but I just crossed my arms and glared at the gorgeous warrior woman while she caught her breath. I knew she was going to survive the minute the choking turned to laughing, and I had to fight back the laughter that was about to creep its way out of my own throat.  
 “Come here, Ben,” the warrior mumbled as she stood up from her stool.  
 She walked over to me, pulled on my upper lip, and actually reached into my mouth, and then she pulled a piece of mint out from between my two front teeth and put it in my hand.  
 “That was there all day, wasn’t it?” I asked. 
 “Pretty much,” Mira snickered. 
 “The queen saw it there?” I asked again. 
 “Oh  yes,” she burst out with more giggles.  
 I wanted to be mad, but she laughed so hard she actually snorted, and it was infectious. Then I looked at Talise to see her body also shook all over with the struggle not to laugh. She even intentionally avoided eye contact with me and covered her face with her hands.  
 “Go ahead,” I chuckled. “It’s pretty funny.” 
 That’s all it took to release the precarious dam on Talise’s laughter, and she almost fell over with the force of it. I finally gave in to my own mirth, but not before I flung the mint from my teeth at Mira. This just made her laugh even harder. I was glad to be a source of amusement for these two beautiful women, not that I would ever admit to it.  
 “When you can pull yourself together,” I nagged, “I will explain to you about the bow and arrow.” 
 This seemed to go a long way to sober both women up. I was glad something could.  
 “Bow and arrow?” Talise asked with a tilt of her head, and I could tell her curiosity was piqued.  
 “It’s a type of ranged weapon I told Mira about,” I replied. “I think it will help a lot to increase the defense on the island. You don’t have to get close to the enemy to take them out.” 
 “That sounds very beneficial!” Talise exclaimed with wide eyes.  
 “It really can be,” I added. “I wish I had a way to draw out a diagram for you so you could understand better.  
 Talise gave me a weird look, then walked over to the shelves behind her work table. She reached up and pulled off one of the flat rocks, grabbed something out of the jar next to it, returned to the table, and handed me the contents of her hands.  
 “Will this work?” she asked.  
 I looked to see she’d given me a slate and a crude piece of chalk. I knew about such things being used back before paper became readily available from the stories my great-grandpa told me about when he was in primary school.  
 “That will work splendidly,” I told them with a smirk. “Now, the best wood on the island to use would be bamboo. It is sturdy and flexible. We can use the plant for all sorts of things, including eating the inside shoots once we cook them. Raw, they are poisonous. Do you know what I mean by bamboo?” 
 The two women looked at one another and turned to me with concerned expressions.  
 “Yes, we do know,” Mira answered. “Some of it grows in the places we inhabit, but there isn’t a lot of it. The bulk of it grows deeper inland in the jungle areas. We had to stop going deep into the forest areas because we haven’t been able to keep the wild animals culled, and they have gotten out of control.” 
 “What kind of wild animals?” I inquired. 
 “Mostly large boars and rodents,” Talise answered. “The rodents aren’t a huge threat if they don’t bite you, but they carry a disease that can make us very ill. The boars have huge tusks and will attack without provocation. The water dragons used to keep their numbers to a minimum, along with our men hunting them…” 
 She left the thought unfinished, but I knew where she was going. The men were all gone, and the water dragons were dying off, as well. It seemed as if we had gone full circle back to the cloud of melancholy that was never too far away.  
 “The plans for the bow and arrow can wait,” I said softly as I looked at both of the women. “I would like to know what happened to all the men, if you will share with me. I think that was your intention of inviting me here tonight, but I don’t want to press the issue if you aren’t ready.” 
 They looked at one another and back at me. Then Mira sighed heavily and seemed to resign herself to the idea.  
 “Yes, Ben, I will tell you the full story of what has happened to our men and what we have had to endure,” Mira blurted out while she still had the nerve. “After what you did today, you have earned the right to at least hear the story and know everything you are up against.” 
 “I know this isn’t easy for either of you,” I offered with a smile. “I really will not force this on you, but am more than willing to listen to anything you want to tell me.” 
 Mira sighed again and composed herself.  
 “That spear you found today belonged to King Zale, my sister’s beloved and mate,” she almost whispered. “He was a righteous and honorable man, the last of us to bond with a water dragon. He and his dragon, Geysis, perished on that field nearly four summers ago during a pirate raid most brutal.” 
 “Are you sure it belonged to him?” I questioned.  
 “Yes, most definitely,” she quickly replied. “Did you notice the silver bindings?” 
 I nodded my head to answer her, since I didn’t want to interrupt.  
 “Those were made from my sister’s own hair,” she told me. “Bonded mates always carry a token from their partner into battle for blessings and luck. Many of us have silver hair, but none quite like Nerissa.” 
 “I understand how there is no doubt now,” I sighed.  
 “Over the past ten cycles, huge raiding parties have attacked our shores steadily every spring,” Talise said and gave Mira a chance to gather her thoughts. “At least once, but sometimes as many as three times throughout the summer and up to the storm season.” 
 “What are they after?” I growled. “What do they want?” 
 “Anything they can get their grubby hands on,” Mira spat. 
 “They take crops, weapons, food stores, and even women,” Talise said sadly. “We believe they somehow cursed our previous water supply. Since they started raiding, there hasn’t been a child born or even a pregnancy. The few who were pregnant lost the child before it was carried to term. The crops that fed from the water supply stopped producing and died off. It was the only thing that made sense and could have affected us all so quickly. Our men located a new active source for our well within the village, but they didn’t live long enough to find out if it would work.”  
 “What happened to them?” I asked quietly. 
 “There was another raid within the same moon cycle,” Mira sighed. “The last of our men, led by Arrick, were almost successful in killing their leader. They were so close when this huge booming fire erupted around them and took all their lives. We had eighteen males left in our village, and they all died that night, including my fledgling nephew just old enough to fight.” 
 “Shit,” I groaned quietly as my stomach lurched.  
 I didn’t know what to say to these women who had lost so much. There were no words of comfort, nothing that could make it better. 
 “When was the last raid?” I asked as I decided to focus on the future.  
 “Five new moons ago,” Mira replied.  
 “Tell me about these raiders,” I requested so I could get to know more about my new enemy. “What do they look like? What do they fight with?”  
 “They are all shorter than you, but are very bulky and beast-like,” Mira told me. “They have a thick hide that provides them with some natural armor, but they have weak spots under their arms and at their neck and groin.” 
 “Do you know where they come from?” 
 “They always attack the eastern shoreline,” Mira told me. “There are several islands surrounding this one, but we are not sure if they come from there or somewhere else. We have no way of traveling to those islands. We don’t have the means or knowledge of how to build boats, that knowledge died with our men. On top of that, as you saw earlier, there are all types of beasts to contend with out there in the open sea.” 
 “Ahh, this is a lot to think about and get around,” I told her as I rubbed my chin. “Maybe we can start with trying to build a small but sturdy boat. Small enough to easily construct, but tough enough to withstand some damage. I have been around boats my entire life and might be able to use that for our benefit. But, before any of that, we must make this island as secure as possible, meaning defensive measures and filling up the food storages to last through the storm season.” 
 Both women nodded in agreement and motioned for me to continue. 
 “We will start with fortifying and improving the barricades on the eastern shore,” I began. “We need to get nutrients back into the ground so the crops will flourish again, start hunting the jungle areas for bamboo, meat, and food sources. I also wanted to begin making bows and arrows and teaching you all how to use them.” 
 They both gave me a perplexed and awestruck look. It was like they wanted to believe me, but didn’t dare. I would just have to show them it could be done.  
 “I know it sounds like a lot,” I assured them, “but I know we can get it all done before the storm season. We just have to work together as a team.” 
 “I want to believe we can,” Mira sighed, “but it’s going to take a while to get everyone as enthused about it as Talise and I are. But, after hearing how you saved the queen today, I think more will be on board. You will just have to be patient. 
 “I agree,” Talise added with a smile. “You have instilled hope in the two of us, so I am sure the other women will feel the same way as soon as they see what you are capable of.” 
 “Thank you for your vote of confidence,” I said graciously. “Now, I can sketch out that bow and arrow for you to look at.” 
 Talise reached out and grabbed my hand before I could pick up the slate.  
 “Ben, it is very late,” she said softly. “Why don’t we put our minds and bodies to rest? We will be at our best in the morning and able to think clearer.” 
 I smiled at the healer. I couldn’t help being touched by her concern for my welfare. I knew it was genuine and that convinced me to do what she said.  
 “You’re right, Talise.” I smiled. “Let’s get some sleep and start on all of this in the morning.” 
 I started to get up and make my way back to the palace to leave these women in peace. I just hoped I could find my new room without disturbing too many people.  
 “Where are you going?” Mira asked before I reached the door.  
 “Uh, Talise said it was time for bed,” I replied and jerked a thumb over my shoulder, “I was going to go to my room.”  
 “I told you earlier that you could sleep here,” Mira laughed.  
 “You don’t have to leave,” Talise smiled, “not unless you want to.” 
 Before I could stop it, I felt a blush warming my cheeks, and my pants grew tight in the crotch at the thought of sharing a bed with these two again.  
 “We are just going to sleep,” Mira added with a smirk. “The queen has forbidden anything else.” 
 “S-Sleep is good,” I fumbled. 
 I was somewhat relieved to be able to crawl into bed between these two beautiful women and not have to worry about anything else, but I still couldn’t shake the thought of feeling their naked bodies pressed against me. 
 We all fell asleep in the same bed, much as the night before. Each woman laid her head on my chest, and I rubbed their backs until they were resting soundly, snuggled up tight to me. It took me longer to fall asleep because my mind was in overdrive. I couldn’t stop thinking about what this village had been through and how I could help prevent any more devastation from happening to them. I’d grown very protective of these women in a very short time, and I was going to give them my best. So, I drifted off to thoughts of alarm systems and catapults and the affection of grateful women.  
 “Nooo! Run, Hali, run!” a woman’s voice suddenly screamed.  
 It jolted me and both women wide awake and out of bed in a matter of seconds, and I frantically looked out of the doorway to see a fire burning about a hundred and fifty yards in the distance, and two hulking figures were walking away from the flames.  
 “Shit,” I groaned. “Those fuckers are here.”  
 I hadn’t even had a chance to get started on the defenses or new weapons. Guess I was just going to have to use what was on hand to kill these assholes. 
 “Mira, can I have a weapon?” I asked right as the warrior handed me a spear and a stone sword.  
 “Another chance to prove your worth,” the warrior grunted as I took them from her and saw she was armed with the same thing. Then she turned to the healer. “Talise…”  
 “Yes, I will fall back to the palace and bring anyone I see along the way with me,” Talise interrupted stoically. “I will get the infirmary ready to go for any injured.” 
 Talise gave us both a brief hug at the door and headed toward the palace.  
 I followed Mira the opposite way and toward the commotion. My heart was pounding from the adrenaline rush, but I’d been in a few high stakes rescues and chases with the Coast Guard, and I pushed the nervousness away as much as I could.  
 Mira kept to the shadows like an experienced operative and used hand signals to relay any warnings or messages to me. She came to a halt behind a hut maybe twenty or so yards from the burning building. We could see the raiders had set fire to one of the food pantries that held the last of the grain.  
 The invaders were both maybe five foot eight, so not tall, but they had the girth to make up for the height. They weren’t fat, but they weren’t exactly layered in bulging muscles either. They looked more like mall cops than raiders, but the fuckers even had the nerve to laugh at their own antics while holding onto one of the women by the hair and forcing her to watch the blaze. The rage and contempt built up inside me, and my vision narrowed into a tunnel focused on the larger of the two men. 
 But then I realized they weren’t human men at all. 
 They were some kind of monster.  
 They had a gray-green sickly colored flesh and wore nothing but breeches on their bodies. Both of them had a pronounced hump on their backs that reminded of a dorsal fin on a shark. Their huge, sharp teeth glinted in the firelight and darkness, and their beady eyes held no emotion. The raiders carried weapons that were a cross between an axe and a mace, and they reminded me of the weapons the Uruk-hai carried in The Lord of the Rings. Come to think of it, these guys were about as pretty as the super Orcs were.  
 I wanted to slap myself to make sure I was really awake, but I didn’t have the time right now. 
 I tapped Mira on the shoulder, and she turned to look at me.  
 “I’ll go around the edge of the shadows and get behind the one on the far side, then I will give you the signal to attack when I am ready,” I whispered as I motioned with my hands. 
 She nodded her head in agreement and positioned herself to strike as soon as I gave word. She hunched down into a crouch that reminded me of a large cat ready to spring on its prey and stayed there silently watching.  
 I quietly made my way over to the fucker on the far side of the fire, and I made sure to stay in the shadows. I’d intentionally chosen him as my foe because he still had a death grip on one of the women from the village. I hadn’t been able to see the woman’s face from my previous position, but as I crept closer to the beast, I could see he’d imprisoned Sela, the woman who found me on the beach and brought me to this village I now call home. 
 That just pissed me off even more. 
 The look on her face was anything but scared, though. Her lips were twisted in a furious scowl, and she bared her teeth at her assailants. There were small cuts on her cheek and forearms, and her clothes were torn in places, but she still struggled to break the grip this son of a bitch had on her and refused to give up.  
 “You might as well stop fighting, bitch!” the beast laughed mockingly. “Let me show you the only thing you are good for!” 
 He’d dropped his weapon on the ground and was working to undo his breeches with one hand while holding onto Sela with the other. She was kicking and wiggling against him as hard as she could, but the monster-man probably outweighed her by a hundred pounds, so her struggles weren’t doing much.  
 “I’m going to feed you this cock, and you are going to swallow all of it until I decide it’s time to fuck all your other holes,” he growled. “Then Brahg is going to come over here and have his turn. If there is anything left of you, we will pass you around until you’re all used up and then throw you overboard.” 
 “Anything you put in my mouth, you will lose!” Sela spat at the man.  
 She was rewarded for her cheeky retort with a backhand across the side of her face.  
 The rage inside me bubbled, and I had to force myself not to jump on this disgrace of fucking life right then and there. It would ruin our surprise attack, and we needed that element on our side.  
 “Fine, you bitch!” he snarled. “I’ll start on your asshole first, and then you’ll beg me to use your mouth instead!” 
 Suddenly, Sela locked eyes with me, and I minutely shook my head at her from where I stood in the shadows. She immediately stilled her fight against the monster and calmed herself. She was a warrior and smart enough to keep this asshole’s back to me so I could sneak up on him.  
 “I knew that would take the steam out of you, you worthless female,” laughed the soon to be dead man. “Now, be a good girl and open your mouth up wide.” 
 I made it to the spot I’d picked out for my attack while this asshole spewed his monologue. Then I slowly moved into the light and gave Mira the signal to attack.  
 It was time to murder this piece of shit.  
 I sort of duck walked behind the man-beast as quietly as I could. Sela never even glanced at me and just continued to struggle against the man’s efforts. He was trying to hold her and rip off her dress while grappling with his own belt.  
 “Hold still, bitch,” he grunted, but when she spat him, he only laughed in a creepy high pitched manner. 
 He was still laughing when I reached him, and before he could even figure out what was happening, I laid my spear silently in the grass nearby and approached with the sword upside down in my hand.  
 Then I raised the sword above my head and brought the point of it down onto the back of his neck with every bit of strength I had. I pushed all the way down as far as I could and severed his spinal cord and anything else that got in the way. I pulled my weapon out as quickly as I had sunk it in the fucker and was greeted with a gush of blood to my face.  
 I wiped the hot blood from my eyes and looked over to see if Mira needed my help. She’d delivered a few solid blows to the monster she was fighting, but he was unfortunately still alive.  
 So, I ran up behind him and drove my sword right into his lower back and felt bones crack from the force.  
 Mira took this moment to slit his throat from ear to ear, and we both watched as he fell to the ground dead.  
 A noise drew my attention, and I turned to see Sela getting to her feet, and in a surprising move from the standoffish woman, she rushed over and hugged me tight, but only for a brief moment. Then she stepped away from me as fast as she had rushed into my arms.  
 “Are you okay?” I asked her. “Are there any more invaders? 
 “Yes, I am okay, and there are only three others,” she informed us. “It was a small scouting party meant to weaken our defenses before the large group shows up. They have done this once before.” 
 “Do you know where they went?” I asked. 
 “They headed toward the palace,” she replied. “I must thank you. My foot got stuck in a ground burrow, and he was able to get his hands on me. I would have died before I let his foul manhood touch any part of me.” 
 “I wasn’t about to let that happen,” I assured her.  
 Then I picked up my spear and handed it to Sela as an unspoken offer to have her join us.  
 An evil and terrifying grin spread across her beautiful face before she took the spear from my hand with pride, and I knew she was ready for some revenge. I grabbed up the blunt weapon that belonged to the dead man at my feet and headed off in search of the rest of these bastards, and the two warrior women followed in my wake.  
 We carefully stalked toward the palace and kept our eyes out for any sign of the raiders. As we made our way closer, we were intercepted by one of the twin guards.  
 “Thank the goddess I found you!” she breathed heavily. “They have Darya and Talise as hostages and are trying to use them to gain entrance to the palace. Our queen is strong, but is waning under their demands. They may have already killed Isla!” 
 “Fuck!” I yelled. “We need to get there quickly so the queen doesn’t surrender, but I need more time to take these bastards by surprise.” 
 “I can sneak back in the same way I got out here,” Zarya offered. “There is a hidden back entrance into the palace. They won’t see me.” 
 “That’s perfect!” I exclaimed. “Tell her to buy time, but not to give in and that we are on our way.” 
 With a quick nod of her head, Zarya hurried back to the shadows and toward the back of the palace. She was gone in the blink of an eye, and I turned back to the other warriors at my side.  
 “Let’s go kick some ass, ladies,” I ordered, and we began to run toward the palace.  
 By sticking to the shadows, we were able to get about twenty yards from the men holding the women hostage in the courtyard of the palace.  
 I only saw two of the three men left, and I wondered if the last ugly asshole had gotten murdered or was trying to roam around the back of the palace. The one ugly monster closest to me had blood gushing down from his face and restrained a thrashing Darya in a full nelson type hold, so I assumed she was the one who had broken his nose. 
 The second remaining beast was holding Talise. He held the healer by the hair with one hand with her back flush against him, and he was alternating groping her breasts with the other. He was licking her neck and trying to force his tongue in her mouth.  
 Talise wasn’t moving or making a noise while the man molested her, and the dark spot under her swollen right eye made me think her attacker had punched her a few times before he’d pulled her to the palace entrance. The beautiful healer just stared at the prone form of Isla a few yards away, and I knew all she wanted to do was to check on her friend and make sure she was okay. 
 “Goddamnit!” I said under my breath as I gritted my teeth. I had to do something fast. Fuck this asshole who was assaulting the most caring woman to ever live.  
 I may have been new to this world of monsters, but I was going to kick this guy’s fucking ass. 
 I looked at Mira and could see her shaking from fury, since Talise was her closest friend and practically a sister. I caught her attention and tried to mimic what I wanted her to do. I received a curt bow to let me know she knew what I wanted. I did the same with Sela, and she responded in kind.  
 It was time to obliterate these pieces of shit.  
 Mira and I exchanged places, so I was behind the goon holding Talise. Sela was positioned to attack the other one who was holding Darya, and Mira was holding a spear in each hand as she stood closer to Sela.  
 “Come on, pretty little queen,” mocked the raider holding Talise, and he grabbed her chin and tried to pry open her mouth, “I am going to become bored with my toy very soon. I will hate to have to use it all up, throw it away like the trash it is, and then find a new one. But, if you don’t open up those gates like a good little girl, that’s exactly what I will do.” 
 At those words, Mira took off at a sprint, with Sela close behind her, and me hot on their heels.  

Mira got a ways ahead of me, because she, like all the other warrior women, ran like they were trying to put Usain Bolt to shame. Just before reaching the raiders, Mira jumped into a graceful leap and buried both spears in the back of the beast holding Darya. He screamed, dropped the twin, and reached around to try to pull the spears from his back. Then he fell onto his knees and sent Mira flying over the top of him. She landed and jumped right back up to put herself between the man and the palace.  
 “Come on!” Mira snarled and bared her teeth at her opponent.  
 The raider on his knees growled, reached over his shoulder, and yanked one of the spears from his shoulder.  
 The beast holding Talise gaped at the sight of his bleeding comrade, but he didn’t have time to react before the healer elbowed him straight in the gut and slipped from his grasp.  
 Now, he was mine.  
 With my running start, I had enough momentum behind me that, when I swung my blade toward the bastard’s neck, I successfully removed his head from his shoulders. Blood and gore spewed from the headless corpse, and then the body collapsed at my feet with a thud.  
 My opponent was dead, so I looked over at the warrior women and saw they were having trouble with the last remaining raider. Mira held a short stone sword, but she stood behind Sela hugging the right side of her ribs. One of her spears was still sticking out of the raider’s back, but he wielded the other one with a ferocious intensity.  
 Sela was parrying his blows with her own spear, but the force behind his attacks had her stumbling back a step. The hafts of their weapons met again with a deafening clap, and I saw Sela’s arms shake.  
 I was standing thirty feet away, so I threw my spear from where I was and hit the raider in the space between his ribs and his hip bone. This caused him to falter, and I watched as Sela shoved her speartip through the beast’s left eye socket. Then she jumped back and let the man fall. In an amusingly macabre manner, the lifeless head was elevated about a foot from the ground and balanced on the point of the spear. I took a lot of satisfaction in his death as I watched gravity take over, and his head slowly slid down the length of the spear until his face touched the ground.  
 Movement to the right drew my eye, and I looked over to see Talise kneeling over Isla. The healer did a thorough exam on the woman and frantically motioned for a stretcher to be brought out. Isla was still alive. I hoped like hell Talise could fix her.  
 Next, I searched for Mira and met her eyes.  
 She smiled at me and started to close the distance, but suddenly, the grin and color drained from her face. 
 “Behind you!” she screamed.  
 I turned just fast enough to get my head out of the way but still slow enough to take the brunt of the last raider’s weapon against my left shoulder. I felt my own hot blood spew out in a gush and heard this horrible beast laugh.  
 I didn’t feel much pain from my shoulder and that concerned me, but I had no time to think about it. I fell to my right knee where I scooped up an abandoned spear with my right hand that went unnoticed by this cocky bastard.  
 He thought he had the best of me, and as he walked back and forth, he pontificated his next attack in a classic asshole move.  
 “You killed my brothers and now, now you are going to pay,” the egomaniac shouted. “I am going to rip you apart and make these whores cook you for my next meal. Then I am going to fuck and murder every single one of them. I might even slit their throats while I am still ins--” 
 I plunged the spear right into his windpipe and straight up through his brain, all while he was too busy celebrating a victory that wasn’t his. I watched him fall into a heap on the ground and was satisfied they were all dead.  
 I wanted to stand up and find Mira and Talise. That was what my intentions were. Instead, I fell to the ground myself.  
 Suddenly, Mira was there and saying something to me I couldn’t quite hear over the pounding in my head. I tried to tell her to speak up, but nothing would come out of my mouth. I tried to sit up to get closer to her, but my body wouldn’t cooperate.  
 “Ben!” the beautiful warrior yelled. “You stay with me, do you hear me, Ben?”  
 I didn’t know why she was screaming. I could hear her fine now. I once again tried to speak to tell her I’d decided not to leave, that this was where I wanted to be. This was home now if they would have me. I was going to stay, so she didn’t have to ask me.  
 Nothing came out of my mouth but something bubbly and wet, though, and I couldn’t seem to find a way to make my words form. I also tasted blood, but didn’t know if it was mine or from the beast I had just killed.  
 Oh shit, that couldn’t be good.  
 “Talise, hurry!” the warrior woman shouted.  
 I wanted to comfort Mira, assure her I was fine, but then blackness descended over my vision and took me far, far away.  
 



 Chapter Six 
 “His heart and lungs both sound good and strong,” I heard a soft female voice say, “I think he just has to recover from the blood loss.” 
 “He has been mostly unconscious for four moon rises, barely waking to eat, and definitely not coherent,” replied the sexiest voice I’d ever heard. “I am just worried.” 
 “Apparently, I’m pretty tough to kill,” I said in a rough, dry voice, but my jaw ached when I moved it. 
 Then I opened my eyes to see Talise and Queen Nerissa rush over to my bedside with surprised looks on both of their faces.  
 “Thank the gods and goddesses, you’re awake!” the queen gasped. “You had us all worried.” 
 She sat on the edge of my bed, put her hand on my face to caress my cheek, and ran her fingers through my hair. It was the first time she’d ever touched me, and I could have died a happy man right then and there. Her hands were like a cool bath on a hot summer day, and they were soft and comforted me tremendously.  
 “Definitely not my intentions, Your Majesty,” I said as I tried to talk past the tenderness in my jaw. “I would much rather be doing so many other things.” 
 At that moment, Talise came over to do an examination of me. She felt my forehead, held candle light near each eye, trailed her fingers along my throat and chest, and palpated my stomach. She looked so serious doing it all, and I had to chuckle.  
 The healer gave me an admonishing look, but I could tell she was fighting a smile of her own. “What is so funny, Ben?”  
 “I have never seen you being so serious,” I replied, “that’s all.” 
 “You did give us a fright,” she whispered. “You got quite a nasty wound there.” 
 “What exactly happened?” I asked as I tried to frown but winced from the pain. “All I remember is the last monster coming at me and me jamming a spear in his head. I know he managed to hit me, but I’ve been out for four days?”  
 Talise came closer and pulled back the blanket covering my body. My left arm, right below the shoulder joint, was covered in thick bandages, and she slowly peeled them back to reveal a gnarly gash that had been sewn up and covered in a thick green paste. The injury wrapped around my deltoid muscle like a crescent moon and was a few inches deep.  
 I tried to move my shoulder a bit to see how it felt. Surprisingly, there wasn’t a sharp pain, more of a dull and throbbing ache like when old injuries acted up. I was amazed at how much I’d already healed in only four days. These women had some kind of magic medicine.  
 “This doesn’t feel as bad as I thought it would,” I told Talise, “just a little stiff and sore. What did you do?” 
 “It was a very deep cut all the way to the bone,” she replied gravely. “I cleaned it out very well, sewed it up, and applied a poultice I’d been working on to help speed up the healing. It seems to be working well on you. You also took a backhand to the jaw when the imbecile missed, but that doesn’t seem to be affecting you too much.”  
 “It’s a little sore, but nothing major. You are a miracle worker, Talise.” 
 “I am just glad Mira saw him approach and could yell out a warning,” the healer said quietly as a few tears rolled down her face. “Nothing would have cured you if he’d managed to hit your neck or head with that blow. We would be having your funeral, instead.”  
 I reached up to wipe the tears away gently.  
 “All is well, Talise,” I said in an effort to comfort her. “I am here, I am obviously well taken care of, and in the best hands I could be in. Plus, I am going to have one really great scar!” 
 “You are an incorrigible flounder, Ben,” she sighed while she tried to hide a smile.  
 “I’ve been called worse things,” I teased. “Could I possibly sit up? I feel weird staring up at the two of you.” 
 Just as Talise and the queen helped get me into a comfortable sitting position, a loud commotion and banging noise drew our attention to the doorway.  
 Mira came barreling in like something was chasing after her. The shock on her face was clear, and I also wasn’t expecting it when she quickly strode over to my side, took one look down at me, and promptly punched me in my uninjured upper arm.  
 “Ow?” I cried as I rubbed the tender skin and stared up at the warrior with wide eyes. “What the hell was that for?” 
 “For scaring Talise and the queen,” Mira sniffed with derision, but I thought I caught the barest glimmer of unshed tears in her eyes.  
 “Oh, really?” I asked with a cocked eyebrow. “Just them?” 
 “Of course,” the warrior scoffed, but she wouldn’t meet my gaze. “They were up for four days worrying about you.” 
 “And I’m sure you weren’t with them.” I smirked. 
 Mira’s golden cheeks blushed a ruddy pink. “I-I--” 
 “Thank you, Mira,” I interrupted and saved the woman from her embarrassment. “Without your warning, I could have ended up dead. You helped save my life.” 
 The warrior woman crossed her muscled arms over her chest, and her gold eyes darted to Nerissa, but the queen was hiding a smile behind her hand. 
 “Yeah, well,” Mira mumbled, “Talise would have been upset if you had died. I couldn’t let that happen.” 
 “Of course.” I nodded seriously, but my lips twitched at the corners. “Well, either way, I’m grateful.” 
 As the warrior finally met my eyes, I took a moment to study her. She looked as though she’d fought an injury or illness of her own, like she’d withered away and lost ten pounds. Her hair wasn’t its usual shiny jade green, and it was pulled back into a ponytail that stuck out like a duck tail because it was so short. Her golden scales were a bit dull and had lost some of their shine. Her clothes were the same ones she wore during the fight with the raiders, and I noticed how dirty she appeared to be all over. 
 Now, I was worried about her.  
 “When was the last time you slept or even ate, Mira?” I questioned her. 
 She averted her eyes, and a look of embarrassment crossed over her pretty face. Then she glanced up at her sister and her best friend, but she still didn’t answer my question.  
 “She rarely left your bedside, Ben,” Nerissa said with the barest hint of a smirk. “Talise and I both tried to get her to sleep, eat, or even bathe, but she wouldn’t hear of it. The only reason she wasn’t here when you woke up is because Talise sent her to fetch some more bandages for your shoulder.” 
 Mira clicked her tongue and glared at her sister, but the queen seemed vastly unaffected. 
 “Is this true, Mira?” I asked as I took her hand.  
 She kept her eyes averted and grumbled under her breath.  
 I smirked and wanted to tease the warrior a little more, but I thought better of it at the last second. 
 “Well, thank you, Mira,” I said with a small smile, “I am very honored. But, now that you see I am alive and well, I insist you go take care of yourself. Bathe, eat something, and rest, please.” 
 I could see her hesitation to leave me, even at my request, but then Nerissa spoke up.  
 “Mira, you can come back here and rest with Ben, if that is okay with Talise,” the queen suggested.  
 “That is an excellent idea,” Talise agreed with a smile. “With our patient now awake and alert, I think this will be his last night in the infirmary. It would be good to have you here with him, Mira, so I can take care of the ones who really need me.” 
 The warrior woman still looked reluctant to admit any true emotions toward me, but she eventually nodded and stood up to go.  
 “I will be back soon, Ben,” she said quietly. “Thank you for not dying.” 
 Then she disappeared through the door and left me in the hands of the queen and Talise. I was glad she would be back, though, even if she tried to insist it was no big deal to her.  
 Nerissa returned to my bedside and took a seat very close to me. Again, I was surprised at her sudden comfort and ease around me. While she was never exactly standoffish toward me, she’d definitely kept her distance. Now, she was sitting so close her glorious ass nestled into my side, and she laid her hand on my chest.  
 I was suddenly light-headed since all the blood left in my body decided to go straight to my dick at her touch, but I didn’t mind.  
 “Ben, may I speak openly with you?” she asked, and there was a little hesitation in her voice.  
 “Of course, my Queen,” I assured her. “You can speak to me about anything.” 
 She smiled and took a deep breath, and I could see she still had a lot of reservations about saying what was on her mind. She started to speak two or three times, but stopped herself before she did.  
 This was going to drive me crazy. 
 “With all due respect, Your Majesty, just spit it out.” I smiled.  
 Her tinkling burst of giggles warmed me up from head to toe. She really was so very enchanting, and I could hardly breathe around her.  
 “I must admit, at first, I was very hesitant and suspicious about you,” she blurted out after she reined in her laughter. “I was sure you were some kind of spy or a bad person. We haven’t had the best of luck with any males around here in a very long time.” 
 “I understand that, Your Majesty.” 
 “I wanted to be as optimistic as Talise and my sister, but I couldn’t bring myself to get my hopes up,” she continued. “I was afraid history would repeat itself, and I didn’t want to get my heart tangled up in a mess when you betrayed us.” 
 I just nodded my head in understanding. I knew trusting anyone, especially a stranger, at their word was a dangerous step for a queen to take.  
 “I confess that when I took you on a tour of our village and the coasts, it was a sort of … test,” Nerissa admitted, but to her credit, she looked me straight in the eyes as she spoke. “I expected you to show your true colors. To attack me or enact some other nefarious plot. I had warriors waiting in the wings. That is why Mira was able to return with others so quickly to collect the haeye carcass.” 
 “So, there were people watching us the whole time?” I asked with a frown. “Why didn’t they come to help when the haeye was chasing us up the beach?” 
 Nerissa shook her head. “I’d given them strict instructions to not reveal themselves unless you made an attempt on my life.” 
 “I see,” I murmured. I couldn’t really blame the queen for her subterfuge. That was some smart thinking on her part, if I truly had been a spy. 
 “But you proved me wrong, Ben,” Nerissa added softly as she looked deep into my eyes, “and I am incredibly grateful you did. You saved Mira and I from the haeye when you could have easily fled. Then, last night, when the raiders threatened my people and their lives, you fought bravely for us. You almost died for us. You defeated a foe that would have done unspeakable things to all of us if they had gotten the chance. I am … eternally grateful and in your debt for protecting me and this village.” 
 “Your Majesty…” I started. 
 “Please call me Nerissa, especially here in close company.” 
 “Nerissa, I only did what I thought was right,” I admitted, “I don’t expect repayment or want to have you in debt to me. Even if it was begrudgingly, you did save my life.” 
 “That’s exactly it, Ben!” she exclaimed. “You didn’t have to do anything. It wasn’t your responsibility or place, but you did it without thought and without reservation or expectation of anything in return.” 
 “There was no way I could sit by and watch all of you get manhandled, hurt, or much worse,” I growled. “It wasn’t like those monsters were just going to raid your goods and leave you in peace. I heard what they planned to do…”  
 “They are barbaric brutes, there is no doubt about that,” she agreed, “but it still wasn’t your duty to do what you did, is what I am saying. I now know I had the wrong idea about you, simply because I was protecting my own heart. I apologize for ever doubting you.” 
 She reached up to touch my face as she said these last words, and when I looked into her eyes, I felt like I’d fallen into the clearest sea and was willing to drown in it happily as long as I could stay there forever. 
 “An apology isn’t necessary, Nerissa,” I told her, “but it is accepted, nonetheless.” 
 “Thank you, you have eased a great burden in my heart with your words,” she said graciously. “Now, I have a couple of things I want to discuss with you, but one of them can wait until you are out of the infirmary.” 
 “Fair enough. What’s the other thing you wanted to talk about?” 
 “I want to formally invite you, Benjamin Ross Whitfield, to join our village and stay with us for the remainder of your days,” Queen Nerissa declared with a broad smile. “We don’t have everything your world does, but we have one another. You will always have a home here and will always be wanted.” 
 I stared at the royal beauty with my mouth gaping open. Had she really just asked me to stay here, to be one of them?  
 “You can give me your answer after you have thought on it for a while, if you wish,” she said hesitantly. “I know you might be homesick, but I don’t really know how to return you to your home. So, please, consider just living with us?” 
 I took a moment to think about my old life and what I’d left behind. I’d already lost both of my parents and all of my grandparents in my life. I had my sister, but we’d been out of touch since she’d moved across the country. I would miss her and being able to see my nephew grow up, but they had their new lives in Seattle and would continue to thrive there. My roommate, Terrence, would have a hard time without me, but he was a survivor. Also, he would have Tully there to comfort him, and he loved that cat more than he loved most people.  
 That was about it for my people. Sure, I had a group of friends and a boat, but I’d really kept to myself ever since getting out of the Coast Guard. I’d avoided social media like the plague and refused to fall into the trap of “friending” people from high school and shit, just to discover they were all still the same old douchebags. The only other thing was I hoped Jess and her family didn’t feel too guilty about my disappearance. I had no doubt I was there for a reason and would do it all over again if given the choice, including saving the dog. I’d struggled to find a place in the world where I would fit in and could make a difference, but I’d found that on this island, and I was happy with my choice.  
 “Yes,” I answered immediately. 
 “Yes, you want to think on it?” 
 “Yes, I accept!” I laughed. 
 Suddenly, there was a shout of excitement across the room, and I looked away from the queen to see Talise do a little dance in celebration. The vision made me burst out in laughter, and my shoulder twinged in disagreement with the sudden movement, but I was too happy to care.  
 “You make me and everyone else very happy, Ben.” Nerissa smiled as she reached out and squeezed my hand. “I must take my leave now and make the announcement that you are not only okay, but will also be staying with us. We will speak about the other issue soon.” 
 I started to tell her she could talk to me about anything else she needed to discuss now, but she wasn’t having it.  
 “It can wait, Ben,” she said gently and put one hand on my lips to stop me from arguing. Then she moved her hand slowly away and left a trail of heat across my cheek from her touch.  
 Nerissa stared at me for a moment and then leaned in and replaced her hand with her lips. The kiss started out soft, sweet, and almost chaste, but it grew into a more feverish kiss when her lips parted, and her tongue begged for entrance into my mouth.  
 I wasn’t one to deny a queen, so I followed suit.  
 It didn’t turn into a completely heated makeout session, she just let her tongue dance lightly across the tip of mine for a moment and then pulled away after a light nibble to my bottom lip. It was definitely enough to drain all thoughts from my head and make my dick harden again instantly.  
 Nerissa smiled one more time before leaving without another word.  
 These women were going to be the death of me.  
 “You seem to be recovering quickly, Ben.” Talise approached me with a knowing smile on her face, and she seemed very proud of herself when she snickered.  
 I just rolled my eyes at her in response.  
 “Maybe you would like something to eat?” she laughed. “I think you are going to need to get your strength back as soon as possible.” 
 I couldn’t help but laugh at the woman. That is what Talise did, she brought joy and humor and light to my world.  
 “I think that’s a great idea,” I told her, and my stomach growled in agreement.  
 The healer left for a moment and returned with a tray with a bowl of some kind of soup, sliced banana, and a hunk of flat bread. She set the tray to the side while she helped me sit up higher in the bed, and she positioned several seagrass pillows behind me so my back and shoulders were fully supported before she placed another pillow on my lap. Then she brought the tray over, set it down gently, and then sat in the same spot on my bed the queen had just vacated.  
 I could get used to this treatment.  
 “I think you can manage this on your own, since it wasn’t your dominant hand and arm that got injured, but I am going to stay by your side just in case,” the healer told me.  
 “I like you being close by,” I flirted openly with this woman. She brought it out in me so easily. I was amazed at how comfortable I was around her and how peaceful it was to be in her presence.  
 In response, Talise snuggled her lovely ass right up against my side to show she wasn’t going anywhere and then laughed at her own antics.  
 “You can do that as much as you want,” I told her as I picked up the spoon, “I don’t mind one bit.” 
 I winced as I tried to bring the spoon to my mouth, and the healer clicked her tongue.  
 “Oh, you are a sad guppy, aren’t you?” she murmured in a husky voice. “I guess I will have to feed you.” 
 I doubt I would have accepted this kind of coddling from just any woman, but I knew that not only would Talise be delighted to help me, she would make it sensual rather than emasculating.  
 Sure enough, she held the bowl under my chin and raised a spoonful of soup to my mouth, and she bit her bottom lip the entire time. Once the soup was in my mouth, she watched me chew with an intense stare aimed at my lips. She fed me a few more bites without changing her expression, and my heart pounded in rhythm with my pulsating dick.  
 Her biting that bottom lip was driving me insane.  
 Talise paused in feeding me to wipe a small drip off the corner of my mouth with her soft thumb, then she repeated the steps over until the soup was gone.  
 This time when she placed her thumb on my mouth, I opened it slightly so I could gently flick her thumb with my tongue and graze it with teeth.  
 Her own mouth let loose a small moan, and her cheeks flushed a tantalizing rose color. Then she slowly and reluctantly moved her thumb away.  
 “Uh--you, um, better eat that bread and enjoy it,” she fumbled. “It’s the last of it considering those evil beasts burnt the grain storage to the ground.” 
 This did a good job of taking my attention away from carnal thoughts and back to the current and desperate needs of the village. Fucking man-beasts.  
 “I actually thought of a solution to the grain problem, at least until we can get the fields back in growing conditions,” I told her.  
 “Would you tell me about it?” she asked with bright eyes. “I would love to take some good news to the queen tonight.” 
 “Of course, you are the one I was waiting to tell,” I informed the healer with a smile. “In my world, people started making flour out of coconuts as a healthier option to making it from grain. It’s pretty simple to do.” 
 “How do we go about doing this?” she asked as she leaned into me with excitement.  
 “It’s a process of soaking and then drying the white pulp of the coconut,” I replied with my own excited grin. “Then, once it is fully dry, it can be ground like flour. Plus, we will have lots of coconut milk and oil to use for whatever we need.” 
 Her aqua eyes lit up with my explanation like a kid’s on Christmas morning, or like she’d just won the lottery.  
 I found I really enjoyed making this gorgeous woman so happy.  
 “When do you think we can start?” she asked.  
 “In the morning, if you want.” 
 “This is brilliant, Ben!” she declared. “You really are a lifesaver!”  
 She bent down and kissed me soundly on the lips and then stood up to start pacing the room. I’d noticed that about her, she liked to stay in motion when her wheels were turning. She mumbled mostly to herself about the things they could do with all the different products that came from the coconuts we were going to harvest. I didn’t hear much of what she said, though, since my head was still reeling from two kisses from two different beautiful serpent women in less than an hour.  
 If only my old Coast Guard buddies could see me now.  
 Just then, Mira returned from completing everything she had to do, and she looked a million times better than she did earlier. There were still dark circles under her eyes, but she wore an easy smile on her face. Her jade green hair was shiny again and still damp from her bath, and I could smell the comforting and signature scent of the handmade soap as soon as she’d walked in. For the first time since I met her, she was wearing one of the feminine wraps instead of the warrior outfit I’d grown accustomed to seeing her in. This one was a deep green a few shades darker than her hair and made her scales shine like they were the gates of heaven itself.  
 I couldn’t stop staring at her.  
 “Did you get some food?” Talise asked and broke the awkward silence.  
 “Yes, though I feel quite guilty about it,” Mira replied. “I was ravenous once I started eating, and Hali fed me everything I could hold. Then I found out it is the last of the bread and that stubborn woman kept feeding it to me!” 
 I looked down at the tray Talise had given me and realized I’d managed to finish everything on it, including the bread, while she’d been pacing and thinking. 
 “Hali has always had a soft spot for you ever since you saved her from a wild boar,” Talise chuckled.  
 “Still, there is no reason to feed me all that bread when it is almost gone.” Mira frowned. “It will take months to replenish the grain those evil douchebags burnt to the ground!”  
 I started laughing and choking at the same time. I couldn’t believe I just heard her say “douchebag.” I guess I was rubbing off on her, in some ways better than others, apparently.  
 “I learned that word from you,” Mira interrupted as she pointed her finger at me and narrowed her gold eyes, “and I don’t even know what it means, you scoundrel!  
 This made me laugh even harder, and my shoulder surprisingly didn’t put up much of a fuss. Still, I couldn’t help it, regardless of how much it might have hurt me. After a minute, I looked up to see an amused Talise and a perplexed Mira, and it took everything I had not to start laughing again at the look on the warrior’s face. I didn’t know why everything was so funny to me all of a sudden, but I was having a great time.  
 “Mira, Ben has a solution to the loss of our grain,” Talise placated. “He knows how to make flour, milk, and oil from coconuts that takes very little time and effort. He says he will tell us all about it tomorrow, and then we can get started. There is no need to feel guilty about eating your fill of bread. You needed the sustenance and the strength that came with it.” 
 “Yes, Talise, you are right, as you usually are,” Mira sighed as her face relaxed.  
 “Second,” Talise went on, “I put ganjika and bromelain in Ben’s soup, so he will be pain free for the rest of the evening and able to sleep when he is ready.”  
 There was a sudden snorting laugh from Mira while my brain tried to process what the beautiful lady said. Bromelain and ganjika? What the hell were those? I thought hard about it. I’d heard of bromelain before. I thought it came from pineapples, so it made sense they would have access to it on the island. Ganjika, though? That seemed familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it. My thoughts were moving slow for some reason, and I rolled the word over in my brain for a few minutes.  
 Then it hit me. 
 “Wait … ganjika?” I yelled louder than I meant to. “Ganja? Did you put weed in my soup?”  
 Both women stopped their conversation mid-sentence and turned to look at me like I sprouted another head.  
 “Ben, why would I put weeds in your soup?” Talise asked with a furrowed brow, and she was obviously offended by my accusation. “That is a cruel thing to do to a man who is healing!”  
 “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Where I come from, ‘weed’ is another word for ganja, ganjika. Tell me, does the plant have leaves on it that are separated into like six or seven zig-zaggy shapes?”  
 I tried to draw a marijuana leaf in the air with my right hand, but it ended up coming off more like loops and random swirls.  
 Once again, that mysterious head must have sprouted next to my other one, because these women were giving me some really weird looks. Finally, Talise turned away, rummaged a bit on her table, and came back with something in her hand.  
 “Like this?” she asked, and she was still looking at me funny.  
 Sure enough, she held out a marijuana leaf for my inspection. Holy shit. These beautiful women had roofied me with the Devil’s lettuce.  
 I wanted to explain to them you don’t just give people marijuana without warning them first, but I couldn’t seem to find the words. Instead, another bubble of laughter escaped me. I hadn’t felt this good since my senior year of high school.  
 “Maybe you gave him too much,” Mira stated matter-of-factly.  
 “It would appear you are right,” Talise giggled. Then she turned and busied herself at the table while my own giggles started to die down a bit.  
 I was having the best time ever.  
 The healer returned just a few minutes later with a cup full of a clear beverage.  
 “Oh, no way, pretty lady!” I yelled. “I am not drinking your witch’s brew!” 
 Mira rolled her eyes and looked so much like her usual self, I had to start giggling again.  
 “Ben, listen to me, this will clear your head some without taking the pain relief effects of the medicine away, please trust me,” Talise begged.  
 I couldn’t fight her wily ways. She had bewitched me with her porcelain skin and curvy body. I would do whatever she wanted me to do.  
 “As you wish,” I said as I quoted one of my favorite movies. Then I took the cup from her and shot the liquid back fast before I could think about it too much. It tasted like a slightly salty fruit punch, so it wasn’t too hard to take.  
 I handed the cup back to the healer, and she smiled at me approvingly.  
 Damn her wickedness.  
 I reclined my head back against the pillows I was propped up on while the women continued to discuss harvesting coconuts the next morning. It was all work and no play with those two. At least they were too busy to drug me while they were talking business, so that was a plus, and a small giggle escaped my mouth as my mind drifted off to sleep.  
 I woke up a few hours later to see Mira sitting next to my bed working on the sword she was making. She held a small whetstone in her hand and methodically ran it down the length of the hard rock she’d chosen for her weapon. She seemed lost in the motions, and I was mesmerized by her movements. Her actions were so fluid, so graceful, it was almost like watching a ballet performed on stage.  
 “You seem to have rested well,” she said without looking up. 
 “You are beautiful,” I said in response.  
 She laughed out loud at me and shook her head at me.  
 “You are still light in the head, Ben.” 
 “No, Mira, my head is clear, you are breathtaking,” I insisted softly as I reached out to touch her. 
 She didn’t say anything, but she set everything she was working on off to the side so she could take my hand in return. I was still amazed at how incredible she looked in the green wrap. Everything about her seemed like a dream.  
 “I have never seen you wear anything other than the warrior’s clothes,” I murmured to break the silence.  
 “Yes, well, the queen insisted I take a few days away from my duties to recover, and you don’t disobey my sister when she gets this certain look on her face,” Mira replied fondly.  
 “Help me lie down, if you would,” I requested, “then come to my other side and lay with me. I would like to hear about everything that has happened since I have been stuck in here.”  
 “I don’t want to hurt you,” she started to argue as she pulled her hand from mine.  
 “Mira, you won’t hurt me,” I argued back, “I am not fragile, and I want to feel you next to me. You bring me great comfort.” 
 The warrior gave me a long look before giving into my request. “Okay, but only because you look pitiful with that look on your face.” 
 “Uh-huh, sure,” I said with a smile. “Whatever you say.” 
 Mira rolled her golden eyes but came over, moved the blanket, and gently started moving the pillows out from behind me to make room for me to lie back down. It was insane how slow she was going so she didn’t jostle me. I wanted to say something, but despite what I said the warrior, my brain was still kinda fuzzy, so, I let her move as slow as she wanted and just tolerated it all.  
 “I notice I have clean bandages,” I said once she got my pillows adjusted. “Did Talise take advantage of me being unconscious to do that?” 
 “Yes, I helped her change your bandages and wash you the best we could, all while you snored like a beast,” Mira said with a laugh.  
 “Well, thank you for taking advantage of my deep sleep and keeping me clean and comfortable. I owe you and Talise so much for taking care of me and for putting up with me. That is no easy thing to do.” 
 “Yeah, well,” Mira shrugged, “it is a debt we must repay. If you hadn’t been here, there is no telling what would have happened to us. The raiders could have potentially taken the palace. I know my sister. She might have caved to those bastards’ demands to save even just a few of our lives.” 
 I looked at this woman who now had a fire in her eyes. “Come here, Mira,” I said softly as I tapped the right side of the bed.  
 She didn’t move for a minute, and I began to think she was going to put up a fuss again, but she gave in and crawled into bed with me. I turned toward her, and the pillow behind me slid down to land perfectly behind me and support my shoulder.  
 Mira got comfortable under the blanket and snuggled up to me, and she laid her hand and head on my chest, while she propped her leg across mine like she’d done every time we shared a bed. Once she was comfortable, she let out a heavy sigh against my skin that I didn’t even think she was aware of.  
 We laid there in silence for quite a while and just enjoyed one another’s presence and peace. My curiosity got the best of me, though, and I had to ask a question I wasn’t sure I wanted the answer to.  
 “I have to know, Mira, what happened to Isla?” I whispered. 
 “She is alive, but still recovering from a head injury, and has lost an eye.” the warrior replied quietly. “Talise got there just in time to stop that ogre from raping her. Things could have been so much worse, Ben. Things have been so much worse. The last time they came, we lost four women brutally on the island, and they took four more with them.”  
 “Never again, Mira, not as long as I am alive,” I reassured her.  
 “With your help, we beat them off, Ben. We really beat them off good and hard!” 
 “Wait--we what?” I blurted as laughter bubbled up in my throat.  
 “We won, you barnacle!” she laughed along with me.  
 My inner twelve-year-old self couldn’t contain the giggles that erupted from hearing Mira say that. I didn’t have the heart to tell her what it meant in my world, so I just let her think it was my joy in winning the battle that had me cracking up like I was. 
 Once the laughter finally settled down, I found I was extremely tired once again. My feelings were echoed by Mira when she yawned really loudly against my shoulder.  
 “Let’s sleep now, my warrior,” I murmured. “We will talk more tomorrow.” 
 “Yes, we both need our rest, especially you, considering what the queen has planned,” she said ominously. “She is going to make an announcement tomorrow.” 
 “What announcement?” I questioned with a furrowed brow.  
 “I have been expressly forbidden to tell you until the queen discusses it with you first,” Mira said with a laugh, “and I can’t disobey my queen.” 
 I sighed deeply and let it go. There was no sense in pushing it. Then I pulled Mira tight to me and in just a few moments, I heard her breathing deepen as she fell right asleep.  
 I kissed the top of her head and closed my eyes as I slipped into a deep slumber right behind her.  
 



 Chapter Seven 
 The next morning, I woke up to find myself alone in my hospital bed. I’d slept all night without once waking up and hadn’t even noticed Mira get up and leave. The urge to piss started frantically pounding on my bladder, and I couldn’t ignore it any longer. So, I sat up and stretched a bit to see if my shoulder was going to be a pain in the ass. It was slightly sore and stiff, but not really painful, and I once again had to admire the talents Talise possessed.  
 My groaning and movement brought a young woman I’d never seen before into my room. Her light pink hair was cut in a short pixie hairdo, with cute little ears poking out. She was a tiny thing, barely over five feet tall, and her skin was the soft beige color of coffee with a little extra cream in it. She had huge amber eyes that reminded me of a fawn, a heart-shaped face, and her rose-colored lips were in the shape of a perfect bow. Her scales were also a burgundy color, and they complemented the shade of her lips perfectly. She wore one of the wraps in a deep purple color, and it was all enough to distract me momentarily from the fact that my bladder was on the verge of bursting.  
 “Good morning, Ben, my name is Careen,” she said in a very soft voice. “I am going to help you get up and going. I imagine the first thing you would like to do is relieve yourself.”  
 She was probably one of the younger women on the island, but she also seemed to be mature beyond her years.  
 I guess living the way these women had been living would make you grow up fast.  
 “Yes, thank you,” I replied. 
 Careen handed me a pot with a lid on it and excused herself from the room. I took care of business and slid the pot under the bed like I’d seen Talise do before. I wanted to stand up, but thought I’d better wait for Careen to get back before I tried. I didn’t want her to walk in and find me face down on the floor, so I sat there and stretched all my different muscles to see if they were going to work for me. I was satisfied to find the only thing that really hurt was my shoulder, and it wasn’t an unbearable pain.  
 Careen returned a few minutes later with a tray of breakfast for me. There was a bowl of sliced bananas and pineapple, along with several chunks of flaky white fish, and an herbal tea that smelled amazing.  
 “Would you like to stay in bed to eat?” she asked. “Or possibly try sitting at the table?” 
 “If you could make sure I don’t fall on my face, I would like to see if I can get over to the table,” I answered. “Me and my ass are really tired of being in bed.” 
 Careen giggled, and it honest to goodness sounded like those handbells you see and hear people playing at the mall during Christmas.  
 Then she set the tray down and came to help me get out of the bed. She bent down at the knees, nestled her shoulder into my right armpit, and put her arm around my waist.  
 “When you’re ready, stand, and I will support you,” she said.  
 She obviously had done this a time or two, so I took a deep breath and stood up. I used her as a little support, but I mostly tried to do it myself. I couldn’t stay dependent on anyone and get the things that needed my attention done on the island.  
 Thankfully, I managed to make it up and over to the table with very little help from Careen. I was definitely glad for that.  
 “You are healing very well and have recovered quite a bit of strength, Ben,” the tiny woman said. “Talise has once again outdone herself. She is the best healer this village has seen in many years.” 
 “You’re a healer, too, aren’t you?” I asked as I poured a little honey-sweetened coconut milk into my tea.  
 “I am still in training, but I am happy to be learning from the best,” Careen replied proudly.  
 “Talise has certainly amazed me several times since I have been here,” I agreed as I started to take a drink of my tea, but I paused, looked into the cup, and wondered if I was about to get bamboozled again.  
 Then I heard that beautiful laugh and looked up to see Careen watching me.  
 “There is only bromelain in there today, it just reduces inflammation and doesn’t have any mind-altering effects,” she said and eased my concern. “Talise told me you would likely object to anymore ganjika and that you probably didn’t need it anyway.” 
 “Thank you, I definitely don’t need any more of the ganjika, not after last night,” I said with a laugh.  
 “I am going to prepare your bath water while you eat, but please don’t hesitate to call me if you need anything,” she informed me. “Also, please don’t try to get up without me here to assist you.” 
 “I promise to stay put,” I told her with a smile.  
 Careen returned my smile before she walked out the door and across the hallway. I could see her moving about in the room and knew she would hear me immediately if I needed help, or gods help me, started choking or something.  
 So, I dug into my breakfast, since I knew I needed the energy it would give me, but frankly, I was tired of fish and fruit, and I hadn’t even been here that long. My mind wandered to the thought of wild boars that overran the inland jungle and the birds I heard squawking in the trees at all hours of the day. Both of those animals meant a new variety of meat and eggs, plus feathers for the arrows and so many other potential things to gather in the jungle. As soon as I was healed enough, hunting was going to the top of the list. There was also the need to strengthen defenses on the eastern shoreline, bows and arrows to make, huts and storage buildings to fix or repair, coconuts to harvest, nets to make to help with fishing and increasing the variety and amount of seafood caught, plus whatever this announcement the queen was going to make. 
 Careen returned to my room just as I finished up my tea, and she smiled approvingly. I’d eaten everything on my plate while my mind was organizing everything that needed to be done and how to go about doing it.  
 “I am glad you have your appetite back,” the cute pixie serpent-girl said. “That will go a long way to help in the healing process, though I must say, you are moving far better at this point than I thought you would be.” 
 “I feel pretty good considering what I went through,” I admitted.  
 “Let’s get you bathed and change those bandages,” she encouraged, “I would like to see with my own eyes how much you have healed.” 
 She helped me stand up and just stayed close by while we made our way across the hall. I had more strength than I could believe and once again chalked it up to Talise and her magic medicine. I would kiss her again if she was standing in front of me.  
 When we entered the room, I was surprised to see the walls were actual stone and not more of the seashell and clay mixture I’d grown accustomed to. It was almost as if we’d entered a cave of sorts.  
 Careen pulled the sheer curtain back to display a sunken hot spring about six feet long, four feet wide, and surrounded by smooth stone that went all the way to the ceiling. I could see the steam rising off the water, and it beckoned me to climb in and let it wash all my worries away.  
 “Have a seat here on this ledge, Ben,” Careen said. “I will remove your bandages and let your wound air a bit while I gather the last of the supplies.” 
 I took a seat on the ledge as she instructed and positioned myself so she could easily get to the bandages and injury on my shoulder. With her tiny but deft hands, she gently removed the bandages and exposed the wound to the air. I looked down to see there was still thick green paste on it, but the cut itself seemed much less red and angry. The stitches had grown a bit looser, which was a good indication the swelling was going down, and everything was healing with no sign of infection.  
 “I am going to do a brief exam now,” Careen murmured. “Please tell me if anything I do causes you sharp or unbearable pain.”  
 I nodded to let her know to go ahead and took a deep breath just in case. Her gentle touch was like feathers and silk on my skin, though. She gently touched and examined, but she never caused any pain, and I was surprised when she announced she was done.  
 “You are healing so splendidly!” she almost squealed. “Our queen will be so happy to hear. Give me a moment, and I will help you into the bath.” 
 I sat right where she left me and examined my shoulder for myself. I poked in various places just to see if it was only Careen’s gentle touch that made a difference, but I was delighted to find my big meaty hands didn’t hurt either. I decided to try to shrug my shoulders and was able to do so with only mild soreness. Next, I decided to see how far I could raise my elbow up without pain. That didn’t go as well as I’d hoped it would, and I needed to stop when a sharp pain shot right through the wound when I got my elbow a few inches from my side. So, I decided not to push it by doing circles with my shoulders and waited for Careen to return.  
 I’d just closed my eyes to relax a bit when I heard her come back in the room. I tiredly blinked up to see her standing there with nothing on but a slightly off white kind of sundress that barely covered her assets.  
 I sat there like a dumbass, unable to say a word.  
 “I should explain,” she said as a blush came to her cheeks. “This is a bathing shift I am wearing. While the waters of the spring are good for the body and skin, they can be harsh on delicate materials, so these were designed to wear for bathing.” 
 “Uh, you wear those when you bathe yourself, too?” I asked  
 Her laughter chimed in my ears like the melody of my favorite song.  
 “No, they are worn by women who are given the duty to bathe royalty,” she explained. “This is the men’s royal bathing chamber, and it has too long been empty. It is an honor to wear this and have the privilege to bathe the first man in our village in quite some time. Especially one who has proven himself to be such a hero and warrior.”  
 I knew somehow I would offend her if I said I didn’t feel worthy of such treatment, so I kept my mouth shut about all that. An old dog can learn new tricks, after all.  
 “I am glad you are here, Careen,” I said, since I didn’t know what else to do or say.  
 “There is nowhere else I would rather be,” she replied simply. “I should tell you, the water is mostly a freshwater source, but some saltwater from the sea tends to find its way to the spring. Normally, that just helps to soften the skin, but with your wound, there might be a little stinging involved. It is good for the injury, though, if you can tolerate it.  
 “I will do my best.” 
 “Very well, let us begin,” she told me. “Would you like to undress here or in the water?” 
 The thought of being naked and conscious in front of a woman for the first time in, well, awhile, seemed a little daunting. I started to request we get in the water first, but something between my brain and my hands got confused, and suddenly I found myself undoing my breeches and letting them drop to the floor. I had nothing else on, so that was easily taken care of.  
 The entire time I undressed, Careen looked me in my eyes and never once gazed down. That was some serious self-control.  
 But I did catch a hint of a smile on her face when I made it clear I didn’t need the water to hide me. 
 “Very good, Ben,” she smiled, “now take it slow, we sand the steps to keep them from being slippery, but it never hurts to be cautious.” 
 She got on my right side, took my arm, and walked with me down the steps. As soon as my legs hit the water, the warmth of it eased into my muscles and bones, and I immediately relaxed. I stepped all the way into the pool, and it came just to my belly button. Then I looked at Careen. The water came nearly to her shoulders, and I wondered how she was going to manage to wash me with such a height difference.  
 “When you are ready, there is a bench of sorts over here for you to sit on while I wash your hair,” she said as if she read my mind. “There is a stone behind it for me to stand on, so the height difference won’t be much of an issue.” 
 I decided to see how bad this water was going to sting the cut on my shoulder. So, I slowly lowered myself into the pool and was relieved to feel only a slight, itchy type of sting around the wound. It definitely wasn’t unbearable and felt more irritated than anything.  
 I was rewarded for my bravery with a smile from Careen. Then she motioned me over to the bench with her hand, and I followed her directions. It was at the perfect level for my height and even had a back support on it so I could really relax.  
 “Just tilt your head back, rest your neck on the smooth stone, and let me do the rest,” she said in her soft voice.  
 I tilted my head back as she asked and was greeted with a view of her breasts that were totally visible through the wet bathing shift. They were so very full, the nipples dark and hard from the coolness of the room, and my dick grew instantly hard at the sight of them. I forced myself to close my eyes so I could resist the urge to push up her dress, grab one of those breasts with my hand, and suck on the other. This woman was here to help me, not to have me ogle her.  
 Careen started to wash my hair with a very pleasant citrusy smelling soap. It reminded me of sunshine and warm spring days, and I focused on that until my blood started to redistribute throughout my body. The feel of her soft, tiny hands in my hair relaxed me even more, and I decided I could probably stay right there forever. All too soon, though, she was rinsing the soap out of my hair, and it was time to move on.  
 I heard her step down into the pool and move over to my injured shoulder. She did another brief examination before she began to cleanse the wound. She used a different soap on that, one without much scent, but I probably didn’t want the citrusy stuff on there, anyway. She washed away all of the green poultice that had covered the wound, and I looked down to see a bright red slash with perfect little stitches in it, but far too many to count.  
 The healer looked very pleased with what she found after washing all the goop away.  
 “I couldn’t have asked for better results,” she said with a smile. “The queen and Talise will be most pleased. I think you are done with the poultice and the heavy bandages.”  
 “That’s definitely a good thing, right?” I asked.  
 “Oh yes, it’s quite remarkable, really,” she replied. “Your stitches should stay in for another five or six days, but the way you are healing, they might be ready to go in three. We will just have to pay close attention.” 
 “I am glad to hear that. I have a lot of projects and ideas I would like to get started on as soon as possible.” 
 “I would love to hear what you have been thinking,” she encouraged. “You can tell me while I wash you. Talise told me a little about the coconuts.” 
 Careen picked up the cloth with the citrus scented soap again and began to wash the rest of my arm, my hand, and my arm pit, all while I told her my plans. 
 “The coconuts are probably the easiest part of the list. It is just a little time consuming at first, but once we get going, I think we will be able to produce plenty of flour, along with oil and milk. The key is going to be finding an effective way to crack coconuts open that is efficient and safe.” 
 “You really know how to make all of those things out of one coconut?” she asked with awe in her voice.  
 “Yes,” I answered, “you can get all of those from one coconut, but it won’t be a lot. That is why the more we can get open, the better off we will be.”  
 “I am very excited about the oil. There will be so many useful benefits from that. It will be far better than fish oil.”  
 Careen sounded so eager, I had to smile.  
 She moved her washing to my other side, had washed my neck and ears along the way, and was now rinsing all of the soap off me.  
 “Could you please stand now, Ben?” she asked in her soft voice. 
 I stood up at her request and felt a little chill on my exposed skin. It felt good, in a way. It reminded me that I was still alive, despite recent events. I’d survived a lot of things that had tried to kill me, and I’d never been more invigorated.  
 I was where I was supposed to be.  
 Careen washed my back and neck again and reached around to my sides. She made her way down each cheek of my ass and even shocked me a bit as she washed between them. There was no warning, she just went after it. I guess there was no sense in making a big deal out of it, but I was definitely alert now.  
 “Please turn to face me,” she requested.  
 I took a deep breath as I did, since I knew what would be greeting me when I turned around. I didn’t know if it would insult her if I kept my eyes closed, so I tried my best not to stare at her breasts. I made the mistake of looking lower, though, and could see where her dark scales ran down her sides and came together between her legs. I fought not to think about what she would look like spread out before me, so I could see every single part of her. I wanted nothing more than to pick her up, set her on the side of the tub, and run my tongue down the scales on one side, taste where they met until she screamed my name, and then run my tongue up the other side as I shoved my hard dick into her.  
 There was no hiding or losing my erection now, not after my imagination ran away like that. Still, I let her wash my chest and stomach while my dick tried to sword fight with her nipples. Nothing about her demeanor changed, though, she just kept right on washing every inch of my torso without a care in the world. Then she picked up the stone pitcher to rinse all the soap away and smiled when she was done.  
 “It would be best for you to sit on this edge for the next part,” she told me. “You are quite a bit taller than me, so this will make it easier on both of us.” 
 I wasn’t sure what the next part consisted of, but I followed her orders. I moved over the ledge she indicated and found myself sitting in a stone recliner of sorts. It had arms on it that came in handy to rest and support my shoulders, but it also had an elevated area for each leg with a gap between them. Someone went through a lot of effort to get this underwater throne just right. All of my junk stuck out of the water, but there was nothing I could do about that. Careen had already seen what she did to me, so why try to hide it anymore?  
 I sat back and closed my eyes as Careen began washing my feet and legs. She washed between each toe with care and precision, and I jumped a bit when she washed the sensitive and ticklish instep of each foot. She giggled at my reaction before she washed up each leg and thigh, inside of my thighs, along the crease of my groin, and up to my hips.  
 Now, I understood why there was a gap between the legs of the chair. There was no way she could reach all of that without it.  
 “Ben,” she said to grab my attention. 
 I opened my eyes to see her standing there naked. She’d removed the bathing shift and exposed herself to me. The burgundy scales cupped her breasts from the side and trailed down to meet in the middle, just like I’d imagined. I knew my mouth fell open a bit at the sight of her naked body, but damn she was spectacular. She was curvy, soft, plump, and fit all at the same time.  
 I didn’t know what was about to happen, but I wasn’t sure I could stop whatever it was.  
 “The queen requested you be relaxed and satisfied in preparation for tonight,” Careen said as she smiled at me. “Would you allow me to help you with that?”  
 “Uh … wh-what exactly does that consist of?” I asked in a husky voice.  
 “I am only allowed to use my hands, but I think you will find them adequate,” she responded.  
 I really didn’t know what to say. She was asking permission to give me a handjob at the queen’s request. This was all so odd, but it was probably best if I didn’t think too hard about it.  
 “Would you like me to relax and satisfy you?” she asked again.  
 “Would you like to relax and satisfy me?” I countered.  
 “Oh yes, very much so,” she purred without hesitation.  
 “Then I would love for you to take care of me.”  
 A huge smile came across her face as she walked through the water to get closer to me. My dick responded immediately and became harder than I ever imagined it could.  
 Careen leaned in close to me, and she never broke eye contact as she wrapped her tiny hands around my cock.  
 I moaned just from that initial contact. Her hands were too small to hold my girth fully, but I didn’t think that was going to matter at the moment. She looked down and let saliva drip from her mouth onto the head, and I almost came right then from the image.  
 The healer used the saliva to lube me from head to balls and then slowly started moving her hands up and down, and she slightly rotated as she went. Then she increased the speed and ran her thumb over the very sensitive head as she created more friction.  
 My balls tightened up with excitement, and I couldn’t look away from her hands.  
 Careen tightened her grip as she continued to move up and down my shaft, and she used her thumb to tease the head and vein that ran down the underside of my dick. She leaned in again to let more saliva drip from her mouth. Then she took her left hand and cupped my balls. She rolled them and squeezed them with the perfect amount of pressure while she used her knuckles to massage the glorious spot between my balls and ass. Her right hand picked up more speed and gripped even harder while she never stopped her left hand. Then she flicked the head of my dick one more time with her thumb, and that was all it took to send me over the edge.  
 My head flew back, and a guttural moan slipped loudly from my mouth as I felt myself cum harder than I ever remembered coming in all twenty-eight years of my life. I looked down to see my seed hit her amazing breasts and felt another orgasm hit me just from that sight. A little more cum shot out from the aftershock, and I watched it drip down her nipple and run onto those gorgeous scales.  
 Careen slowly slid her hands away, picked up the soapy cloth, and washed every bit of my very sensitive man parts with gentle care. When she was done, she rinsed herself off and walked over to the far edge of the bath. There, she pulled a sliding door up, and the water started draining from the tub. Then she reached down and pulled her bathing shift back up before she stood by in case I needed help out of the chair and up the stairs.  
 I managed to make it on my own, though, even with my legs being total jelly.  
 After we got out of the bath, she used a nearby towel to dry me off and then rubbed me down with a citrus scented oil. Then she picked up a robe off the shelf nearby and helped me into it. It was made from the same creamy, soft material as her bathing shift was, and I happily shrugged into it.  
 “Are you relaxed and satisfied, Ben?” she asked. 
 I chuckled at her question a little before answering. There was no way I could explain to this woman just how much she had helped me, so instead, I just answered her question.  
 “Yes, Careen, I am very relaxed and satisfied.” 
 “I am so very happy to hear that, and my queen will be most pleased,” she told me with a bright smile. “I will show you to your room now where you can rest for a while and then dress for the ceremony.” 
 “Ceremony?” I asked, and I wondered when I had missed hearing about that.  
 “Yes, where Queen Nerissa will make her big announcement,” the healer informed me with a smile while she led me to my room. Then she opened the door to my room, and there was a huge platform bed with a thick seagrass mattress on it. It was layered with pillows and linens, and nothing sounded better to me than a nap.  
 Careen seemed to have read my mind again, since she moved to pull the covers back and help me in. She pulled the robe from my shoulders and draped it across a nearby table before she helped me get comfortable and covered me up. Then she pulled the curtains on the window closed so I could rest without the bright island light shining in.  
 “Rest and recover well, Ben, the queen has a lot planned for you,” she said as she left me alone in the room.  
 I didn’t know what the queen had in mind for me that required all this attention, but I would be lying to myself if I said I wasn’t eager to find out.  
 



 Chapter Eight 
 I woke up to a steady knock on my door as someone outside whispered my name. Before I could say anything or even sit up, the door opened slowly, and Sela poked her head through the crack.  
 “I am sorry if I woke you,” whispered my former captor, “I had hoped to speak with you in private before the ceremony.” 
 “No apology necessary, Sela,” I assured her. “Please come in.” 
 The warrior woman turned to close the door behind her and then took just a few steps into the room. She seemed extremely hesitant about something, which was very odd for this woman who not too long ago had tied me up and forced me by spear-point to walk blindfolded across a strange island.  
 “Sela, I don’t know what has you so hesitant,” I spoke softly, “but there is no need for it, at least not as far as I am concerned. You can say what you need to say to me.” 
 She let out an enormous sigh and walked over to open the curtains and let some afternoon light into the room. When she did, it immediately lit up the green of her eyes and scales in such a magical way that it took my breath away. She was wearing a pale pink wrap, and it tied behind her neck and dipped into a deep vee in the front, which put her ample cleavage on display. Her gray-blue sea colored hair was twisted and braided into a bun of some sort on top of her head, and it left her long and elegant neck exposed. She stood there and stared out the window for a moment while I sat up in bed and looked at her.  
 I wanted to prod her into talking to me, but I knew it would be best to just give her some time.  
 So, I reached out and pulled the robe to me and got it on my injured arm fine, but failed repeatedly as I tried to get it on my right arm without being able to use my left hand. It reminded me of my two-year-old nephew when he tried to put his own coat on all while insisting he was a big boy. It was not going well, to say the least.  
 Just as I was exhausted with the effort, Sela came over and held the robe up for me to slide my arm into. With her so close, I could see her superficial injuries from the raid the other night had healed quite a bit. I could barely even see a white scar on the arch of her cheekbone. 
 Before I even thought about it, I reached out to touch her cheek, but she immediately jumped back like I’d slapped her and stared at me with her eyes opened.  
 “Sela, I am so sorry,” I blurted, “I overstepped. I shouldn’t have touched you without permission. I was just concerned.” 
 She sighed again, and her body relaxed as she sat on the side of the bed.  
 “It is me who owes you an apology,” she stated. “I am still a bit shaken from the battle, and your touch startled me.” 
 “That is completely understandable, Sela.” 
 “I was not finished,” she countered. “I haven’t been fair nor kind to you. I didn’t trust you and did not make it a secret. I spoke harshly about you to the queen and anyone who would listen. I was angry with Mira and Talise for befriending you and blindly trusting you. I felt they had endangered the entire island, and I caused quite a bit of discord over it. I was wrong.” 
 She hardly took a breath as she blurted this all out to me, like she would lose her nerve or ability to talk if she didn’t just let it all out at once. Now, she sat at the end of my bed as she panted and looked anywhere but at me.  
 “Sela, I understand why you did those things,” I comforted the distraught woman. “You were protecting your village and its people. I would have done the same thing.” 
 “You don’t understand, Ben,” she groaned. “During the walk to the village from where we found you, I am the reason you fell so many times. I intentionally tripped you.” 
 “Well, that’s, um, less understandable, but still not horrible,” I chuckled.  
 “I also added ganjika to the nectar Mira shared with you that night,” Sela continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “I was hoping it would convince you to tell the truth as to why you were here. Instead, it just endeared you more to Mira and Talise.”  
 “Seriously?” I asked. “What is it with you women and drugging my drinks?”  
 She responded with a dumbfounded look. Apparently, she didn’t know this was becoming a habit.  
 “Never mind, go on,” I mumbled.  
 “The first night you were supposed to sleep in the palace,” she whispered and averted her eyes, “I snuck into your room and planned on doing what was required to get you to talk. I was prepared for anything, but you never showed up. So, I tried to sneak out of the window, and that is when the raiders caught me.”  
 Oh fuck me, I didn’t even know what to say to that. I could only imagine what she was prepared to do in defense of her village and people. The thought frightened me more than the damn beasts did. 
 “Then, there you were,” she said as her jaw clenched, “rescuing me from those animals and fighting on our behalf. You saved everyone, and I had to admit to myself that I was wrong. So terribly wrong.” 
 She took a deep, shuddering breath, so I reached out to take her hand, and this time she let me touch her.  
 “Sela--” I started, but she cut me off.  
 “I apologized to the queen and tried to resign as a warrior,” Sela stated with steel in her eyes, “but she won’t have it. I failed, and she won’t let me quit. I don’t … don’t deserve to wear the uniform.”  
 “Sela, you are being entirely too hard on yourself,” I told her. “You did what you thought you had to do to protect your village and people. Nobody can fault you for that. I would have done the same thing.” 
 “Really?” she asked as she looked at me with a frown.  
 “Really,” I confirmed. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for all of you.” 
 She gave me a tentative smile and then surprisingly hugged me.  
 I was getting good at this comforting women shit. In only took getting lost on a deserted island to get there, but I was killing it.  
 “Now,” I said with a smile, “no more talk of leaving your duties and all that nonsense. We are in this together. I have lots of ideas on how to bolster our fortifications and make it damn hard for those bastards to attack us so easily next time, and I’m going to need your help to accomplish these things.” 
 “Yes, Mira has told me about the bones and marrows…” 
 “Bows and arrows,” I corrected while I fought off a laugh, “and those are going to be a game changer. It may take a few more days before we can get out there, due to my shoulder, but I am healing fast.” 
 “That reminds me,” the warrior replied, “I am supposed to help you through some stretches and see if you need my assistance in getting ready for the ceremony.” 
 “The mysterious ceremony, huh?” I teased. “Care to give me a hint as to what this is all about?” 
 “The queen has for--” she started 
 “Forbidden you to tell me anything,” I sighed. “You women and your secrets. Fine then, let’s get on with it.” 
 Sela chuckled at my response, and I realized it was the first time I’d heard her laugh. Not surprisingly, it was a melody of its own, but much deeper than any of the other women’s. It was the kind of laugh that made me think of being tangled up in bed sheets and skin touching skin. Her laugh oozed sex, and I was enamoured to my core.  
 “I had an injury similar to yours a few cycles ago,” Sela informed me as she studied my shoulder. “It healed well, but the muscles and tendons can get tight and lose their strength if you don’t start using them again as soon as possible.” 
 “I understand,” I said with a nod. “What should I do to prevent that?” 
 “I am going to help you with some exercises and stretches to get it loosened up,” she smiled, “we will also add some massage therapy to help you with the healing process. We can’t do a whole lot until the sutures are removed, but we can get a bit of a head start.” 
 For the next several minutes, Sela showed me a series of stretches, and I did my best to repeat them. The soreness and pain were there, but nothing sharp or unbearable. She seemed pleased at my progress, and it made a question come to my mind.  
 “Sela, you are really good at this. Why are you not a healer?” 
 She laughed that damn laugh again before she answered me.  
 “You are too attentive for your own good, Ben,” she gently chided. “I was a healer back when there were still men to act as our warriors. When they were all lost to war, I took it upon myself to pick up the spear to defend my people. I still help Talise when I can, though, so I don’t lose my abilities.” 
 “That makes a lot of sense,” I mused. “I imagine a lot of you had to stop doing what you loved and were trained to do just so you could fight. I hope to make things easier for you.” 
 There was a long silence as she finished up massaging the muscles in my neck and down my back and shoulder blade. Then she moved to my front and looked me in the face long enough to make me uncomfortable before she spoke.  
 “I am glad you are here, Ben,” she finally said. “Now, let’s get you dressed for the ceremony.” 
 She picked up a stack of clothes that had been sitting on the nearby table and laid them out on the bed. They consisted of a platinum pair of breeches and a long vest to match, and that was it.  
 All I could think about was how much I was going to look like Aladdin, and I had to fight from bursting out into song. My relationship with Sela was already tumultuous, I didn’t need her thinking I was totally bonkers.  
 I untied the robe and glanced hesitantly at Sela. She apparently had no plans at all to turn her head or leave, so I just dropped the robe where I was and picked up the pants like I got naked in front of beautiful women every single day. I managed to get those on by myself, but the drawstring was proving a little difficult to maneuver.  
 Sela calmly walked forward and helped me with the tie without me having to ask. She seemed to be taking her time, though, and more than once let her fingers roam and touch my abdomen. Then she picked up the vest and helped me get into that, and again she wasn’t afraid of letting her hands wander.  
 “Um, ho-how do I look?” I stumbled. 
 “Very regal, Ben,” she replied in a husky voice. “There is some mint and a brush on the table over there for your teeth. Your hair has grown out quite a bit since that morning on the beach, but I like it longer. It has curls.” 
 I reached up to touch my hair and noticed it really had gotten a lot longer. I’d kept it cut super short ever since I enlisted ten years ago, but I could feel my boyhood auburn curls bounce back against the palm of my hand and had to grin. I couldn’t believe I’d been on the island for so long.  
 “Time is getting away from me here,” I chuckled, “I guess I have lost track of it all.” 
 Sela gave me a warm smile and continued fussing over my hair. When she was done, I brushed my teeth and chewed the mint, and I was careful not to get any stuck in my teeth this time. Soon, all the primping was done, and I was ready to go to this mysterious ceremony. 
 “I would be honored to be your escort to the ceremony, if you will have me, Ben,” Sela whispered as she looked down at her feet.  
 I held my good arm out for her to take, and she gently laid her arm on mine and held my wrist. It was an unusual move, one I didn’t quite understand, and the puzzlement must have shown in my face.  
 “Like this,” she explained, “neither of us will have to untangle our arms in case we are attacked and need to defend. It is customary amongst all warriors.” 
 “That makes a lot of sense,” I said with a nod. “Thank you. Shall we?” 
 She nodded her head, and we left my room and followed the noise of the crowd to the courtyard of the palace. We passed by a few women who openly stared and whispered, but that was something I was getting used to by now. I was confident there wasn’t anything stuck in my teeth, and it reminded me a lot of the hallways in high school, but it still made me smile.  
 Before long, we made it to one of the curtained doorways that led to the courtyard. I could see a dais had been set up just beyond the curtains, and a table and straw thatched chairs were atop the raised platform. The sun was close to setting, and several torches had been lit on the terrace. I could smell all kinds of different foods and flowers in the air and hear the excitement in the voices from all over. I had a feeling this was the first celebration they’d thrown in a very long time, and I found myself very happy to be involved, even if I didn’t know what the hell was going on.  
 “This is where I leave you, Ben,” Sela began, “the queen will join you here in just a few moments.” Then she smiled and disappeared through the curtains.  
 I stood there for a little while not knowing what to do. The foyer was pretty much empty, and I didn’t even have people staring at me to worry about. Just when I didn’t think I could stand there any more, I heard my name being called.  
 I looked up to see the queen enter the room, and my jaw hit my chest.  
 She was gorgeous, as usual, but there was something exceptional about her tonight. She wore a sapphire blue wrap, and it was tied at one shoulder and left the other one bare. It was adorned with small pearls along the neckline and dragged the floor behind her. Her silver hair was mostly down, and just the front was pulled back into intricate braids woven into her crown. The thing that made her most beautiful, though, was the smile on her face when she saw me. I could tell she was genuinely happy with my presence, and that made her even more amazing.  
 “Your Majesty,” I said as I bowed my head, “you look even more beautiful than I could ever have imagined.” 
 Her twinkling laughter lit up my whole world, and I found myself willing to do anything to hear that sound again.  
 “Thank you, Ben,” Nerissa said with a beatific smile. “You look quite handsome yourself. You also seem to be mending well. I am so glad to see that.” 
 “I am, indeed, my Queen. I owe it all to your team of healers for taking extra good care of me.”  
 “They are incredibly good at what they do,” she replied. 
 I was hoping to flirt with her a little more and maybe get a hint of what was about to happen, but she cut me off before I could even get started.  
 “Tonight is about a lot of things, Ben,” she began. “We are here to celebrate our victory, most definitely, but we are also here to celebrate you and what that means to our village.” 
 I started to say thank you and that it wasn’t necessary and that I was honored and all of that good mannered shit you are supposed to say, but the queen stopped me from talking again.  
 “I know what you are going to say, and yes, you do deserve it,” she laughed, “but I have to say this so we can make an entrance. There will be an announcement later you may not understand, but I will explain it to you fully later on tonight. Please understand it is our custom and our tradition. I ask you as part of our village to just go along with the moment, all the while knowing I will explain it all in detail very soon.  
 I stared at her for a moment and wondered what the hell I’d gotten myself into. She just gave me a pleading look, and it was one I certainly couldn’t deny, at least not on this woman.  
 “Of course, Nerissa,” I assured her. “You can count on me to do as you ask.” 
 She placed one of her hands on each side of my face and brought me down to meet her lips. She kissed me softly, but soundly, and managed to stir up all the blood in my system. Then she pulled away and took my arm just like Sela had earlier.  
 “Let’s get this started,” she said as a smile lit up her face.  
 We walked through the curtain and took the steps up to the dais. The crowd of village women scattered throughout the courtyard greeted us with a deafening roar, and it took several minutes for the noise to die down. The table on the stage was adorned with all sorts of flowers, beeswax candles, and an assortment of fruits and coconuts. There were two of the straw chairs in the middle that sat a little higher than the other four on the platform. To one side, a healing Isla and Sela stood in front of the chairs, on the other side, Talise and Mira, and they all cheered and smiled along with the rest of the women at our appearance.  
 Soon, the queen held her hand up for the noise to quiet down.  
 “May Olukun make your currents swift,” Nerissa said.  
 “May Oshun bless the tides that be,” the village replied.  
 “There is much to be said tonight, much to celebrate, but let us feast and drink first!” Nerissa announced to another uproar of applause.  
 I pulled out the queen’s chair, and she sat and directed me to follow suit. After I took my seat, the four women at the table did, and then the rest of the village sat spread out before us in the courtyard of the palace. Some of them were at the tables set up for the occasion, and some of them chose to sit on blankets scattered here and there. There was a lot of back and forth between the tables and the blankets, and I figured it wasn’t a status thing, just a way of life for them. They all seemed to mingle back and forth between the tables and the blankets, happy and without prejudice.  
 “You look very good tonight, Ben,” said Talise, who was seated to my right. “Careen and Sela both report you are healing very well.” 
 “They have certainly done their part to help” I blushed a bit when I thought about my bath from earlier in the day.  
 “They have been known to go above and beyond the call of duty,” Mira laughed.  
 I swore this woman knew everything that went on around here.  
 Both Mira and Talise looked too gorgeous for words to describe all dressed up in their shiny wraps with their hair curled and braided. Even Mira had managed to get some curls in her short bob, and I was dying to touch them. She looked so feminine and soft, I couldn’t help but hope she wanted to sleep by my side again tonight. Talise and her curves were screaming to be curled up against me, too, and I definitely hadn’t forgotten her little ass shake from the other night. At that moment, all the blood was once again pooled in my dick, and my pants weren’t so comfortable and loose anymore.  
 Soon, platters of food started to arrive. Among the trays of fish and fruit, I was surprised to see ones with roasted vegetables like sweet potatoes and eggplant, along with baskets of a flat fry bread delivered behind the trays.  
 I turned to look at Talise in surprise.  
 “The vegetables are the last of our crops,” she said as she read my face, “except for what we saved to use as seedlings. They were dying and rotting, so we thought it would be best to enjoy what we could. The bread is made from coconut flour as your recommended. It was a slow process to get enough dried and ground, but the women worked diligently and were able to come through. We look forward to your ideas on how to make the process more efficient.”  
 I was strangely proud at this moment. These women had taken the information I’d given them and ran with it. I didn’t have to stand over them and direct them in exactly how to do it. I knew Talise was to be credited for that, she was a brilliant woman, and I felt a bit of the weight I was carrying ease off some. If I could simply tell them what to do and they could take over, it would free up a lot of my time to move on to other projects that needed handling. I’d been thinking a lot about building some kind of boat. It would come in handy for better fishing and possibly exploring the other islands. If these women were so eager and willing to do the work, there was no telling what we could accomplish.  
 Though, apparently we had to be on the lookout for more haeye and other strange beasts. 
 But that was a problem for another day, so I dug into the food laid out before me with relish. I was still sick of fish and coconuts, but the prospect of what the future had in store ramped up my appetite.  
 “I must say,” Mira said, “this bread made with coconut flour is so light and soft. They used the coconut oil they harvested to fry it in, and it’s delightful.” 
 I watched as she wrapped a piece of fish in the bread and brought it to her mouth. The moan she let escape when the delicacy hit her tongue made me wish I was what she was putting in her mouth instead of the bread. I watched as she finished the last bite and licked her fingers when she was done. She made eye contact with me as she slowly pulled her finger out of her mouth, and I totally forgot who I was and what I was supposed to be doing for a solid minute.  
 My salacious daydream was interrupted by pitchers of Olofi’s Nectar arriving at the table. I shot Sela a glance and saw she’d been looking at me and waiting for my reaction to seeing the nectar. She laughed her sexy laugh and signaled that she hadn’t added anything to it by accepting a glass of her own.  
 I followed suit, but there was no way I was drinking more than one glass.  
 Just then, Nerissa pushed her chair out and stood to make her announcements. The palace courtyard quieted quickly when they saw their queen standing, and it looked like everyone was eager to hear what she had to say.  
 “My dear sisters,” the queen declared as her voice rang out over the crowd, “I hope you have eaten your fill! We will continue the night with music, nectar, and dancing, but first I have a few things to tell you.” 
 A big round of applause came from all around us, but it died down quickly in anticipation of what the queen had to say.  
 “We have much to celebrate, much indeed!” Nerissa continued. “We succeeded in fighting and winning over the savage beasts that have plagued us for many cycles. Though I have no doubt they will return, I also have no doubt we will be ready for them!” 
 This brought up a huge roar of applause from everyone, including myself, and a huge smile was plastered to my face. These women had desperately needed a victory.  
 “You have also gotten to sample the new way we are harvesting and using coconuts to make flour, oil, and milk,” the queen went on. “The bread you ate tonight used all three of them, and it was most delicious. We owe our victory against the raiders and the new knowledge that helped us secure our vitality to Ben!”  
 More deafening cheers and laughter went up at this announcement. Many women held up their glasses in a toast to me and possibly the bread before taking hearty drinks of the nectar.  
 Talise reached under the table and gave my hand a good squeeze while we waited for the raucous cheering to die down.  
 “I am most pleased to announce I offered Ben a place in our village and as one of us,” Nerissa continued with a bright smile, “and he has accepted and wishes to stay here with us until the end of his days!”  
 I was moved by the sudden cries of celebration that broke out all around me. The women were all jumping up and down, hugging, even crying tears of joy at hearing I was going to stay.  
 My heart was pounding in my chest. I was home. Really home. How strange it had taken me getting lost at sea and somehow washing up on a mysterious, magical island to find it. 
 I finished off my glass of nectar and poured another one and half drained it. The nectar hit me fast, and I was already light headed, but this was definitely a night to celebrate.  
 “Now, if you will allow me one more announcement, we can get back to our celebrations, since there is still honey cake to be eaten and nectar to drink!” the queen laughed before she went on. “As tradition dictates, we will have an arena battle for mating rights two sunrises from today. I will take my rights tonight, and our healer Talise will take hers tomorrow. The winner of the battle will take the third night. Then our saviour will be allowed to rest and do as he pleases.” 
 All I caught was something about a winner of the battle and our savior doing as he pleases. My head had gotten fuzzy from slamming back the nectar, and I was off in my own world because of it. I realized she was saying something about me, but I’d missed it. I needed to stop celebrating and start paying attention.  
 “My sisters, I have faith the relocation of our water supply will prove to have cured what infected our wombs,” Nerissa intoned loudly. “Talise agrees with me, and I believe we have been blessed by Oshun. She has gifted us with Ben, and now we can not only save our tribe, but begin to grow once more!” 
 Amid loud cheers and cries, it suddenly dawned on me. Mating rights. Champion. Wombs.  
 These women … all of these women… wanted to have my babies.  
 Right fucking now. 
 And they were going to have some contest to see who got me first.  
 Holy fucking shit. 
 



 Chapter Nine 
 I forced a smile to my face as I realized what the queen had just announced. I remembered I promised not to freak out and that an explanation awaited me later, but if I’d caught Nerissa’s speech correctly, tonight I would be doing my best to impregnate her. Tomorrow, it was Talise’s turn, and the next day, these women were going to fight to see who else got to have my baby. This was total insanity, just plain nuts, but there was a small part of me that was excited about it, and that freaked me out.  
 Things had gotten so damn weird, but I wasn’t going to let myself worry about it, not now. There was a good chance I couldn’t even get these women pregnant. Would our DNA even mix and match and all that? And if it did, I had nine months to prepare for it all. I was lucky enough to have had a great dad, and I learned a lot from him. I could totally do this.  
 Right? 
 Just then, Nerissa sat back down and turned to smile at me. I didn’t know for sure what my face read, but it made the beautiful queen laugh out loud.  
 “Don’t worry, Ben,” she whispered, “I have no doubts you can handle this. If I had any, I never would have proposed any of this.” 
 “I am glad one of us is confident,” I mumbled. 
 Nerissa laughed again and filled up my glass with the goddess nectar.  
 “Drink and be merry, Ben,” she urged, “this is the start of something amazing.” 
 I drank down the nectar quickly in an attempt to keep my mind from wandering. It wouldn’t do any good to harp on the situation. I knew I wouldn’t defy the queen, regardless of how awkward I felt about all this.  
 “You are taking this all well,” Talise whispered close to my ear, “I am sure it seems like a lot.” 
 “It is a lot,” I answered, “but I see it as part of my duty since I agreed to be part of the tribe.” 
 “I know I am looking forward to it.” 
 I laughed at the beautiful woman’s flirty words. I had no doubt it would be fun, but it also made me think of some potential issues that might come about.  
 “Talise,” I said, “where I come from, we don’t exactly share partners, at least not as a standard. Will that cause problems?” 
 “You mean like jealousy issues?” she asked, and I nodded. “Not at all. The women have always outnumbered the men here. We had our bonded pairs, our mates, but it was the duty of the men to help procreate to keep our numbers strong. It is just the way of our people, everything from the competition to the ceremonial first mating.” 
 I let these words sink in a good bit. It was so different from the monogamous relationships I’d grown up around and been a part of, but it was just best to let that all go now.  
 I was in a new world, and I’d pledged myself to it. So, I would do what I had to do to help my people flourish.  
 I smiled at Talise and wordlessly thanked her for helping me make sense of all of this. She really knew how to make me feel better about everything.  
 “You must try this,” Talise said as she held a piece of cake to my mouth. “It was also made with all the new coconut harvests.” 
 I let her put the cake in my mouth and was totally surprised at how it just kind of melted on my tongue. It was slightly sweet from the honey, somehow had a buttery taste, and was light and filling all at the same time. It was quite possibly the best thing I’d ever eaten.  
 Talise and Mira both laughed at the groan of pleasure the cake brought out of me. I was stuffed to the point of almost being miserable, but somehow the cake didn’t make it any worse. I took one more bite, but then I cut myself off. I was pretty sure the queen would be highly upset if I passed out into a food coma later on rather than fulfill my duties.  
 After another hour or so of merriment, Talise stood and clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention.  
 “It is now time to send our queen and hero off to her chambers for the First Mating Rights!” she exclaimed. “Let us shower them with Oshun’s blessing in hopes for a fertile pairing so our people may once again flourish!” 
 There was a huge uproar of cheering, and the queen took my hand and gave me a huge smile as she stood up from the table. I took my place beside her and followed her lead. Then we exited through the same curtained doorway we had entered and began our walk to the back of the palace where I assumed the queen’s room was.  
 There were several women in front of us, and they danced as they dropped flowers on the floor for us to walk on, sprinkled us with sea water, and chanted in their native language that sounded mostly like a bunch of clicks to my ears.  
 I realized Careen was there and seemed to be the leader of the chants and blessings. She gave me a bright smile and then continued her dance down the corridor.  
 Once we reached the door to Nerissa’s room, most of the women gave us one last blessing and left to return to the party in the courtyard. Talise, Mira, and Careen were the only ones to stay. I started to wonder if we were going to have spectators, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. Part of me was terrified, and the other part was obviously excited if the ever growing hard on in my pants was any indication.  
 We stepped into the room, and I was greeted with a space slightly bigger than the one given to me, but it definitely had a feminine, homey touch to it. There were several lit beeswax candles that bounced light off vases of flowers, soft linens, and shiny things spread across the room. White petals also adorned the floor and bedspread and gave the room a serene and magical feel.  
 Then Mira came over, took me by the hands, and ushered me to the bedside.  
 “Stand here for now, while we prepare the queen,” she said softly. She was all smiles and mirth. Talise wasn’t kidding when she said there was no jealousy among them. They truly were sisters and very much supportive of one another.  
 I stood back and watched as the women laughed and flurried about the queen. The crown jewels and braids were removed from her hair, and it was left to all fall down and frame her face. Then a crown of the same white flowers that surrounded us was placed on her head. Next, her gown was untied at her shoulder and allowed to drop to the ground, and my eyes damn near popped out of my head.  
 This queen was shaped like a goddess. Her breasts were heavy and full, and they were cupped by the iridescent scales that ran down her hourglass figure and disappeared between her long legs. Her hips were wide and curved into a firm, round, and perfect ass. I also noticed there wasn’t a speck of hair anywhere on her body outside of what was on her head.  
 I really was looking that close. I couldn’t help it, though, since perfection was standing right in front of me.  
 As I continued to ogle Nerissa, Talise stood in front of her and said a blessing in their native language as she drew symbols on the queen’s abdomen and breasts with oil from a small pot Careen was holding. The healer then sprinkled the queen with the sea water that came from another pot Mira was holding. After all of this was complete, Talise kissed the queen on each cheek and turned to me.  
 The healer had a flushed merriment about her I couldn’t deny. She was well and truly joyful about these proceedings, and all at once, I knew everything was going to be wonderful. This woman’s face held all the answers, I just had to listen and trust her.  
 “Benjamin Ross Whitfield,” she said as she walked toward me, “we bring you the blessings of Oshun and Olokun, for they are overflowing with joy because of this pairing.” 
 At these words, she reached out and placed a crown of some kind of ivy or greenery on my head. I didn’t get a good look at it and thought it would be bad taste if I took it off my head to examine it.  
 Next, she stripped off my vest and my breeches and left me naked once again. I was kind of getting used to being naked around these beautiful women, so I just went with it.  
 “With this bountiful oil,” Talise continued, “we deliver Oshun’s hope that you are fertile and produce many heirs.” 
 With those words, I didn’t just get a few symbols drawn on me, but instead, I got the pot of oil poured across my shoulders and collarbone, so it ran down my chest and abdomen and onto my junk.  
 That would make things interesting.  
 “With the might of the sea,” the healer went on, “we deliver Olokun’s wish that your children are strong and resilient.” 
 She proceeded to pour the salt water over my head, and it ran down my back and sent chills all over my body.  
 Then Nerissa stepped forward and reached for me, and I took the cue to take her hands in mine as I stood naked before these majestic women. The queen radiated joy and lust, and my body responded with the same.  
 Talise, Mira, and Careen placed their hands on ours and chanted something in their language I didn’t understand, but I knew it was another blessing to go forth and multiply. Once they were done, each of them kissed both me and the queen intimately on the lips and left one at a time. Soon, it was just the two of us standing there, with her hands still in mine.  
 “Nerissa…” I whispered.  
 Before I could get anything else out, the woman’s mouth was on mine. The kiss started gently and sweetly, but soon grew into a passionate fire. I buried my right hand in her hair and put my left hand on the small of her back as I pulled her as close to me as I could. I let my tongue dance with hers before I moved to kiss her jawline and neck, and I loved the way she moaned whenever I lightly used my teeth to bite.  
 Suddenly, she pulled away and pushed me back toward the bed. I used my good arm to scoot into the bed, and she positioned herself between my legs.  
 “Let me take care of you,” she breathed. “Just lay back, Ben.” 
 I did as she requested and settled into the bed on my back. She ran her hands down my chest and abdomen and caused my dick to pulsate with need. Then she leaned in and kissed me before she let her mouth follow the path of her hands. She kissed, licked, sucked, and even nibbled as she worked her way down. Then she sucked on both of my nipples and caused shockwaves of pleasure to scream through my body.  
 It took every ounce of control I had not to flip her over and pound myself into her, and the only thing that really stopped me was the injury on my left arm.  
 Nerissa’s mouth teased my stomach, and she proceeded to bite and suck down one leg and the inside of both of my thighs, but she blatantly avoided my cock begging for her attention. Once she had my hips thrusting beyond my control and begging for more, she sat back, gathered up her hair, and tied it into a knot on top of her head. Then she gave me a sexy as fuck grin, and with her eyes locked on mine, she wrapped her hands around my hardness and gave a light squeeze.  
 “Fuck!” My hips bucked in response, and another spasm of pleasure rocketed through me.  
 The queen caressed and stroked me for a while before she slid down so she could take me in her mouth. She flicked the head of my dick with her tongue and got the reaction she was after. After repeating that move a few times, she looked me in the eyes, took my length as far as she could in her mouth, and gagged slightly at the end. She moved her delicious lips up and down on my dick over and over and soon started massaging my balls with one hand and stroking with the other, all while she kept sucking.  
 It took everything I had not to cum right then, but then she added a twist to her stroking, and I was sure I was going over the edge.  
 “Nerissa,” I begged, “I need to be inside you. Right fucking now.” 
 She continued her sucking for a few more seconds before she pulled back and smiled at me. I watched her crawl toward me on her hands and knees, and that alone almost put me over. She made sure to run her nipples and large breasts over my dick as she made her way up to me. Then she leaned in to kiss me as she straddled me and got ready to slide onto my hardness.  
 I could feel her wetness as it dripped on me, and I was so ready to be inside this woman.  
 Slower than I thought possible, Nerissa moved to impale herself on my cock with a tightness that was un-fucking-believable. A bit of a whimper escaped from her when I was about halfway inside her, and I realized part of her slowness was giving herself time to adjust to my length and girth. This stopped me from thrusting my hips up, and I just let her take her time, even if it was fucking killing me. She was unbelievably tight, and I didn’t want to hurt her, so I let her stay in control.  
 It had to be one of the hardest things I’d ever done. 
 After what seemed like a few agonizing hours, but was really only a few minutes, I was fully inside this beautiful woman, and her velvety tunnel just held me there for a bit. She was smiling, but had broken out into a light bit of sweat, and I could even see she was flushed across her mahogany skin. I reached out to hold on to her hips to let her know we would go at her pace. She braced her hands against my chest and slowly started to move her hips up and down. Then she almost slid me completely out of her before she went all the way back down.  
 I could feel every inch of her tightness adjust to the movement, and it was like a silken vice on my cock trying to squeeze everything out of me. Soon, the queen picked up the pace and started moaning hard. I let go of one of her hips and reached down to rub her clit with my thumb. In a matter of seconds, this goddess was moaning loudly, and suddenly my name came bursting from her mouth. 
 “Ben, oh my goddess, Ben!” Nerissa screamed. 
 This only encouraged me more, and I increased the pressure on her clit with my thumb and watched her face the whole time. Her eyes rolled back into her head, and she started panting hard. Then her mouth dropped open, and a guttural moan escaped as I felt her tighten around my cock again, followed by a gush of wetness as she climaxed.  
 The queen collapsed on my chest, and I let her rest for a minute there. Then she giggled as she looked up at me, and I could see nothing but satisfaction and happiness in her eyes.  
 I leaned in to kiss her again as I grabbed a hold of her hips. I might not currently have had the upper body strength to flip her over, but I sure as hell could bring her over the edge again from underneath. I sucked on each of her nipples as she tried to sit up but stopped her in her tracks.  
 She was mine now.  
 I held the queen tight as I thrust my hips up hard from beneath her. She let out a bit of a groan, but that didn’t stop me. I started bucking faster and harder and kept her in place with my grip. I sucked one nipple and watched the other breast bounce while I pounded into her. I listened as her breathing picked up pace once again, and I knew I had her close. Her second orgasm came barreling in, and she constricted so hard around me, it sent me over the edge, and I groaned as I unloaded a gallon of my seed inside this perfect queen.  
 I didn’t know how long we laid there, half dead and completely spent, but it was barely enough time to recover our strength.  
 Then Nerissa slid off me, much to my disappointment, and snuggled up to my side.  
 “I am sorry I didn’t tell you exactly what was going to happen,” the queen whispered, “but I was afraid you would think too hard about it and possibly leave us because of it.” 
 My first reaction was to get angry at her doubt in me, but once I thought about it, I realized she had a point. I was sure there were plenty of men out there not willing to take on that kind of responsibility. Still, it didn’t completely excuse keeping me in the dark.  
 “I’ll tell ya what,” I replied with a grin, “you don’t bamboozle me like that again, and I promise to keep an open mind. I did, after all, join this tribe willingly. That means I am open to and ready to learn everything that comes along with it.” 
 I was rewarded with a deep kiss for my answer. Apparently, the queen was willing to accept my terms.  
 “Nerissa, what would you say is the most pressing need to get done before the storm season comes in?” I asked after we pulled apart.  
 She remained quiet for several minutes while she thought about my question. I appreciated that about her, she was always thinking and learning.  
 “I would say the defenses, actually,” she finally answered. “They are in dire need of attention and are going to take the most time. Because of this, it is my intention to get started with replenishing the fields and getting them ready. I think once the women are instructed properly, they can take over quickly, and you can move onto the defenses where your time is going to be most utilized.” 
 “That’s actually a very good idea,” I replied. “I was so impressed they were able to harvest the coconuts with just a little direction, so I am confident they can do the same with the fields. How long before storm season?” 
 “About four moon cycles from now,” she said with a yawn. “It isn’t an exact measurement, but very close.” 
 “That doesn’t give us a lot of time,” I mused, “but I am sure we can accomplish a lot. At least it will mostly be done before any of the babies arrive.” 
 “That doesn’t give you a lot of time,” she said, half asleep. “Don’t overdo it.” 
 “I think a lot can be done in nine moon cycles, even with the storm season coming.” 
 I heard her giggle in a sleepy voice at my response, but I didn’t know what was so funny until she next spoke.  
 “You silly guppy, the babies will be here in three moon cycles.” 
 Then she kissed me on the cheek, promptly fell asleep, and left me there to freak the fuck out.  
 I had three months to come to terms with being a father.  
 Oh, fuck. 
 



 Chapter Ten 
 It took me forever to fall asleep after finding out how long the gestation period for these women were. I should have known better than to think anything from my old world applied here. Still, it didn’t stop me from tracking down Talise as soon as possible the next morning and bombarding her with my questions.  
 “You’re telling me the women from your world carry their babies for nearly nine moon cycles?” she gasped.  
 “That’s exactly what I am telling you!” I chuckled. 
 “My goddess,” she whispered, “they must be exhausted by the end.” 
 “Yes, most of them are,” I muttered as I ran a hand through my hair. “Talise, I have to know, how small is the baby when it arrives? Will it be okay?” 
 I was suddenly terrified these women were going to give birth to some little seed or hatchling that should still be in the safety of the womb or a pouch. They were dragon-serpentine woman, after all. Would they have eggs? Then I remembered Nerissa said they were mammals and not amphibian in nature. So, were they like marsupials, instead? Like a panda bear? Those squirmy little newborns weren’t very sturdy.  
 I was pacing back and forth in Talise’s hut and probably wearing a hole in the floor, but I was genuinely worried about all of this. How could I protect something the size of a potato? 
 Talise walked over, touched my arm, and amazingly grounded me with the simple gesture. I immediately calmed down and stopped all my anxious gesticulating and pacing.  
 “Come sit down, Ben,” she ordered. “I have some tea for you, and I will answer all your questions as best I can, but you have to gather your wits about you so you can think.” 
 I looked at her with her hand on her hip and a no nonsense look on her face, and my dick twinged in response. How in the hell did she make everything she did sexy?  
 I walked over to the table where my tea was waiting and even managed to take a seat without huffing one bit. I thought again about how I allowed her to feed me and see me at my most vulnerable without putting up much of a fuss. This made me realize I might just be putty in her hands. Goddess forbid she ever figured that out.  
 Talise handed me honey and coconut milk for my tea and then put a tray with little cakes on it nearby.  
 “Enjoy your tea, Ben,” she said with a smile. “Give me a moment, and I will answer all your questions.” 
 She disappeared into the corner of her hut covered with plants and all of her other healing supplies and left me there with my thoughts. I fixed my tea how I wanted it and mindlessly ate half the tray of cakes. I had skipped breakfast so I could catch Talise before she started about her day, and I didn’t realize how hungry I was.  
 I was contemplating another cake or two, when Talise returned with a bundle in her hands.  
 “Hold out your hands,” she said.  
 I did as I was told, since I didn’t want to argue with this woman, and she placed a bundle of cloth and who knows what else in my hands. It probably weighed about six pounds and was maybe a foot and a half long.  
 I held it and looked at her expectantly. “What is this?” 
 “That is roughly the size of a new baby when it is born,” she said gently. “It is not a seed or an egg. You will not misplace it or sit on it or lose it in the wash.” 
 This actually went a long way in consoling me and calming my fears. This bundle was tangible, and it was just about the same size as a human baby. I looked down at this wad of stuff Talise threw together and imagined a baby with the queen’s silver hair or Talise’s aqua scales, and something in me softened.  
 I could do this. It would all be okay.  
 “My best guess as to why we have such short gestation periods is because nature insists on it,” the healer went on to explain. “We are much more exposed to dangers of all sorts than I believe the women from your home are. If we stayed pregnant for nine moon cycles, there would indeed be very few of us.” 
 This actually made a lot of sense. Evolution had advanced the cell generation of these beings as a means of survival. The faster you grow, the less time you are vulnerable to predators.  
 “Talise, thank you,” I sighed, “I was beside myself not knowing what to expect, but you were able to alleviate my fears, just like you always do.” 
 She smiled and then kissed me on the forehead.  
 I pulled her close to me and hugged her. I needed to feel close to her for just a moment.  
 “Ben, I think it is time for those sutures to come out.” 
 “Really?” I mumbled, since I was rather distracted. I’d managed to rest my head on her breasts and wasn’t in a hurry to move.  
 “Yes, really,” she laughed.  
 She gently pulled herself away and got a small scalpel that had been made out of seaglass and a pot of some sort of astringent that smelled citrusy. Then she took a piece of cloth, cleaned off the wound, and started removing the sutures.  
 “How long would something like this take to heal in your world?” she asked with a curious tilt of her head.  
 “Depending on how deep the cut and where it is,” I replied, “fourteen sun rises at a minimum.” 
 “This is the sixth day, and this is completely healed,” she told me. “Also, this was no shallow cut, I could see your bone when it was still open. I also noticed the injury to your head has healed and gone.” 
 I reached up to touch the spot where I’d bashed my head on the boat when I was pushed into the water by the storm. I could feel a little scar there, but that was it.  
 “Talise, how long have I been here?” I asked when I realized I’d lost all track of time. “Do you know?”  
 “Today is the fifteenth sunrise since Sela first spotted you on the beach.” 
 It was hard to believe I’d been here for over two weeks, but at the same time, it felt like I’d been here all my life. Before, I’d struggled to find a place in the world where I would fit in and could make a difference, but I’d found that on this island, and I was happy with my choice.  
 “Are you okay, Ben?” Talise asked as she put her hand on mine.  
 “Yes,” I assured her, “I just got lost in thought about how much time has passed and how much I want to get done.” 
 “Are you sure that’s all?” she pried with one eyebrow slightly raised. 
 “Absolutely, positively sure!” I said with a big laugh. “You are the last person I would try to hide something from, Talise.” 
 “Hmmm, you do have a brain in that large head after all,” she teased.  
 “Let’s use this big brain of mine and head over to the fields to see what we can get done.” 
 The healer took the arm I offered to her, and we began the walk across the village to the western side of the island where the crops were grown. We passed several women who joyfully greeted both of us, and it was hard not to notice how upbeat the atmosphere was across the village. All of the women were laughing more than usual and going about their duties with renewed vigor.  
 “You have brought a lot of hope, Ben,” Talise said as she voiced my thoughts aloud. “You were the answer to many prayers sent up to our gods and goddesses. Not only have you saved the queen and many of our people, but now you are helping us grow our numbers once again.” 
 “I just hope I can live up to all the expectations,” I said nervously, “I definitely don’t want to let anyone down.” 
 “Nonsense!” she scolded. “The few things you have done have made a huge difference already.” 
 “You really have it out for me today, don’t you, Talise?” I teased.  
 “You haven’t seen anything yet,” she flirted. “Just wait until tonight!” 
 With that, she took off running toward the fields, and I waited a few seconds before I sprinted after her. She threw a glance over her shoulder, saw me approaching fast, squealed a delightful girlish laugh, and managed to run even faster. I wasn’t a slow runner by any means, but these women were almost freakishly fast on those webbed feet of theirs. The healer soundly beat me to the fields by a good ten yards, and I would be damned if I let her have a head-start the next time.  
 Talise stopped for a celebratory dance and didn’t see I was still running, so I was able to grab her into a spin before I gently tackled her to the ground. I pinned her arms down and straddled her waist so she could not get away so easily. She laughed, squirmed, and seemed to make an attempt at escaping, but I knew she was right where she wanted to be.  
 “Think you can get away from me that easily?” I asked the intoxicating healer.  
 “I think you better up your game if you plan on keeping up with me, you flounder!” she giggled and squirmed some more.  
 I looked at her aqua eyes sparkling with delight against her alabaster skin, her raven hair full of grass from the fields, and her lavender wrap all wrinkled up beneath her, and I knew what I had to do.  
 I stared at her deeply in the eyes as I slowly leaned in close to her lips. Her smile stayed, but her laughter gave out and was replaced by heavy breathing. She watched me move closer, and she started biting that bottom lip, and she damn well knew what it did to me.  
 Then I leaned in close to whisper in her ear.  
 “You can only blame yourself for this,” I said softly.  
 She moaned softly as I pulled back and bent like I was going to kiss her. Instead, I used my weeks old scruffy face and attacked her bare neck and collarbone with it and caused her to collapse into a ticklish fit of giggles.  
 “Ben, you scoundrel!” she squealed through her giggles. “Stop this instant!” 
 She was really putting up a fight, but I wasn’t going to let her go without a little satisfaction of getting the best of her. So, I pulled back like I intended to stop, but just as she started to catch her breath, I attacked the other side of her neck.  
 “Ben!” she begged. “Please! I surrender! I really do!”  
 I relented after such an epic win on my part and pulled back to let her catch her breath. I still held her pinned down, and threatened to start the tickling again, but never actually did so.  
 “Remember that you surrendered,” I teased right next to her fin-wing shaped ear.  
 Then I leaned in to kiss her like I’d planned to from the start.  
 As I kissed the healer, I gently ground my hard-on against her so she knew what she did to me. A groan of want and desire escaped her, and I was satisfied with knowing I drove her as crazy as she did me. I softened the kiss and very reluctantly pulled away. Then I stood up, reached down to pull her up, and held her in my arms for a moment before letting her go.  
 Talise glared at me with mock anger and stuck out her bottom lip. It made me want to tackle her again and not stop this time, but I managed to restrain myself.  
 “You really are a barnacle,” she huffed as she dusted herself off.  
 I laughed and noticed the red marks from my beard on her neck and exposed chest. I reached out to touch them, and she looked down to see what I was pointing at.  
 “What did you do to me?” she pouted.  
 “Just a little love burn, sweet Talise,” I purred. “Wait until they are between your thighs.” 
 The healer immediately flushed at my promise for later, and I walked off toward the handful of women who had witnessed the whole thing. They were giggling, and I knew there was a huge smirk on my face. I risked a glance back over my shoulder to see Talise standing there with a gorgeous blush deep on her cheeks and a look of shock on her face. I needed to remember this because I doubted it would happen again any time soon.  
 “Ladies,” I addressed the five women standing there, “merry morning. I was hoping I could talk to you about ways to save these fields and hopefully produce some hearty crops before the storm season hits.” 
 Just then, Talise joined me and was all business, after she jabbed me in the ribs with her elbow. Her light blow made me realize I’d practically wrestled her to the ground and barely even noticed my shoulder injury in the process. I tested my theory by moving my arm around a bit more. It was sore in some positions, but nothing terrible. The sharp pains had disappeared, and it was practically back to being as good as it had been before the battle.  
 This woman by my side really did work miracles.  
 I grinned at her, and the dirty look she was trying to give me faded away as the same realization hit her. She’d fixed me better than any doctor in my own world could have with their advanced medicine and machines.  
 “We are going to create a fertilizer using compost and some other things that are going to make you want to bathe with the sweetest smelling of soaps afterwards, but it will be well worth it,” I explained to the women with a smile. “I want you to start collecting all the waste from the different vegetation we use in the village, things like coconut shells, pineapple rinds, banana peels, anything of that nature. I also want you to collect a few baskets of fish guts from the kitchens. We don’t need a lot, just enough to boost some of the minerals in the soil. Seaweed is another good one, but we want to make sure it is washed in fresh water very well to get rid of any excess salt water. Too much salt can be bad, but a little is perfect.” 
 They all listened intently to what I had to say and nodded that they understood. Their faces showed me they were eager to get started and see what they could do.  
 “Ben,” said a sweet voice, and one of the women stepped forward, “my name is Hali, and I am in charge of the kitchens and all that goes in and out of them. You have given me so much hope that we will not only survive the storm season, but flourish while the rain comes down. I will do whatever you think is the right course of action.”  
 I’d heard much about this woman Hali and how she liked to make sure everyone was well fed, even if it was by force. She had fire red hair and sea grass colored eyes, and her scales were a deep green, so dark they were almost black against her porcelain colored skin. She was plump in all the right places, but not too plump anywhere. She also wore the same no nonsense look that many of the women did, but she reminded me of one in particular.  
 “How are you related to Talise?” I asked, and the healer behind me smirked.  
 The rest of the surrounding women laughed in a melody that reached all the way to my soul. It made me feel like everything was right with the world.  
 “We are actual sisters, having had the same mother and father,” Hali replied with a smile. “I have heard about your keen senses, but it’s good to witness them with my own eyes.” 
 “Well, Hali, I hope to keep impressing you,” I chuckled.  
 “You mentioned something about a job that would be rather unpleasant in smell,” Hali went on. “What would that be?”  
 She was keeping this all about the business. I already liked her.  
 “We are going to need to collect manure from the wild animals on the island,” I said. “I know you have not been comfortable entering the jungles at the center of the island, so I will take care of that part myself. I will have a few of the warriors go with me, since I want to collect the manure, assess the threats, and look for bamboo and any other resources hiding from us in there.” 
 “I do not doubt your abilities, Ben,” Hali cautioned, “but the wild boars in there have become extremely territorial, not to mention the other beasts that roam the jungle. Please use the utmost of care when you go in there. If it hadn’t been for Mira, I would not be here to warn you about them.” 
 “I will stay on alert and aware of my surroundings,” I promised, “and I will give you no reason to worry. Now, when you collect the waste from the vegetation and the fish, we will make a pile of it here. Every single day, we will add to it and also turn it with shovels. We will continue this process for the next seven sun rises. On the eighth day, we will spread it out over the fields and work it into the soil. Then we will allow it to set for two sun rises before we will plant the seedlings that we have saved. Does that sound good?” 
 All of the women smiled at me and nodded, and I could see the excitement on their faces at the prospect of being productive and simultaneously fixing a huge issue on the island. If this worked like I thought it would, they would have plenty to be proud of.  
 “I am off to find a few warriors to accompany me into the jungle,” I announced. “When I return, I will add my findings to the pile all of you gather today, and tomorrow morning we will turn the compost pile with shovels and repeat the process.” 
 At these words, every last one of the women ran up to me, kissed me on the cheek, and then took off in search of their contribution to the compost pile.  
 I really hoped I never took any of this for granted.  
 “I will walk with you over to the training fields,” Talise offered with a smile. “All of the warriors are out there today. Then I must see to my duties at the palace. You have thrown me off schedule, you scoundrel.” 
 I laughed at her accusations and took her by the hand. I knew she’d enjoyed our morning together as much as I had, so I took her words with a grain of salt.  
 All too soon, we reached the warriors, and the healer turned to leave, but I pulled her back close to me before she could get too far away.  
 “I will return to your hut this evening,” I whispered, “something I very much look forward to.” 
 “You incorrigible flounder,” she teased.  
 I kissed her soundly and watched as she walked away from me. She put a little extra swing in her hips for my benefit, and I would have watched her sashay all the way to the palace if Mira hadn’t joined me right at that moment.  
 “Close your mouth, Ben,” she snickered, “you’re going to catch flies with that big trap.” 
 I turned to look at my beautiful warrior and was greeted with a joyous smile. She looked more herself than she had since the battle, and that made my heart sing. She was dressed in the standard warrior garb, but it just proved what a natural beauty she was because she looked like a million dollars. Her jade hair had been freshly shaved on the side of her head, but the curls from the night before were gone, much to my disappointment. Her eyes were lined with the dark coal I’d seen a few other warriors wear, but her golden orbs seemed to shine brighter from it. It was an overcast day, but her scales still sparkled and shone like they gave off their own light. She was remarkable.  
 “Did you just say I have a big mouth?” I asked.  
 “Well, I didn’t say you have a small one,” she teased. 
 “Fine,” I replied in mock offense, “I was here to see if you would like to accompany me into the jungle, but my mouth might be too much for you.” 
 “Nope,” she countered quickly, and her eyes widened, “your mouth could never be too much for me.” 
 I had no reply for that, other than my dick getting instantly hard at the challenge. I turned to face her and glanced down at my crotch when I did. She followed the direction of my eyes, and I was surprised to see a blush rapidly gather at her cheeks.  
 I laughed out loud at her response and gave her a few minutes to compose herself. Then I looked around to see who else might be available.  
 One of the twins was nearby, and I waved my hand to get her attention. She came running over, and I discovered it was Zarya. I’d developed a little trick to be able to tell them apart. While Darya had smooth lines to her scales, her sister’s were more like a zigzag pattern. Zigzag Zarya is what I called her in my head, but I was afraid she would kick my ass if she ever found out about that.  
 “Merry morning, Ben,” she greeted me. “What brings you here today? Ready to get started on the defenses?” 
 “In a way, I am.” I nodded. “I was wondering if you were willing to venture into the jungle with me and Mira. I want to assess the threats, of course, but I also want to look at how substantial the bamboo is so we can start harvesting it to make bows. We also have the less desirable job of collecting manure from the various animals that roam there. I think it will go a long way into fertilizing the fields and helping the crops grow. I just needed a few warriors with me and any suggestions you might have on how to transport our findings back here.” 
 “I will find Darya, and we will meet you on the southernmost edge of the jungle,” Zarya replied with a nod. “I will also grab one of the handled baskets from the kitchen. That should do well for holding anything we find.” 
 “Excellent idea,” I said. “If you will grab some rope, too, that will come in handy in case we need to tie anything down.”  
 “Not a problem,” she smiled, “I just sharpened some spears and swords and placed them in the armory shed at the other end of the field. Help yourself, and we will see you soon.” 
 I watched as she took off at a speed that would make Usain Bolt do a double take. I swear, evolution knew what it was doing when it gave these women those webbed feet.  
 I walked with Mira over to the armory shed, and we both picked out a stone sword to tie at our waists, a spear that would double as a weapon, and a walking stick. The edges on both weapons glinted in the filtered sunlight as if to show off their new, sharp look.  
 We only had to wait for a few minutes for the twins to arrive, and I could see they both carried a substantial length of rope fastened to their sword belts, but I was most curious about the rolled up contraption Darya was carrying with her. Even after running all that way, neither of the women were out of breath and were all smiles about the excitement laid before us and about showing me what they had brought.  
 “I can’t take credit for this,” Darya said. “Hali was actually finishing up with this when Zarya arrived to ask me if I wanted to join the expedition into the jungle.” 
 Before I could ask, the twins unrolled Hali’s invention between them. The woman had taken one of the looser woven thrashings and had extended the edges out and created bindings that wrapped around a long spear pole on each side. She’d left enough of the pole uncovered on each end so it created four handles and a hammock in the middle. It was about four feet wide and six feet long and would hold just about anything we could find in there. The cook was utterly brilliant. I’d briefly described a need to her, and she expounded on it with expertise.  
 “That hammock will be perfect,” I said with a broad grin. “If you see Hali before I do, hug her for me!” 
 The three warriors laughed at my reaction and rolled the hammock back up into its smaller form. Whoever carried that wouldn’t be able to carry a spear, only a sword at their side. I was hesitant to request this of anyone and was about to offer to carry it myself when Darya spoke up.  
 “Don’t fret, Ben,” she said, “I have no issues carrying this. I am quick to pull my sword and will not be the least bit encumbered by the hammock, as you called it. Let’s get going while the day is still young.” 
 Well, that put an end to my argument.  
 Mira and I entered the jungle together with the twins close behind. It took several minutes for the terrain to change and become more vegetative and overgrown with flora. Most of the vegetation looked like normal fare I would find on a tropical island, though there were some brightly colored flowers I was sure didn’t grow back on Earth. I also started to notice the growing presence of mature bamboo, and I pointed it out to Mira. It became so thick in places, I started dreaming up additional uses for it. We could start to replace the grass roofs on the huts with bamboo, and they would certainly hold the heat and shed the rain better.  
 Then I glanced up into the trees and noticed fat birds looking down at us. They seemed like some sort of pheasant to me, and I just knew they would make a delicious meal, and their feathers would go a long way toward adding flight distance to our arrows. I now knew what to try to shoot with the first bow we got completed.  
 A few yards further in, it felt like we’d entered a whole new world than the one we lived in on the coast. There was a stream of fresh water that crossed our path, and we turned to follow it upstream. Just a few yards into walking that direction, we scared a nest of those fat birds that had been drinking from the stream.  
 Mira, faster than anything I’d ever seen, managed to spear one of the birds right through the neck. It fell over dead immediately, and she picked it up and slung it over her shoulder. Then she looked at all of us with a huge smile on her face. This warrior was doing what she did best, and it showed.  
 The twins seemed to have taken it as a challenge, and they started watching their surroundings even more intensely for a chance at their own kill. Before long, we stirred up another group of birds, and both of the twins managed to kill one of their own. Darya’s was especially impressive considering she managed to drop the hammock, pull her sword, and remove one of the bird’s heads in the same amount of time it had taken the two other warrior women to aim and throw their spears. Darya held up her headless kill and did a silent little victory dance while the other two warriors rolled their eyes. Zarya was suppressing a giggle when she reached out and grabbed the bird to add to hers and threw it over her shoulder.  
 As the women were cleaning off their weapons, I heard a shuffling in a bush behind them, and I turned my head just in time to see a huge fucking boar come charging straight toward Darya.  
 “Look out!” I yelled 
 Darya didn’t pause to look behind her and just instinctively jumped several feet toward her sister. She was fast enough to dodge the boar’s attack, but it was really pissed now, and it was ready to fight.  
 The grotesque tusks jutting from its mouth had to be three feet long each, and they curved up into vicious and deadly points. The boar was grunting, fuming, and rearing up to charge her again. It hadn’t noticed me or Mira standing slightly behind it, so I took advantage of my position, aimed my spear, and threw with everything I had.  
 The spear struck home in the soft underbelly located in front of the boar’s back right flank. It didn’t instantly kill the boar, but his back end gave out, and he let out a beastial roar. I knew I had to silence this bastard before he called his buddies to come help him, so I moved up behind him as fast as I dared, drew my sword, and drove the point down quickly into his skull.  
 This put a fast end to him, and the horrible squealing came to a halt.  
 I looked around to make sure everyone was okay. I was greeted by three sets of wide eyes, and then the women all broke into smiles.  
 Before I could say anything, the twins were unfolding the hammock and tying a rope around the boar’s legs so they could drag it into place to be carried out of there.  
 Mira calmly walked over and pulled my sword from the head of the beast and my spear from its belly. Then she made a show of wiping them off on the leaves of a nearby plant before she handed them back to me.  
 “Show off,” she teased, but she gave me a brief hug.  
 We all silently agreed we’d had enough excitement for the day, and we followed the stream all the way out of the jungle without further incident. Each of us held one of the handles of the hammock and had piled the birds on top of the boar. We needed to get these animals gutted and bled as soon as we could so the meat didn’t have a chance to go rancid.  
 We exited the jungle in a different spot than where we’d entered, and we ended up on the eastern shorelines, not too far from where the defenses needed the most attention and where the raiders had taken advantage of that. We headed down the shore toward the village as quickly as we could, and I was in the back behind Mira, which I had no complaints about. I could watch her ass sway back and forth the whole time we walked, and that made me a happy man. We hadn’t said much since leaving the jungle, but I figured everyone was still coming down off the adrenaline rush.  
 Suddenly, Mira stopped in her tracks and almost caused me to trip over my own feet. Then she let the handle of the hammock she was supporting drop from her hand, and she ran a few yards ahead.  
 I looked at both of the twins, but they shrugged to show they had no idea what was going on.  
 “Stay here,” I requested, “I am going to see what’s going on.” 
 They both nodded in agreement, and I jogged to catch up with Mira.  
 The warrior woman had come to a stop in front of a small alcove carved out of the tree line, much like the one I’d slept in my first night on the island. When I reached her, she was smiling from ear to ear, and I turned and saw that standing square in the middle of the alcove was an upside down L shape made out of two sturdy logs.  
 I walked over to inspect the strange structure closer and saw notches had been carved into both pieces of wood to make them nestle together like a jigsaw puzzle. They’d been secured and bound together by lengths of strong rope, and several wooden pegs were hammered into where they met. On the back of the log buried into the ground, there were half a dozen thick pegs sticking out at various points.  
 “Arrick, Talise’s mate, and our father built this many cycles ago,” Mira told me before I could even ask. “I came with them to put it into the ground. I can’t believe it’s still standing.” 
 “It’s impressive,” I commented, even though I wasn’t entirely sure what it was yet. 
 Mira walked around and pushed the post in many places, but it didn’t budge one bit. This seemed to satisfy her tremendously.  
 “Come on,” she told me with a broad smile, “let’s go get the beast and string him up.” 
 With her words, everything I was seeing dawned on me. Her father and brother must have been avid hunters, and they built this so they could gut and bleed their kills quickly but out of the dangers of the jungle.  
 We got the hammock and returned to the meat pole full of excitement. I was so glad I thought of the rope at the last minute, but it wouldn’t have surprised me if the twins had brought some anyway. They seemed to be one step ahead of the game most of the time.  
 I watched as Mira went to the back of the pole and pulled a large seashell off the top of the post. She stared at it for a few moments and then smiled to herself before she came back to us.  
 “This was my idea and contribution as a young girl,” she grinned, “it’s used to dig a hole below the pole so the offal can just fall in and be easily buried. I searched for the biggest, strongest shell I could find. I can’t believe it was still there.”  
 “I will gladly dig the hole,” Darya offered. “I will leave the trussing of this beast to the three of you because there is sure to be an argument on how it’s done best, and I have absolutely no desire to be any part of it.” 
 I looked to the other two women to see what they thought.  
 “I have no opinion on the matter,” Zarya said and held her hands up placatingly.  
 I looked at Mira, and she was already staring me down, ready to defend her thoughts that she hadn’t even voiced yet. Then I watched as she took the longest piece of rope and tied a slip-knot at the end.  
 Oh shit. I hoped this didn’t mean she meant to tie this beast up by its neck like it had just been sent to the gallows. We were definitely going to have a disagreement there.  
 Mira continued to watch me as she did a few more things to the rope, and before I knew it, her hands were flying over the back end of the boar, and she had it trussed and ready to hang from its hind quarters like an expert.  
 I never said a word and just flashed her an approving smile.  
 “Apparently, I picked the wrong job,” Darya said when she saw we were all finished with getting the boar ready to hang. Then she continued to dig the hole while Mira threw the rope over the pole.  
 We waited for Darya to dig a hole deep enough to satisfy her, and then we readied ourselves to haul this big fucker up into the air.  
 “Ben,” Mira said, “if you will take the anchor position and tie the rope off on the pegs sticking out of the back, I think the three of us can hold it in place long enough for you to get it secured.” 
 I nodded in agreement and took my place at the end of the rope.  
 “On the count of three, pull with all you have!” Mira instructed. “One, two, three!” 
 The four of us pulled the boar fairly easily up into the air with the help of the meat pole, and I quickly tied it off on the pegs and secured it as tightly as I could. When I looked at our finished product, the boar was hanging so its hindquarters hung at a ninety-degree angle, and its throat was perfectly positioned over the hole that Darya had dug. This was all due to Mira’s expert knowledge, and I knew it.  
 So, when we stood before the boar, I handed her the spear.  
 “I would like you to have the honor of gutting what I hope is the first of our many kills together,” I said with a smile.  
 Mira grinned at me before she took the super sharp spear from my hand, easily opened up the abdominal cavity of the boar, and then slit its throat ear to ear. We watched as gravity worked for us, and all the innards fell into the hole, followed by the steady stream of blood coming from the jugular vein. A few of the organs fought against gravity, though, so Mira and I had to reach in and pull them out.  
 While we did this, the twins opened up the birds, removed their heads, and quickly cleaned them out over the hole next to the boar. The skinning and plucking could wait until we got them all back to the village, now that they had been bled and their insides were removed. 
 We let the boar hang for as long as we dared, but I was pretty confident it was well drained, so Darya quickly buried the offal, and we slowly let the boar down onto the hammock.  
 Just as we were about to finish packing up and heading back to the village, I heard a low growl from behind me. I picked up my spear and whirled around to hurl it at whatever was stalking me, but right as I was about to let loose, Mira reached out and grabbed my arm.  
 “Ben, don’t,” she said in a hushed panic. “That’s a water dragon!” 
 



 Chapter Eleven 
 At the mention of the words “water dragon”, the twins moved forward to get a better look. I had been warned by the queen herself to be cautious of these creatures, but the women with me seemed to be anything but wary. They were more in awe than anything, so I lowered my spear and kept as still as possible.  
 Then the creature growled again and peeked its head out of the bushes.  
 I could see how this could have once been considered a majestic creature, but the beast before me was seriously lacking in the magnificent category. I didn’t know the gender of the dragon, but I operated under the assumption that it was a male for now. His eyes were undoubtedly intelligent, but they lacked any liveliness. His scales would likely shine like all the colors of the sea if they were healthy, but instead they were falling off him and leaving red blotches on his hide.  
 As if he could sense I was studying him, the dragon moved out of the bushes and closer to where I was standing. I didn’t know how big these things got, but this fella was about the size of a border collie with a three foot long tail. His feet were large compared to the rest of him, which made me think this one still had some growing to do. He seemed almost skeletal, and I thought surely these beasts packed more meat on them than that.  
 Then I turned to look at Mira and saw tears in her eyes.  
 “This is a baby, and a small one at that,” she whispered, “most likely the runt of his litter. They are herd animals and generally never alone. That makes me think this one is lost, but more likely was left behind because he was too weak to keep up. He is starving, Ben.” 
 I looked back at the tough warriors who had just slayed birds in the jungle and gutted a boar that outweighed them. All three of the women had tears rolling down their faces, and I knew I had to at least attempt to befriend the beast.  
 Hopefully, I didn’t lose any of my appendages in the process.  
 “Here goes nothing,” I muttered under my breath. 
 I picked up one of the birds and started to throw it to the dragon, but then I realized it was probably too big for him to eat all at once, and I didn’t need a damn dragon choking on bones right now. So, I took my spear and made quick work of dividing the bird into quarters. Then I tossed a piece to the dragon, and he snatched it out of the air.  
 It took him a few minutes of crunching to get the meat chewed up, and I was damn glad I’d cut it up for him. I held out another piece, and the dragon moved a few feet closer but stopped just out of my reach. He was a smart little guy, I would give him that. I tossed the next piece to him, and he made quick work of that one, too. The next piece I held out within arm’s reach, but I didn’t throw it, and I watched as he contemplated taking it from my hand.  
 He did this little move where he was sort of hopping on his front feet, like I’d seen several dogs do when they got excited about treats, and I heard the warriors behind me let out a collective “awww.”  
 I had to admit to myself, but only myself, that it was an adorable move on his part.  
 The little dragon finally got the confidence to take the piece from my outstretched hand. I expected him to snatch it and run, but he stayed where he was and happily chomped on his prize. I held the last piece close to me, and this time, he didn’t even do his little dance before coming and taking it out of my hand. Then he sat down right in front of me and ate without a care in the world.  
 When he finished that piece, I swore he looked me dead in the eyes and then at the other birds behind me. I glanced over my shoulder to see one more had already been cut into pieces, and I cocked an eyebrow at the three women behind me.  
 They all shrugged their shoulders, but they also all looked guilty.  
 “Okay, hungry fella,” I said to the dragon, “one more piece for the road, and then we have to head back to the village. You are welcome to join us, or you can go about your own business.” 
 I handed him one last piece of the bird, and he slurped it right out of my hand and chomped happily away while we gathered up our things to go. I kept my eyes straight ahead for the first several yards, since I was afraid to look back. I knew my heart would be broken if the little guy wasn’t following, and I would also worry about him out here in the jungle, all alone and starving.  
 The warrior women seemed to have the same thoughts as I did, because none of them looked back either. It seemed temptation got the best of Mira, though, and I watched as she slowly turned her head to look behind her.  
 A smile crept onto her face, and she motioned with a chin nod to the space between me and Zarya.  
 I glanced over my right shoulder to see the dragon prancing along behind us. If he had been a dog, his tongue would have been lolling out of his mouth, and his tail would have been wagging at top speed.  
 I felt a huge smile come to my mouth. This was definitely a day for the records.  
 As we approached the village, I felt the dragon draw closer to me for protection. He did his best to hide behind me, but he never stopped moving forward. He already seemed to trust me to watch over him, and I wasn’t going to let him down.  
 We were initially greeted with cheers, since the first thing the village saw was the enormous boar we were toting between us, but Mira and Darya did their best to keep the noise down by holding up their hands and shushing the women we passed.  
 The dragon was soon noticed, and hushed whispers started to float all around us. There were gasps of shock, and some women openly sobbed at the sight of the water dragon. Word spread ahead of us quickly, which was both a good and a bad thing. The noise was kept to a minimum, but every single woman in the village came out to get a look at the little guy.  
 I watched the dragon move up to walk between Zarya and me, and he sniffed the air along the way. I guessed he figured he was pretty safe, and soon he was prancing again and taking in the sights.  
 We made a beeline directly for the palace. This was all too much good news not to deliver it straight to the queen firsthand. Word must have reached her moments before we got to the courtyard, though, because just as we approached, Nerissa came rushing out of the same side door we’d used to enter the ceremony hall last night.  
 She met my eyes, gave me a bright smile, and took note of the boar and even the hammock we were carrying it on. I knew the moment she set eyes on the dragon, because one of her hands flew to her heart and the other one flew to her mouth. Then tears bloomed fast in her eyes and poured down her cheeks without hesitation.  
 “Oh,” was all she said, but that one word held a lot of emotion in it. 
 Hali appeared directly behind the queen, and she also had to place her hands over her mouth to curb her reaction. She composed herself quickly, though, and motioned for the four women behind her to relieve us of the boar and the hammock.  
 I managed to snag one more piece of the bird before they took the hammock away. I was interested to see if the water dragon would stay with me, or follow his stomach and go after the boar. He had moved closer to me when the women came to take the fresh meat away, but he didn’t cower behind me. I watched as he sniffed the air when they walked away, but he stayed put right next to me. So, I handed him the bird as a reward for not leaving, and he happily munched that right down.  
 The sight of the dragon taking food right out of my hand was too much for the queen and a few of the other women in the courtyard. They let out a few shrieks of joy and laughter at seeing how much he already trusted me.  
 The little fella jumped a bit, but adjusted quickly back to his happy self. He seemed to know they were all excited about him, and he pranced around in a circle before sitting down right next to my feet.  
 “Great, you’re a showoff and an attention seeker,” I said to the dragon, and I swear, if he could smile, he was doing just that. He also looked at me as if he understood every word I’d just said.  
 The queen took this opportunity to approach us slowly so as not to scare him. The dragon didn’t appear the least bit phased as she got closer, and he actually seemed excited about her presence.  
 I wondered if he was picking up on my feelings because I was definitely thrilled to have her closer to me.  
 “Ben, I just can’t believe this!” Nerissa cried with wide eyes. “You leave to search for manure and come back with a wild boar and a water dragon!” 
 “Oh, shit!” I slapped my forehead. “I forgot all about the fertilizer!”  
 “I think that is definitely something we can forgive, considering what you returned with instead,” she laughed. “Please, all of you come sit down and tell me how this happened.” 
 We followed her over to a table sitting under a pergola covered in the woven seagrass just like all the huts were. That reminded me of my additional plans for the bamboo we’d discovered, and I added it once again to my mental list.  
 “Your Majesty,” I said, “in addition to using the bamboo for making bows, I think we can use it to secure the roofs of the huts and palace so when the storm season hits, rain won’t leak through, and the buildings will retain heat better.” 
 She gave me a curious look and then burst out into laughter.  
 I frowned. Hell, I thought it was a good idea.  
 “You never cease to amaze me, Ben,” she replied and assuaged my fears. “That is a brilliant idea, and one we will get started on soon, but first, please tell me about today’s events.” 
 Between the warriors and myself, we told the story about finding the ample amounts of bamboo just a short distance into the jungle, discovering the stream, and following it to where the birds were nesting, where each woman took her turn in describing how they killed their birds. Then Darya told the queen how the boar tried to attack her and how I managed to kill it with two successful hits. Zarya described the trek out of the forest and how she spotted a variety of flora that she planned to bring back to Talise. Then Mira took over the story with how she remembered the meat pole her brother and father had built, and as soon as she saw the alcove, she knew it still had to be there.  
 I finished our tale by explaining how we cleaned the boar and birds and how that got the attention of our little dragon friend. I detailed out how I coaxed him closer with pieces of the bird and how he just followed us back to the village.  
 Nerissa stood up from the table and walked over to get a closer look at him. She kept a respectable distance between herself and the dragon, but he didn’t seem to mind that she was there.  
 “He is very young,” she said as she studied the creature, “maybe two moon cycles at the most. He still has his baby teeth and hasn’t blown his first piece of sea-glass yet. When he does, it will cause his baby teeth to loosen and fall out, where they will be replaced with beautiful but fierce adult teeth.” 
 “Will instinct tell him when it’s time to produce the glass?” I asked.  
 “I believe so,” she said, “or at least I hope so. I know that if he doesn’t lose his baby teeth, there is no way they can keep up with the demands of his body, and he will perish from starvation.” 
 “Do you think that is what’s happening to him now?”  
 I couldn’t tolerate the idea of losing this little guy. I’d already grown rather fond of him in the few hours we’d spent together.  
 “No,” she reassured, “his scales are still soft enough that they can fall off with ease. He has some time. There is no need to worry just yet. We will just make sure he is very well taken care of and has the proper nutrition he needs, and I think it will all go as it should.”  
 This went a long way in making me feel more secure about the little guy’s future. I knew the women of this village well enough to know this water dragon wasn’t about to suffer one single bit.  
 Speaking of food, it had been a long time since I scarfed down the cakes that Talise had given me this morning, and my stomach growled and churned at the neglect it had suffered.  
 As if on cue directly from my gut, plates of food started to arrive along with pitchers of water and a light ale made from citrus. I poured myself some water and noticed a large basin full of water had also been brought to the table. I assumed that this was for our new friend, so I sat it down in front of him.  
 He lapped at it cheerfully and even stuck his foot in it. He reminded me so much of a goofy labrador puppy that I had to laugh at his antics. He looked up at me when I did, and I noticed some of the dullness had faded from his eyes, and they seemed to have a new bit of sparkle to them.  
 I turned to help myself to the food laid out on the table and saw Talise approaching with a tray in both of her hands and a huge smile on her face.  
 “You all have had a big day!” she exclaimed as she approached.  
 The water dragon looked up at the new voice and tilted his head as if to study her. Then the healer placed both of the trays down on the table and turned to greet the dragon.  
 “Merry evening to you, ancient one,” she told him.  
 He looked at her for a moment, and seemingly satisfied with her greeting, continued to play with his water.  
 In typical Talise fashion, she giggled at his antics and proceeded to kiss and hug each of us at the table.  
 “I come bearing special gifts from Hali!” she declared.  
 I looked at the trays she had set down. One of them was piled high with raw, fresh fish, and I had a good idea who those were for. The other dish was more of a mystery, but still smelled delicious.  
 “These are the birds you caught earlier today,” Talise informed us, “I am supposed to tell you Hali has big plans for the boar tomorrow, but she hopes these dishes will keep you satisfied until then.” 
 I was beyond excited to try the bird and see what magic Hali had worked on it. It looked like it had been roasted along with some wild green onions and mushrooms and laid on a bed of greens and some kind of mash. My stomach practically screamed at me to get started, so I helped myself to a big serving of the bird and trimmings along with some of the fruit and bread from the other trays.  
 “Would you like to have one of these, George?” I asked the dragon as I held up a fish.  
 “George?” Mira giggled. “Why George?” 
 “I really don’t know,” I answered, “I just looked at him, and the name popped into my head.” 
 “Say it again and see if he responds,” Nerissa encouraged.  
 “George,” I said, “are you hungry? Would you like a fish?” 
 The dragon looked at me as if he knew he was George and to let me know that yes, he would very much like a fish, please and thank you.  
 I handed him the top fish off the pile, and he took it gently from my hands. He wasn’t as ravenous as he was earlier, so he took his time to eat the fish.  
 Mira erupted into a fit of giggles, and it spread like wildfire as I laughed openly and unapologetically. I didn’t know if I had ever felt this much joy in my life before, but it was quickly becoming an everyday occurrence with these beautiful serpent women.  
 Once the laughter died down a bit, we all grew silent as we dug into our food. The bird was absolutely divine and reminded me of a Thanksgiving turkey. I was pretty sure the mash was made out of coarse ground coconut, almost like a polenta, but it was so delicious with the greens, mushrooms, and wild onions I didn’t even care that it was coconut. I ate a second helping of all of it, along with too many pieces of the flat fry bread to count, and I decided it was the best meal I’d ever eaten. 
  I handed George fish throughout our meal, and by the fifth one, it looked as though he had finally gotten full. He only ate the soft middle part of that fish and left the head and tail on the ground. Then he stood up to stretch and then walked off to the side of the courtyard presumably to relieve himself. I picked up the remnants of the fish while he was gone and set it on the tray with the other bones. No sense in letting him play with it and make a mess.  
 George returned a few minutes later, took a few more drinks of water, and plopped down right on top of my feet.  
 I was the proud owner of a labrador dragon named George, and I couldn’t be happier.  
 The warrior women repeated the story of today’s adventure to Talise while I sipped the fruity ale and just took the time to enjoy the moment. The sun had set a few hours ago, and the day was starting to take its toll on me. I yawned heartily and knew it was time to retire to the hut with Talise, so I gave her a look across the table, and she flashed me a knowing smile. Then I gently nudged George awake with my foot and stood to say goodnight to these amazing women. I hugged and kissed all of them before I offered my arm to Talise.  
 The water dragon was instantly aware of my movements and jumped up to follow.  
 When we got to the hut, I wasn’t exactly sure what to do with George. Talise answered my question by opening the door and inviting us both in. She walked to the table in the corner of her hut and came back carrying some of the woven thatching I was becoming very familiar with. Then she laid it down in front of the fireplace, and the water dragon immediately curled up on it and fell asleep right away.  
 “How did you know he would do that?” I asked in bewilderment.  
 “That thatching has your scent on it,” she told me. “I removed them from the original hut you had been kept in so I could find a use for them elsewhere. I guess I found their purpose.” 
 I pulled the beautiful healer to me and kissed her with all the passion and joy I was feeling at the moment. It didn’t take long for the kiss to get heated up and for my body to respond to hers. There would be no mating ritual tonight, no oils, no blessings, no flower petals. Just all the raw desire and emotion I’d been feeling for this woman since the first time I laid eyes on her.  
 I reached down to pick her up, and she went with it and wrapped her legs around my waist.  
 “Oh, Ben,” she murmured huskily in my ear.  
 I took a moment to pin her against the wall and kiss her all along her neck and jawline, and I listened to her moan in my ear while I dove my tongue between her breasts. I shifted her away from the wall and moved to the bed, and then I untucked her wrap from the back so I could get the damned thing out of my way.  
 I buried my hands in her loose raven hair and kissed her hard before laying her down on the bed. Then I tugged at the wrap and was thrilled it was loose enough for me to pull it off her and toss it far, far away. I wanted nothing between me and this healer woman that I desired.  
 “Fuck,” I growled as I took in the sight before me. 
 Talise laid there completely exposed to me, and it was all I could do not to orgasm in my pants right then and there. Then she blushed under my ogling eyes and started to bite that bottom lip of hers again.  
 I used my mouth to suck that lip out of her teeth and bite it myself, and I continued the assault down her throat and across her collar bone. I found my way to one of her ample breasts with my mouth and the other with my hand. While I sucked hard on one nipple, I gently rolled the other one between my thumb and forefinger and slightly squeezed it every now and then. Her body was bucking underneath mine, but I was relentless in my onslaught. I was going to taste every part of her I wanted to taste and take my time in doing so.  
 I switched breasts with my mouth until I was satisfied that both had received plenty of attention. Then I kissed my way down the scales on her side and followed them to where they met in the middle. I could smell her musky-sweet arousal as I hovered over her most delicate parts with my mouth and gently blew warm air onto her skin. Then I took one finger and barely let it touch her clit as I ran it all the way around to her ass. She squirmed and thrust her hips under my touch, but I was nowhere near ready to give in yet. So, I took that same finger and barely slid it inside her, maybe a half of an inch, all while I flicked her clit with my tongue a few times. Finally, I slowly slid my finger all the way into her wetness and was rewarded with the sexiest moan I’d ever heard.  
 I repeated the motion a few times before I slid two fingers inside of Talise. The tightness around my digits was insane, and I could only imagine how it would feel around my cock. I fingered her slowly for a little while and enjoyed the anticipation brewing deep within the both of us.  
 Talise was thrusting her hips up to meet every single plunge, so the next time I slid my fingers all the way in, I just left them there, turned my hand over so the pads of my fingertips were pushed up inside her as high as I could get them, and slowly started moving my fingers in a “come here motion” while I simultaneously started to suck on her clit.  
 “Ohhhhhhh,” Talise moaned as I rolled her clit in my mouth, nibbled lightly, and licked it hard. I repeated this a time or two, and soon her breathing got very labored, and I knew she was about to orgasm in my mouth. I increased the speed of my fingers and sucking and was rewarded with a scream from her lips and a gush of wetness to my mouth and face. The healer tasted like honeysuckle, and I wanted to swallow every single bit of her.  
 During her orgasm, Talise clenched my head between her thighs and buried her hands in my hair. As she climaxed, she slowly released her grasp on me and let me kiss the scales up her body. Her face was flushed, her hair was a big mess all over, and she’d never looked more beautiful.  
 “I need you, now,” I said roughly.  
 “Then have me, Ben,” the healer panted as she parted her legs fully for me. 
 I didn’t need to be told twice.  
 I reached down, pulled her ankles up, and positioned them on my shoulders. Then I paused for just a moment to appreciate the sight of her open for me before I slid my cock deep inside her in one thrust. She was so damn tight, and I knew I should have given her time to adjust to my size, but I wasn’t strong enough to resist. 
 “Ohhhhh, Ben!”  
 Talise let out a moan mixed with pleasure and pain, but soon she started bucking against me thrust for thrust. I watched her underneath me, and her breasts and curves bounced to the rhythm of my dick buried deep inside her.  
 I needed to have her curves in my hands and mouth. Right fucking now.  
 So, I pulled out, flipped her over onto her stomach, and then pushed right back inside her. I reached down and grabbed her up so her back was flush against my chest, and I could cup her breasts with one hand and rub her clit with the other. Then I started thrusting fast inside of her as I felt my own orgasm build up.  
 “Yes!” the healer cried out, and then surprisingly, she started to babble. “Oh, you feel so big! Take me, Ben, claim me! My body is yours. Fill my womb with your seed. Bless me with your children!” 
 Her breath started picking up along with mine, and just as I couldn’t hold on any longer, I bit down on the nape of her neck firmly enough to leave a mark but not to break the skin. That pushed her into another orgasm, and she tightened around my cock as it exploded. I yelled out her name as my seed shot inside of her in what felt like gallons, and I thrust a few more times for good measure just as I felt my climax begin to abate.  
 When I was finished, I gently turned Talise around and held her against my chest. Then I collapsed down onto the bed with her still in my arms. There wasn’t any need for pillow talk, so we just drifted off into a sound sleep still tangled up in each other’s arms. 
 



 Chapter Twelve 
 I woke up to that weird feeling like someone was staring at me, and it was strong enough to make my eyes pop open in alarm. Then I was greeted by a water dragon face that happened to be sharing my pillow with me.  
 “George, really man?” I grumbled at the adorable beast.  
 He snuffled against me, and I realized he’d probably been trying to wake me up for a while now. The adventures of yesterday and last night had worn me out, though, and I’d slept sounder than any other night I could recall in recent memory.  
 “Let me guess, potty and food?” I asked the dragon.  
 He gave me his answer by walking over to the door, nudging it with his nose, and then turning back to look at me.  
 I walked over in all my naked glory and opened the door to let him out. I was greeted on the other side by Mira, who still had her hand up in the air poised to knock.  
 George glanced up at her and then continued out on his mission to relieve himself.  
 Meanwhile, I continued to stand there and stare at her in my birthday suit.  
 “Do you greet every woman like this in the morning?” she teased.  
 “Only the special ones,” I teased back as I stepped back into the hut.  
 “Uh-huh,” Mira said with a fond roll of her eyes. 
 I walked over to relieve myself behind the screen and to pull some pants on. It seemed Talise was already gone for the day, since the hut and bed were empty, and I needed to get my day started. There was a lot I wanted to get done before the arena games tonight.  
 “Why were you about to knock on your own door?” I asked the warrior.  
 “I was trying to show my manners and make sure you were decent, but I wasted my time with that,” she laughed.  
 “I appreciate the effort,” I chuckled, “but it just doesn’t seem worth it these days. Also, I would like to borrow whatever you use to shave the side of your head. I need to get rid of this hair on my face.” 
 “I think you should leave it until after the arena games,” Mira mumbled.  
 “Really?” I asked her with a quirked eyebrow. “Why is that?” 
 She gave me a weird look before she let out a deep sigh that sounded extra painful for her.  
 “Because I am competing in the games tonight, and I happen to like the hair on your face,” she blurted out so fast I almost missed out on what she said.  
 I stood there and looked at her for several minutes while she did her best to avoid my eyes. I had to say I loved how embarrassed she was about admitting that to me and to herself.   
 I felt a slow grin spread across my face in response.  
 “You think I’m sexy, you want to kiss me, and touch my body,” I sang in an incredibly annoying voice.  
 “Not anymore, I don’t,” she argued with a frown. “Go ahead and shave that dead animal off your face, see if I care.”  
 This cracked me up, and I had to reach out and pull her into a hug. She reluctantly allowed this to happen, but she still allowed it.  
 “You make my life better, you know that?” I said on a whim.  
 “Oh, yeah?” she sassed. “Well, that’s all about to end. From this point forward, I am going to do my best to make your life as miserable as possible.” 
 “Is that so?” I asked as I pulled her tighter against me.  
 “It’s a promise from me to you,” she rebuked.  
 I leaned in closer to her so our lips were only inches apart.  
 “How exactly are you going to do that?” I whispered against her lips.  
 “Tha--um, that’s a secret,” she muttered as she glanced down at my lips.   
 “Anything I can do to get you to change your mind?” I said and closed most of the distance between our lips. 
 “Uh, no?” Mira breathed, and she went cross eyed as she tried to stare at my mouth.  
 “Are you asking me or telling me?” I asked as I brushed my lips against hers.  
 “Both.” 
 I leaned in and covered her lips with mine. I didn’t bother to start sweetly, since I had every intention of fucking up her thoughts as best I could with one kiss. I wanted her to have a taste of what she was competing for. I wanted this woman to win tonight.  
 I parted her lips with my tongue and made it dance with hers before I bit her lower lip and pulled her tighter against me. Then I pushed my instant hard-on against the vee in her thighs and heard her moan in response. I used one thumb to brush against her nipple on the outside of her warrior garb, and I thought she was going to melt right there in my arms. I would have continued to drive us both crazy with lust if George hadn’t picked that moment to scratch at the door insistently to get my attention.  
 “Fucking water dragon,” I grumbled. Then I painfully ripped myself away from her amazing athletic body, and moved to open the door.  
 Mira pulled herself together faster than I’d thought was possible, because when I turned back to her, the only signs of our heated makeout session was a light flush to her cheeks and a slightly swollen lower lip.  
 “The queen wants to see you in the palace as soon as you are ready,” she informed me all business-like.  
 “I will head there immediately,” I replied with a smirk.  
 “Good,” she said as she turned to leave. “Oh, and keep the facial hair.” 
 With that, Mira sashayed right out of the door and added an extra wiggle to her ass because she knew I was going to watch it until I couldn’t see it any more.  
 “George, my man, they are going to be my undoing.” 
 He deadpan looked at me like I was stupid for just now figuring this out.  
 “It’s good to have another guy around,” I told the dragon with a smile.  “Now, let’s go get some breakfast and see the queen.” 
 We made the short walk to the palace and passed through the kitchen on the way to meet the queen. Hali seemed to know that two hungry boys were going to be headed her way soon, since she had another platter of fish ready for George and a plate with toasted fry bread, some leftover bird, sliced pineapple, and my favorite hot tea.  
 Man, what I wouldn’t give to find some coffee beans on this island, though.  
 Both George and I scarfed down our food, much to Hali’s delight, and I thanked her with a kiss on the cheek before I made my way to the queen. While we walked through the palace, I looked down at George and noticed the brightness of his scales had multiplied by billions overnight.   
 “Dude,” I said and stopped in my tracks. “Let me get a better look at you!” 
 The dragon stopped and stared at me, which again made me think he knew exactly what I was saying to him. I wasn’t imagining things, though, his scales really were shiny as fuck, but they were nothing compared to his eyes, which had the same shine and color as a brand new penny, but amped up several notches.  
 “You just needed some good old TLC, didn’t you, buddy?” I asked.  
 Before I could even think, I reached out to pet his nose, and he didn’t shy away from my touch at all. Instead, he leaned into it and made a purring sound deep in his belly. I was amazed at how silky his scales felt under my hand, and they had a sort of oil slick shine to them that changed color depending on what kind of light he was in. I also noticed the red empty blotches were already half covered by new scales, and he looked a good bit fuller along his body. All of this in a twenty-four-hour period.  
 “Come on, ya cat-labrador-dragon-dude,” I laughed. “Let’s go show the queen how pretty you are today.” 
 I found Nerissa in the empty field on the western side of the courtyard, and I could see she was overseeing the setup for tonight’s arena games. I was glad she hadn’t seen me yet, since it gave me time to appreciate her beauty before she caught me staring. Her hair was pulled back in a simple bun at the nape of her neck, and she wore a butter colored wrap on this clear morning. She didn’t wear her crown or any other adornment, not that she needed them. She was the most naturally beautiful woman I had ever seen, and women back home would have paid money out of the ass to look a quarter as good as she did.  
 I didn’t know how it was possible, but her hips and breasts looked fuller this morning. I had just seen this woman in all her bare splendor two days ago, yet I could swear she was more voluptuous. Maybe it was just the color of the wrap or the way she was standing, but it caused a little drool to drip out of my mouth.  
 George caught scent of her and gave a little chuffing noise of his own. I’d never heard anything make that sound before, and it was both adorable and very odd. He moved ahead of me to get to the queen first and continued to make that chuffing noise as he inspected her wrap. I wondered if she’d spilled some of her morning meal on her without noticing, but whatever it was, George sure liked the smell of it.  
 “Well, that was rude,” I told him as I made my way over to both of them.  
 The queen just laughed, but I swore I heard her whisper a thanks to the water dragon. I was probably just losing my mind.  
 “Merry morning, my Queen,” I said as I bowed my head.  
 “Merry morning, gentlemen,” she greeted both myself and the dragon.  
 “Forgive him please, Nerissa,” I requested, “he has been making weird noises all morning.” 
 “What other noises has he made?” she asked.  
 “This morning on our walk here,” I explained, “I noticed how much shinier his scales were, and I stopped him to get a better look. His eyes have lost that dim cloudy gaze and are almost too bright to look at. I held out my hand to touch him, and he allowed me to pet his head and nose. The scales feel so soft and silky, and I kept petting him. Then he started purring deep in his belly louder than any cat I have ever met.” 
 “What do you mean by ‘purring’?” she asked me with a tilt of her head.  
 “Purring, like a cat does, only so much bigger,” I clarified.  
 She gave me a confused look and just shook her head.  
 “Right, you don’t know what a cat is,” I chuckled. “It was a loud rumbling sound in his tummy like this--” Then I proceeded to blow air out of my mouth and make my lips rattle in my best imitation of a purr.   
 Of course, the queen laughed at that, who wouldn’t? I was just glad Mira hadn’t seen it.  
 “My dear Ben, you have been blessed with a dragon hum!” she exclaimed. “Geysis used to shake the whole palace with his hum when Zale rubbed his belly or scratched behind his ears.” 
 This news delighted me so much that I felt an overwhelming sense of love and pure companionship with the beautiful creature. I’d always been an animal lover, but this was something more.  
 I reached out to pet the dragon, and he met my hand with his nose. Immediately, the hum grew in his belly and warmed me all over.  
 The queen erupted into a mix of laughter and tears that quickly dissolved into just plain tears. Then she put her hands over her face and began to sob so hard that it shook her whole body.  
 I stood there in total shock, since I had no fucking idea where this came from, while George leaned against Nerissa’s leg in an effort to comfort her and gave me a look that basically called me an idiot.  
 I did the only thing I knew to do and pulled the queen into my arms and held her as she cried. Her sobs soaked through my shirt, and I just stood there and held her tighter. After several long minutes, she finally started to settle down, and I waved down one of the women walking past and mimed for her to bring some water.  
 She nodded that she understood and hurried off to do as I asked.  
 “I’m so sorry, Ben,” the queen mumbled through her fingers, “I didn’t mean to weep on you like that.” 
 “There is no need to apologize, Nerissa,” I reassured her, “that is what I am here for.” 
 This didn’t help one bit and just caused her to start crying all over again. I pulled her back into my chest, and I could have sworn I saw George roll his eyes at me.   
 Soon, the woman I’d flagged down earlier brought me a glass of cool water, and I thanked her the best I could with my eyes, but I was sure it came off more like a pleading look.  
 She just smiled, patted me on the back, and walked away.  
 Thanks a lot, lady. 
 “Nerissa,” I said softly, “my darling queen, please tell me what’s going on. At the end of the day, I am a man, and I am not so good at picking up subtle or even obvious hints dropped at my feet. I have some water for you, please move your hands so I can see your face and talk to you.” 
 After far too many minutes, Nerissa pulled away and removed her hands from her face, but wouldn’t meet my eyes. I gently lifted her chin and looked at her beautiful, swollen face. Then I gave her the cup with the water, and she chugged it down like she had just run a marathon in the desert.  
 “Now, care to tell me what’s going on?” I gently asked.  
 “You mean you really don’t know?” 
 “Once again, I am a man, I am clueless. You have to tell me directly.” 
 She stared at me for a few seconds that felt like years. Then a slight smile came to her lips before she finally told me.  
 “I’m pregnant, Ben.” 
 Time, along with my ability to breathe, seemed to stop when her words hit my ears. My mouth suddenly went dry, and I broke out in that weird clammy sweat you sometimes get before nausea hits you like a sack of bricks.  
 A thousand questions rattled around my brain, and finally one of them popped out.  
 “Wait, you already know?” 
 Nerissa nodded her head again, and her bottom lip started to quiver.  
 There was no way in hell I was going to let her break down again, so I did the only thing I could think of. I put both of my hands on her cheeks and pulled her into a kiss. After that was done, I picked her up, swung her around, and laughed like a maniac. I realized I wasn’t faking the joy, not one bit. I was genuinely happy about this news.  
 I was most definitely freaked out, too, but I was still ecstatic about it.  
 “You are happy,” Nerissa laughed. 
 “Of course I am!” I shouted. “I am terrified, but that doesn’t stop me from being happy, too. I know I am going to work hard every single day to be the best father I can be.” 
 I was going to be a dad. Fuck. Fuck.  
 Suddenly, I was the one overwhelmed with emotion. I dropped down to my knees in front of Nerissa and put my forehead on her tummy. I could already feel a slight swelling of her womb, and that blew my mind. I kissed her belly and just stayed there as I put all the pieces of the puzzle together. The increased fullness of her body, the chuffing sound George had made, the sudden bursting into tears, they were all signs.   
 I stood up and pulled this amazing woman back into my arms.  
 “Promise me, Nerissa,” I practically begged, “that you will just tell me what you need. I suck at clues and hints. For the love of the gods, George realized you were pregnant before I did.” 
 This caused her to burst into big bubbles of laughter that I definitely preferred over the sobbing. This was something I could work with.  
 “Yes, Ben,” she replied, “I will do my best to just lay it right out there for you.” 
 “Thank you, my queen.” I said, “you will be doing me a huge favor.” 
 I hugged her tightly against me and gave her one last kiss before I let her go. Gods, she was so soft and smelled so good. It was hard to take my hands off her, but there was too much to be done.  
 “Tell me what you have going for the games tonight and what I can do to help,” I instructed. 
 “There really isn’t much left to be done out on the field, but you can check with Hali,” Nerissa suggested. “She is planning on a big feast and might need help with that huge boar.”  
 “I am on it, my beautiful queen,” I said with a bow.  
 She giggled at my response, rolled her eyes, and went back to directing what needed to be done.  
 “Come on, George,” I called as I turned away from the future mother of my child, “I bet we can get another snack from Hali.” 
 This perked the dragon up, and he followed me to the kitchen.  
 I’d barely set foot into the kitchen when I heard Hali’s voice call out my name from the back door. I ran over to see what was so urgent and saw her trying to wrestle half of that huge boar out of the door with just one other person.  
 “Let me grab this end, and you two get the other side,” I suggested. 
 They had loaded it back onto the hammock, which was smart, but they still didn’t have the strength to get it outside.  
 George gave the meat a big sniff of approval before he let me pick it up.  
 We got the boar outside and over to a huge pit that had been dug into the ground. It was lined with banana leaves and reminded me of the Kalua Pork I had at a luau in Hawaii while I was on active duty. My stomach growled at the thought, even though it hadn’t been that long since I’d shoveled it full of food.  
 I helped Hali lower the boar into the hot pit. Then we pulled the hammock out, and she stood over the hole sprinkling some kind of seasoning from a bowl liberally all over the boar. She then instructed us to layer more banana leaves on top and cover it with some of the woven thatching.  
 “Well,” the redheaded beauty huffed, “that should be perfectly done in time for the victory celebration tonight. Thank you for your help. We could have wrestled that thing for another hour before we made it to the pit.” 
 She tossed George a hunk of meat from the butchered boar and handed me a honey cake before she ran us out of there.  
 I decided to take a walk down to the training field and then see about going over to the eastern shore to get started on ideas for the border defenses. I needed to make my way back into the jungle to collect my contribution for the compost pile, but it would have to wait until some of the warriors could accompany me. It looked like they were all working out to prepare for the games or helping others to prepare, and I watched them for a little while from a distance so I didn’t disturb them. They moved so gracefully that it reminded me of watching a ballet on stage in New York City. I would have kept watching, but then a noise came from the houses behind me.  
 I turned to see a woman hunched over and bracing herself against the wall of a hut, and a cold chill ran down my spine at the sight.  
 George whimpered a little at my distress as I jumped up to run over and check on the woman. The closer I got, the harder my heart pounded. I thought I was running as fast as I could until two things happened at once. The woman dropped to her knees, and I got close enough to see it was Talise. I found more speed inside of my body and sprinted the last fifty yards to her side. She was hunched over in the grass and dry heaving over what appeared to be a very fresh pile of vomit.  
 “Talise? Talise, are you alright?” I leaned down to put my arm around her and to pull her hair out of her face.  
 The healer didn’t respond, but she had dark circles under her eyes and a greenish tint to her usual porcelain skin, and she just kinda leaned into me and let me support her weight.  
 I gave her a few seconds to see if she was done and then scooped her up and carried her across the village to her hut. Her head just rested against my shoulder, and she seemed to pass out in my arms.  
 By the time I’d reached her hut, I’d told every single woman I’d passed to fetch Careen or Sela or both or whoever they could find and meet me there.  
 George followed close behind me and let out the occasional whimper at my distress.  
 I gently laid Talise down on the bed and went behind the privacy curtain to fetch a bowl of water and a soft cloth.  
 I came back, sat down next to her on the bed, and began washing her face and neck with the wet cloth. I carefully wiped her beautiful bottom lip and cleaned all the vomit off her face. I used the rag to get what I could out of her hair, then pulled it all up on the top of her head and fastened it the best I could with the few hair pins I could find. Finally, I covered her up with the soft blanket and not so patiently waited for one of the women to show up.  
 George laid his dragon head on the pillow next to Talise and let out a big sigh.  
 I was just about to lose my mind when Careen came running in the door.  
 “What has happened?” she asked as she assessed the situation with total confidence.  
 “I don’t know, I found her puking, and then she passed out in my arms,” I said worriedly, but I had enough sense to move out of the pixie healer’s way. 
 Careen proceeded to run her hands down Talise’s throat, chest, and abdomen. The pixie healer spent a lot of time on the other woman’s stomach, which made a lot of sense considering the condition I’d found her in. Careen reached into the basket she carried in with her and pulled out an instrument that looked like one of those old timey ear horns, only made from a conch shell. Then she listened intently to Talise’s heart and lungs and moved down to her belly. She moved the damned ear trumpet around all over her tummy for what seemed like hours, and I was on the verge of screaming my head off when she paused and held her hand up for me to keep my mouth shut.  
 Careen stayed in that same spot for several minutes while I sat there and lost my ever-loving mind. Soon, though, she looked up at me and smiled. She actually smiled at me.  
 Best handjob of my life or not, I was about to murder this woman.  
 “Don’t say a word, Ben,” she said in her sweet voice, “just lean down here and listen.”  
 I didn’t say a word, but the look I gave her had a million things to say that my mother would have beaten me senseless for even thinking.  
 Then I leaned down and put my ear to the funky gadget, and I could hear Talise’s heart pound a hundred miles an hour in her stomach. That couldn’t be good. I started to say something to Careen, but she put her finger on my lips and pointed to the makeshift stethoscope. I listened again, and in the background of the heartbeat, I could hear another heart beating at a much slower pace, and it seemed to be further away.  
 For a fleeting moment, I wondered if these women had two hearts, but I continued to listen to the heartbeats and tried to understand.  
 Then George stuck his head up on the bed and started making that chuffing noise again.  
 May all the gods in the whole fucking universe have mercy on me.  
 Talise was pregnant.  
 Careen let out a giggle when she saw the realization hit my face, and I couldn’t stop listening to the sound of their hearts beating in tandem. I placed one hand right next to the horn in a protective gesture, and George laid his head on my hand. It was like we both silently swore to protect this little bean with everything we had.  
 Just then, a woman I hadn’t met poked her head in the door.  
 “Is there anything I can get for you?” she asked Careen.  
 “A pot of peppermint tea with sage and lemon,” Careen told the woman with a smile.  
 A matching grin broke out across the other woman’s face, and she nodded her head and promptly turned away.  
 “I take it I am pregnant,” said a small voice that came from the bed.  
 I looked up to see Talise was awake and had tears in her eyes and a big smile on her face.  
 I moved up to lay beside her and wrap her in my arms, and she turned to me and snuggled against my chest. She only shed a few tears before she lifted her head to kiss me soundly.  
 Sweet hell, it was crazy how pregnancy hormones affected these women so damn differently. 
 And so damn quickly. I’d just made love to her last night, and even though I just found out the queen was pregnant, I couldn’t believe that Talise already was.  
 The other woman brought the tea back, and I helped Talise sit up to drink it. She sipped on the cup of tea, and pretty soon the color came back to her face. She still had the dark circles under her eyes, but I wasn’t so terrified now that she wasn’t a very unsavory shade of green.  
 “You must attend the games tonight, Ben,” Talise said with a weak smile, “I will be fine here, I promise.”  
 I started to protest but knew it would do me absolutely no good. So, I looked at Careen with a pleading expression on my face, and she had mercy on me.  
 “I will stay with her tonight,” Careen promised. “Go attend to your duties.” 
 I leaned down and kissed Talise goodbye and let her know I would see her soon. I even kissed Careen and the woman I didn’t know before I ran out the door with George right at my heels.  
 I made it to the royal bathing chamber in record time. I washed all the puke smell off me as quickly as I could before drying off and running to my room naked as the day I was born. I passed a few women, who giggled at the sight of me, but I could hardly believe they hadn’t seen me naked at least once. It seemed to be the ongoing theme these days.  
 I was relieved to see some beautiful soul had put the clothes I was supposed to wear for tonight on my bed so I didn’t have to bumble about trying to figure it out for myself. I threw the soft camel colored pants and vest on and ran my fingers through my hair. Then I remembered to brush my teeth and chew on some mint leaves so my breath didn’t reek before I took off running to the field.  
 I arrived just in time to escort the queen into the arena. She was a beautiful sight in her pale green wrap, and it took me a few minutes to catch my breath so I could greet her and tell her how splendid she looked.  
 “Never mind all that,” she said matter-of-factly, “what is going on? I heard talk that something has befallen Talise.” 
 “No, no,” I panted with a broad grin, “it’s okay. She’s okay. In fact, she’s more than okay…”  
 I quickly regaled the whole story about Talise to her, and Nerissa smiled and then burst out into a fit of giggles. Soon, I saw tears welling up in her eyes, and I was afraid we were going to have a repeat of this afternoon.  
 “It’s okay,” Nerissa said, more to herself than to me, and wiped at her cheeks, “I will not lose control right now. I am just so happy.” 
 I didn’t dare to interrupt her mantra she had in place to calm herself down. I just stood by on alert to do what I had to do.  
 Nerissa composed herself with the grace that only a woman like her could muster and presented me with a smile that melted my heart.  
 “You are a great blessing, Ben,” she said as she kissed me gently before she took my arm to enter the arena.  
 We stepped up onto another stage and took our seats behind a table covered in small platters of dried fruits and cakes. There were also pitchers of water and nectar, so I poured water from the pitcher into the queen’s cup and then poured myself some of the nectar, downed it, and then poured some more.  
 It had been a really long day, give me a break.  
 Nerissa smiled at me as she sipped her water and nibbled on the dried fruits. I guess she understood my actions without me having to voice them, but I was just glad they made her smile instead of cry.  
 Before I even had time to feel the effects of the nectar, the woman named Isla was standing before us in front of two posts about five feet in the air. They were about the width of a city street manhole cover and were maybe six feet apart.  
 This was going to be interesting.  
 “Your Majesty and Honored Hero,” Isla began, “I would like to announce the start of our arena games to determine which warrior has the Third Right of Mating with our esteemed hero. The object of the game is simple: knock your opponent off their post. While they are armed with spears, they are not allowed to take a life. This game is about balance, dodging, and thinking on your feet, along with outsmarting your opponent. At your signal, my Queen, the games will begin.  
 Nerissa stood up and picked up a silk scarf dyed a bright red that almost matched the color of Hali’s hair. Then she held it up over her head and let it fall to the ground in front of her. When it hit the ground, cheers erupted from all around, and the first two contestants entered the field.  
 I would know Mira anywhere, even if she didn’t have the bright jade hair. She walked with a confidence and determination I’d never seen a woman wear before. Opposite of her entered a woman I’d only seen in passing, but she looked equally formidable. They approached one another and bowed as Isla reminded them of the rules. Then they each walked over to their prospective posts and hopped up onto them in one leap.  
 That right there was an amazing feat all on its own.  
 Isla walked between the contestants with her hands raised. Both women got into the fighting stance of their choice, and once they stilled, Isla dropped her hands and quickly backed away from the posts.  
 Mira was in the semi-crouched position I’d seen her take the night of the raid, and the other woman had gotten into a similar stance. They remained incredibly still for a few moments before Mira made a lunge with her spear, but the other woman dodged efficiently and threw a jab of her own.  
 This continued back and forth for quite some time with a few close calls happening. Mira managed a spectacular back-flip to dodge a blow that would have surely knocked her off her post.  
 The breath caught in my chest, and I leaned forward in my chair as I stared raptly at the fight.  
 Then Mira caught the other woman off guard with her actions and managed to knock her soundly off her post with the butt of her spear.  
 “Yes!” I cried out with a fist pump. 
 The crown roared into applause, mine likely the loudest, and Mira was declared the winner of the first round.  
 The rest of the rounds went very similar to the first with the women all pulling off spectacular moves and jabs. I saw leaps that would have made any professional ballet dancer green with envy, and I saw bounds that would have made the greatest track and field Olympian weep with pride.  
 Mira, Sela, Darya, and Zarya dominated the competition and ended up being the final four in the showdown. Mira was pitted against Zarya in the best match of the night so far, and they flipped, jumped, and clanged spears in a fight that almost seemed choreographed. Mira managed to pull out a win due to one minor mistake on Zarya’s landing, but Mira was quick enough to capitalize on it. Zarya laughed out loud and congratulated Mira with a hug and a whisper in her ear that made them both laugh.  
 The fight between Sela and Darya didn’t last as long, but was somehow more brutal. Sela drew a good bit of blood from Darya when she slashed the outside of the twin’s thigh with a spear. This distracted Darya just enough for Sela to sweep her off the post. The two women congratulated one another with a hug, but not with the enthusiasm and good sportsmanship the other two had shown.  
 Then there was a quick breather while the last two contestants prepared for the final battle.  
 “Well, what do ya think, George?” I murmured as I looked down at my scaly companion. “Liking the games so far? 
 I’d been petting George the whole time the games were going to ease the tension I was feeling. His dragon hum was quite loud, and I thought it went a long way to keep me and Nerissa calm. I was not fond of these women beating the hell out of one another for my affections, but that wasn’t all they were getting out of the deal. It was a chance for them to procreate and secure the future of their tribe, but at the end of the day, it was still my dick they were fighting over.  
 Which felt ridiculous … but a part of me revelled in it.  
 Sela and Mira took their places on the posts after a few minutes of respite, and as Isla signaled for the fight to begin, I held my breath.  
 It didn’t take long for the fight to turn dirty.  
 Within moments, I could see where both women were bleeding from various cuts on their bodies, and the jabs they were dealing out to one another were getting closer and closer to vital parts.  
 My stress was beginning to skyrocket, but I was trying to keep my cool so the queen didn’t get upset. I risked a glance at her, and she met my eyes. We both had the same expressions of concern on our faces.  
 George had moved closer to me and placed his head in my lap. I was still caressing his soft scales to soothe my nerves, but the fight was getting brutal enough that my dragon wasn’t able to keep me calm. Soon, George started making a weird noise, again. It wasn’t the hum or the chuffing, but something of a whooshing sound deep in his throat. It got more and more progressive, and it concerned me enough to pull my attention away from the increasingly violent fight.  
 I looked down at my water dragon, and he appeared to be choking on something.  
 “George?” I gasped in shock.  
 I started trying to pry his mouth open so I could see what the hell was stuck in there, but then he suddenly opened his mouth, and a shiny chunk of something came flying out and landed in my lap.  
 Nerissa had also turned her concern to the water dragon trying to die in my lap and saw what I picked up off my lap. It looked like… a piece of glass the size of a walnut.  
 Was this the infamous sea-glass? 
 I wrapped my hand around it and looked up just in time to see Sela take a swipe at the space directly over Mira’s heart, and Mira returned the favor by slicing toward the other woman’s throat.  
 They were going to kill each other.  
 I stood up before I even had a chance to think, and all I saw were splatters of blood.  
 “Stop the mother fucking fight!” I screamed at the top of my lungs.  
 Suddenly, a sharp pain ran up both of my arms, and I saw the skin start to bubble where the pain was.  
 Before I could acknowledge what was happening, my world went dark, and I lost all consciousness.    
 



 Chapter Thirteen 
 “We’re gonna need a bigger boat!” I yelled as I bolted upright.  
 Then I groaned and palmed my head as it throbbed in protest. 
 “What the fuck?” I muttered and squinted against the pain. I’d just had the weirdest dream about swimming through the water, but I was swimming faster than humanly possible and urgently trying to get somewhere. Then the dream switched to me being on land surrounded by people I’d never met, including kids, and I felt the pressing urge to get them on the boat. A boat that was way too small to save them all.  
 I blinked several times to clear the stars from my vision. Everything was too bright, too clear, and with too many details. The sky was dark overhead, pinpricked by a billion pale stars, and I was able to count the eyelashes on all the sets of eyes staring at me. Most of the faces were in shock, though some looked terrified, and a few seemed overjoyed.  
 The closest person was Nerissa, but she was still a few feet away from me. I tried to ask her what happened, but then a sharp pain bounced off the inside of my skull like a rubber ball, and I slammed my eyes shut against it.  
 “Fucking hell, which one of you drugged my drink this time?” I groaned as I rubbed my throbbing temples and tried to find the strength to look around again. If that’s what this headache was, I swore to the gods, I was carrying a flask with me from now on and never accepting another drink from these crazy women.  
 “Ben,” the queen said quietly, but her voice shook with an unidentifiable emotion, “nobody put anything in your drink. You need to open your eyes and look at what has happened.” 
 “The way you say that,” I answered with my eyes closed, “makes me think that’s the last thing I want to do.  
 I heard her tinkling laugh along with a few others, so it couldn’t be all that bad, right? 
 “It is a lot to take in,” she admitted, “but I have faith you will handle it just fine.” 
 “Where’s George?” I asked as my heart started to pound, but my eyes remained shut. The last thing I remembered was him choking on something, and I didn’t know what I’d do if he was dead, killed by a fish bone or something.  
 “He is right beside you, Ben,” Nerissa said gently. “He is fine. He won’t let anyone get close to you other than me. I moved back after making sure you were unharmed. He was quite distressed.” 
 Wait, that’s right. He coughed something up into my lap, and I grabbed it right before yelling for the fight to stop. Mira and Sela had been trying to kill one another.  
 “Mira?” I asked. “And Sela?” 
 “We are here,” they both answered at the same time.  
 “Good,” I grumbled with my eyes still closed, “now I can yell at you both myself.” 
 “Not if you don’t open your eyes,” Mira huffed.  
 I grumbled and slowly cracked open my eyes. Everything was still too bright, but it wasn’t as shocking as it was the first time. Then I looked down to see George laying with his head in my lap. He was so bright, so shiny, I almost closed my eyes again at the attack on my pupils. Instead, I decided to reach out and touch his glowing scales.  
 As soon as I did, everything in my vision calmed down back to mostly normal, except I could still see in greater detail. Instead of seeing the grass I was sitting on as a whole, I could tell each blade was unique from the one next to it. I looked at the wooden pillars the women had been fighting on, and I could see each grain that wove together to create the tree trunk. I turned my head to the night sky again and could see heavenly bodies I’d never known existed up there.  
 Then I glanced back down to the dragon in my lap, and I could see the individual swirls of copper and amber in his eyes as they studied me. Dozens of bright, iridescent colors exploded together to make up the scales that covered his body, and those same scales spread onto my hands and arms and blended the two of us together so well, it was hard to know where George stopped and I began.  
 Sweet fucking hell. I had scales. Dragon scales.  
 My heart picked up pace rapidly and sounded like a high school drumline was trying to make its way out of my chest. I felt bile swish around in my stomach, and it threatened to come spewing out all over the place. Then I started to hyperventilate. This was it. I’d been pushed over the edge, and I was going to freak the fuck out and lose every bit of my mind I had left.  
 So long, sanity. Been nice knowing ya.  
 Suddenly, George crawled up into my lap and put his face right in front of mine. I got an overwhelming sense of warmth and peace from him, and immediately, every ounce of panic I had just disappeared and faded away like a bad dream. I could breathe again, and my heart slowed down to its normal pace.  
 I leaned in, and the water dragon put his forehead to mine.  

“Calm yourself, dear one,” said a deep, ancient voice. 
 I jumped back to see if George had really spoken, or if I’d indeed lost every bit of sanity I had left. I had a good feeling it was a mix of both.  
 “Did … did you just talk?” I whispered so only he could hear me.  

“Yes,” the water dragon replied, and I could have sworn he sounded amused, “but only you can hear me. We have much to discuss, Ben, but you need to deal with the issues at hand right now. Stand up and speak with your queen. I will be right here.”

 “Hold on,” I whispered frantically, “wait just one damn minute. How is this happening? How are you in my head? I don’t even know if I want you in there!” 

“I will explain everything to you very soon,” the dragon assured me. “Right now is neither the place nor the time, dear one.”

 “I’m just supposed to accept that answer?” I demanded. 
 “Yes, Ben,” was the only answer I got.  
 “The fuck I will!” I said as I slammed my eyes shut again. “I want to know who you are, what the fuck just happened to me, and what in all the gods names are you doing in my head! Right fucking now!” 
 I might have been overreacting a bit, but how much was I supposed to fucking take? Everything from the washing up on an island, to webbed feet, to four legged sharks, to impregnating two women, to fighting ugly orc-like raiders, to now having scales and a dragon in my head came crashing down on me all at once. 

“I am Ladonis,” the ancient voice added. “You and the young dragon have soul bonded, and I am here to guide the both of you through your bonding, Ben.”

 “I swear,” I grumbled as I took a deep breath, “there is only so much of this cryptic bullshit I am willing to take.” 

“All will make sense soon, Ben, I swear.”

 After a few minutes passed and I didn’t throw up or die, I finally started to calm down. I still wasn’t sure I could do this. It was all too weird, to say the least, and I’d just about had enough of this bizarre shit happening to me. I started to protest again and demand answers, but when I opened my eyes to confront the dragon, I found myself staring into the eyes of the glorious animal.  
 Suddenly, like a warm shower on a cold day, I felt so much relief knowing I wasn’t alone. I didn’t understand exactly what was going on, and I was still pretty freaked out about the scales and superhero vision, but a magnificent water dragon had my back, and that said a lot and calmed me a good bit for reasons I had yet to figure out. 
 So, I stood up, dusted myself off, gathered my composure, and addressed my pregnant queen.  
 Damn, I’d been through a lot today.  
 “Nerissa,” I said, and I sounded steadier than I thought possible, “what happened?” 
 “You gave us quite a scare,” she said as she fought to keep her lips from trembling. “You yelled for the fight to stop, and then you dropped to the ground and had some kind of seizure. Suddenly, you were surrounded by a bright light, and when it died down, you had the dragon markings and you were unconscious.” 
 I looked around at the women who surrounded me and found nothing but looks of shock and awe. I felt like a one-man freak show at a traveling circus.  
 “I take it by the look on your faces this is something you have never seen before,” I said to all of them with a cocked eyebrow.  
 “Not to this extent,” my beautiful queen replied as she shook her head fervently, and her eyes were wide with awe. “I was fairly young when my late mate Zale bonded with his dragon Geysis, but it definitely wasn’t quite that extreme. Your bonding seemed to be a hundred times more dramatic.”  
 “I’m not sure how to feel about that or what it means,” I told her with a frown. “I definitely have more questions than answers.”  
 “My first thought is maybe it is because you aren’t from here, so your body had to adapt more,” Nerissa mused. “When you brought George back to the village, because you weren’t of our kind, I had no idea this was even possible, or I would have warned you.” 

“Your queen is correct,” the ancient voice in my head remarked, “you had to become dragon-born to bond with a dragon.” 

 “Something has definitely changed with me,” I explained and pointedly ignored the voice, “so that makes sense. Do you know if Geysis talked to Zale? Like inside his head so only he could hear his dragon?” 
 “Yes,” she nodded, “they spoke like that often. It was kind of funny to just hear one side of a conversation, but I got used to it.” 
 “That makes me feel better,” I sighed. “Could he see and hear things a lot better after the bonding? I mean, like it’s insane how clearly I can see all the different shades of blue and green in your eyes from where I sit right now.” 
 “That is something I don’t know about,” she smiled, “but I promise to help you figure it out in any way I can.” 
 “Thank you, my queen.” I smiled back before I took a deep breath. “I will put all of this away for now. Let’s take care of the warriors and enjoy our feast.” 
 One thing at a time, Ben. One thing at a time.  
 “But how are you feeling?” Nerissa asked with a frown, and she reached out tentatively and put her hand on my newly scaled arm. 
 I wanted to tell her I was fine, but this woman was going to carry my child, so I decided to tell her the truth. 
 “To be honest,” I sighed, “I feel like I’m one step away from falling off a cliff, but I’m doing my best to wrap my head around all of this.” 
 “It is certainly a lot to take in,” the queen admitted as her eyes roved over my newly improved body, “but I must say, these changes rather suit you, Ben.” 
 “Yeah?” I asked with a grin, and I flexed my arm under her fingers. “You like my new look?” 
 “Very much,” Nerissa replied with a glint in her eyes. 
 “Yeah, I agree,” Mira chimed in, and I turned to see the warrior raking her gaze over me, too.  
 In fact, all the women were studying me with thinly veiled lust in their eyes.  
 This shit might be crazy, but a guy could get used to this. 
 “Good to know,” I chuckled before I turned my attention fully to Mira and Sela, and they at least had the decency to look ashamed after trying to kill one another. Mira looked like she’d fared better, but not by much. Both warriors had bandages on deep wounds, their clothes were splattered with blood, and the crowd was tense and quiet as they waited to hear what I had to say.  
 “Ben--” Mira said hesitantly when she caught my look, but I cut her off.  
 “I am not happy with either of you,” I frowned, “both of you are too precious to lose, and you put yourselves and the whole tribe at risk today. I don’t know who started fighting dirty first, but--” 
 “It was me, Ben,” Mira interrupted, “I drew first blood, and I did it intentionally.” 
 “Why would you--” 
 “Ben,” Sela cut me off, and I sighed.  
 These women were never going to let me speak.  
 I turned to stare at Sela, and she flinched a bit at my glare.  
 “Mira only drew first blood because I missed her on my attempt,” she continued under my scrutiny, “I had every intention of nicking the tendon at her exposed ankle so she would fall and, and I, uh, missed. Mira blocked my move and countered with her own, as she had every right to do so.” 
 “We got lost in the moment, Ben,” Mira added with a contrite expression, “but understand we would never do grievous or deadly harm to one another. Sela and I have always competed ferociously, but at the end of the day, we are like sisters, and we love and value each other.” 
 “I guess I should have realized that,” I admitted with a nod. “It’s just that seeing blood flying from both of you put me on edge. I should have trusted that you knew what you were doing, though.”  
 “I would never let it go too far,” Nerissa reassured me as she put her hand on my shoulder. “I have seen these two fight for so long, I didn’t think to warn you that it could get a little ugly.”  
 “Alright,” I chuckled, “but I’m just glad no one got really hurt. Now, I don’t know what to do about the games. Should they restart the match?” 
 “I think I have a better idea,” Nerissa said with a mischievous smile before she turned to the gathered crowd and raised her voice. “Winner of the Third Right of Mating belongs to both Mira and Sela, but it will be postponed until they have both healed. Also, it’s been an eventful day for Ben, so waiting will be best for all involved. Now, let us enjoy the feast Hali has prepared and celebrate our two victors!” 
 A loud eruption of cheers broke out at her words, and everyone made their way back to the tables set up in the courtyard.  
 I hoped the distraction of the feast would be enough to alleviate some of the stares directed at me, but I was very wrong about that. While many of the women’s faces still held a lot of shock, much of that had shifted to blatant desire. I looked out and saw women lick their lips, bite their bottom lips, and twist their hair around their finger in such strong overtures of lust, it caused my dick to pulse in response to all of them.  
 Finally, though, the food arrived, and my attention could be refocused on that. Huge platters of the smoked boar made their way through the tables, along with roasted little new red potatoes, fruit, and more of the mash made from the coconut. I was surprised to see the potatoes, more than anything. It hadn’t been that long since the new fertilizer had been put in a test patch and the potatoes planted in it. I could hardly believe there had been enough time for anything to grow, much less enough to feed all of us.  
 “Are these the potatoes we just planted?” I asked Nerissa. “How is that possible?” 
 “Well,” she started, “it seems as though George has been, uh, helping with making the fertilizer, and um, we think that really sped things up.” 
 I looked down at the water dragon, and he did certainly look smug about something.  
 “George,” I asked, “do water dragons have magical poop?” 

“That’s one way to put it,” he replied. 

“Magical poop! Ben is funny!” said a distinctly different, child-like voice inside my head.  
 Now, I was hearing two voices? This couldn’t be good for my sanity.  
 “Wait,” I grumbled, “there are two of you? Which one is George?  

“Me!” the child’s voice replied. “This is George!” 


“I am Ladonis, as I told you earlier,” the ancient voice added. 
 “Well, okay,” I sighed as I rubbed my brow. “Nice to meet you, then, Ladonis and George.” 
 This place just kept getting weirder and weirder, but I was going to get some answers very soon.  
 For now, though, I decided to just let it all go and enjoy the feast in front of me. I couldn’t wait to sink my teeth into the boar and potatoes. Anything but fish and coconut, really.  
 The food definitely didn’t disappoint. There was a hush across the village as everyone enjoyed all the new food, and they really seemed too busy eating to chat. My plate was covered in all the meat, potatoes, greens, and bread I could hold, and the boar was tender, juicy, and smokey, just like I imagined it would be. I even threw some pineapple in there for good measure, but I knew I was going to blow up if I didn’t stop myself.  
 George had gotten a whole haunch of the boar served to him, and he was totally immersed in his feeding and even hummed his approval for all to hear.  
 Once I’d satiated my hunger, I started inspecting the new changes to my body while everyone else was still distracted by the feast.  
 My scales were not the thin, shiny ones like the ones that decorated the women’s skin. My scales were much harder, though flexible, and seemed to change color depending on which way I looked at them, just like George’s did. They were definitely dragon scales, and they ran up the outside of my arms, across my shoulders, and down my back along my spine. They wrapped around to the front where they were sprinkled across my ribs and made a T shape along my chest and sternum. I could also feel where they covered the outside of my legs, all the way down to my feet.  
 I now had natural armor in the most vital places on my body. This was definitely going to come in handy. It was weird and kind of scary, but definitely beneficial.  
 I noticed George was watching me with a questioning look as I explored my new body enhancements. He almost seemed concerned that I was going to be angry or upset, and this was confirmed when he spoke.  

“I am sorry, Ben,” the ancient voice named Ladonis said, “I would have prepared you better for this if I had known how. There is so much I need to explain. I know you have figured out that you have bonded with your dragon, but for you, there is more to it than that. If you will allow it, I will explain more tomorrow when it is just us and you have rested. You are going to need it.”

 “No need to be sorry,” I assured him, “I am just trying to adjust to these changes. I am desperate to hear what exactly has happened to me, though. I’m not sure I can rest with all these questions running around in my mind, and I have not always been the most patient person, but I will do my best.” 

“That is all I can ask for,” Ladonis replied. “Thank you.”

 “I can’t help but be curious about how my face looks now, though,” I whispered to the dragon. “I seem to be getting more… uh… hungry stares from everyone. Or, more than usual, I guess.”  

“Let me show you!” George’s young voice exclaimed.  
 Suddenly, there was an image of myself in my mind. It was from earlier when Nerissa made the announcement about there being two winners and the start of the feast. The scales were right where I thought they were, along with a few on my neck and across my cheeks and forehead, but they weren’t the only thing that was new. First, my shoulders, chest, and well, pretty much all of my upper body had expanded and filled out several inches, in a very good way. My arms were now even more cut and covered in strong, lean muscles, and I had a washboard stomach that was just ridiculously toned and rigid. I still had the swimmer’s build, but it was enhanced in all the right places and looked like it had been hand sculpted with time and precision.  
 The next thing I noticed was my hair had grown several inches and looked like I’d paid to have professional highlights put in it. On top of that, it was just plain stupid how perfect the curls were. Then I saw my eyes. While they used to be an attractive shade of amber alone, they were now a swirl of copper, amber, hunter green, and gold that seemed to have an otherworldly glow to them. I’d never been ugly, by no means whatsoever, but now I was more attractive than I or anyone had any right to be.  
 No wonder all the women wanted to stare at me. I was fucking hot and looked like an exotic superhero Fabio-dragon-man. 
 “Thanks, buddy.” I gave George an affectionate pat on his head to thank him for showing my image to me. “It’s weird not having any mirrors around, at least none I’ve seen, but that worked just fine.” 
 George opened his maw slightly and gave me a fanged grin, and I thought I could feel a thrum of pleasure course through him. I guessed this was the bond Nerissa had spoken about.  
 This world never ceased to surprise and amaze me.   
 Suddenly, my jaw cracked with a huge yawn. I’d gotten very tired in the last few minutes, and my energy was waning fast. I was ready for the night to end, but I still wanted to check on Talise before I crawled into bed and let sleep claim me.  
 I walked over to the queen to say goodnight. She was sitting with Mira and Isla, and she had that pregnancy glow I’d heard so much about. I swore her body had filled out more in the afternoon, and even her baby bump was more pronounced. This both made me happy and exhausted me at the same time. I had so much work to do, so much to prepare for before my children came into this world.  
 “I come to bid you goodnight,” I said as I approached the table with George at my side.  
 “Are you retiring so soon?” Nerissa asked with a concerned look.  
 “No need to be worried,” I assured her, “I am just tired from today’s events, and I want to check in on Talise before I turn in.” 
 “I understand that,” she smiled, “you have had quite a lot to come to terms with today. We will miss your company, but it is probably best that you get some sleep.” 
 “Thank you, my queen,” I said as I pulled her into a hug. I kissed her gently before I got on my knees to say goodnight to my unborn child. Then I stood and turned to the queen’s sister.  
 Mira gave me a small smile, and a slight blush came to her cheeks as I pulled her into a tight hug.  
 “I wanted you to win,” I whispered in her ear, “I look forward to you being all healed.” 
 “Better get your rest, you scoundrel,” she said with a grin and blushed even more.  
 “Ditto,” I simply replied as I kissed her on the head and hugged her again. Then I said goodnight to Isla and headed to Talise’s hut with George by my side.  
 We walked in a comfortable silence, even though my head was overflowing with questions for the water dragon. I wanted to know about everything, from the weird dream, to my change in appearance, and what it all meant.  

“Be calm, Ben,” Ladonis told me in his ancient voice. “We will discuss all of this after you have rested. Your body has gone through a great change. You have taken dragon essence into you and, in a sense, have become part dragon. It is a blessing, but it will be trying these first few days until you adjust to the demands on you body.”

 “I am part dragon now?” I asked. “I mean, I guess I could have figured that out on my own, but hearing you say it, well, I don’t know if I am going to throw up, pass out, freak out, or jump for joy. Especially because I don’t even know what the hell that means.” 

“I ask you to trust me, dear one. I know that is not easy, but you are in no condition to take this all in tonight. Most beings sleep for hours after bonding. You passed out for a very brief time, but that can hardly be considered sleep. I worry about fatiguing you too much.”

 “Fine,” I relented with a yawn. “It’s probably best. I’m not sure how much I will retain tonight, anyway.” 
 We grew quiet again as we approached Talise’s hut, and I knocked gently as I opened the door. Talise was sleeping peacefully, while Careen sat near the bed and worked on some sewing.  
 The pixie healer smiled and looked up as George and I walked in the door, but her smile was immediately replaced by a look of shock when she took in my appearance. She jumped to her feet and rushed to my side. Then she reached out a shaky hand to touch me but quickly yanked it back.  
 “What happened to you?” she whispered with wide eyes, “Are--are you well?”  
 “I’m okay,” I promised her, “I’ve just gone through some big changes today that George promises to explain to me tomorrow, but apparently I am part dragon now.” 
 “You’re what?” she asked dumbfounded. 
 “I guess dragon-kin is the better description,” I offered, “like the rest of you.” 
 “The rest of us don’t glow like you do,” she stated. 

“The glow will fade with rest,” Ladonis said before I could even wonder what the woman was talking about.  
 “Apparently, the shiny stuff will go away after I get some solid rest,” I told the pixie healer with a sigh.  
 “Alright…” Careen said, but her frown still showed some concern. “Are you in any pain or anything?” 
 “Just a headache and some muscle pain,” I said gently, “but it isn’t unbearable.” 
 “Would you like something to help with that?” she asked, but I could see the worry in her eyes was quickly being replaced by raw hunger as she continued to stare at my new body. “I can also give you something to help you sleep, if you’d like.” 
 At least this adorable healer asked permission to drug me.  
 I glanced at the water dragon to see if he had any thoughts about it.  

“Take the medicine and rest soundly,” Ladonis encouraged. “It won’t be as potent to you now, but it will still ease the headache and the transition to sleep.”

 I nodded to both the dragon and Careen. I was ready to sleep.  
 Soon, Careen brought me a cup of herbal tea that smelled of honey, mint, and chamomile, but I knew there was more to it than just that. I smiled at her and accepted the cup gladly. She proceeded to remove my soft boots and vest while I sipped on the tea, and I just went with it. I’d learned not to argue with these stubborn healer women. She then walked to the fireplace and grabbed a clay jar that had been sitting on the wooden mantle. Inside it was warm oil that smelled like lavender, and Careen used it to rub all the tension and knots out of my neck and shoulders, all the way up to my temples and forehead.  
 She’d known exactly what I needed.  
 “How is she?” I managed to mumble as I finished my tea. My eyes drifted toward the sleeping figure of Talise on the bed, and I furrowed my brow in concern. 
 “She is much better,” Careen replied, “no more nausea or vomiting, and she is resting soundly. Your child in her womb also sounds good, so all is well.” 
 I nodded my head to let her know I’d heard and then swallowed the last bit of tea in my cup. I must have dozed off there for a second, because the next thing I knew, Careen was taking the cup from my hand and was there to help me stand up.  
 “Come Ben, I have pulled back the blankets for you.” 
 I followed her over to the bed and saw George had curled up on his nest by the fire, but he watched me out of one slightly opened eye as if to make sure I wasn’t going to get too far away from him. He stretched and yawned when I sat down on the bed and then curled up into a dragon ball now that he was confident I wasn’t going to leave his sight.  
 I laid back in the bed and let Careen pull the covers over me. I was in a delightfully sleepy fog and was most agreeable to the attention.  
 “Sleep well, Ben,” Careen whispered. Then she extinguished all the candles before she walked out of the hut.  
 I sure owed that woman for all she’d done. I was going to have to work doing something special for her into my crazy ass schedule.  
 I reached over and pulled Talise tight to me as I spooned her from behind. I nuzzled her neck just to get a hint of that sweet, comforting smell that was all her own and started to drift off. Then I felt her reach up and touch my face, so I opened my eyes to see a big smile on her face.  
 “Draco Rex,” she whispered and fell right back to sleep.  
 I blinked in shock as her soft snores started to fill the hut.  
 Draco Rex? My Latin might be rusty, but I was pretty sure she’d just called me Dragon King.  
 Holy fuck.  
 



 Chapter Fourteen 
 I woke up to a snuffling sound right by my ear, and I opened my eyes to see George staring intently at me and practically doing the pee-pee dance. I guessed the little guy couldn’t hold it anymore.  
 “Alright, hold on, hold on,” I chuckled quietly as I pulled on the soft shoes and one of the shirts Talise kept in her hut for me. Once dressed, I stumbled sleepily out of the hut with George hot on my heels.  
 But then I slammed to a stop barely two feet out the door.  
 The sun was just peeking out over the horizon, and for a moment, I was taken aback by the brilliance of it.  
 Then I looked down and saw the scales on my forearms, and memories of last night hit me like a goddamn freight train.  
 “Holy shit,” I gasped as my heart pounded in my ears. “That really fucking happened. 
 George whined impatiently behind me, and then he shoved my legs to the side before he darted off into some nearby scrub brush to relieve himself.  
 I shook my head numbly at him before I turned back to take in this new world.  
 It was a sight to see with this new enhanced vision I now had. I could pick out the different shades of orange and yellow that composed the sun, and all the shades of pink, purple, and blue that the light made when it broke the atmosphere. I could see seagulls and other birds soaring miles out to sea, and the ocean was made of a thousand different shades of blue. It was breathtaking, and I didn’t know if I was ever going to get used to it.  
 “Well, Ben,” I muttered to myself, “there’s no going back now.” 
 And I was more than okay with that.  
 I was a fucking kick ass dragon-warrior now, after all.  
 George rustled out of the bushes where he had relieved himself, and the small dragon shuffled up to me with a pleased hum.  
 “Hey, buddy,” I smiled and crouched down so I was at eye level with him, “feel better?” 

“Yes, much!” he exclaimed as his tongue lolled out of his maw.  
 I was distracted for a moment when the sunlight glinted off his scales and cast a million rainbows in my eyes, and the brilliancy reminded me of something.  
 Well, lots of somethings.   
 “Great,” I told the dragon. “Now that we are both more awake and alert, how about we get to those questions I had last night. Is Ladonis around?” 
 It felt like a ridiculous question to ask, but I wasn’t sure if or when or how the ancient telepathic dragon came and went. I was sort of new to this magic shit.  
 George flashed his fangs in the draconic equivalent of a smile.  

“Nope!” he replied happily.  
 I blinked in shock. “No… he’s not around?” 

“No, Ben,” the young dragon snickered, “no, it’s not time for questions.”

 “Oh, I think it is,” I argued. “I have a million and one questions, and Ladonis said he would answer them after I got some rest. Well, I’m rested, so it’s answer time.” 

“Nope,” the dragon repeated in his childish voice, “not yet. Not here.”

 “Not here?” I echoed with a frown. “Then where--” 
 Before I could finish my question, the dragon let out a snort, turned tail, and took off into the village.  
 “George!” I called out after him. “Where the--ah hell.” 
 I grumbled under my breath and sprinted after my wayward dragon.  
 As I chased George through the village and darted past huts and waking women alike, I realized I was running much faster than I should have been. My feet were a blur across the ground, and my long legs ate up the distance like nothing. More than that, I wasn’t even breathing hard. It was like I was taking a leisurely stroll instead of running balls to the wall after a mischievous dragonling.  
 “So fucking cool.” I grinned and poured on more speed. 
 I chased George out of the village and toward the jungle. I felt a moment of hesitation going into the trees without a weapon, but with as fast as I was running, I could easily outpace a boar two times over. So, I charged headlong into the treeline after him.  
 I was going to like being part dragon.  
 I eventually followed George to a lagoon nestled deep in the interior of the island. I’d seen it in passing while I’d been out hunting, but had never taken the time to stop and check it out. It was surrounded by all kinds of plants, some I recognized from seeing them hanging in Talise’s hut, but I didn’t know the names of them. The water was so clear, I could see over what looked like ten feet down into the depths of the pool, and the beautiful scene was completed by a waterfall at the opposite end from where we’d approached the lagoon. It only stood about fifteen feet high, and the water seemed lazy as it slowly poured over the edge and into the surrounding pool.  

“Beat you,” George said smugly as he waited along the edge of the lagoon. His copper eyes glinted happily, and his tail wagged behind him in the sand like a dog’s.  
 “Yeah, well you had an illegal false start,” I laughed, “plus two extra legs! But I almost had you. Which was incredible. I’m so fucking fast now!” 
 I laughed and jogged in place, and my heart was basically at a resting pulse.  
 I came to a stop after a moment, and then I pointed my finger at the dragon.  
 “Alright, you’ve had your fun,” I admonished gently. “Now, I need to speak to Ladonis.” 

“Swim!” George yelled in my head, and his tone of voice reminded me that even if he was a dragon, he was still a baby.  
 “No, no swim,” I shook my head, “questions first, swim after.” 

“Nope, swim first!” Then the dragon took off running and jumped into the water right by where I was standing. He managed to soak me pretty good, which I was sure was definitely the little scoundrel’s intentions.  
 “Ugh, buddy!” I called out to the dragon as I shook the water droplets off myself.  
 George surfaced nearby and gave me a dragon smile full of sharp fangs.  

“Join!” he shouted before he dove into the lagoon again.  
 I really wanted to get some answers, but I couldn’t even be that angry. The bond between us was new, but I could feel the dragon’s emotions like they were my own, and his contagious happiness caused a smile to spread across my face.  
 Besides, that lagoon looked more inviting than anything I’d ever seen, and the more I gazed into the water, the more I longed to be part of it. Plus, if I could run like Usain Bolt now, I wondered if I could swim like Michael Phelps.  
 “Only one way to find out,” I muttered to myself.  

“Join please!” came the little voice in my head again, and that was all it took to convince me.  
 I stripped out of my clothes and laid them on a nearby rock to dry out. Then I climbed up to a small cliff, and with a bit of a run, I jumped off, pulled myself into a classic cannonball move, and sent a tidal wave to the shores in my wake. I plunged far below the surface and opened my eyes so I could take in my surroundings. With my newly enhanced eyesight, I could make out all the different types of kelp and flowering plants that grew in the lagoon. Some of them looked like a hyacinth in shades of purple and blue, and there were also water lilies in different creamy shades of white and pink.  
 As I slowly treaded water, I also noticed schools of little rainbow fish swam all around me as they made their way in and out of the vegetation growing up from the bottom of the lagoon. Some of the braver ones swam up and tried to nibble on the scales on my feet and hands, and a few yards in front of me, a turtle with a shiny blue shell swam leisurely to his destination, like he didn’t have a single care in his world. He stopped to nibble a flower bud off one of the plants and then continued on his way.  
 I looked down to see shells of all sorts and sizes covered the bottom of the lagoon. We were in freshwater, so I didn’t know exactly what could be in them, but I’d heard of freshwater mussels and clams, so maybe that was what they were. I also knew some of them carried pearls, but I’d never seen clams with shells all the colors of the rainbow like these below me had.  

“This way!” George called out as he swam rapidly past me.  
 I didn’t know how long I’d been checking out my surroundings, but I would need to surface and get some air before I could swim anymore.  
 I relayed the thought to the water dragon through our connection.  

“No need,” he replied simply.  
 No need? What did he mean?  

“Lots of air time,” he said, but this just confused me even more.  
 As I thought about it, though, I had to admit, I didn’t have the burning need in my lungs to surface and take in fresh air. In fact, I didn’t even really feel like I was holding my breath, but I wasn’t breathing, either.  
 Holy crap, what was happening? This was crazy. Crazy and fucking amazing. 
 Goodbye, Michael Phelps. I was fucking Aquaman over here. But a thousand times more badass. He communicated with fish, I bonded with a damn water dragon. 
 I moved to swim toward George, and instead of the standard scissor kick I would normally use, my body moved in a dolphin kick of sorts and propelled me forward faster than I could believe. Instinct told me to hold my arms straight out in front of me, so I did just that and continued to fly through the water.  
 I grinned with delight and decided to test this new discovery with everything I had in me.  
 I’d always been drawn to water, my entire life really. My mom had delivered me in a birthing tub, I was born under a water sign, and my parents told stories of water being the only thing that would soothe me sometimes. I could swim before I could crawl, and everything just grew from there. I was on swim teams throughout my school years and always competed well. It was as natural to me as walking.  
 Now, here I was, practically evolved into a magical sea creature, on a strange island in the middle of who knows where and swimming with a water dragon.  
 I had reached peak happiness.  
 It had to be close to twenty minutes before my chest and lungs started the familiar burning to tell me fresh air was needed. So, I made my way to the surface and took in a fresh breath nice and slow. I had every intention of diving again until I saw George climb out of the lagoon, take a seat on the beach, and look at me expectantly.  
 I smiled and quickly swam over to him. I guessed playtime was over.  
 I climbed out of the water and used my shirt to dry off before I pulled my pants on and took a seat next to George on the beach. I really didn’t want to have cracks and crevices full of sand, so I took my time to get dressed, much to the water dragon’s amusement.  
 “Hey,” I told him, “if you ever had a buttcrack full of sand, you would get it.” 
 The dragon chuffed out loud with what I guessed was a water dragon laugh, and that warmed my soul. I couldn’t believe I was sitting on a beautiful beach with a sentient water dragon that I was somehow bonded to. Maybe I was actually dead and this was my heaven. That made a lot of sense considering what I’d experienced in the past few weeks, to say the least. But there wouldn’t be pain, injuries, and hangovers in heaven, would there? 

“You are not dead,” Ladonis intoned in my head, “you are very much alive, more alive than you have ever been.”

 “Well, that was vague and mysterious as fuck,” I grumbled back.  
 The ancient dragon literally snorted with derision inside my brain.  
 “Nice of you to join us, by the way,” I said sarcastically. “Is it time now to answer my questions?” 

“Yes,” the ancient dragon replied.  
 “Well, why now?” I couldn’t help but ask. “Why now and not earlier this morning?” 

“You bonded with George in your old body, but you needed to bond with your dragon as you are now,” Ladonis explained. “What better way to do that than to share joy together? Plus, I wanted you to experience the world in your new form so you can properly appreciate what I am about to tell you.”

 “Alright,” I said slowly, “I guess that’s understandable. But can I ask you questions now?” 

“You may.”

 “Okay, first off, who are you exactly?” I inquired. The question had been at the forefront of my mind since he’d first spoken in it.   

“I am the first,” he said simply. 
 “Yeah,” I chuckled, “I am going to need a little more explanation.” 
 The ancient dragon chuffed again. 

“I am the first sentient water dragon,” he explained, “I was created by our gods and served as their dragon. When my physical body failed after centuries, my consciousness was preserved by Oshun so I could guide other dragons. My gods had the foresight to know there would be a time when the bonding of dragons to their people would fall to the wayside. Because of that, very little knowledge would remain on how the whole process worked. I have been waiting for you so I can pass this wisdom on.”

 “Wait,” I wondered, “you were waiting for me specifically?” 

“Yes,” he said proudly. “You are the one who brings unity to the land dwellers and water dragons once more.”

 “How do you know it’s supposed to be me?” I asked with a frown. 

“I awoke at the exact moment you arrived on the island,” he explained, “a moment that just so happened to coincide with the birth of the dragon you call George.”

 “Were you part of George when he was born?” I asked as I tried to make sense of all of this.  

“I combined my conscious with him soon after he was born, but his instincts were strong without my presence. George knew his place was beside you, and he left his nest early to find you, with little guidance from me.”

 “Oh,” I breathed, “wow, this is all just … incredible. I still have so many questions.” 

“And I will do my best to answer them, Ben,” Ladonis replied. “First, I am going to tell you the legend of how we came to be and how we arrived where we are today. A lot of the story has been lost, but you will get the idea. You will have a lot of questions, and you should feel free to ask them. I cannot guarantee that I will have all the answers, but I will do my best.”

 I nodded in understanding but didn’t respond out loud since I didn’t want to interrupt. Then I looked at George lying peaceful but attentive on the beach, and I realized he was just along for the ride, too. We both had a lot to learn, starting now.  

“Before the creation of our world, there were many gods,” Ladonis began. “Then they made this world and divided it up. Oshun and Olokun crafted this island and both our races to strengthen the other, creating the kinship bond so that where one of us lacks, the other excels. We, the water dragons, became the protectors, and you and your people became the providers. We coexisted and thrived in harmony for many moons. These lands and waters were full of both of our kind, including our children who carried our hope for the future within them. We were the foundation in which the other one grew.”

 The thought of seeing this island full of children and baby dragons was so bittersweet. I couldn’t imagine a happier place, but the fact that it was all gone caused physical pain in my chest.  

“Neither of us had a natural predator, just the dangers of land and water that we navigated together,” the ancient voice continued. “Old age was primarily what led us to go beyond the veil and enter the next world. But all too soon, a few different races of people decided they were not content with the gifts our gods and goddesses bestowed on us. Greed and rage caused these beings to develop desires for more. They built boats with unbridled speed, fueled by their avarice. They sailed to these new lands under the guise of kinsmanship and then laid waste to everything they touched.”

 I thought about the handful of raiders we’d fought off and how they weren’t in possession of any compassion and seemed to only be fueled by power and malevolence. Witnessing these atrocities myself only helped to make the ancient dragon’s words ring that much truer.  

“Our people weren’t equipped to fight such things, only defend themselves against the natural beasts of the island. The raiders quickly overpowered us, killing any who got in their way. The males of our species began to decline rapidly, along with the bond between our people. When the last of the male land dwellers were killed, it severed the bond between dragon and man. My kind grew more feral and territorial and withdrew further into the sea to protect their remaining few. The land dwellers were weakened even more by the departure of the dragons. Many things went to the wayside in the name of survival. History, tradition, and culture got lost so room could be made for killing and defending.”

 I felt tears spring to my eyes at the thought. What I wouldn’t give to see this island during the years it was bustling and full of life.  

“Now, you have come, as it was foretold to me during the last storm season when I was in a deep sleep,” Ladonis went on. “I had been dormant for quite some time, just waiting for my consciousness to give up on the living so I may join my brothers and sisters in the great beyond, but my goddess had other plans for me. I am here to fulfill my final duty to my creators before entering eternal life.”

 “Wait, you’re going to leave me?” I blurted out. “Alone?”  

“You will not be alone,” the voice mollified, “you will never be alone.”


“Me!” George cheered as he butted his head against my arm.  

“Yes, young one,” Ladonis laughed, “you will always be by his side, for your fate is now locked within one another’s.”

 “Are you saying that if one of us dies, so does the other one?” I asked with a frown. 

“Not exactly,” the ancient dragon replied. “When your physical body ceases to exist, you will survive in the other’s conscious until you are both ready to pass into the great beyond. Your bond is inevitable and cannot be broken.”

 “Why me?” I questioned. “Why was I chosen for this?” 

“Why not you?” was the reply I got.  
 I sat there quietly for several minutes and took it all in. I knew there had to be more to this proclamation, since I was the first one to bond with a dragon in over a decade.  
 “What do I do with this gift?” I asked.  

“You are to fortify your home, protect your people, and teach them to thrive again. Life will soon be returning to your village. Work hard, Ben, for after the storm season has gone, it will be time for you to set sail and unite the other islands. Only you have the ability to do this. You are Dragun Ri, Draco Rex.”

 “I’m what?” I asked with a frown.  

“Dragun Ri, Draco Rex, Dragon King. It is your markings, your bond, your abilities that will bring the people and the dragons together again. Soon, you will possess the full might of the water dragons. There will be more bonds, but yours is the mightiest.”

 “But I don’t know how to do this, and George is still so young,” I protested.  

“We all age quickly, including water dragons,” Ladonis informed me. “By the end of the storm season, George will have reached his full growth, and he will be formidable. You will know instinctively what to do, as will your dragon. Your children will bond, and so will some of the women on the island, and soon.”

 As crazy as all this sounded, it was comforting to know we would soon have more dragons on our side.  

“George chose you. It is time for you to choose him in return.” 

 “I, umm, I-I thought I had,” I stuttered.  
 A deep chuckle resonated throughout my body.  

“Take the sea glass from your pocket, Ben,” Ladonis instructed. 
 I did what he said and held it in the palm of my hand before me. The sea glass was about the size and shape of a walnut. It had dark swirls of copper and deep green coursing through it and was hotter to the touch than it should be from just being in my pocket all day.  

“Put the glass in your mouth, Ben,” the ancient dragon ordered.  
 “Uhhh … why would I want to do that?” I asked with a furrowed brow.  

“Because that is how the bond will be completed,” he said. “There is no need to worry. It will not be painful.”

 I placed the glass hesitantly in my mouth, and George started squirming at the sight. He was clearly very excited about this, so it couldn’t be that bad.  
 I felt the stone heat up, but not to the point where it would burn me. Suddenly, it began to sort of melt and crumble at the same time, a lot like a piece of hard candy would do, only much faster. I felt the heat spread throughout my body, all the way down to my toes, and then come back up and settle right in the middle of my sternum. It was far from unpleasant, much more like a warm cup of hot chocolate on a cold day, or the feeling of coming home after being gone for so long.  
 George came over to sit next to me and proceeded to sniff all over me, and he was obviously not worried at all about getting up close and personal. The lightheaded feeling of the warmth disappeared at his touch, and all I felt was a sense of belonging and rightness. Then I held the dragon close to me while I just enjoyed the peace he brought to me.  

“The bond is complete,” Ladonis intoned. “All you must do now is trust your instincts, both of you.”

 “You’re leaving now, aren’t you?” I asked as I realized how sad I was at the news.  

“Yes,” he said kindly, “I have done my duty for the two of you, and my family waits for me in the beyond. You have no more need of me. You are the next generation of dragon-kin.”

 “Thank you--” I started to say. 

“You are the one who needs to be thanked,” replied that deep and wise voice. “You and the young one take care of one another.”

 At that last remark, Ladonis was gone.  
 I could feel an emptiness within me that he left behind, except it wasn’t a cold feeling, but one of remembrances and joy.  
 “Come on, George,” I said to my dragon, and I grinned down at my bonded partner, “let’s go find some food.” 

“Eat?” he replied as he danced around.  
 “Yes,” I laughed. “Let’s go eat.” 
 Ladonis had laid some heavy shit on me just now, and I didn’t know what it meant to be Draco Rex, but George and I could take it one step at a time.  
 And step one was finding some food.  
 After George and I had stuffed our faces to a level that satisfied Hali, we finally made our way to the eastern shore. I could see a good half a dozen warriors down there working on something as I approached. Once I got closer, I could see they had made a huge dent in collecting not only lumber for the wall, but plenty of bamboo to use for the bows. This went a long way to take some of the pressure off my shoulders.  
 “Hey, Zarya,” I called out, “looks like I need to leave you in charge more often. This is great!”  
 “I am glad you are pleased, Ben.” She smiled. “We are just finishing up the trench and were about to start laying the timber for the fence. We also have several spikes to add to it, just like you instructed.” 
 “Well, let’s get going!” I laughed.  
 We immediately fell into a rhythm, the warriors plus me and George, and we worked together like a well-oiled machine. The dragon would help drag the lumber into place, and then the twins and I would set it up and position the post into the designated spot. We would then pour a mix of sand, crushed sea shells, and mud into the holes to cement it in place. We continued this repetitive, but satisfying, work late into midday. Other than stopping for water, everyone worked steadily and mostly in silence, except for the few times the twins broke out into song.  
 “Ide were were nita Oshun, Ide were were, Ocha kiniba nita Oshun, Cheke Cheke Cheke, nita ya, Ide were were,” Darya sang while Zarya harmonized perfectly.  
 I had no idea what they were singing about, but it soothed me and kept me focused. Before I knew it, the initial wall was complete. We still had to fill in the gaps with the concrete mixture, but it was definitely a good bit of progress for the afternoon.  
 My muscles were pleasantly sore by the time we were done, but nothing worth complaining about. I was more than shocked to see how much stronger I was now with the dragon bond, but I tried not to let it show on my face. There were a few times where I didn’t judge my own strength very well and ended up falling on my ass because I yanked something too hard, and it moved with one tug rather than having to repeat the process over and over again.  
 Come to think of it, my ass was the most sore part of me.  
 “I think it’s best if we leave the wall for now and let the cement set, and we will do the patches tomorrow,” I announced after several hours. “Let’s gather up the bamboo, and we will head up to the courtyard and get started on the bows after we get some dinner.” 
 Everyone seemed to agree with my thoughts, so we all grabbed as much bamboo as we could carry and headed back to the palace. The eastern courtyard was still bustling with people tending to their duties when we arrived. I got a fire going in the pit where we decided to set up our station and then sent one of the women to see if she could find Mira. I knew the warrior would want to be a part of this whole thing, and it wasn’t long before I saw her approach from the palace, and her golden eyes shone with excitement.  
 “I am sorry I wasn’t there for the wall construction,” Mira said upon seeing me, “Talise has been fussing over my injuries and refused to let me get out of her sight because she was afraid I would do something that would cause my sutures to pop open.” 
 “You probably would have,” I laughed, “and you don’t want to get on her bad side. Don’t worry, we did okay without you. This is the part you want to participate in, anyway.” 
 I stood in front of everyone and showed them how we would cut the bamboo in half so it would be more accommodating to work with, then how to split it lengthwise. We used a sharp stone and large stick as a hammer and wedge to split each whole piece of bamboo into four separate pieces. Next, I showed them how to remove the bamboo shoots carefully so we could preserve them for the kitchens. I’d eaten them before in different Asian cuisines, and I knew they had to be boiled before they could be eaten, but that was the extent of my knowledge. I would leave the rest up to Hali. Hell, she might not even want to mess with them.  
 Next, we carefully removed the fibrous, green coating from the outside of the bamboo. This is what we were going to twist together to make the string for the bows. I gathered the green strands and laid them on a rack set over the low burning fire. The heat would soften them up and make it easier to twist them into bow strings.  
 While that was going on, we used a variety of stones, ones that varied in sharpness, to scrape the bamboo to get all the extra fibers and filler off the flexible wood. Once everyone had a piece of bamboo that was smooth, I showed them how to dampen the ends and place it in the fire while adding pressure in the right places to create the signature curve of the bow.  
 After about ten minutes, I pulled the fronds off the heat and showed half of the group how to secure one end around their ankle. Then we simultaneously pulled the fiber taut and twisted each individual strand before we braided it into the rest of the string. Half the women did this while the other group was firing and bending their bows. All the women worked in total harmony, and they cheered one another on and lent a hand when and where it was needed.  
 Soon, the groups switched out, and we were getting close to having completed bows. Once everyone had their rope and their bamboo curved and ready to go, I showed them how to take the sharp stones and carve notches on both ends of the bow so they could fasten the string to it. This was a bit more time consuming because we were lacking enough really sharp rocks to go around, and the women were being very meticulous about how they took care of their bows.  
 While everyone waited for their turn to carve the notches in their bows, I showed them how to split the rest of the wood and start making arrows. Mira had brought a bag of bird feathers with her that I’d asked Hali to save for me. These feathers were going to work well to add flight to the arrows. We whittled away at the bamboo, sharpened points into arrows on rough stones, carved little notches into the ends, and then used very thin strips of the fiber to attach three feathers to the end of each arrow.  
 As night began to fall, all the women in the warrior group had a curved piece of bamboo, a length of string, and five arrows in their possession. Before we strung the bow, I showed them how to make a grip using the smooth green fibers we’d already done so much with.  
 The women each followed my directions and created a grip they were comfortable with and that felt good under their hands. Then it was finally time to string their bows. It took a lot of convincing and assurance on my part to get the women to bend their bows to string them, since the women were sure the bamboo was going to snap under the pressure.  
 When I bent the bamboo over and over again, probably a dozen times, and it never snapped, they finally started to believe me, and the excitement at their success was palpable in the air.  
 I took them all out of the courtyard and over to a bow firing range I’d set up on the eastern side of the palace. I’d borrowed some of the woven thrushings and set them up as a target. I’d also taken some of the burnt wood and used the black ash to draw circles on the impromptu target so the women had something to aim for.  
 “Okay,” I said to grab their attention, “I am going to show you how this is done. The first thing you do is get the bow string set in the notch on the arrow. The tricky part to this is getting and keeping the arrow balanced on your bow grip hand and your guide hand. You want to keep it steady, but not hold it too tight, or it will slow down the speed and the force.” 
 I got the arrow notched and positioned to fire. Then I pulled the taut bow up to my face and started explaining what I was doing while simultaneously demonstrating it to them.  
 “For me, I aim just a little high of my target, but it will be different for each of you. That is why you want to practice as much as possible, so you can get to know the way your arrow is going to arc and accommodate for that. Now, when you are ready to shoot, you stand sideways with your dominant foot in the back at a cross angle to your other foot, which will be pointed at the target. With your grip arm straight out in front of you and also pointed at the target, you pull the bow string back with your dominant hand all while keeping it flush with your cheek.” 
 I held the bow up next to my head, cocked the arrow back with my feet in position, and showed them how it should look.  
 “Now, before you let an arrow fly, know your target, take a deep breath as you pull the string back, and let it out when you release the arrow. Ready to see how it works? 
 The women all nodded their heads to let me know they were ready, and the way they bounced around and seemed almost nervous let me know how excited they were about seeing what the bows could do.  
 I notched my arrow, got into my firing stance, took a deep breath to focus, pulled my bow string back, found my target, and let the string go just as I blew out the breath I’d taken.  
 It had been a few years since I’d fired a standard bow and arrow, but my aim was still decent, and the arrow flew steady to the target and landed just above the center of the middle circle. Of course, I’d been trying to make a bullseye, but the circles were off, and my aim definitely need some fine tuning.  
 Still, the women cheered at my success and lined up to take their turns. 
 “Ben,” Mira squealed, “that was amazing!” 
 “It really was!” Darya agreed. 
 “It was so big-ass!” Zarya cheered. 
 “Um, you mean badass, Z,” I chuckled and used the nickname I’d been using for her in my head.  
 “Z?” The warrior tilted her head to the side and then grinned. “I like it. It’s badass!”   
 I worked with them individually, and it took a good hour and a half to make it through the seven of them. By the end, they had all hit the middle area of the target at least twice, and that was the best I could really hope for.  
 They had a long way to go, but soon raiders and the birds all over the island would be in for a big surprise.  
 



 Chapter Fifteen 
 Several weeks passed, and George and I developed a bit of a routine. We would get up early and go for a swim in the lagoon before work commenced for the day. We spent this time strengthening our bond, but I also collected a bunch of the shells from the bottom of the pool. I wanted to use them in some way to make gifts for Nerissa and Talise, the soon-to-be mothers of my children.  
 Today, I was drying off from my swim with George when I heard a low growling sound that put me on alert. I slowly picked up my weapon, paused for a moment, and then I heard it again.  
 “George, did you--?” 
 I looked over at the dragon to see if he was also alarmed and was greeted with the goofy expression he got when he was amused about something.  
 “Wait,” I said, “was that your stomach?”  

“Yes,” he replied, “it’s empty.”

 “I guess we should make our way over to the kitchen,” I chuckled as I lowered my blade. 
 “Let’s see what Hali has for us!” the dragon agreed, and he whirled around to amble off toward the kitchens. 
 “Sure, buddy,” I chuckled and followed after him.  
 After our swim, my dragon and I would usually head over to the eastern border to work on the defenses there, like we were doing now. First, though, we always made a pit stop in the kitchen at the palace where Hali would have breakfast waiting for us. She had managed to cure and smoke the remainder of the boar, so I was getting chunks of meat that kind of resembled ham or bacon, and that made me happy.  
 “Hali,” I said as the woman handed me a plateful of food, “you are the absolute best.” 
 “Only because of your hunting skills,” she giggled. “Any plans to head back into the jungle?” 
 “I was thinking of going in two sunrises,” I told her. “That is when we shift guard duty, and I will have a few days rest. Are we running low on anything?” 
 “Not necessarily,” Hali replied, “but the queen is very fond of the scrambled eggs you showed me how to make. If she keeps requesting them, we will be out sooner rather than later.” 
 The last time we went hunting, I had gathered several dozen eggs along with ten of the birds. The women had never eaten eggs before, so I showed Hali a few things that she could do with them, and it had been well received.  
 “I will make sure we get all we can on the next trip,” I promised with a wink. Then I gave the cook a one-armed hug and went outside to eat my breakfast at one of the tables that overlooked the courtyard.  
 As I ate, I watched George make his rounds through all the work stations before we headed for the eastern shore. The women had started keeping various treats for him at their posts, and he wasn’t about to miss out on snacks and loving pats. He was such a damn attention whore.  
 I was sitting there mindlessly eating and thinking about all I had to do when Mira walked up to me, and she looked strikingly beautiful, so I had to pause my chewing so I could appreciate her appearance.   
  She’d just been cleared for duty by Talise a few days ago and had been pretty much stuck to my side ever since. I knew part of it was her way of apologizing to me for going too far in the arena games, but there was something more to it. I thought maybe it had to do with the mating ritual itself. She had been declared a winner, but every damn time I brought that up, she blushed and changed the subject. She was willing to hurt a fellow warrior to have sex with me and possibly get pregnant, but now she was embarrassed by it? I was determined to get to the bottom of it, but I was kind of relieved considering the queen was trying to wear me out.  
 “What are you thinking so hard about?” Mira asked as she reached me. 
 “Just what my next steps are and wondering if I can keep hiding from your sister,” I said and patted the spot next to me. 
 “She asked where you were when I took breakfast to her this morning,” the warrior chuckled as she sat beside me. “You really did a good job getting her out of her quiet mood.”   
 “Yeah,” I sighed and scruffed my hair. “In turn I created a monster. A sex monster.” 
 “I didn’t really need to know that,” Mira snorted as she met my eye. “Am I supposed to feel bad for you?.” 
 “Maybe a little,” I muttered under my breath and looked back at the castle in the distance.  
 “Have you tried mentioning something looked dirty?” Mira asked with a grin. “The woman tried to clean the water closet while I was still using it. And the safe room? I caught her scrubbing the door knob yesterday.” 
 With the help of a few of the warriors, we had created a hidden room at the back of the palace for the queen and the healers to hide in the event of a raid. Nerissa and Talise were far from happy about this, but I had insisted. Instead of giving me the silent treatment or dirty looks, Nerissa had instead worked out her aggravation by jumping me in the middle of the safe room.  
 That was the precise moment the sex monster was created.  
 As rapidly as the woman’s pregnancy bump grew and her body changed, her emotions were constantly switching as well. The sobbing had been replaced by bouts of silence where she would withdraw to her room and stay there for hours on end. After that came the need to clean and prepare everything. There were stacks of cloth diapers and blankets in every corner of the living quarters in the palace.  
 I’d replaced the roof in her room with the new bamboo tiles, and she had ordered the rushings on the floor to be replaced once a week. She’d also scrubbed the fireplace and anything else she could. Mira and I had built both her and Talise a bassinet for the babies, and Nerissa had scrubbed the outer coating off that, too.  
 The clean freak switched in and out with the sex freak at any given moment. If she didn’t invite me to her room for the night, she sought me out in mine for middle of the night romps in my bed, on the floor, bent over the table, it really didn’t matter to her. She just demanded to be fucked every thirty minutes, it seemed. 
 Needless to say, I hadn’t really gotten to sleep with any of the other women, since Nerissa had me, and my dick, at her beck and call all day, every day. I’d done my best to appease her, since she was still super sexy, pregnancy hormones were a bitch, and she was carrying my child after all, but she was wearing me and my dick right the fuck out.  
 Last night alone, she woke me up three times for sex, and I was amazed I could still even perform basic functions at this point.   
 “Hey,” I said to Mira after a few minutes, “that’s not a bad idea.” 
 “At least you are on wall duty tonight,” Mira chuckled. “You can get some much needed rest.” 
 “I can’t believe I am actually grateful for that,” I snickered. “It’s a good thing Talise isn’t feeling the same way.” 
 “That is true,” Mira smirked, “because you would be dead.”  
 Talise’s pregnancy was going quite differently. The healer had regular bouts of sickness and was just tired all the time. Her emotions weren’t in too much chaos, but she still scared me with how dark the circles under her eyes were and with how little food she was able to keep down.  
 Not long after I learned Talise was pregnant, I’d asked Hali to boil one of the bird carcasses I’d brought back from the jungle with some greens and other root veggies. It was as close to chicken noodle soup as we were going to get on this island.  
 I brought the results to Talise, and she not only liked it, but she was able to hold it down. So, she’d been living off of island bird soup, bread, and the nausea tea Careen kept making for her. Both of the healers assured me on a regular basis that the baby had a strong heart, was moving around, and seemed to be progressing well, and while Talise wasn’t as round as the queen, she definitely had grown a good sized baby bump. In fact, she was all baby bump. She had lost weight in the rest of her body from being so sick all the time, and it had started to show.  
 Between Nerissa’s level ninety-nine sex drive and Talise’s bouts of sickness, I was going to be lucky if I survived both of these pregnancies. 
 I let out a deep sigh and whistled for George to let him know it was time to stop collecting treats and to get to work.  
 “Ready to get to go check out the defenses?” I asked Mira. 
 “Sure thing,” she replied as we stood to our feet.  
 Ten minutes later, we reached the shoreline and worked hard for the next several hours to finish up the projects we’d started a few weeks ago.  
 In a few weeks time, we’d managed to get the wall erected, the gaps filled in with concrete, and spikes laid out across the top of the fence at forty-five degree angles to discourage any attempts to climb up the walls. We’d also taken the time to dig traps in the field between the water and the fence. The traps weren’t huge, but they were deep enough, and we lined them with several sharp spikes that pointed up and would definitely not end well if you fell on them. We covered the traps with the thrushings and sea grass, and I had to say, they blended in well.  
 We’d also been able to assemble two of the archer lookouts along the fence. I’d placed the improvised targets out in the field, and we had all taken turns shooting them from the platforms. I was impressed at how well these women had learned to shoot and how good their aim was. I knew that when faced with the enemy, things might change, but these women were killing the targets with precision.  
 I’d also set up a warning signal beacon at the wall and one at the palace that were to be lit at the first sign of invaders. We were manning these beacons at all hours and rotating guard duty between me and all the warriors. There were to be at least two people at the wall and one at the palace at all times.  
 “Let’s get these arrows cleared up and put away,” I said to the warriors when I noticed the sun sinking low on the western horizon, “I want to have time to go check out the growing fields before the sun sets on us. Hali told me I should stop by there and see what the changes in the fertilizer have done to the crops.” 
 The warriors nodded and set about cleaning up, and I quickly joined suit.  
 I had wall duty tonight and didn’t want to be late for it. Mostly, I really didn’t want to get on Sela’s bad side when she was tired from being on guard all day. She seemed to stay in a constant state of anxiety when she had to be on the alert, and her stress had ways of spilling onto innocent bystanders.  
 There were roughly two hours of sunlight left when we approached the growing field, and I had a lot to get done in that time. I needed to eat, check on Talise and Nerissa, check the production of the sea glass weapons, get an arrow count, and get back over to the border wall. My mind was wandering, and I didn’t really acknowledge what I was seeing until I heard Mira gasp. 
 “What?” I asked as I pulled myself from my thoughts, but then I saw the fields, and my eyes nearly popped out of my head. “Holy shit!” 
 Beautiful, lush, green vegetation had replaced the dry, decrepit plants that had been there when I first laid eyes on the field. Now, there were rows of perfect plants bursting with blooms, and some even had produce on them. I recognized green beans, English peas, carrots, and potatoes. There were other plants there that I didn’t know about, but I was excited about all of them. I needed to find the time to come and walk through it all with one of the field workers or even with Hali so they could tell me what everything was. 
 I leaned down, picked a pea pod off one of the bushes, and crunched right into it. It tasted as sweet as I had remembered. The peas weren’t fully formed yet, so the pod was tender and juicy. I also pulled a carrot out of the ground and was surprised to see it was purple rather than orange. It was still small, just barely formed, but I poured some water on it from the nearby basin and cleaned it off before I took a bite out of it.  
 “Wait, Ben, no!” Mira started as she reached out to me, but it was too late.  
 The purple carrot was definitely a lot less pleasant than the pea pod had been. I was expecting sweet and crunchy and what I got was bitter and grainy. 
 “Argh!” I yelled while I spit the gross carrot out all over the place. I chugged down half of the water in the basin as quickly as I could, and then I used some more of it to rinse out my mouth and hopefully get rid of all traces of the offending vegetable. 
 I looked over at Mira, and she was standing there staring at me like I had sprouted another head. George stood next to her with the very same expression on his face. 
 “What was that?” I asked the beautiful warrior.  
 “I can’t believe you just ate that,” she said as she continued to stare at me with wide gold eyes. 
 “I thought it was a baby carrot,” I retorted while I scraped my tongue.  
 “It is a bitter purple malanga,” she replied, and a smile started to twitch at the corners of her mouth, “and they are not for eating!” 
 “Now you tell me,” I grumbled. 
 We stood there and stared at one another for several moments until out of nowhere, a huge bubble of laughter erupted from my mouth. Then I started to laugh and couldn’t seem to stop. All the stress from the last few weeks decided to present itself in the form of laughter, and I just went with it. It was better than punching holes in the walls and shit.  
 After Mira got done looking at me like my sanity had just packed up and left, she started giggling and was soon laughing as hard as I was.  
 By the time we composed ourselves, a good ten minutes had gone by, and the sky had darkened considerably.  
 “Fuck,” I said to Mira, “we gotta get moving. We are on wall duty tonight.” 
 “Yes,” she agreed with a wince, “and I don’t want to infuriate Sela any more than I already have.” 
 We hurried back to the village and only stopped long enough for me to pick a few orchids and then continued on our way. I wasn’t going to have time tonight to spend with Talise or Nerissa before heading to take over wall duty, and I wanted to let them know I was thinking of them.  
 Mira headed upstairs to update the queen, and I stopped by the kitchens to grab some food to shove down my throat while I was on the go. Then I asked Hali to have someone deliver the flowers to the women, and at the last moment, I decided to add one of the shells from this morning’s lagoon dive to Nerissa’s bouquet. The shell was whole and unbroken, and it was a glorious shade of aquamarine that just matched her eyes. I hoped it was enough to keep her from being upset that I didn’t have time to come to her room before going to the wall for night duty. I couldn’t risk her seducing me, which she totally would do, and end up being late.  
 I continued my walk through the courtyard with George by my side, and I checked to see how the arrow production was moving along. The women had set up an assembly line of sorts, and they had turned out nearly a hundred arrows today alone. It was a very impressive amount, and I was more than pleased. I let them know what a great job they were doing and then moved on to the sea glass forging. This wasn’t going nearly as fast, but that wasn’t surprising. It took a lot more precision and attention to detail to get the glass to cooperate.  
 We had a good stock of sea glass already, since our regular morning swims had resulted in a very happy George. He was also getting enough to eat and was growing at a very rapid pace. He could no longer fit comfortably inside Talise’s hut and had started sleeping right outside the door instead. He was roughly the size of a full grown black bear and had become quite intimidating since his adult teeth had come in. I’d gotten a lot of laughs, though, during the two days he was missing his two front teeth, since he’d looked a lot more like a cranky old tortoise than a fierce dragon.  
 Every couple of days, though, he coughed up sea glass for me. I’d used sea water, sand, and a rough stone to hone it and shape it. I’d also taken bones from the boar I’d killed, fashioned a hilt for the sea glass blade, and then wrapped the grip with some of the cured hide. Like the previous warriors of the island, I’d taken hair from both Nerissa and Talise and braided it to adorn the cross guard and grip. The raven and silver strands twisted together and shone against the sea glass, and the effect gave the whole sword an ethereal glow. We’d been making daggers and more spears out of most of the other glass, except for a few particularly amazing pieces that I’d kept to add to the gifts for Nerissa and Talise.  
 “How’s it going?” I asked Darya. She’d shown a knack for working with the glass, so I’d asked her to lead the production of the weapons.  
 “We are having a particularly difficult time with this one piece of glass,” she told me with a frown. “It is the largest piece and will make at least ten hearty spears, but we can’t cut it with any means we have.” 
 I looked at the piece of glass she was talking about and could see tiny little dings and bangs in it, but nothing that made me think they had even begun to make a dent in it, so I held the glass up to the light to see if I could find a weakness anywhere that maybe they could use. Before I could even begin to inspect it, George snatched it right out my hands, sat down, and proceeded to chew on the piece of glass.  
 “What the hell, George?” I frowned at the dragon.  

“Watch!” he said inside my head.  
 In just a few short minutes, he opened his mouth, and out fell a dozen pieces of glass that were the perfect shape for filing into spear heads. Then the dragon sat back and gave us all a look that clearly said he was very proud of himself.  
 Darya only encouraged this behavior by laughing at the dragon’s antics.  
 I rolled my eyes and decided it was time to move on, but then George let out a bit of a grunt, walked over to Darya, and spit two dragon teeth out at her feet. 

“Need these!” he told me. “They break the glass.”

 “You could have said something sooner,” I grumbled at him.  

“Didn’t ask!” The dragon smiled at me.  
 Darya picked up the dragon teeth carefully, wrapped the dull ends in a cloth, and used the sharp ends to cut through the next piece of glass.  
 It was like a hot knife through soft butter.  
 She let out a delighted squeal, patted George on his nose, and gave him a hunk of meat from the table behind her.  
 Great, now they were just spoiling the dragon.  
 I just let out a sigh and continued on my rounds. Things looked good, so I turned to head back down to the eastern coast. I met Mira coming out of the palace as the sun dipped toward the horizon, and we walked together to take over for Sela and Zarya. I told the warrior about George and the sea glass, and she found it as funny as Darya had.  
 I was going to have one spoiled rotten dragon on my hands.  
 When we arrived at the eastern shore, both Sela and Zarya seemed relieved to see us. They climbed down from the lookout tower before we were even fifty feet away. I’d seen Sela pacing back and forth as we approached, and Zarya had been staring out over the water intently. It was rather peculiar behavior for the both of them.  
 “What’s got you two all worked up?” I asked when we reached them.  
 “Sela has had this weird gut feeling all day and has not been able to settle down,” Zarya replied with a frown. “Her anxiousness has spread to me and has caused me to be on alert and vigilant all day, but nothing has been amiss.” 
 “I am willing to bet it’s nothing,” I assured them, “but we will be super cautious tonight regardless. Thank you for telling me. Both of you go get some food and rest. Maybe that is all you need.” 
 I hugged them both, and they went on their ways.  
 Sela looked back over her shoulder as she walked away, and she seemed reluctant to leave us. She’d also just been released from Talise’s care a little less than a week ago. She, unlike Mira, had approached me right away and told me she wished to hold off on mating until it was her fertile time. Sela was all business, that was for sure.  
 Another thing to be grateful for, especially with Nerissa the Nympho around. 
 “Go on,” I called out to Sela, “we will light the beacon if there is trouble. That’s why we have it.” 
 That seemed to pacify her a bit, and she turned and ran to catch up with the other warrior. I watched the two warriors walk away for a few moments and wondered to myself if there was anything to Sela’s concern.  
 “Does Sela have a habit of getting these gut feelings?” I asked Mira.  
 The warrior chewed on her bottom lip a bit, and she seemed lost deep in thought before she stopped to answer me.  
 “She actually does,” Mira answered. “The last time was when you washed up on the island. She insisted that something strange was going to happen and was vigilant about watching the shore for days before you showed up.”  
 “Okay, then,” I decided, “let’s make sure we stay focused tonight. Between you, me, and George, I think we can catch anything that tries to head our way.” 
 Mira nodded her head once in agreement before she climbed up the ladder and took up her post at the railing of the lookout tower.  
 George and I started our customary defenses check before we would join her. We walked the full length of the half-mile long wall so we could check to make sure the structure was still sturdy and nothing had fallen or gotten damaged. It was also a good time to relieve ourselves after eating and to let George sniff around for anything out of the norm, but it usually just ended up in him finding a snack or two. He had really gone a long way in culling the rodent problem around the island.  
 After about twenty minutes, we made our way back to the lookout platform, and both of us climbed up to find Mira looking out across the water with a deep look of concentration on her face.  
 “Do you see something?” I asked. 
 “Not a thing,” she answered with a sigh, “I guess I am just picking up on Sela’s concern.” 
 “I hope it’s nothing to be worried about,” I tried to comfort her, “but we will stay alert just in case. I wouldn’t want anyone else by my side for this.” 
 She just smiled at me and turned to look back out across the water.  
 George sat down next to her and copied her movements. It was crazy to think just a few short weeks ago, when we first got the platform built, he had to put his paws up on the top of the wall so he could see over it. Now, he could sit back and easily see over it. I was glad we had enough foresight to build the platform big enough for his ever growing size. I’d hate to think about the kind of fit he would have thrown if he had to stay on the ground.  
 I pulled some materials from my pocket and decided to work on one of the gifts I was making for the women bearing my children. I’d been contemplating on what to make for Nerissa and decided a piece of jewelry would be the best thing for her. I’d gathered strips of banana leaf and had soaked it for days in salt water to soften it to the touch. It now felt more like velvet than it did any kind of plant. It was also a pleasant off-white color that seemed to go well with anything I held up next to it, and I’d spent many hours sitting on this platform weaving and twisting the strands to create a chain. Mira had helped me a good bit, but the work was still mostly mine.  
 Now, I was focused on using additional strands to attach the smallest of the shells I found at the bottom of the lagoon along the main part of the chain. For the pendant, I had a gorgeous piece of sea glass that was swirled with veins of silver and sapphire, with specks of copper scattered inside. I’d found a handful of pearls in the shells I had collected, but only two of them were a deep gray color, and I planned on using those to accent the sea glass. I just had to figure out how to attach it all.  
 “Ben,” Mira suddenly said in a soft voice that immediately broke my attention.  
 I jumped up to look out over the wall, and my heart started to race. Did she see something? Were the raiders back? 
 “No,” she said with a hand on my arm, “I didn’t mean to alarm you. I just wanted to talk to you.” 
 I let out a big sigh, smiled at her, and was thankful that she hadn’t seen anything. I guess Sela had me on edge, too.  
 “What’s on your mind?” I asked. 
 “Umm, well … ” The warrior averted her eyes and twisted her long fingers together in an anxious tick that I’d noticed weeks ago. 
 “Mira, you can tell me anything.” 
 “It’s just, well, I know I have been acting odd ever since the arena games,” she began with a sigh. “I just didn’t know how to approach this with you. See, I have, umm, I have never mated with anyone before.” 
 I felt my eyes widen before I could stop myself, and it was enough to make her blush wildly and turn away from me in shame. That was definitely not my intention, but I’d never been good at keeping a straight face when someone told me something. All my thoughts were usually displayed for anyone to read. 
 But Mira was a virgin, and I was a damn idiot.  
 “Mira,” I said as I reached out for her, “there is no reason to be embarrassed. I was just shocked, that’s all.” 
 “You are not angry with me for not telling you sooner?” she asked quietly, and she still wouldn’t meet my eyes. 
 “Not at all,” I assured her, “that is something you get to tell on your own time.” 
 “I’ve just been worried you would be disappointed with our mating, so I have been avoiding it,” she whispered.  
 “Mira,” I said as I pulled her to me, and I cupped her chin so she would finally meet my gaze, “look at me. There is no possible way, not once single fucking chance in this universe, that I could ever be disappointed by you.”  
 “Really?” she whispered as her golden eyes stared pleadingly into mine. 
 I pulled her even closer to me so she could feel the hard on in my pants that she alone had caused.  
 “What do you think?” I point-blank asked her.  
 The warrior laughed heartily and finally relaxed about the whole thing. Then I held her close, leaned in to kiss her deeply, and let her know in another way how much I wanted her.  
 “Come to my room with me in the morning,” I murmured against her lips. “Let me show you exactly what you do to me.” 
 She just nodded her head and blushed even more at my invitation, and I couldn’t wrap my mind around her thinking she could ever disappoint me. I kissed her one more time just to seal the deal and then let her go.  
 “I will take first watch,” she told me, “you get some rest.” 
 “Alright,” I replied with a smile. 
 George had already gotten himself comfortable, so I curled up against him and drifted off to sleep pretty quick.  
 I was having another dream about building boats and sailing to the other islands. Ladonis had planted the ideas of exploring the other islands deep into my subconscious mind, and the urge had plagued me for weeks. I’d already made plans to gather the lumber before the storm season arrived and have it prepared so I could start working on the first boat during the breaks in the storms, but the old ass dragon had made sure I wasn’t going to forget.  
 Suddenly, a rumbling below me woke me up from my nautical dreams. I came to quickly and realized the sound and the vibration were both coming from George.  
 He sniffed toward the coast line and then growled. 

“Danger,” he grumbled inside my head. 
 I looked up to meet Mira’s eyes and saw she was on total alert, too. She had ducked behind one of the posts and was scanning the water for signs of movement. I stood a few feet from her and scanned the jungle for the same thing. Since I’d bonded with George, my vision had greatly improved, even at night. So, it didn’t take me long to see movement near the northern end of the wall along the edge of the jungle.  
 I gently touched both George and Mira and pointed to the disturbance I’d seen. It could be a wild animal, but I doubt that would have put the water dragon on alert. All three of us crouched as low as we could and watched the area intensely.  
 Then we saw three shapes make their way out of the jungle and start creeping toward the fence, and the dark figures were roughly the same height and width of the last raiders who had attacked.  
 I felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up, and a growl grew deep in my chest.  
 Where the hell did that come from? 
 Oh yeah, I was part dragon now, and my more primal instincts were ready to be set loose.  
 I reined back on my inner beast, though, and promised him he would get his time soon. I wanted to watch and see if these three raiders were the only company we were going to have or if they had brought more friends.  
 A few moments later, two, five, twelve figures joined the first three, for a total of fifteen invaders. Bingo.  
 The raiders looked much the same as the others we’d encountered. They were hulking brutes, with dark, tough, leathery hides, and beady yellow eyes. Thanks to my newly improved eyesight, I could even count the warts and scars on their faces, and I spotted some bones and other unsavory things knotted in their black, matted hair.  
 “Looks like another scouting party,” I whispered to my friends, “plus some extra infantry. It looks like they didn’t like losing the last battle. These bastards are pretty predictable.” 
 And they had no idea what was in store for them.  
 Thankfully, there was likely no way they could have spotted us from our hiding spot, so we definitely had the advantage, even if they outnumbered us.  
 I nodded at Mira, and she picked up her bow from where it rested against the wall. She also had a quiver that held fifty or so arrows at her feet.  
 George and I left the platform, slipped outside the gate, and got into position, and we waited for her to light the beacon with the small candle that was burning under the table. A moment later, the alarm system flared up with a whoosh as Mira touched the flame to the dry sea grass that was soaked in fish oil.  
 “What the bloody fuck is that?” yelled one of the mongrels.  
 Once the raiders were distracted by the sudden fire that burst alive in front of them, the dragon and I slipped through the hidden gate underneath the platform.  
 “Looks like the whores have built some defenses,” laughed the one closest to me. He was missing an eye, and a scar bisected his lips, and the scar tissue made his gap-toothed grin grotesque.  
 “Well damn, that totally ruins our surprise,” mocked another beast. This one was smaller than the others, but he hefted two crude swords made of dark metal.   
 “Let’s not keep them waiting! Time to show them their pathetic barricade won’t be able to stop us! Tear the whole thing down!”  
 The raiders all let out a wicked laugh as they made their way toward the wall, and the pompous mother fuckers didn’t even bother to watch where they ran.  
 They made it about halfway across the field before the first one fell victim to the traps we had set.  
 I watched with delight as the seagrass thrushings we had placed over the holes gave away underneath the large beast, and my vision was kick-ass enough to see the startled look on his face as he realized he was about to fall to his doom. I heard his gravelly voice cry out in surprise, and then I smiled to myself when I heard it turn into painful and bubbling death throes.   
 Several more raiders met the same fate and their screams pierced the air and quickly turned into gurgling and then just faded away. The remaining savages stopped dead and looked into the pits with anger on their ugly faces. Their buddies had just died right before their eyes, and they hadn’t even seen it coming.  
 After a moment of shock, the remaining raiders let out these huge bestial roars and started their march forward again, and this time rage propelled them. They beat their chests with their meaty fists and weapons, and the sound echoed out across the night.  
 I did a quick tally, and it looked like the traps had helped five of the bastards meet bloody and slow deaths, which left ten more for George and me.  
 Good.  
 The raiders did pay more attention to where they stepped now, and that slowed them down. They still didn’t realize they weren’t alone, though, and that was exactly what I wanted.  
 I waited in the shadows next to George for the moment of truth. As soon as the raiders had stepped into the light of the beacon, I heard the familiar strum of a bowstring and watched as an arrow flew and struck its target right between the eyes.  
 The raider died instantly with a wet gurgle, and his yellow eyes rolled back into his head as he slumped to the ground. Nine more to go.  
 Then I heard another arrow be set loose, but so did the raiders, and they all threw their arms up to protect their heads. One got an arrow driven into his tricep and then another arrow found its way into his armpit. He screamed out in his native language and dropped to his knees. He attempted to pull the arrow from his armpit but then passed out at the effort. The remaining eight raiders screamed like a bunch of drunken frat boys who just broke their keg, and they ran to the fence and out of the line of sight for the arrows.  
 This meant it was the guys’ turn.  
 George let out a ferocious growl, took a running start, and pounced on the raider closest to him. I took a moment to watch my dragon, who was now the size of a grizzly bear, sink his teeth into the side of the closest raider, and his fangs tore through the boiled leather vest like it was paper. Then George picked the ugly fucker up like he weighed nothing and shook him profusely until two separate halves of the orc-beast went flying in different directions, and the dragon immediately moved onto the next target.  
 As that bastard screamed, I drew my sea glass sword and threw myself at the other raiders with a fierce war cry.  
 “Ahh!”  
 The first blow with my sea-glass sword landed right below the filthy monster’s navel, and it pierced his bloated stomach like a hot needle through warm butter. The orc’s yellow eyes bulged out of his head as he gaped at me, and his rancid breath rushed out of his lungs in a putrid cloud as he tried to grab the sword in his gut, but he didn’t have the strength as I dug the blade nearly to his spine. 
 Fuck yeah.  
 The ugly bastard fell to his knees with a dying choke, and I easily tore my sword all the way up to his throat, and with a squelching wet sound, I gutted the mother fucker right then and there. I gladly watched as his blood and intestines gave off steam when they hit the cool ground before his body even registered it was dead. Then I casually used the bottom of my foot to tip the dead beast over as I pulled my sword clean from his body.  
 Warm blood dripped down my face as I twirled my sea glass sword and stepped over the raider I’d just killed. Then I faced the half-dozen remaining invaders, and with my newly enhanced eyesight, I could see the glint of fear in their yellow eyes. Even with their last failed raid, I was sure they never expected to be met with such defiance and force, since the women of this island had been easy pickings for a long time.  
 But now, I was here. And these bastards had another thing coming.  
 “Who’s next?” I asked with a bloody grin.  
 Several of the raiders stumbled back, but one particularly stupid looking brute with a bald head and a bulging belly hefted his sword over his head and lumbered forward with a wordless scream.  
 My heart raced in my ears, and the hilt of my blade felt warm in my hand. I watch as my opponent drew closer, but it was like he was moving in slow motion. It took no effort at all to dodge his clumsy blow, and when he over extended, and his momentum carried him past me, I pivoted on my heel and buried my sea glass blade between his shoulder blades.  
 The raider died with a wet gurgle before he slid off my sword, and I grinned as I realized I hadn’t even broken a sweat yet.  
 It looked like my transformation into dragon-kin had given me more than just a few scales.  
 “Oh yeah,” I chuckled as I turned back to my remaining enemies, “you ugly shits are all fucked now.”  
 George let out a bellow beside me, and then we charged forward together as the raiders screamed in terror.  
 Within minutes, my dragon and I had made quick work of our would-be invaders. Four more had fallen to my blade, and one had been ripped limb from limb by an irate dragon.  
 The final raider turned at just the right moment to deflect my blow with his thick armored shoulder, but I felt the sea glass slice right through his arm and nearly sever it.  
 The raider’s dark blood sprayed everywhere, but this didn’t slow him down too much. He just brought his own weapon up to slash at me, but I easily dodged it and went for his head again. He tried to block my blade with his weapon, but when the two swords collided, his shattered into a thousand pieces right in his hand. The look of shock on his face was priceless, and I took that moment to remove his head from his shoulders and end his life right there. His decapitated head bounced across the ground at my feet, and it finally came to a stop with his blank eyes staring up at me, and his fat tongue lolling out of his mouth.   
 The raiders were dead. Our defenses had worked like a charm and had totally caught the invaders off guard. The women would no longer be defenseless prey for these mother fuckers. I had seen to that.  
 George came to stand by my side and take in the scene before us. Then he wiped his snout on the dry grass to remove the blood from his face.  

“They are not good for eating,” he told me.  
 I laughed at the total look of disgust on his face. His late-night snack had indeed been very unsatisfying.  
 At that moment, Mira, Sela, the twins, and half a dozen more warriors made their way through the gate and out to the field.  
 I held my hand up to Mira, and she looked at me like I was crazy.  
 “High five!” I cheered as I picked up her hand and smacked it to mine.  
 She rolled her eyes at my antics, but then gave me a high five on her own.  
 That when I heard coughing and sputtering coming from the beast with the arrows in his side, so I walked over to where he laid with blood running out of his nose and mouth. Mira had hit something vital, and I didn’t know what it was exactly, but he was suffocating on his own blood.  
 George moved to put him out of his misery, but I held him back. Then I moved closer so I was standing over him as he died, and I just stared down at him while he coughed his life force out. Blood had stained his skin and leather vest nearly black, and pools of the liquid spread out beneath him like an encroaching oil spill.   
 “Enjoy your victory,” he groaned with hate in his beady yellow eyes, “it will be short lived. My brothers will avenge us. They are coming. Within a fortnight, you will all be dead.” 
 With those words, he sputtered, choked, and then died right there in front of us.  
 My heart started to pound in my chest as I processed the bastard’s dying declaration.  
 “Fuck,” I muttered.  
 If what he said was true … the rest of the raiders would be arriving right when my babies were due.  
 



 Chapter Sixteen 
 “I’ve got to go tell the queen about all of this,” I told the warrior women after we’d gathered up the raiders’ bodies to burn. It hadn’t taken long at all with George’s help, though he fussed about how they tasted the whole time.  

“So bitter and greasy, very disappointing,” he grumbled. “Not even Hali could make them taste good.”

 I laughed when I saw him wiping his tongue on the grass to get the taste of the invaders out of his mouth.  
 “Sorry, buddy,” I snickered, “maybe we can find you a better snack at the palace. Let’s get going, we’ve got a lot to tell the queen.” 
 Before I left for the palace, I appointed two of the warriors to stay at the border. I highly doubted there would be any more attacks tonight, but I wasn’t going to risk the chance. The women also had enough foresight to bring a new oil soaked torch with them to replace the burned alarm beacon, since that needed to be done as soon as possible. The beacon had served its purpose well, and I didn’t want to go one minute without a replacement.  
 “Darya,” I said as we walked to the palace, “you were on alarm watch duty at the palace, right? How did things go when everyone saw the beacon was lit?” 
 “Just like we practiced,” she replied with a smile. “Everyone moved into their positions, got the windows shuttered, and locked the doors down within just a few minutes.” 
 “Excellent,” I said, and then I pursed my lips as I asked my next question. “Did Nerissa go to the safe room?” 
 Darya let and a noise that was half laugh and half sigh, Sela groaned loudly, and Zarya just shook her head.  
 This wasn’t going to be good.  
 “She went,” Sela answered with half a scowl, “but she was far from happy about it. I practically had to carry her in there.” 
 “At least you got her in there,” I sighed. “Thank you for that.” 
 “Talise was a big help in persuading her,” Zarya added. “We probably would have had a much bigger fight on our hands if our healer hadn’t been there.” 
 “I will make sure to thank her,” I laughed. “Talise wasn’t crazy about the idea, either, but at least she isn’t fighting me tooth and nail about it. I am probably going to regret saying this, but I miss the sobbing queen.” 
 The women chuckled and shared amused looks.  
 “Be careful what you wish for, Ben,” Mira teased with a grin. 
 Ten minutes later, I was relieved to see the palace was still on lockdown when we arrived. The women were all following orders perfectly, and it made me relax a good bit to know they’d been as safe as they could be during the attack.  
 I walked up to the eastern most door and pounded out the secret knock we’d come up with.  
 “State your purpose!” Hali called through the door.  
 “It’s Ben,” I declared, “along with George, Mira, Sela, Zarya, and Darya.” 
 “Who is Dark Vader’s son?” the cook asked without opening the door. 
 I laughed to myself since she said “dark” instead of “darth,” but at least she had remembered the security question. We’d come up with a few of them for anyone who would possibly be outside the palace during an attack and needed to regain entry.  
 “Luke Skywalker,” I answered with a smirk.  
 The door slowly opened to reveal Hali and several of the other kitchen staff, and they were all holding spears aimed right at the door. The dragonesque women looked ready to slay us all, and I couldn’t be any prouder of them. They weren’t supposed to lower their defenses until they had eyes on whoever was requesting entrance to the palace, and they had followed my instructions exactly as I’d given them.  
 “Oh, thank the goddess!” Hali exclaimed as she lowered her spear. The cook had tears in her eyes and a huge look of relief on her face. 
  Then she and the other women rushed over to hug all of us and welcome me, George, and the warrior women into the palace.  
 I grabbed Talise’s sister to me and held her tightly.  
 “Hali,” I said, “you did an amazing job. Just like we practiced. I am so proud of all of you.” 
 “Does this mean the attack is over?” she asked with wide eyes. 
 “Yes,” I nodded, “at least for now. The party of raiders is dead, but I will let the others give you the details. I must speak to the queen.” 
 I gave Hali one last tight hug before I signaled to George that we were moving along. Then I quickly made my way to the safe room where the queen was being held, and I once again pounded out the secret knock on the door to the hidden chamber.  
 “State your purpose,” Careen said through the door. 
 “It’s Ben and George,” I replied. “We need to see the queen.” 
 “Who was the real hero of Lord of the Rings?” she asked. 
 “Samwise Gamgee,” I told her, since that was the fucking truth.  
 I stepped back and watched as the door slowly opened. Then I saw that Careen, Talise, and Nerissa were all armed and had their weapons pointed at me.  
 George didn’t pay any attention to the weapons, though, as he walked right in to check on the three women. Then I watched as he sniffed Nerissa and Talise, including their baby bumps, to make sure everyone was okay. 

“All is well,” the dragon informed me as he returned to my side.  
 I gave George a pat on the head and reached out to hug Careen.  
 “Thank you for following protocol and for being here,” I told the pink haired woman. 
 “Of course, Ben,” the healer replied as she ducked her head shyly.  
 I hugged and kissed Talise after I let Careen go, and then I looked at Nerissa, but I didn’t know what to expect.  
 The queen was standing there stoically, but her bottom lip trembled and gave her real feelings away. So, I held my arms out to her, and it didn’t take long for her to run into them and start sobbing.  
 Like Mira said, I guess I should be careful what I asked for.  
 “It’s okay, Nerissa,” I said to comfort the distraught woman in my arms. “The raiders are gone. We took care of them.” 
 “I didn’t see you today,” she cried, “and you could have died tonight, and my last words to you would have been ‘please fill my body with all of your seed’ and that’s just… not very fitting because all I can think about right now is sex and not how much I love you.” 
 “I didn’t die,” I whispered into her hair as I tried not to laugh, “and I don’t plan on dying any time soon. I have a lot to tell you, and we are out of immediate danger, so let’s go sit down and relax.” 
 We made our way out of the safe room and saw that the shutters on the windows had been opened and everything was getting back to its usual place in the palace. Even though it was the middle of the night, everyone was still too wired from the attack to settle down and rest. So, most of the women were going about their daily chores to keep busy and wear off the adrenaline that was sure to still be pumping through their systems.  
 Mira and the other warrior women who had followed me up from the eastern border were deep in discussion with Hali when we found them in the front entrance of the palace.  
 Upon seeing her sister, Nerissa ran over, grabbed her in a tight hug, and started sobbing.  
 Mira held her sister and rolled her eyes at the same time.  
 “It’s okay, Nerissa,” Mira soothed, “I was never in any real danger, not from the archer’s nest. Let’s sit down, and we will tell you exactly what happened.” 
 Mira led her sister and Talise over to an alcove near the kitchen that contained a large meeting table and several chairs. We’d used it before when we were outlining our defenses and planning the safe room addition, so there would be plenty of room for all of us in there.  
 Hali had tea, nectar, water, bread, fruit, and a thick and hearty stew full of dried boar, carrots, snap peas, and potatoes delivered to our table. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until the food was set down before us. There was also another platter full of all kinds of raw cuts of meat that I sat down for George.  

“Mmm,” George groaned with delight. “Tell Hali thank you. Tastes much better than greasy, smelly man-things.” 

 I relayed George’s message with a chuckle and then dug into the meal for myself. The women sat patiently sipping their tea while the dragon, Mira, and I polished off a good majority of the food. It was crazy how hungry fighting had made all three of us.  
 Once we got our fill, I recounted the events of the night to the queen and the other women. I told them all the gory details, including Mira being a deadshot with the bow and arrow and the ominous warning of the last raider to die.  
 “How long is a fortnight?” Talise asked with a furrowed brow.  
 “About fourteen sunrises,” I answered.  
 “That’s right when…” Nerissa trailed off and put her hands protectively over her pregnant tummy.  
 “I know,” I said as I reached for her hand, “but all we can do is prepare the best we can. At least we know it’s coming.”  
 Both of the pregnant women nodded their heads in agreement, but I could tell they were still very worried.  
 “I also think it would be best if Talise were to move to the palace until the baby is born and this attack is over,” I said reluctantly. I was sure this was going to be met with a lot of resistance, but the healer just nodded her head in agreement. 
 “Whatever you think is best, Ben,” Talise said.  
 “I will help you move whatever you need to the palace,” Mira offered to the healer. “I will stay here, too.” 
 “Me too,” Sela added. “I think moving into the palace is a good idea for anyone housed near the eastern shore.” 
 “Good idea, Sela,” I said. “Will you get an estimate on how many will need to relocate? We may have to set up cots for some of them, but I will feel better knowing they are safe within the walls.” 
 “I agree,” Sela inclined her head, “I will get started on that at first light.” 
 “There is nothing more we can do tonight,” I said as I looked around the table at all the women. “Let’s get some sleep, and we will start putting plans in motion in the morning.” 
 Everyone nodded, stood up, and made their way out of the alcove. I could tell Nerissa was intentionally hanging back, though. The queen hadn’t said much during the meeting, and I thought maybe she had something she wanted to say just to me.  
 “I’m sorry, Ben,” Nerissa began when we were alone, and she averted her eyes from mine. “I was more stubborn about this than I had any right to be. When I realized this wasn’t one of your drills, it occured to me how difficult I was being and that you were just doing what was best for me and our baby. Then I was scared that I would never see you again.”  
 “Nerissa,” I reached out and hugged her to me, “it’s all okay. I can be just as stubborn. I am sorry I was so adamant, but I have to know you, Talise, and the babies are safe. Thank you for going to the room. You wouldn’t believe how relieved I was to know you were in there, even when the danger had passed and all the raiders were dead.” 
 “I understand that now, Ben,” she sighed. “You are a smart man and a good leader. These pregnancy hormones are just making me a little irrational.” 
 “A little?” I said before I could stop myself.  
 The queen let out a bubble of laughter and hit me in the arm at the same time.  
 “I am still the queen, you know,” she grinned, “I could have your head.” 
 “You can have any part of me you want,” I teased as I pulled her into a kiss.  
 She kissed me back passionately and only released me when the baby kicked in protest at being squeezed between us. We both started laughing, and I reached down to rub the beautiful bump that was my child.  
 “I have spent so much time demanding sex from you,” Nerissa whispered, “I haven’t given you much free time to do anything else, including bond with your children.” 
 “Your needs are important and you are my queen,” I smiled, “and it isn’t like being inside you is a chore.” 
 “You are quite the charmer,” she blushed, “but I insist you take some time for yourself. Also, some time for my sister, too.” 
 “She is already on my schedule,” I grinned, “so no need to worry there.” 
 She laughed and then she kissed me again before she walked, or more like waddled, away.  
 While my gaze was locked on the sway of Nerissa’s full hips, Mira came back into the palace with her arms full of plants and herbs. I assumed she’d already started moving Talise’s things over to the palace, since I didn’t know anyone else who kept that much vegetation around.  
 “Need a hand?” I asked. 
 “I got it,” she told me as she shifted her burden to sit on her hip, “this is the last bit I am going to bring over tonight. I wanted Talise to have everything she needed to make her tea to keep the nausea at bay.” 
 “Let me help you,” I offered and then took some of the plants out of her arms. “I am glad you thought about the tea. We definitely don’t want her to start puking again. She doesn’t have any more weight left to lose.” 
 I helped the warrior carry the supplies to the store room near where Talise was sleeping. The healer had said goodnight as soon as we’d finished our discussion, and I knew she was probably sound asleep already. I would check on her first thing in the morning. She had me worried all the time, but I didn’t want to disturb her.  
 Mira placed the stuff on the table and turned to walk away, but I reached out, gently grabbed her by the arm, and pulled her to me.  
 “Where are you going?” I asked with a grin on my face.  
 “Um, I-I was going to go check on my sister,” she stuttered as her cheeks flushed slightly.  
 “Your sister is fine,” I told her, “I just said goodnight to her.” 
 “She might need … ” Mira started to say before I cut her off with a kiss.  
 I kissed the stoic warrior with more passion than I ever had before. I still had adrenaline pumping through my veins, and I wanted her more than anything, especially after seeing her fight. I let her know just how turned on I was when I pulled her against me so she could feel my rock hard dick press against her stomach.  
 Mira let out a moan and sort of melted in my arms before she suddenly pulled herself back.  
 “Ummm … ” was all she could say.  
 “Still scared?” I whispered. 
 She just nodded and avoided looking at my face.  
 “Mira,” I murmured, “I certainly am not going to force you or demand that you come to my chambers, but I promise, there is nothing to be afraid of.” 
 “I really want to,” she mumbled with her eyes on the floor, “I just don’t know exactly what to expect.” 
 “I will make you a promise,” I said and gently touched her face. “We will go slow, and if at any time you are uncomfortable, you tell me to stop, and I will. I want this to be as pleasurable for you as it is for me.” 
 “I-I like the sound of that.” She smiled. 
 I looked at George, who was still sitting next to me, and he gave me what I could only describe as a shit-eating dragon grin before heading off toward the kitchen. I was sure he would get far too many treats before he laid down in front of the huge fire and got some sleep. He would still be close enough if there was any danger, but far enough away to give us some privacy.  
 It was nice having a bro at my back.  
 I scooped Mira up in my arms and made my way to the royal men’s bathing chamber. We were still covered in the gore and dirt from not only the fight, but the gathering and burning of the bodies.  
 The warrior’s eyes grew big when I picked her up, but she didn’t protest. Instead, she relaxed in my arms and kissed along my neck and jaw until I was sure my dick was going to pop the seam in my pants.  
 I set her down gently when we reached the chambers and proceeded to remove her warrior’s garb. I slowly untied the halter from behind her neck and pulled the top off over her head. Then I kept eye contact with her while I reached down, untied her pants, and pushed them down.  
 She willingly stepped out of her pants and stood there before me in all her naked gloriousness. Her golden scales shone like I had never seen them before, and her eyes were lit up with excitement, arousal, and a little fear of the unknown.  
 She was perfect. And she was all mine. 
 “You are so beautiful,” I murmured as I took in all of her body.  
 Mira blushed and moved closer so she could remove my clothes. As she was untying my shirt, I kicked the soft boots off my feet. Then she pulled my shirt off over my head and ran her hands down my chest and my new dragon-ripped abs and scales. She started to untie my pants, but her hands shook so bad, I didn’t think she would ever manage it. Just as I thought it would be kind to help her out, she managed to get them undone and pushed them down my hips so they fell to the floor.  
 Now that we were both naked, I scooped her up again and walked into the warm pool with her. The water felt amazing as it hit my sore muscles, but nothing felt better than this warrior woman in my arms. I let her go once we were in the deepest part of the water, but I kept her body pulled close to mine. Then I reached over and grabbed the soap, washcloth, and an empty bowl so I could wet her hair before I washed it.  
 She tilted her head back, and I watched as the water ran down her neck, shoulders, and her small but perky breasts. I put some soap in her hair and began to lather it up slowly while I massaged her head at the same time, which noticeably helped her to relax a great deal.  
 “Mmm, that feels good, Ben,” she moaned quietly, and my cock grew even harder under the water. 
 I used more soap to wash her neck and shoulders, and I massaged them as well before I moved to the rest of her back. She was almost like putty in my hands when I started on her tummy and breasts. Then she took in a sudden sharp breath when I rolled one of her hard nipples between my thumb and finger, and I couldn’t help but smile at her reaction. I used the bowl to rinse all the soap from her hair and upper body away before I moved her to the ledge with the built-in seat.  
 “Just relax,” I murmured.  
 She was wide eyed and curious when I sat her down in the stone chair, but she didn’t protest. So, I started with one of her webbed feet, washed every inch of it, and worked my way up her leg and thigh. I repeated the steps on the other leg and took my time. I was being intentionally coy about just barely missing the golden spot where her thighs met in the middle, and she wiggled from my touch, but didn’t tell me to stop. I carefully, slowly, and methodically washed from her belly button all the way down to her bottom, and I enjoyed every ounce of moaning and squirming she did under my hands as I washed every single bit of her perfect ass.  
 When I had washed her from head to toe, she took the soap and washcloth from me and washed my hair and body much like I had hers, until she reached the point where the only thing on me that she hadn’t washed was my cock. She seemed hesitant, so I moved to get out of the stone seat to take control, but she put one hand on my chest to keep me from moving.  
 “Just give me a moment,” she whispered, “I know things can be sensitive there, and I don’t want to touch you wrong or anything like that.” 
 “Mira,” I whispered and pulled her closer to me, “you can’t possibly touch me wrong.”  
 I kissed her tenderly to give her time to gather her courage, and I let out a moan of surprise when I felt her hands wrap around my cock. She kept kissing me as she washed me, so I went along with it.  
 If that’s what she needed, I was in no way going to deny her.  
 Mira washed every bit of my hard dick, and she gently massaged my balls and all of my ass before she pulled away from my kiss. Her eyes had gone dark with want and need, and I couldn’t help but smile as I watched her enjoy herself.  
 I stood up, grabbed her by the waist, and set her on the ledge of the pool. Her breasts were at my eye level, and I took one nipple into my mouth as I massaged and played with the nipple on the other breast. She let out a primal moan like nothing I had ever heard, and I thought I would cum right there just from the sound. Then I took the other nipple into my mouth and got a similar response. I could really smell her arousal now and wanted nothing more than to taste her. So, I gently pushed her legs apart, but for the first time, I was met with a little resistance.  
 “Do you want me to stop?” I paused and asked the beautiful woman.  
 All the gods and the whole fucking universe knew I didn’t want to stop, but I would if she asked me to. I would likely spend the rest of the night jerking off to get rid of this massive hard on, but I wouldn’t force her into anything.  
 “What are you going to do?” she asked me in what was barely a whisper.  
 “Mira,” I touched her face, “I want to taste you, more than anything.” 
 Her eyes grew huge at my admission, and I was worried she wouldn’t allow it or might even make a run for it.  
 “I swear,” I promised, “if you don’t like it, I will immediately stop, and I won’t do anything else until you are ready.” 
 She nodded in agreement and loosened up her legs.  
 “I-I want you, Ben,” she whispered shyly, and my heart throbbed at this beautiful, amazing, virgin warrior before me. “I-I want to make you feel good, and I want to share in your pleasure. More than that, I … I want to bear your child. Like Nerissa and Talise. Pl-please.” 
 Well, there was no way I could refuse such a sweet request.  
 “Your wish is my command,” I murmured as I wrapped my hands around her full thighs and spread them apart.  
 I was the luckiest man alive.  
 I pulled Mira closer to the edge of the pool and looked at all the pink, promising pussy she had to offer. Then I slowly licked her from bottom to top and felt her tense up before she relaxed with a moan. I repeated that move a few times, and then I pulled her clit into my mouth and lightly sucked on it. While doing that, I slowly slid one finger into her wetness, and it was so tight, I wasn’t sure my cock was ever going to fit in there. I continued to suck and slide my finger in and out, but then I heard her yell something that I thought was ‘stop’, so I backed up and away from her.  
 “What are you doing?” she gasped as she whipped her head up. 
 “I thought you told me to stop,” I replied with a frown.  
 “I said don’t stop, you barnacle,” she begged, “please don’t fucking stop!” 
 A devilish grin spread across my face as I went back to licking, sucking, and finger fucking her. She tasted like honeysuckle, and I didn’t know if I would ever get enough. I increased the pace with my mouth and finger, and then I paused to rub on that magic spot deep inside her.  
 Suddenly, Mira let out a scream, and I felt her squirt all over my mouth and face. Then I locked my arms around her thighs to hold her still while I lapped up every single bit of her offering.  
 When I was done, I climbed out of the pool and pulled her off the ledge and into my arms. I dried her off with one of the towels, then half-assed dried myself off before I carried her across the hall to my bedchamber. Then I laid her on the bed, climbed in, and positioned myself over her. The warrior was flushed and slightly sweaty from the orgasm I’d just given her, and I had never seen anyone so fucking sexy.  
 “I promise to go slow,” I whispered, “but if it hurts too much, stop me.” 
 She just nodded her head in agreement.   
 I slid one finger in to make sure she was ready, and I was greeted with silky, velvety wetness. It was absolutely perfect, and I knew it was going to take every damn ounce of restraint I had not to pound myself into her tightness.  
 “God, you’re so perfect,” I grunted as I pulled my fingers out of her. 
 Then I positioned the head of my cock right where it needed to be, and I slid just a little inside her at an agonizingly slow pace. Mira took a hissing breath through her teeth, but didn’t stop me or move away. So, I slid in a little more and gave her time to adjust. Soon, the thickest part of my dick was next, and I didn’t want to hurt her.  
 “Take a slow, deep breath,” I groaned to her while I tried to maintain my composure.  
 Mira nodded and took a slow breath in while I slid the rest of my cock inside her. She hissed a little but also raised her hips up to meet me.  
 “Ben!” she gasped as her hands flew up and latched onto my shoulders.  
 I was finally all the way inside her, and it felt like a heavenly vice grip had a hold on me. I’d just taken the warrior’s virginity, and my primal instincts wanted nothing more than to fuck her hard and claim her thoroughly, but I stayed still and gave her time to adjust while I leaned in and kissed her tenderly. After a few moments, I felt the grip on my cock loosen up, and I slowly started to move in and out of her. Very soon, her hisses of discomfort turned into moans of pleasure, and I picked up the pace while following her cues.  
 “O-Oh, Ben,” Mira moaned as her lithe body writhed beneath me. “That feels … so good! You are so hard, and I feel so fullll.” 
 Her words trailed off into another loud moan, and I watched as her gold eyes rolled back into her head.  
 I stayed in the missionary position with her and continued to kiss her lips, neck, and breasts. Soon, she wrapped her legs around me and was thrusting her hips to meet mine. I moved faster, and she started breathing heavier and harder. Then I grabbed her hips and pulled her up a bit so I could hit that magic spot with my dick and rub her clit at the same time.  
 “Yes, Ben!” Mira cried out and bucked against me. “Just like that! Please give me your seed. I want to bear your child. Please!” 
 I growled and pounded into the warrior for maybe ten seconds, and then she screamed out another orgasm. The tightness clamping down on my cock was too much, and I came right behind her and trembled as her body milked every single drop of cum out of me.   
 It took several minutes for her tunnel to loosen up enough for me to pull out of her. I waited patiently for her rapid fire orgasms to calm down and just enjoyed kissing and touching her body in the meantime. When her body relaxed, I moved to her side and pulled her tight against my chest. She felt chilly, so I pulled a blanket up over us and just held her close to warm her up. Then we stayed silent for a long time.  
 “Is it always like that?” she asked after a while, and her fingers lightly traced over the scales on my chest.  
 “It is with me,” I chuckled as I pressed a kiss against her hair.  
 “Well, I am glad it was with you,” she whispered.  
 I kissed her deeply before she rolled over, pushed that excellent ass up against me, and fell into a deep sleep. I laid awake for a little while and thought of the day’s events and what had to be done still, but I knew deep in my heart that there was no place I would rather be. 
 I awoke the next morning to a chuffing sound in my face, and I opened my eyes to see a huge water dragon staring at me and Mira. The warrior was still soundly asleep and curled up against me, so I started to shoo George away, but he wasn’t having it.  

“Wake up,” he ordered. “You need to come with me and bring Mira.”

 I groaned my agreement and moved to wake Mira up. I knew from our bond that there wasn’t any kind of danger right now, but apparently this was something very important to the dragon, and I certainly wasn’t going to let him down.  
 “Mira,” I said gently as I shook the woman beside me, “George needs us for something. He specifically asked me to wake you up and to bring you with me.” 
 I watched as my lover stretched and came to awareness. Her hair was messy from sleep, and she still smelled like our love making. I really just wanted to slide into her warmth again, but I knew it wasn’t the time.  
 “Merry morning,” I whispered. “How do you feel? Are you sore or hurting?” 
 “Hmm,” she moaned as she stretched, “I’m a little sore, but it isn’t terrible. Mostly I feel amazing. I haven’t slept that well in, well, ever.” 
 “That is excellent news,” I chuckled. “Glad I could be of assistance.” 
 “You can assist me like that whenever you want.” The warrior grinned.  
 I kissed her one more time before we both got washed up and dressed as quickly as we could, and then we met George in the kitchen where our breakfast and hot mugs of tea were waiting for us.  
 “George has been nudging me with his nose all morning,” Hali laughed when she saw us walk into the kitchen. “I guess he has plans for all of you today.” 
 “Apparently,” I said with a smile, “but he is being rather secretive about them.” 
 George huffed impatiently as he sat by the kitchen table, and I rolled my eyes fondly at the dragon.  
 Mira and I ate and drank our tea while George stared us down. I was half annoyed and half amused by the damn dragon. I had several things that needed my attention, but I couldn’t deny him when he was so excited and persistent. So, we finished up quickly under his scrutiny, and he got up and headed for the kitchen door.  

“Follow me, bring some meat,” he said simply.  
 I asked Hali for some cuts of meat, and then we followed him toward the eastern shore and took a slight turn south and away from the border wall. We walked a little distance to the south, and I realized we were close to where the haeye had attacked the queen.  
 “It better not be another haeye,” I told the dragon, “I am not sure I am in the mood for that.” 

“Not a haeye, be patient,” he said with excitement. If fact, he was almost buzzing with fervor as he stared out into the water.  
 I relayed his message to Mira and then took a seat on the beach. I might as well rest while I could, but I wasn’t going to be patient much longer. I would only do this for George … and maybe Mira, Talise, and Nerissa, too. Hell, who was I kidding? I would do it for any of them, but that wasn’t something they needed to know.  
 Just as my patience was starting to run thin, I caught a movement in the water. It was in the shallow part, but was moving very slow. I started to get up to investigate, but George stopped me.  

“No,” he said, “send Mira. This one is for her, give her the meat.”

 “Could you give me a clue as to what’s going on, buddy?” I grumbled. “I didn’t really sign up for dragon games this morning.” 

“Ben,” the dragon sighed, “just trust me. This is very important. I promise.”

 Well, I couldn’t argue with that tone of voice. Besides, even though it seemed dragons thrived on mysteries and riddles, they hadn’t actually led me astray yet. So, I would listen to him for now.  
 “Mira,” I said to get her attention, “do you see that movement in the water?” 
 “Of course,” the warrior replied as she stared out at the waves with rapt golden eyes.  
 “George told me to send you to investigate,” I whispered and handed her the bag of cut up meat. “He says this one is for you.” 
 I could tell she wanted to go see what it was, but she was also hesitant. There were a lot of dangerous things in the water, and it was kind of crazy to just jump all in because a dragon said to. Still, the warrior took a few steps forward and then stopped and looked back at us.  

“Tell her just to sit on the sand and wait,” George instructed, “I promise it is safe. I am right here and would never let any harm come to her.”

 I once again relayed the dragon’s message to Mira. She nodded her head one time, gathered up her courage, and then walked the twenty or so yards to the beach. When she got there, she slowly sat down and waited.  
 I stayed back with George, but had my hand wrapped around the hilt of my sword.  
 I didn’t know exactly what was about to happen, but I was ready for anything.  
 



 Chapter Seventeen 
 After maybe five minutes of waiting, I saw the first glimpse of soft pink scales poke out from the water. The small glimmer got bigger, and my heart started pounding in my chest as I realized what I was seeing. Soon, a shiny, small, and soft pink water dragon made its way completely out of the water and moved toward Mira. The beast was smaller than George had been when I found him, roughly the size of a Basset Hound, but with longer legs.  
 “Holy shit,” I whispered as my heart hammered beneath my ribs. 
 Mira knew just what to do, though, and she offered the dragon a piece of bird she pulled out of the bag. The water dragon sniffed the air and moved closer to Mira.  

“Do not worry, young female one,” George said, and by the sonorous tone of his voice, I assumed he was speaking to the dragon as well, “the woman is yours.”

 The pink dragon reached out and gently took the meat from the warrior’s hand. She chomped on it happily, and Mira immediately offered her another piece when she finished the first. They repeated this a few times, and then suddenly, the water dragon crawled into Mira’s lap and licked her on the face.  
 We all burst out laughing as soon as that happened, and even George did his chuffing dragon laugh. I could hardly believe my eyes.  
 Here was another dragon, a girl dragon, and she had clearly chosen Mira.  
 “George,” I asked in awe, “how did you know?” 

“I saw it in a dream. Like you saw the boats. I knew that once you and the warrior mated, I had to bring both of you here.”

 “So, more of Ladonis’ work?” I chuckled.  

“Yes,” the dragon replied. 
 “It’s just like he said,” I murmured as I stared at the other dragon. “The dragons and bondings are returning. The island is starting to heal.” 
 My heart warmed at the sentiment, and a grin spread across my face.  
 First, we trounced the raiders without a single casualty, and now this? Things were looking up for my new home.  
 George and I stood there and watched Mira and her dragon get to know one another for a little longer before I finally had to say something about getting on with the day. I also knew the queen needed to know about this as soon as possible.  
 “Mira,” I called out to her, “I really hate to disturb you, but we should get back to the village. This is kind of a big deal.” 
 Mira looked back at me, and I saw big tears rolling down her face, but she was smiling so broadly I bet her cheeks ached. Then she nodded in agreement, stood up, brushed sand off her pants with one hand, and wiped the tears off her face with the other.  
 “Come along, little one,” she said to the little dragon.  
 Without any hesitation, the pink baby dragon followed Mira over to where George and I waited, and the small beast stopped long enough to pounce on the much bigger dragon’s tail a few times before she joined us. She sniffed the hand I held out to her for a few moments and then bumped against my leg much like a cat would.  
 “She isn’t nearly as shy as you were, George,” I said to my dragon.  

“She is newly hatched,” he told me. “She didn’t have to struggle.”

 He didn’t sound upset about that, more like he was relieved this precious thing had been found right away and didn’t nearly starve like he had.  
 I rubbed my dragon fondly between his ears before we set off back to the village. We watched as the baby pounced on grasshoppers and other insects, and she even chased a butterfly into a large hyacinth bush where she blended in with the pink flowers.  
 “Any idea what you’re going to name her?” I asked Mira.  
 “Yes,” she smiled, “but it won’t be nearly as good as the name George.” 
 I swore the male dragon held his head up even higher than normal when he heard her say that. He was going to get a big belly and a big head if he kept hanging around these women.  
 Before I could ask what Mira had come up with, she called out to the baby dragon.  
 “Nixie!” she shouted. 
 The baby dragon immediately stuck her head out of the bush at the sound of the name.  
 “Do you like the name, Nixie?” Mira asked with a smile. 
 At the sound of the name, the little dragon came bounding out of the bush and jumped into Mira’s arms. Mira hugged her, and I could hear the dragon hum start up immediately. It was much higher pitched than George’s had been, but no less adorable.  
 “Nixie it is!” Mira laughed and pressed her face against the small dragon’s.  
 I didn’t know if I had ever seen her so happy, and my heart sang for her. I wanted nothing more than to keep my women this happy always, and I promised myself I would do whatever was necessary to protect their happiness.  
 We continued our walk as Mira held on to her new dragon and smiled the whole time. The village was about a hundred yards away when suddenly Nixie started coughing and choking.  
 “What’s wrong?” Mira asked frantically and started to inspect the little dragon.  
 I recognized the hacking cough, though, and my eyes widened.  
 “Damn, this is all happening so fast!” I exclaimed. 
 “What is?” Mira shrieked. 
 Before I could answer, Nixie coughed up a piece of sea glass barely the size of a quarter, and it plopped down into the sand. It was as perfect as any piece I had seen, but it had a slight pink sheen to it instead of the copper coloring that George’s had.  
 Mira set Nixie down gently and then just stared in shock at the sea glass.  

“Nixie is ready to bond,” George said. 
 “I can see that,” I replied in shock. “Why has this happened so fast, though? It was a few days before you were ready.”  

“Mira is a dragon-kin already,” George told me, “so it will be easier for her. Also, Nixie is healthier than I was. I had to build up the strength to produce my first sea glass.”

 “That is understandable,” I smiled, “you were definitely a lot more frail when I found you.” 

“I wasn’t for long,” the dragon said as he butted up against my shoulder. 
 “What does she need to do?” I asked my dragon. 

“Tell her to put the glass in her mouth.”

 I glanced back at the warrior to instruct her, but it looked like her eyes were about to pop out of her skull, and her golden skin looked pale.  
 “Mira,” I said gently, “are you okay?” 
 “Y-Yes,” she stammered as she looked from me to Nixie with wide gold eyes. “Just a little shocked.” 
 “I am shocked, too,” I agreed, “I had no idea this would happen so fast, but it has. Are you ready to bond with Nixie?” 
 The warrior woman looked up at me with tears in her eyes, but I knew they were tears of awe and happiness as soon as I saw them.  
 “More than anything,” she whispered.  
 “Then put the sea glass in your mouth,” I guided her. “The rest will take care of itself.” 
 Much more willingly than I had, Mira placed the sea glass into her mouth. Then a warm light emitted from both her and Nixie that lasted for maybe thirty seconds before it disappeared.  
 George wasn’t kidding, it was much easier on her than it had been on me.  
 When the light was gone, Mira put her head against the baby dragon’s before she stood up and turned to me and George. I could see how the bonding had changed her already. Her gold scales now had a soft pink shimmer to them, and her eyes had taken on a slight silver swirl that matched Nixie’s eyes. The warrior was beautiful before, but now there was an ethereal, otherworldly glow about her that just took my breath away.  
 I walked over and hugged her tightly to help steady her on her feet. I knew how amazing but overwhelming the feeling of being bonded was and wanted to support her in any possible way I could. So, I let her lean against me for a few moments and then felt her gather her strength like the warrior she was.  
 “How do you feel?” I whispered against the warrior’s cheek. 
 “That’s the second time you’ve asked me that today,” she laughed. “Honestly, I feel amazing! And this is all because of you, Ben. You’re the reason the village was kept safe last night, and Ladonis said you’re the reason the dragons have returned. It’s all because of you.” 
 She pulled away from me and smiled up at me with so much mirth and love, I wanted to throw her down and make love to her right then and there.  

“We must get going,” George said. 
 Mira jumped like she had just gotten probed with a cattle prod and glanced around with a stunned look on her face. I couldn’t figure out what was wrong with her and started to get worried until she finally spoke.  
 “George,” she almost whispered as she stared down at my larger dragon, “did you just speak inside my head?” 

“Yes,” he softly answered. “You can hear me now that you have bonded with your own dragon.”

 “Holy shitballs!” Mira yelled, which was definitely another phrase she had learned from me.  

“Indeed,” George chuckled.  
 “Does that mean Nixie will talk to me?” Mira asked. 

“Yes, as soon as she finds her voice.”

 “A-Amazing,” the warrior stuttered, “I guess I knew you and Ben talked to one another, but I didn’t think much about it. Will he be able to hear Nixie, too?”  

“If Nixie chooses for him to hear,” George replied.  
 “Wow!” was all she said in response. She was taking this so much better than I had.  
 “Ready to go?” I asked everyone with a smile.  
 Mira smiled and nodded, and we all walked back to the village together. Just like the last time with George, word spread to the queen about the new dragon before we could reach her ourselves. It was just as well, since Nixie made it impossible to keep her a secret. She didn’t stay hidden behind Mira, and instead she greeted each of the women with a bounce in her step and a thorough sniffing.  
 Nerissa met us at the main palace doors with so much excitement, she was practically dancing. She looked divine in her icy blue wrap that hugged her baby bump and all her other curves. She smiled at the sight of us and gave off a glow that wasn’t entirely related to her pregnancy. She was genuinely happy and cheered when we approached with our dragons next to us. Then she reached out and pulled her sister into a tight embrace. It was a very long time before she let the warrior go.  
 “Mira,” she cried, “I am so proud and happy and beside myself!” 
 “Nerissa,” Mira smiled as she pulled away from her sister, “meet Nixie.” 
 Nixie bounced her little bounce toward the queen and sniffed her hand and her protruding tummy. Then she made the same chuffing sound George had made the first time he was near Nerissa after she got pregnant.  
 These dragons never ceased to amaze me.  
 “Where is Talise?” I asked when it occurred to me that the healer wasn’t in the group of women surrounding us.  
 I watched the queen’s smile falter a bit before she motioned me and Mira closer. Then she took me by the arm and walked us toward the palace doors.  
 “She has been put on bed rest by Careen,” Nerissa told us. “The baby has dropped quite low, and Talise was feeling some mild cramps. It is still a bit too early for her to deliver, so we took all the precautions and have her on strict bed rest.” 
 “Is the baby okay?” I whispered, and I was unable to hide the fear in my voice. 
 “Yes,” the queen replied. “The heartbeat is strong, and the baby is in the perfect position. Talise just has to stay off of her feet for as long as possible.” 
 For the first time since I landed on the island, I really longed for the medical advances from my own world. I knew there were medicines that could stop early labor, ultrasound machines that could show us the baby, and a slew of other measures we could take to make sure both the baby and Talise were okay.  
 But wishing for all of that would do absolutely no good. Right now, I had to trust these women knew better than I did, as difficult as it was.  
 “Can we go see her?” I asked the queen.  
 “Of course.” Nerissa smiled. “She would be very angry if she didn’t get to see our newest family member. You all go ahead. I am going to organize a feast to celebrate Mira and Nixie.” 
 I looked at Mira, and without another word, the four of us made our way to the bedchamber that Talise now called home. I knocked on the door before opening it and saw the healer propped up in bed with some kind of sewing in her lap. The dark circles and paleness had returned to her beautiful face, and I had to push the fear bubbling up in my gut back down.  
 If I lost this woman, I didn’t know what I would do.  
 “There’s no need for all that worry,” she said when she saw our faces, “I am feeling better, and the baby is moving around like crazy. All is well.” 
 Before either Mira or I could say anything, Nixie ran past us and bounced up onto the bed with Talise. She sniffed the healer’s face and tummy, made the adorable chuffing noise, and curled up protectively around the baby bump.  
 “Oh!” Talise shrieked, and her eyes bulged out of her head as she looked from the dragon to us. “Who are you? Who is this? What’s going on?” 
 “I, well, I bonded with her,” Mira said with a broad grin. “George led us to the water early this morning, and now I have a dragon!” 
 “Oh, Mira,” Talise cried, “I am so happy for you. She is precious!” 
 “Talise, meet Nixie,” Mira said as she took a seat on the bed next to the healer.  
 The little pink dragon licked Talise’s face at the introduction, and this made the healer giggle with delight. It lightened the load on my heart to see her laugh like that and to be in good spirits. Still, I knew it was going to be difficult to leave her when I was so worried about her.  

“Stay with the healer,” my dragon encouraged, “I know everyone will understand.”

 Mira looked over her shoulder at me and smiled to let me know she’d also heard George and understood.  
 “We will tell the queen,” the warrior said. “I know my sister will fully support you staying here with Talise.” 
 “You don’t have to, Ben,” Talise murmured softly, and a smile crept across her face, “but, if you can, I would love your company.” 
 I looked at Mira and the two dragons for reassurance. There was so much to do, and I felt like I should be at the celebration.  

“Mira, Nixie, and I can handle it all for the rest of the day and night,” George offered as he nudged my hand. “Stay here. It is where you are needed most.”

 “Thank you,” I said with a smile. “All of you.” 
 I reached down and patted and hugged George gratefully. He returned my affection with a loud dragon hum that vibrated the whole room and snuggled to me before he walked out.  
 Mira hugged Talise and called to Nixie to follow, and they both stopped and gave me hugs before leaving us.  
 “What a day,” I sighed as I stripped off my shoes and shirt and climbed into the bed next to Talise. “I think we deserve a nap.” 
 Talise giggled as I pulled her close to me, and then we both dozed off for a while.  
 We were awoken by Careen delivering us our dinner and checking on Talise. She let me listen to the baby’s heartbeat again, and it was as strong as ever. Then the pixie healer bid us goodnight after the examination.  
 Talise and I ate our meal, and then I entertained her with stories from my childhood. I also took some time to talk and sing to the baby and laughed as it kicked in response. I could tell Talise was getting exhausted, so I helped her change into a fresh sleeping gown and then rubbed her feet and shoulders while I told her random fairytales from my world. She fell asleep soundly against me as I finished the story of Little Red Riding Hood, and it wasn’t long before I drifted off next to her. 
 Over the next week, we worked to bolster defenses across the island in preparation for the upcoming attack. We made more arrows for bows, made sure the spikes in the traps we had dug were still upright and secure, and managed to build another archer platform along the border wall. Mira, the dragons, and I also did quite a bit of hunting when we could. We managed to kill two more boars, though neither were as big as the first one I had killed, countless birds, and had collected enough eggs to keep the queen happy for a long time.  
 Back at the palace, we secured the window shutters and made sure all the door braces were intact and ready to go. We also took the time to set up birthing beds and anything else that would be needed for the delivery of the babies inside the safe room.  
 “Does anything else need to go into the safe room?” I asked Careen as we carried fresh water into the room in two large pots.  
 “I think everything we could need is in here, and more,” the pixie healer teased with a smile.  
 She’d laughed out loud at the amount of supplies I had insisted go into the safe room just in case the queen and the two healers had to stay in the room for a long time. I couldn’t help it, though. These were all women I loved, and two of them were on the verge of giving birth to my children. I had to do all I could to make sure they were going to be okay.  
 Before I could come up with a response to her teasing, I heard rapid footsteps running toward where we were standing. Their urgency was enough to draw my attention away from witty banter with the adorable healer and search out who they belonged to. Careen sensed my concern and followed me out into the main hall where we found Hali running around.  
 “Hali,” I called to get her attention, “what’s going on?” 
 “Oh, thank the goddess,” she said breathlessly as she spun to face us. “It’s Talise, come quick.” 
 Careen and I both took off toward the room Talise had been staying in since the last attack. My heart was pounding in my chest, and although I ran faster than I ever had in my life, I felt like it took forever for me to get to the room. When we finally got there, Mira and Nerissa were already inside the room, and Talise was lying on the bed, propped up on pillows, with a scrunched up look of pain on her face.  
 “What’s going on?” I asked as I made my way over to Talise. 
 “The baby is coming,” Nerissa said in a voice much calmer than I could imagine.  
 “Is that okay?” I fearfully asked. “Is it too early? You haven’t even had your baby yet.”  
 “At this point,” the queen said, “there is no stopping it, but I do think it will all be alright.” 
 I just nodded my head in acknowledgement, since I was afraid if I opened my mouth, the bile churning in my stomach would spew out all over the place. I started shaking all over and would have been pacing the floor if there was enough room, but it was kind of packed in there, which couldn’t really be what Talise wanted.  
 “Ben,” Nerissa said as she took my hand, “look at me and take a few deep breaths. Let’s see if we can calm you down.” 
 I did what she requested and focused on her aquamarine eyes while I took deep breaths in through my nose and blew them slowly out of my mouth. I repeated this several times until my heart steadied and my hands no longer shook.  
 “Better?” Nerissa smiled. 
 “Much,” I sighed, “thank you.” 
 “Ben, come sit here,” Mira indicated the spot next to Talise on the bed, “I will take the dragons out in the hall, but we won’t be far away if you need us.” 
 I gave her a hug and patted both of the dragons as they made their way out of the door.  

“I will be right outside, dear one,” George told me as he walked out of the door.  
 I hated to see him go and could really use his comfort, but he had gotten so damn big, there really was no room to navigate with him around.  
 I sat down next to Talise and wiped her sweaty brow with the cool cloth from the basin set up next to the bed. She was between contractions and had her eyes closed in an attempt to rest. At my touch, she opened her eyes and offered me a small smile. This woman was tough as nails, and I was determined to be just as strong.  
 “Ready for this?” she asked with a grin. 
 “Absolutely,” I answered more stoically than I felt.  
 “We didn’t even discuss names yet,” the healer said with a pout.  
 “There will be time for that later,” I laughed. “Let’s just get the baby here first.” 
 At that moment, another contraction hit hard, and Talise grabbed my hand when the pain hit. This tiny healer woman may not look like much, but when she gripped my hand through that contraction, I swore I heard and felt my bones grinding under the pressure. She was so much stronger than she looked, but at least the pain took my mind off the fear. 
 After three more contractions that were very close to one another, Careen lifted the thin sheet covering Talise’s lower half and checked her progress. Her eyes got huge, and a smile spread across her face.  
 “Talise, I can see the baby’s head,” she announced. “It is time to push.” 
 Talise let out a short laugh that was a mix of fear and joy, and tears sprang to her eyes. She looked up at me for strength and reassurance, and I was fucking well going to give it to her.  
 “This is it, beautiful,” I smiled. “Time to meet our baby.” 
 The queen gave both me and Talise a hug and a kiss and went to get Mira to come in and help. Nerissa couldn’t hold either of Talise’s legs while being so pregnant herself, so she sat on a chair in the doorway with Nixie in her lap and George’s head resting on her shoulder. It was such an adorable sight to see, all three of them with big eyes full of excitement, but I couldn’t take the time to appreciate it.  
 The next contraction hit really hard, and Mira and I held Talise’s legs steady so she could push against us. We kept this up over the next few contractions and before long, the silence was broken by a small little cry from the other end of the bed.  
 “She’s perfect!” Careen cooed as she placed our daughter on Talise’s stomach.  
 She really was perfect. She had a head full of raven hair just like her mother’s, and her skin was still pink from the birth, but I could tell it was going to be slightly darker than Talise’s alabaster skin. This beautiful baby had amethyst colored scales, and her eyes were just a few shades darker and made me think of winter pansies. She had perfect little hands and webbed feet, chubby cheeks and legs, and I was immediately in love with her.  
 “Ben,” Careen said in a gentle voice, “why don’t you take her over and wash her up while I finish with Talise?” 
 I thought I would be more nervous about holding my own child for the first time, but as I gently scooped up this precious bundle, there was nothing awkward or scary about it. It just felt right.  
 “Hey there, sweet thing,” I murmured in a choked voice as I gazed down at my daughter. “I’m your dad. You probably heard me singing to you these last few weeks. It is so very nice to finally meet you.” 
 The baby squirmed and grunted in my hands, and I swore my heart was going to burst with love as her adorable face scrunched up.  
 I walked over to the table where a basin of warm water had been prepared to bathe the baby. It was softly scented with lavender and chamomile. I used the cloth to wash all the remnants of birth off the baby’s body and out of her hair, which took a while considering how much hair she had.  
 She looked at me and cooed the whole time I was washing her, and I was seriously just waiting for my heart to give out. After I got her all clean, I fashioned one of the cloth diapers on her and then swaddled her in one of the soft blankets that had been stacked on the table.  
 I turned to find Mira, Nerissa, and the dragons all staring at me from the doorway. I smiled and walked over to them carrying my daughter. Then I held her out so they could all see the precious baby, and I was greeted with tears and smiles. Both of the dragons took their time in sniffing her thoroughly, and then they both started to hum.  
 “She has your nose, but the rest is all Talise,” Mira whispered fondly as she gently touched the baby’s cheek. 
 I looked at Nerissa, and tears were just pouring out of her eyes as she ran her fingers through the baby’s hair. She couldn’t say anything, but I knew she was beyond happy.  
 “We are all done over here,” Careen called from her position by the bed.  
 She had managed to finish the delivery and clean up both the bedding and Talise, which included getting her into a fresh sleeping gown and pulling her hair back into a loose braid.  
 I carried our daughter over to her mother and gently placed her in Talise’s arms. She had silent tears rolling down her face as she put the baby to her breast where she latched on like an expert and started to eat her very first meal.  
 “We will leave and let all of you rest,” Careen said once she saw the baby was going to eat without a problem. She gave both me and Talise a hug and then gathered up the bundle of dirty linens from the delivery and made her way to the door.  
 Nerissa, Mira, and Nixie all came over to say goodbye before they left. The dragon gave the baby one more good sniff, licked Talise on the face, and jumped off the bed. Nerissa hugged us all, still crying, and waddled away with her arms wrapped around her own baby bump.  
 “I will bring you both some food soon,” Mira said before leaving.  
 “If Hali has some of that boar and potatoes and greens, and anything other than soup, I would be very grateful to have a lot of it,” Talise informed her with a tired smile.  
 I laughed at the woman’s appetite coming back with a vengeance. I was so glad to hear she was ready to eat more than she had been able to during her entire pregnancy. The way our daughter was eating, Talise was going to need all the sustenance she could get.  
 I climbed into the bed on the far side of Talise, wrapped one arm around her, and stroked our daughter’s head with my other hand. She was still nursing, but had slowed down and seemed to be ready to fall asleep soon.  
 George put his upper body on the foot of the bed and rested his head on my lap so he could look at the baby and protect all three of us.  
 “Marella,” Talise said softly, and I turned to look at her with a smile.  
 “Marella?” I asked.  
 “Yes,” she said, “it was my grandmother’s name. She was also the grandmother of King Zale. He and I were cousins. I would like to name her Marella, after the strongest woman I have ever known.” 
 “Then her name is Marella,” I agreed softly, and my heart couldn’t be more full.  
 Soon, Mira delivered trays full of food for us, and I moved the baby to the bassinet I’d built and set beside Talise’s side of the bed. Marelle slept soundly with her full belly and didn’t stir one bit when I took her from her mother’s arms. Then I helped Talise get to the table to eat and to the water closet to relieve herself, before we both climbed into bed for the night.  
 As the healer and mother of my first child fell asleep in my arms, I stared up at the ceiling and let my mind wander. Naturally, my thoughts turned to the invaders who were days away from our shores.  
 These raiders had tried several times to get the jump on us, and they had failed every time. Now, I had three mates, a daughter, and potentially more children on the way.  
 So, I was going to decimate these bastards and send them all screaming down to the bottom of the ocean.  
 I was the Dragon King, and no one fucked with my family. 
   
 End of Book 1 
 



 End Notes 
 Thanks for reading Monster Girl Islands! I’ll start working on a book 2 when this book gets 100 reviews, so please leave me a nice review here. 
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