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      Finally having Serenity in my arms was even better than I’d hoped. Her body was supple and yielding as she sprawled over my chest. And her scent—made from some sort of wildflower that she gathered in the jungle—threatened to drive me wild.

      “How do you think they found us?” Serenity whispered.

      I ran my hand up and down her bare arm, preparing to pull off her skimpy top. But her mind seemed elsewhere. She was talking about the tribeswomen we had brought into our shelter less than an hour before.

      They had reached us, looking bruised and battered, with one of them having minor burns on her arm and face. We’d done as much as we could for them, but our medical abilities were limited. After they’d been patched up, we offered them a place to sleep by our fire. They had accepted it gratefully and were now sleeping huddled together in their own section of the shelter.

      “They must have followed my trail home,” I answered belatedly. It was bothering me because I worried that if the tribeswomen could follow my trail, others could too.

      But that could be a problem for tomorrow. Right now, I only wanted to concentrate on Serenity. She had settled down with me in the cave, and I hoped she wanted to pick up where we had left off, before the tribeswomen had arrived. Her blond dreadlocks tickled my bare shoulder, and I brushed them to the side.

      “I wonder how long they’ve been watching us,” Serenity mused. “Is Annua the one you saved from that juvenile Titanoboa?”

      “Yes.”

      After several attempts, we had figured out that the young woman’s name was Annua. And after a few more minutes, she had managed to wrap her mouth around my name, Jake. It hadn’t been easy for her as it seemed that the ‘J’ sound wasn’t in their language. The other girls’ names, as best I could remember, were Ose, Reszu, Reelle, Nola, Ehra, Sari, Rya, and Kiya. Kiya had been the girl who was burned.

      Serenity had gone quiet, and I turned to look at her in the soft glow of the firelight leaking through the cave entrance. “Are you asleep?” I asked.

      She giggled. “No, I was merely wondering if you are ready to pick up where we left off a few hours ago.” Her voice had lowered into a husky range.

      I smiled, and with a quick movement turned her onto her back and hovered over her. “I’m always up for that, my sweet Serenity.”

      I planted a kiss on her lips, putting as much passion into it as I could, to show her how eagerly I had awaited this moment. She responded by opening her mouth and allowing my tongue to brush between her lips.

      In no time at all, kissing wasn’t enough, and I trailed my lips down her jaw to her throat and then her collarbone. We weren’t alone, but I didn’t care that others slept or whispered nearby. Serenity wasn’t the first girl college girl here I would have sex with. And hopefully she wouldn’t be the last. I had been anticipating this moment with her for some time, and I wasn’t going to let a little false modesty get in my way.

      My body was sprawled on top of hers, my hips involuntarily grinding between her legs as I trailed my tongue farther down her chest to trace the edge of the leather material that covered her breasts. Pulling it aside, I revealed her left breast with its taut nipple. She gasped when I took it in my mouth, teasing it with my teeth. Then, her hips ground into my abs, and I groaned. She was already wet.

      As I teased her nipple, it became soft between my lips. Then I moved to the other, giving it the same attention. Serenity arched against me, her fingers winding through my hair. But then she pushed my head as if she wanted me to move further down, and I was eager to comply. With my lips and tongue, I trailed a line of heat down her flat belly until they reached her pelvis. Then I planted a kiss just below her belly button as my finger found the edge of the bikini bottom she was wearing.

      “Professor,” Serenity breathed harshly.

      But I wasn’t about to hurry this along. We had time, and after waiting for her for so long, I wanted to linger. I planted a kiss directly over her clit, through the fabric of her bikini. She gasped and then wrapped her legs over my shoulders. I continued to pleasure her through the fabric for a few moments until she began making harsh noises. Finally, I slipped my finger under the material and moved it to the side. I slipped it inside her wet folds, feeling for that perfect spot as my lips went to work on her bare skin.

      She tasted divine, maybe because of all the fruit that was now part of our diets. And she smelled like the spring water that fed our shower. When I dipped my tongue inside her, she cried out and then put a hand to her mouth, giggling at how much noise she had made.

      “Oh, Professor,” Serenity hissed. “You have a very talented tongue.”

      I lifted off of her just long enough to say, “Just wait until I write my ABCs.”

      And then I proceeded to do just that. Serenity moved against me, but I held her hips down and continued to pleasure her. Soon, her grip on my hair tightened and she sat up with a loud sound that was somewhere between a gasp and cry. Then, her body shuddered, and her cum coated my fingers. I thought she was done, but kept up my ministrations until another wave washed over her. This time she screamed, leaving no doubt about the strength of her orgasm.

      I finally pulled away from her and laughed. In the darkness of the cave and outside it, I heard echoing laughter and giggles. We had woken the others.

      Serenity panted and continued to make satisfied noises as I climbed back up her body and kissed her, making sure that she could taste herself. By now, my cock was aching to be inside her, and I wanted nothing more than to tear off her clothes and make her come again as I thrust in and out of her.

      But clothes weren’t easily replaced, so I contented myself with pulling them hastily off, admiring her beautiful body in the glow of the firelight. Her breasts were the perfect size for her body—round and with pink nipples that begged me to tease them some more. Her small waist curved out into shapely hips and thighs, giving her the perfect hourglass figure.

      Serenity helped me shed my own clothing and then spread her legs so I could nestle between them. My cock was tantalizingly close to her entrance, and I could feel how wet she was.

      However, before I slid into her, a voice whispered, “Fuck me too, Jake.”

      I turned to see Everly standing in the doorway, framed against the glow of the fire. As usual, she was dressed in the bikini that showed off her tattoos, and her short, dark hair looked mussed, sticking out in every direction as if she had just woken.

      I grinned. Maybe she had.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised that someone would want to join in, but I was glad that person was Everly. She and Serenity had become close friends over the past few weeks, and Everly had once given me the best blow job I’d ever had.

      My body was still pressed against a Serenity’s, her breasts touching my chest. She wriggled beneath me and then beckoned for Everly. “Watch first,” she whispered to her friend. Then Serenity reached down and took my cock in her hand, stroking it a couple of times as I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply. She felt so good, and our connection felt almost religious as she put my cock to her entrance. I vaguely registered Everly moving beside us, lifting Serenity’s head and placing it in her lap. The tattooed girl touched my head and then bent down to kiss it, and then I slid inside Serenity.

      Despite my fingers having been in there, she was tight, so I eased in slowly while she adjusted to me, until I was finally buried balls deep. I shuddered at the feeling and then kissed her. Serenity seemed eager and began to move first. Happily, I slid in and out of her, burying myself deep inside her each time. She wrapped her legs around my waist, opening herself up more fully, and I found a slow rhythm that seemed to pleasure her each time I pushed into her.

      As we moved, Everly shifted positions so that Serenity’s head was between her legs, and then I noticed that she was also shedding her clothing. Now I had a partial view of both girls. Serenity was gasping once more as if she were about to come, but in a deft, strong movement that belied her small frame, she tightened her grip on me with her legs and rolled me over. We never broke contact, and she ended up on top, beginning to ride me hard and fast as her eyes closed and her head tipped back. I watched her, seeing her breasts bouncing and feeling her nails dig into the skin of my chest.

      She came hard, her entire body rocking with the tremors. Her walls tightened around me and released more sweet-smelling juices.

      Thinking of Everly, I held off anymore thrusting. The dark-haired girl wasn’t going to be left out, and she moved behind Serenity to straddle me. My breath hitched in my throat as I watched her palm Serenity’s breasts and tweak her nipples. Serenity giggled and leaned back to kiss Everly, and I almost came right there as I watched Everly’s tongue come out to play with Serenity’s.

      Serenity was languidly rubbing herself against me now, slowing the pace, and I was still rock hard inside of her, my balls aching as I watched this display. Finally, she smiled, pulled away from Everly, and climbed off me.

      Everly moved forward, and I remembered the way her mouth had sucked my cock a few weeks ago. I wanted her to do it again, but knew I might not last. Instead, I took her arms and pulled her up so I could kiss her. Sitting up, I captured her mouth with mine for the first time, forcing my tongue between her lips in a hot embrace. Everly’s breasts were smaller than Serenity’s, her nipples a bit darker, as best I could tell in the firelight, and her hips were wider than her shoulders, giving her a pear shape. Her lips were fuller though, and I drew her lower one into my mouth and sucked on it until she moaned. Her slit was already pressed against my cock, and I could feel her own juices running out and mixing with Serenity’s.

      “Are you ready?” I asked. Everly nodded and lifted herself up on her knees to get into position. Then, with a swift movement, she sat down on me so fast that I gasped.

      “Fuck!” I said.

      She positioned her feet flat on the ground near my hips and rolled her hips into mine. I grabbed her butt and began thrusting into her, hard. There was nothing slow about this time, and Everly didn’t seem to want it. She rode me fast and hard, and the angle was perfect for me to hit deep inside her every time.

      I felt my balls tighten, the sweat running down my back with the effort of holding back. I was going past the point of no return, but I wanted Everly to go with me. Her hips were working quickly, but I reached down with one hand and pinched her nipple.

      “Harder,” she hissed.

      I pinched harder.

      “Fuck!” she cried.

      I switched hands and pinched her other nipple and then rammed myself into her one more time.

      She came undone, arching back with her face toward the ceiling. Her expression was one of pure pleasure, her mouth open and her eyes scrunched closed. Grabbing her hips with both hands, I thrust into her twice more and then found my own release. With a grunt, my balls tightened and my cock twitched inside this beautiful woman.

      We were both panting, and I pulled Everly up to me to kiss her once more on those delicious plump lips before setting her down on my lap.

      Serenity sat behind me and wrapped her arms around my chest in a bear hug, kissing my neck. The three of us were sweaty, sticky, and smelled of sex. It was beautiful.

      Serenity pulled me backward, and we all collapsed in a heap of legs and arms. I was in the middle, sandwiched between the two girls, my dick still somewhat hard as it ended up being pressed against Serenity’s bottom. I rubbed it between her ass cheeks, kissing her shoulder and then biting it carefully before sucking on her salty skin.

      Everly was running her hands up and down my back and then lower, exploring my ass and giving it an occasional pat.

      It seemed none of us were ready to call it a night. I for one wouldn’t have minded a marathon, except it would keep the others up the rest of the night.

      But maybe that wasn’t a bad thing—if someone else wanted to join us, I wouldn’t be opposed.

      I heard something at the entrance to the cave and turned my head to see one of the tribeswomen, Annua. She peeked out around the wall, caught my eye, and then quickly withdrew.

      I smiled and then went back to devouring Serenity’s flesh.
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      I woke sometime before dawn, noticing that the fire outside the cave had dimmed to glowing embers but daylight wasn’t yet shining through the slats of the hut, leaving the shelter dark. After our all-night sex marathon, I was incredibly thirsty, so I extricated myself from between Serenity and Everly to get some water. When I returned to the mat where we’d fallen asleep, Everly stirred. I put my arm around her, and she snuggled down to lay her head on my belly. Then her hand began moving over my abs and down toward my groin.

      “Again?” she asked, gripping me and finding me hard.

      I laughed. “I’ll always be up for another round.”

      Everly rested her chin on my abs and looked up at me. I could barely make out her face in the dark, but I could feel her quiet laughter. She climbed on top of me, pressing her breasts against my chest and kissing me. “You are a wild man when you fuck, Professor,” she said. “And I won’t let that academic exterior convince me otherwise, no matter how many dumb jokes you tell.”

      “The wild king of the jungle?” I asked.

      Everly smiled against my lips and then jumped off me. She left and then came back with something, and I felt her drape my terror bird necklace over my chest. “Exactly,” she whispered.

      “You’re so fucking good with your hands, Professor,” she continued. “And your lips.” She trailed a finger across my lips and then down my jaw. Then she drifted lower. “And your cock. Now that I know what I’ve been missing, I’m sorry I didn’t jump your bones earlier.” I laughed and rolled her over, pressing myself against her naked body.

      “We’re going to wake everybody,” I said.

      “Too late,” a sleepy voice mumbled from somewhere deeper in the cave. Everly and I tried not to laugh, but the harder we tried, the more difficult it became. We spent a lot of time shushing each other, and I reveled in the feeling of her body as her belly shook against mine. I pinned her to the ground and kissed her hard.

      I still felt a shaking. At first, I was confused, thinking that Everly was laughing much harder than I thought. But then the rumbling grew stronger, and I realized it wasn’t the sexy woman in my arms.

      It was the ground.

      As soon as it registered in my brain, the earth began heaving up and down, the cave floor bouncing me off Everly. There were cries of alarm as people woke.

      “Earthquake!” I yelled.

      I tried to stand, but the ground was moving so violently I was knocked to my knees again. I figured we were safe enough in the cave, but I struggled to the entrance and shouted for everyone else to get inside. In the dark, girls were scrambling, some of them entangled in hammocks and trying to free themselves. Madison fell out of hers and landed awkwardly on the ground.

      I crawled over to her, trying to pull her up, but she hissed when she put pressure on her ankle.

      Most of the girls had already made their way into the cave, helping each other and stumbling as the ground continued to rumble. I had never experienced an earthquake before and didn’t realize how interminable it felt. It was as if I had held Everly in my arms hours ago, when it could only have been a few seconds.

      Picking up Madison, I lurched into the cave with her, crowding in with everyone else and sitting to avoid falling.

      Finally, the shaking stopped as suddenly as it started, and we all were silent for a moment, panting and listening in shock. I worried about the two guards who would have been camping on the ledge above the cave, hoping they were all right.

      “Is everyone okay?” I asked.

      There were murmurs of assent as the girls felt around in the dark, reassuring each other.

      “Madison?” I asked.

      She was breathing deeply through her nose. “I think I sprained my ankle, if not worse.”

      “Shit,” I said. “We need to get the fire going so we can see.”

      “At least the shelter seems okay.”

      “Yeah.” I kissed her on the forehead and told her to stay put.

      The tribeswomen were huddled together near the entrance, their eyes wide with fear. I looked at my naked body and thought I had better find my loincloth before doing anything else. Similarly, anyone who wasn’t dressed was doing so, including Serenity and Everly. Once I had dressed, Serenity and I went to find supplies. The ground shook another time with an aftershock, and we braced ourselves against the wall for support even though it wasn’t as bad as the first one. As we gathered some things, I heard a shout from up top, from the guards.

      “What did they say?” I asked Serenity.

      There was another shaking, but it wasn’t coming from the ground, and sounded different. The girls above shouted again, and their voices had moved.

      “I think they said avalanche!” Serenity said.

      Sure enough, the sound had a distinct ring of rocks clattering and falling down, and some were already striking the thatched roof above our heads and breaking through.

      I ran to the cave entrance and yelled for everyone to get out. We could be trapped inside the cave with no way to dig ourselves out.

      The first of the larger rocks catapulted through the roof over our heads, landing in front of the cave entrance. The girls who weren’t outside began scrambling, running and helping each other through the door.

      I picked up Madison again, and she groaned as I hurried her out of the cave. A rock struck me on the shoulder, feeling like I’d been punched by a giant. I stumbled, kept my feet, and continued running for the exit. “Everyone get out of the shelter!”

      No one had to be told. The girls were running everywhere, a few of them grabbing for possessions but I yelled for them to leave them. Nothing we had was worth our lives.

      Someone had lowered the bridges already, and I ran over one of them with Madison still my arms. We ran away from the mountainside. Since I didn’t know how big the rockfall was, we moved through the first cleared areas and deeper into the jungle.

      All the while, rocks continued to fall with ominous thunder.

      Finally feeling safe, I turned around to watch. The mountain was now visible in the gray light of dawn, providing enough visibility to see rocks and boulders pour over the top of the cave and shelter.

      We watched in horror as they smashed everything, boulders the size of cars striking crushing walls and rolling away, the trench around the shelter filling, and the bridges being smashed.

      Just like the earthquake, the rockfall seemed to last forever. In reality, it couldn’t have been more than a few seconds.

      Less than a minute for nature to destroy everything we had worked for.
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      As the rock stopped falling and a cloud of dust hung in the air, the girls and I began looking around at one other in shock. My first thought was to make sure we had everybody, and after a quick count, I was relieved to find out no one was missing.

      “Jake,” Madison said, still in my arms. “Put me down.”

      I set her gently against a tree and then began looking at her ankle. It was already swollen, and I couldn’t touch it without her whimpering in pain. Whether it was a break or bad sprain, she wouldn’t be able to walk on it for some time.

      “What the fuck?” I heard Everly shouting. She continued a stream of curses as she looked on the ruin of months of hard labor.

      “I’ll be back,” I told Madison. She nodded, and I kissed her forehead before going to look at the damage.

      There was nothing left. Nothing except bits of poles strewn among the rocks. Even the rock walls that had formed part of our shelter had toppled. The spring was covered up, the cave was blocked, and all our possessions were buried.

      Charlee came to stand beside me, quietly taking in everything. After a few moments, she turned to me with her beautiful eyes and brushed her brown hair out of her face. The young woman was almost as tall as I was and had a lean, muscular body. A couple of years older than the other girls, she tended to approach things scientifically, which was why she had been my new graduate student before we had become stranded on this prehistoric world.

      “At least no one was hurt,” I said. Her eyes welled with tears, and I was shocked to see them. But I was also shocked at what had happened. It felt surreal.

      I had never been intimate with Charlee, but as tears continued to fall down her cheeks, I put an arm around her and pulled her to me. She turned her face into my chest and gave me a hug, and we stood like that for a moment.

      Finally, she pulled away and wiped her eyes. “We know what to do,” she said determinedly. “We know how to rebuild. We know what we’re capable of. It’s just a setback.”

      A couple of the other girls around us nodded, apparently having heard Charlee’s proclamation.

      I truly was among the greatest group of women I ever could have imagined. “Okay, so we rebuild,” I said. “First, we need to take an inventory of what we have left, and then we need to find food, to build up our strength.”

      “Where’s Killer?” Charlee asked suddenly. She gasped and then began walking around the rockfall, calling his name. The other girls, realizing that we hadn’t checked for the juvenile terror bird, began calling him as well, looking among the rocks and climbing over them, walking into the jungle and shouting.

      A knot of anxiety formed in my gut, and I thought the worst. Maybe he hadn’t got out. I didn’t think anyone had checked for the bird as we were scrambling to get away from being crushed.

      Surprisingly, I felt attached to him, despite the droppings he left around the shelter or the loud squawks he sometimes made in the middle of the night. I joined the search, calling his name, and although the tribeswomen didn’t know what we were saying, they stood together with looks of concern on their faces as the rest of us searched for our pet.

      “Do you remember if he was in the shelter last night?” I asked Charlee when she rejoined me.

      She shook her head. “I thought he was, but he may have snuck out to do some hunting. He’s been doing that occasionally now.”

      “Then let’s not give up hope,” I said. “Maybe he’ll return once he gets a meal.”

      As if in answer, there was a sudden squawk in the trees and the juvenile terror bird ran out carrying a bit of flesh in his beak.

      I was so relieved to see bird that I shouted. Killer wasn’t really the type of pet we could cuddle, but all the girls gathered around and began cooing and telling him what a good boy he was. The terror bird, which was now as tall as my waist, trilled appreciatively as it chomped up meat that looked like it may have been some sort of feathery dinosaur.

      “That’s everybody,” I said finally. “The question is, do we dig the cave out from the rubble and rebuild here, or search for another, more secure place?”

      The girls began talking at once, but gathering from the tone of their voices, none of them wanted to try to move any of those large boulders. I agreed, thinking that if we could move them at all, what was to stop us from experiencing another rockfall in the future?

      At some point during the discussion, the tribeswomen quietly left without telling anyone. It made me a bit angry that they would leave as soon as we had nothing to offer them, but then I realized that those women hadn’t invested anything in our home. We had.

      However, they soon returned with fruit. Some of it was the large fleshy fruit that we often ate, and there was another kind that we had never tried, a greenish fruit that reminded me of papaya.

      I smiled at Annua as she handed one to me, and told her thank you.

      She smiled without comprehension and then gestured for me to eat the fruit. It tasted delicious, and after my wild night, and our even wilder morning, I was famished. It was juicy, and soon we all had fruit juice running down our mouths and fingers.

      “So, do we need to vote?” I finally asked. “Who wants to stay and rebuild here?”

      None of the girls raised their hands.

      Charlee shook her head. “I don’t think any of us want to go through that again, Jake.”

      The others nodded. It was settled then. All we had to do now was find a new location, something more secure, and rebuild everything.

      No problem. I sighed, but internally, I was already thinking of new ways to build a better shelter, things to look for.

      Annua had approached Madison and was looking at her ankle. The blonde regarded the tribeswoman warily at first, but she seemed to be in too much pain to protest. Annua was gentle, though, and I could see her specifically not touching Madison’s ankle as she looked at it from different angles. Then she turned to one of the other tribeswomen and said something in their language. Two of the others ran off into the jungle, and Annua smiled at Madison and patted her on the shoulder as if to say that everything would be okay. Madison grimaced back but nodded her head in thanks.

      I had never been so glad that I had saved Annua from that snake that day.

      Serenity, who had not even managed to dress completely before disaster struck, came over to me wearing only her bikini bottoms. Although she was quite comfortable being naked, I figured she wouldn’t want to remain that way while walking through the jungle. Even though my mind was still reeling from everything that happened, it still registered how beautiful she was, and that I was a lucky man.

      “Professor,” she said with a calm smile. She moved her dreadlocks over her shoulder so they no longer covered her breasts. “What about the waterfall that we all bathed in that one time? What if we made our new home there? I don’t remember the mountain being as steep there, and perhaps the trees would provide more shelter from rocks.”

      The ground shivered a bit beneath our feet, and we paused, wary that it would grow worse.

      When it didn’t, I breathed a sigh of relief and then responded to her. “It’s a possibility. We really haven’t explored as much as we could have. There might be even better places beyond the waterfall. Perhaps we should become a bit nomadic for a while as we search for a suitable location. Maybe further south.”

      Not the northeast side of the valley, however. I was thinking of the tribeswomen and the village I had seen there. The huts and walls had been burned quite deliberately, and without knowing the story there, I wanted to keep my girls far away from that region. My utmost goal was to ensure their safety.

      “I’m going to see if I can help with Madison,” Serenity said, pulling me from my thoughts. “We’ll need to find a way to support that ankle or she won’t be going anywhere.”

      I watched her walk away. She was right, as usual. Madison needed to be as mobile as possible. Trying to carry her over uneven ground through the jungle would be difficult.

      In any case, we weren’t ready to leave yet. Camping here where we knew the area and giving Madison a couple of days to rest seemed prudent.

      “Professor?” Addy asked, catching up to me as I made my way toward the ruin of our camp.

      She had short blond hair that was growing out, and she was a bit chunkier than the other girls, but still curvy in all the right places. I remembered that she was a strong swimmer, and although I hadn’t had a chance to get to know her incredibly well, it was mostly because of her quiet nature.

      “Are you okay, Addy?” I asked.

      Addy bit her lower lip. “I think so… I will be,” she said in a somewhat shaky voice. “But I was thinking, Professor, perhaps we should send out scouting parties.”

      I raised an eyebrow, surprised at the suggestion. Not because it wasn’t a good one, but because Addy tended to need reassurance at times and didn’t typically suggest splitting up the group.

      “It’s a good idea,” I said, but then shook my head. “Except… We now know there are other people living here." I shifted my eyes to the tribeswomen. Annua was now grinding something between two stones, creating a powder while Serenity tore part of Madison’s skirt off to use for a bandage. “I don’t think it would be wise for us to split up right now. What if we run into more, and they aren’t as friendly?”

      Addy nodded. “I’m glad you said that.”

      “You are?” I asked good-naturedly. “Then why did you suggest it?”

      Addy smiled. “I know people think I’m scared all the time, but I don’t want anyone thinking I’m a coward. If the group decided it was a good idea to send out scouts looking for shelter, I would do my part.”

      I smiled. “We all get scared. Sometimes I need reassurance, too.”

      Addy narrowed her eyes at me. “You never seem scared.”

      I shrugged. “I was scared shitless when those rocks started rolling down the mountain a little while ago.”

      Addy laughed and nodded.

      Isabella joined us then, and as always, she had a seductive grin on her face. Her tanned skin and dark hair perfectly complemented her hazel eyes, making them stand out.

      “What are you two talking about?” she asked with her slight Italian accent.

      Addy didn’t respond. Instead, she seemed to stiffen as if she were uncomfortable.

      “Just talking about what we’re going to do next,” I said. “As soon as we figure out if we can move Madison, we’re going to gather supplies and find a new place to live. No point in delaying if that’s what everyone wants to do.”

      Isabella smiled. “Yes, Professor,” she said, placing emphasis on my title. “Everyone wants to do that and more.”

      She said the last bit with a large helping of innuendo, and I couldn’t help but take in her real meaning. Isabella smiled specifically at Addy, and then began poking around among the boulders with everyone else. If there was anything to be salvaged, we needed to get it, especially any weapons.

      “Well,” I said with a sigh. “Best get to it.”

      Addy grinned. “As you command, my king,” she said teasingly.

      I watched her run off to help in the search. Addy had never openly flirted with me, and like some of the other girls, had seemed content to just be part of the group. But I knew there had been conversations, discussions among every one of the girls.

      Apparently, all of them wanted to be part of my harem. As I joined the search for surviving supplies, I grinned at the thought. It was just too damned bad that we couldn’t catch a break, or I would have more time to spend with each of the girls. There wasn’t one among them that I didn’t find attractive. My longing for them wasn’t like notches on a bedpost, either. Each girl was unique to me, each one desirable in her own way.

      Soon, the girls made a game of salvaging supplies, and I began to whistle. If there was one thing we had here in this prehistoric land, it was time.
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      We spent the rest of the day salvaging everything we could. The tribeswomen helped, with Annua having them gather food while the rest of us worked. The new girls still bowed to me each time they passed, causing a bunch of snickers and giggles from my girls. At one point, Annua caught sight of my terror bird necklace once again, dropped everything, and then pressed her forehead to the ground until I pulled her back up to her feet, shaking my head.

      From then on, every time one of the tribeswomen tried to bow, I stopped them, saying no. I didn’t feel right about it, even if it was harmless. I wished I could ask why Annua and her friends were bowing, but that would have to wait until we learned some of their language or they learned some English.

      It seemed this would happen sooner rather than later. Throughout the day, we communicated with the newcomers by pointing to something and saying its name, and the tribeswomen would do the same in their language. It was going to take a lot of work, but I was eager to connect with these women, eager to find out more about them and who or what had caused their injuries. Most of the wounds seemed minor, and with the exception of Kiya’s burns, the tribeswomen were able to move around despite some bruising.

      In fact, the only person who couldn’t go far unassisted was Madison.

      She sat on a tree stump, her ankle splinted, bandaged, and propped up to avoid swelling. Annua’s paste had worked well to ease the pain, but Madison was under strict orders to stay put.

      Instead of digging through rubble, she sorted the things people brought to her, deciding whether it was worth keeping or discarding. Mostly she did this with the tribeswomen because they didn’t know what we wanted. The new girls sometimes seemed amused at our strange assortment of items like helmets, toolbelts, and diving masks, of which we didn’t find many. And when Annua found one of the water bladders made from a wetsuit, she began laughing. Then she handed it to Reszu, who looked at the holes and laughed with her.

      The bladder was torn, punctured, and now useless, and after the tribeswomen stopped laughing, Madison threw it into the discard pile.

      By the end of the day, the stack of things we were keeping looked rather pitiful. It included a few unbroken spears, a hammock that needed mending, and the short terror bird axe I had made. All in all, the haul was disappointing, but I kept reminding myself that we were still alive. And if we were alive, we could make things again.

      “At least we can hunt,” I said to no one in particular. But it was already growing too dark to hunt today, and for the first time in a long while, we huddled against the rocks without any shelter, trying to give each other comfort.

      The next morning, we made our way west around the base of the mountain. I knew that directly to the north lay one of the burned villages, but since I didn’t know what had happened there, I didn’t want to try to move in on that space. For all I knew, we could be entering territory that had been claimed or frequented by a hostile tribe.

      We made slow progress throughout the day, pausing frequently because of Madison’s ankle. Zuri had made a crude crutch out of a tree branch, but it didn’t make the blonde’s journey much easier, and she often needed help navigating the thick jungle.

      Occasionally, a couple of the girls would scout ahead before coming back to the report to the group. But we neither saw nor heard anything unusual, nothing other than the normal jungle sights and sounds—a screech in the distance, a strange bird call, or the flapping of wings overhead.

      No one had any particular place in mind. Personally, I was looking for someplace secure but near good hunting grounds. A view wouldn’t be bad, either, in addition to the requisite fresh water source.

      I had plenty of time to think during our hike, and my thoughts turned from building a new shelter to berating myself for a lack of foresight.

      We should have anticipated a disaster like this happening, of having our shelter destroyed by a rockfall. But we had been so eager to have a place to call our own that we hadn’t considered it.

      Now, I still wanted to remain close to the mountain, away from the middle of the valley where the jungle was denser and the animals more numerous. But we needed to find someplace a little different.

      Someplace that could easily be expanded and would last for years if needed.

      Midday, Olivia joined me, her dark hair pulled back in a loose braid that fell over her shoulder, her short dress barely covering the important parts, leaving little to the imagination. She was classically beautiful, with long legs and a lean body. Her eyelashes were naturally dark, and she often glanced at me through them as we walked.

      As she moved leaves and branches aside, I noticed that her nails seemed perfectly done. It wasn’t something I normally would have noticed, except that we were in the middle of the jungle and had been for months. My own nails were worn down to the quick and often caked with dirt. But Olivia had found a way to give hers smooth, rounded edges and a shine.

      “Are we going to build a shelter out of stone this time?” she asked after a time of companionable silence.

      “I had thought we would,” I said. “But now I’m wondering if we could find a different method, one that would feel a bit more secure.”

      Olivia looked overhead as something flew above the canopy making an awful racket. “I don’t know exactly what would make me feel secure here. Although I always felt safest when I was inside the cave.”

      I nodded. “It would’ve been a great place if we hadn’t been in danger of being buried alive inside it. Perhaps we can find something similar with less risk. Or, I’ve also been thinking… What if we lived partially above ground and below? There are plenty of ways to build shelter, and some of them are a mixture of both. Have you ever heard of an earth ship?”

      Olivia shook her head.

      “In contemporary times, it’s a sort of off-grid home made of recycled materials.”

      “Not much of that around here,” Olivia said with a smile.

      “There’s more to it than that, of course. They are designed to be environmentally friendly and use things like solar energy along with the recycled materials. And… most importantly for us, they are often built partially into the ground for better temperature regulation. Unfortunately, I’ve only read about them and never seen one. But I think we could do something similar here if we can find a good site. Even if we don’t find a suitable cave, perhaps we could build something that is both more secure and more comfortable.” I looked back at the line of people behind us. “And something to house all of us. In case you haven’t noticed, our little group has grown.”

      Olivia raised an eyebrow. “I hadn’t noticed anything, Professor,” she said with a smirk. “But I agree with you about everything, as long as we can still have a shower.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of having it any other way.”

      We stopped early afternoon to go hunting, and then found a place to prepare and eat the food. Zuri and Charlee had killed two of those large rodents, and after a day of hiking, they tasted like filet mignon.

      After our meal, we camped far enough away from the site to avoid any predators that might be curious about our kill. Huddled close beneath the trees, we listened to an occasional peal of thunder rumbling over the mountains.

      Olivia had snuggled into my chest and was soon asleep. Madison laid on my other side, trying to get comfortable. She hadn’t complained all day, but I could tell that every time she moved her leg, she was in pain. Limping through the jungle had worn her out severely. She needed rest, and since we had no particular destination in mind, I figured there was no need to push anyone in the morning. For the time being, we would be nomads, happy and carefree.

      As long as we didn’t get eaten. There were twice the number of guards rotating all night, just in case something large enough to eat humans happened through.

      The next few days were spent much the same way, searching for a good location during the morning, hunting or gathering in the afternoon, and camping in an out-of-the-way spot at night.

      So far, we hadn’t found any usable caves, and the jungle butted up to the mountains here without mercy, leaving little ground that could be cleared without an impossible amount of work.

      Finally, on day five, we came across a small clearing at the top of a hill that was covered with grasses and scraggly trees. It wasn’t far from the mountain, nor a spring at the bottom. The biggest concern was that it would be difficult to run the spring water up the hill, of course. We might have to resort to rainwater collection if we wanted easy access to water at the camp.

      We walked around debating the spot, talking about the ease with which we could dig trenches, until Annua came up to me, waving her hands.

      “What is it?”

      She began pointing around the area and shaking her head. Then she stomped her foot and spoke a terse word. Then, to my surprise, she took my elbow and began leading me away from the spot.

      I didn’t understand until we were a few feet into the jungle and I saw a large pile of dung. It stank like nothing I had imagined before, and I put my hand over my nose. Annua grimaced, pointed at the dung that was as high as my waist, and then shook her head and said that terse word again.

      Charlee joined us. Fascinated by the dung, she walked around it, holding her nose. “Predators are usually the ones with the strong-smelling urine and fecal matter,” she said. “And by the size of this pile, I’d say were in the territory of a large one.”

      “Have we seen any predators this large?” I asked.

      Charlee shook her head. “I haven’t, unless we count that crocodile thing. You know, I’m beginning to think that was a Sarcosuchus.”

      “Whatever the hell it is, I don’t want to live next to one,” I said.

      Annua began tugging me away, and I called to everybody else. Some of the girls gagged at smell, and I really couldn’t blame them. Hastily, we explained what we thought it was and then beat it out of the area. The last thing I wanted was a confrontation with something too large to fight.

      As if we needed confirmation, Killer confirmed it when he refused to even walk by the mountain of shit. He ran off into the jungle hooting softly. We didn’t see him again for another hour. “The faster we get out of here, the better,” Madison said. She stood behind me, supported between by Sophia and Isabella.

      “Agreed.” I picked her up in my arms. “Let’s make better time, shall we?”

      “I’ve never agreed with you more, Professor,” the blonde said, grinning.
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      Annua and the other tribeswomen seemed pleased by our newly increased pace. Soon, we had left the area and the foul-smelling dung behind us.

      Although we couldn’t exactly communicate with one another, the tribeswomen must have known we were looking for a new place to build shelter. I wanted to ask Annua if she knew of a good location, but didn’t know how to use hand signals to communicate my question. After a while, though, the tribeswomen took the lead, and I was content to let them.

      They led us up the mountain to the west, pushing through dense undergrowth and crossing swift-running streams, but always upward, and always away from the valley.

      At some point in the day, Olivia began walking beside me. “Where do you think they are leading us?” she asked. Her chest heaved with the effort of climbing uphill, her ample breasts—of which I was sure had been augmented—bouncing up and down with each step.

      “Wherever they are taking us,” I said, “I hope it’s somewhere safer than the last place.”

      “Is this the way to their village?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know for sure, but this isn’t the right direction to the village across the valley to the north. And anyway, that one looked intentionally burned. It doesn’t seem like a good place to rebuild.”

      “Which reminds me…” Olivia hesitated. “Jake, I know it’s a bit late to be asking this, but we don’t know who hurt these women, do we? We don’t know what happened to them.”

      I frowned. “No.”

      “What if they’re leading us into danger? There must be others on this island, if it is an island.”

      “If it is, it’s a big one. But I know what you mean. I’ve thought about it, but let’s just see what happens. Our only other option is to stop following them and make our own way. But they seem to want protection, and I’d hate to abandon them in the middle of the jungle.”

      Olivia tucked a strand of brown hair behind her ear. “I don’t know. That might be the wise thing to do, but I can’t help but be curious. And they do really seem to like you.” She smiled. “Of course, we all like you, Professor. I don’t know how the tribeswomen couldn’t.”

      “Your confidence in me is appreciated, but I’m not sure it’s well-founded.” I grinned at her.

      Despite our conversation, we continued following the tribeswomen through the forest. My gut feeling was to trust these women.

      There wasn’t much to see other than a few monkeys in the trees, several of those rodents we typically hunted, and the occasional slither of a snake through the undergrowth. Nothing bothered us, but we decided to keep moving instead of hunting. If we stuck to our new pattern, we’d camp by late afternoon.

      Toward midday, the ground grew rockier, forcing us to climb more than walk, using saplings and tree trunks to pull ourselves up until we were standing on a new ridge overlooking the jungle. I was also surprised to see the ocean to the west, shimmering blue in the brilliant sun.

      “This is the farthest west we’ve come,” I said to Charlee as she came up beside me. Not to be left out, Olivia scrambled up on my other side.

      “Looks like we’re on an island, after all, aren’t we?” Charlee said.

      “A big island, but yes.”

      Annua, who was in front of me, touched my arm and then pointed far out to sea. I squinted in the sunlight and tried to look where she was pointing. She pulled me closer so I could follow the line of her arm. The sun was bright and shining directly into my eyes as it made its way toward the western horizon. I shielded my eyes and squinted harder.

      Then I saw what Annua was pointing at.

      “Fuck me,” I muttered. The rest of the girls were looking too, trying to see. Behind us, I heard Madison saying something about sitting down and taking a rest.

      It was another island, far in the distance, but obviously large with its own mountains. It was covered in green and could have been a twin to this one, except much larger.

      Annua continued to point, saying something in her singsong sort of voice. She put her hand over her breast, pointed to the other tribeswomen, and then pointed again to the other island.

      “Is that where they're from?” Olivia asked.

      “Seems like they are,” I answered, nodding at Annua. “I had assumed they were from this island, but I had no real reason to think otherwise.” I smiled at Annua to say I understood her. But she kept pointing, as if she wanted to go there.

      I shrugged. We didn’t have a boat, and building a raft would take time. Not to mention that we knew of at least one large predator in these waters. I wasn’t sure sailing to the other island was a good idea.

      “But should we get them back to their families?” Olivia asked, as if she could read my thoughts.

      “You think they have families?”

      “Of course I do, Professor. Why else would they want to go back?”

      “It would be a big undertaking. Let’s think about it.” In the meantime, I turned north and saw something else that gave me pause. Across our own island was another mountain, large and looming. I’d seen it before, from a distance, but it had changed since then.

      It was smoking.

      “Shit.”

      The girls had spotted it as well, and we spent a moment looking at what was obviously a volcano.

      “Is that what caused the earthquake?” Serenity asked.

      “Fuck. Probably,” I said.

      Charlee looked again out to the other island, which was becoming more difficult to see because of the sun’s position. “If that earthquake was caused by the volcano, then is our island unstable? Is the volcano going to erupt?”

      I shrugged again. It seemed that was all I could do today. “Let’s hope not.”

      “Uglig,” Annua said, pointing to the volcano.

      “Uglig?” I repeated. “Yeah, volcano.”

      She touched my arm again and then pointed out to her island. Then she pointed to the volcano and shook her head.

      “I get it,” I said. “I don’t know how to get you there, though. We need a boat.” I made a rowing motion with my hand, hoping she would understand.

      To my surprise, Annua grinned, showing beautiful straight teeth and a wide smile. She grabbed my hand in her excitement and began to pull me down the other side of the ridge.

      “Time to move out,” I called behind me. The girls scrambled to catch up, and soon we plunged back into the jungle and were traipsing through the dense undergrowth once more. Again, I carried Madison, this time on my back so that I could keep my balance going downhill. If this had been a pleasure walk, it would have been more fun to carry her around, but I could tell she was irritated at having to be carried everywhere. It couldn’t be helped, though, if we were to make any time at all.

      As usual, the air was hot and sticky, and while any day I would have appreciated feeling Madison’s breasts pressed against my back, after a while we were both so sweaty that she began to slip around.

      “Jake, look!” Madison said after about an hour. I looked where she was pointing but didn’t immediately see anything. I paused, calling to Annua to hold up.

      “Oh my God,” Olivia said. “Look at the size of that thing.”

      I finally saw what they were pointing at.

      Huddled within the undergrowth, in the crook of an enormous tree, was an animal with greenish gray fur that blended in with its surroundings. I followed a long leg up to wide shoulders, and an open but enormously ugly face. “It’s a sloth. An enormous sloth.”

      The animal gazed at us placidly as it munched on a leaf.

      Charlee approached the tree carefully, peering up at it from the base. It looked down at her, snorted, and then continued munching. Apparently it didn’t view us as a threat. The girls were delighted, talking about petting it or getting closer. I didn’t think that was a good idea, but it seemed that the girls, despite their talk, weren’t going to rush into anything.

      The tribeswomen seemed amused at our wonder, smiling and giggling at the girls rather than at the sloth. But since they didn’t seem alarmed by the animal, I figured it was safe enough to stop to look.

      Our excitement was short-lived, though. Killer, who had been traipsing beside and behind us all day, came out of the undergrowth and spotted the sloth too. He began squawking and screeching loudly so that we had to cover our ears. Then he gave some awkward little hop as if he was going to try to climb the tree to get to the sloth.

      The sloth didn’t seem perturbed by him, and I thought that with one swipe of its lazy paw, it could probably take him out. I called Killer to me, but the terror bird ignored me and continued squawking and making a racket. The girls were all shushing him, too, but the terror bird wouldn’t be silenced.

      Finally, the sloth seemed to have enough, grunted, and began climbing through the tree toward the next one. It had more grace than I would have thought, and although it size may have prevented it from going higher up in the canopy, it didn’t seem to have any problem on the branches down below.

      Olivia scolded Killer as the sloth disappeared, but the terror bird only squawked at her and then ran off back into the jungle. She shook her head. “Damned bird. He did that just because we were looking at the sloth. I bet he was jealous.”

      I raised an eyebrow and laughed. “You think the terror bird that didn’t evolve around humans would be jealous of their affection?”

      Olivia scowled. “I have no idea, but it’s pretty obvious he didn’t like us looking at that sloth.”

      Madison agreed with Olivia, and I decided not to pick that battle. Likely, Killer felt that the sloth was horning in on his territory. But then again, the terror bird did seem fairly intelligent. Perhaps the girls were correct in that he was protective of us, as if we were his parents.

      Soon, we were trekking through the jungle once more, following Annua and her friends. I wondered where we were going, but there was no point in asking, so I merely tried to enjoy the walk. I chatted with Olivia and Madison, and I was grateful for the company since pushing through the jungle was hard work and grew tedious as the day wore on. Zuri brought up the rear, holding a spear and keeping a lookout. She would be quick to let us know if something were stalking us.

      Even so, I was grateful Killer was wandering around. He often joined our hunting parties, following to see if he could get the scraps from a kill. But he didn’t mind being vocal if he saw something he didn’t like, as had been demonstrated when he saw the giant sloth. When the terror bird grew bigger, he would be a formidable foe. I just hoped he didn’t become wild and turn on one of us.

      Eventually, Annua followed a swift, narrow stream, keeping it on our right as we walked. After another hour, we found a place to cross and continued moving, this time north and descending. Finally, it became clear we were heading toward the ocean to the west.

      The closer we got to the sea, the more the tribeswomen changed. Instead of looking relaxed and easy, chatting and grinning at one another, they grew silent. Frequently, Annua looked back at us and covered her mouth. I signaled to the girls to be quiet, and we began walking in silence, choosing our steps carefully and only speaking in low voices if necessary.

      Our hike became monotonous, but my curiosity grew. Finally, the tribeswomen stopped, and Annua motioned for me. I set Madison down, and she seemed happy to sit down and take a break.

      Then Annua motioned for me to follow her, and I had the rest of the girls wait while I ducked into the jungle with her. The other tribeswomen stayed behind as well, leaving me and Annua to push our way through the foliage. After a few minutes, the vegetation disappeared, and I found myself standing at the top of a steep cliff. Annua crouched and pointed. I got on my hands and knees and eased out over the edge, looking at the ground approximately one hundred feet below.

      “Fuck me,” I said for the second time that day.
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      We were looking at a village, one built at the base of the cliff and surrounded by a trees. It was large, too, with plenty of people milling about. Most of them seemed to be carrying an axe, spear, or other sort of weapon. Although at this distance, it was more difficult to see.

      Once more, Annua got my attention and then pointed to a small cut on her arm. Then she pointed to the village below.

      “They hurt you?”

      She made a slicing motion, nodding and then pointing to her cut again. I frowned and watched the village a while longer. If these villagers had hurt Annua and the other tribeswomen, had they been the ones to attack the other settlement? Without knowing Annua’s language, I had no way of finding out for sure, but it was obvious she didn’t want to be seen by anyone below.

      After a few moments of observing, Annua led me along the edge of the cliff and began descending again, this time to the south of the village. We crossed that swift-running stream again, and I paused a moment to appreciate how it tumbled over the cliff onto the rocks below. From there I assumed it found its way to the sea.

      The ground grew rocky and treacherous, covered in boulders that we had to scramble over and slide down, or tennis-ball-sized stones that would turn an ankle if we weren’t careful. But we continued our descent until we heard the gentle swell of water.

      Annua had led me to a small, secluded lagoon, protected on three sides by beach, and by a cliff face at the entrance. Beyond the lagoon, I heard the roar of the waves crashing against the cliffs, but here it was peaceful and beautiful.

      The tribeswoman didn’t want to walk out toward the water, but she led me through the trees a short distance until we came to a covered place just off the beach. She pointed to the trees, to mounds of piled leaves and grasses. But when I peered closer, I recognized the boats hidden beneath them.

      They were crude canoes, most of them carved out of single trees with polls lashed to them crosswise for balance. I wanted to get closer to examine them, but Annua put a hand on my chest and shook her head.

      A person moved beneath the trees, near the boats. He held a spear in his hand. A guard.

      Annua spoke and pointed out over the water, where I assumed was in the direction of that other island.

      “Is that how you got here?” I asked. “Or were you brought here?”

      She didn’t understand my words, but it seemed my intent was clear. Annua nodded. I wanted more than ever to find out what had happened to her. Had she been captured and brought here? Or had her people come to this island voluntarily? Either way, I could see why she was interested in these boats. Perhaps she wanted to use them to go home.

      It wasn’t a bad idea, except I didn’t like the idea of using someone else’s boats to leave the island. Not only was it a bit rude—call me old-fashioned—but it also meant the tribe would discover our presence on this island, something I was loathe to allow.

      But Annua didn’t make any other suggestions or try to make me act. It seemed she was simply showing me what was here. After a few minutes, we turned back to the arduous climb up the cliff and back to the girls.

      When I reached them, I told them everything I had seen.

      “But that was obviously Annua’s tribe, wasn’t it?” Charlee asked after listening intently. “Or she would’ve made herself known to them.”

      I nodded. “I agree. It’s best we stay away from them for now, although I wouldn’t mind learning what Annua had in mind with those boats.”

      The bottom line was that we didn’t know Annua's story, but knowing the location of the other tribe as well as the locations of the boats and other island was definitely the most interesting that had happened since the earthquake. I really was fascinated and would have loved to observe the tribe more to learn how they lived, but with the way Annua had snuck around, it let me know that getting caught by them probably wouldn’t have a good outcome.

      Instead of hanging around, we moved southwest along the bottom slopes, looking for a place for our new shelter. We didn’t find anything the first night, but I wasn’t keen to create a settlement anywhere near that other tribe, anyway. We didn’t want to be found by hunting parties, or to have to worry about them seeing smoke from a fire.

      After another day of searching, we found a perfect location.

      It ended up farther away from the interior than I would have originally liked, but at a higher elevation, which was cooler. The site was at the top of a tall hill with a decent view over the surrounding jungle. Many of the trees there were young and would be easy to remove. Except for one, a tree that dwarfed all the surrounding ones. It had large branches, was great for climbing, and after climbing, allowed a look at half the island, even at the volcano. We wouldn’t chop this tree down, but build beneath it. The first order of business would be to attach a ladder to the tree to make it easy for anyone to climb.

      There was a spring partway down the hill, and it was surrounded by a rocky section with a small, natural pool. Getting water up the hill for cooking and drinking would be a chore, but using the pool for bathing would be perfect. The girls were excited about the find, and if they were happy, I was happy.

      By the time we had walked around and talked about the various pros and cons of the site, we were ravenous. Our meal that night was simple, but the next few days, instead of worrying about shelter, we went hunting. The giant rodents living on the island were plentiful in this area too, and we hunted down a couple of them and prepared them while we chatted about plans.

      It felt good to get back to work instead of just wandering around. Although our nomadic lifestyle had been short-lived, I’d had enough of it to know I was the type of man to yearn for a home base, someplace to protect my women and feel they were safe.

      But as we began to gather materials for our new shelter, I couldn’t help but looking to the north, toward the other settlement that would be at the base of a cliff, and, further, the smoking volcano. We’d felt tremors off and on for several days, but nothing as severe as that first earthquake. However, the volcano didn’t seem to be done, and I wondered if we’d been smart to build on this side of the island, and not near that first settlement I’d found. The farther away we stayed from the cone, the better off we would be should it erupt.

      My worst fears were confirmed when we began to feel increased rumblings throughout the next day. After climbing the tree, I could see that there was definitely more smoke spouting from its center. “The question is,” I asked the girls, “if it erupts further, are we safe here?”

      No one could answer.

      We discussed plans for a new shelter, talking about what we should make it out of and deciding that stone would be better than wood. However, that would take longer, and we were all eager to see results, so we decided to begin with a wooden shelter and eventually change it over to stone.

      At this site, I was set on building a wall similar to the one I had seen at the northern settlement. At first, it would be made of wood, with the eventual goal of sourcing stone and clay for a larger, thicker wall that was more impenetrable. A sturdy wooden wall would keep out most smaller animals, and most people for a while at least. In addition, I wanted lookout towers placed around the inside for guards. These additions, along with our tiger traps or murder pits, would go a long way to making us feel more secure.

      As we planned, our shelter began looking more like a compound. By building at the top of the hill, we would be safe from rock falls, but we were also giving ourselves more work. The ground was rockier here than the soft earth we had dug up before, but if this location were to be permanent, then the end result would be worth the labor.

      As we began marking out places for our main hut along with others for cooking and the perimeter walls, my thoughts returned to the volcano. Perhaps it was on everyone else’s mind as well, considering that the girls were quieter than usual as they worked. Since we had already decided on a plan, there was nothing to be done about the volcano right now, so I didn’t mention my worries. Instead, I fretted quietly as I worked, marking trees for removal and wondering if it was crazy to build a new settlement.

      There might not be much time until a bigger, more catastrophic eruption wiped out most of the island.

      If it were only lava flowing down the crater, I was content with our current location. A lava flow wouldn’t reach us here, and we would only have to worry about the smoke. However, if the volcano erupted more violently, then it could send ash and smoke into the air and choke us all to death.

      Whatever happened, Annua’s island was likely safer. However, to get there, we would need boats. And although I had spent my life around modern boats, I had never built my own canoe. I thought I wouldn’t have any trouble constructing one similar to the ones we had seen at the beach, but making enough for all twenty-two of us would be an enormous undertaking.

      As we began gathering materials for making new shovels and axes, I began to worry more and more about that damned volcano. Finally, I couldn’t justify keeping my thoughts to myself any longer, and I called the girls together for a meeting.

      They gathered around the fire we had built at the top of the hill, looking worried. Without preamble, I told them everything I was thinking and then put the decision to a vote.

      To my surprise, the majority of the girls wanted to stay and build a new home. None of them liked the idea of going out on the water.

      “We keep remembering that monster you saw in the sea when we first arrived—the mosasaur,” Charlee said. “At least, I know it’s what I’m thinking. If we go out on boats, what sort of dangers are we going to face?”

      It was a good point, and the girls all nodded gratefully at Charlee.

      “But it may come to a point where we won’t be able to breathe if that volcano erupts,” I said. “Then we might not have a chance at all.”

      The girls said they understood, but everyone except Zuri wanted to stick it out here a little longer. However, even Zuri conceded fairly quickly, tying her braids back as if she was ready to get back to work. “One thing, though, Professor,” she added. “It wouldn’t hurt for us to have a contingency plan. Perhaps, once we get a foundation started, some of us should begin building boats, or even a raft. That way, if we have to get out of here, we’ll have that option.”

      The girls liked this idea, and it gave me peace of mind as well. We decided that as soon as construction of our home was underway, a team of girls and I would begin figuring out how to build rafts.

      I only hoped it was a good enough plan.
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      We finished our first day of hard labor just as the sun was setting spectacularly into the ocean. After the impromptu meeting, Olivia had spent the day at my side, partnering with me to make the tools required for our new build. As I paused to watch the sunset, she joined me, putting her hand in mine.

      “It’s beautiful here. I know it’s wild and dangerous, and I may never get to have my nails done at the salon again, but…” She looked up at me, her green eyes reflecting the last rays of sunlight. “Despite all that, I can’t think of anywhere else I’d rather be than right here, Jake.”

      She squeezed my hand and then leaned in for a kiss. I obliged.

      Her lips were salty from sweat, as I’m sure mine were, but she tasted like paradise. I would have enjoyed kissing her more, and turned my body to embrace her.

      Instead, she smiled and pulled away from me.

      “Everyone wanted to meditate at the end of the day,” she said. “It was Serenity’s idea. She wanted us to thank the earth or something like that. Want to join?”

      I glanced through the trees to where the girls were gathering with happy voices. The tribeswomen had settled a little apart into their own circle for a meal of fruit, but my ladies were gathering in a space they had cleared of undergrowth and debris.

      The last time we had meditated, I had been surrounded by naked women. No way was I going to pass up that opportunity again. “Sure I’ll join,” I told Olivia. “But I didn’t take you for the meditation type.”

      Olivia grinned, sucking her bottom lip between her teeth. “I have to admit it’s rather nice.” She removed her skimpy top, freeing her ample breasts and grinning more widely. “Especially when naked. Sort of makes me feel vulnerable, but satisfied at the same time. Don’t you agree?”

      She looked pointedly down at my groin, which was still covered by my typical loincloth.

      I brushed her hair off her shoulder, getting a better view of her creamy skin with its slight sun-kissed look, and those round breasts that had been teasing me for several days. “Agreed.”

      Olivia looked again at my loincloth, and then put her hands on my hips. “Do you need some help, Professor?”

      “If you’re offering.”

      Olivia smirked and then began to untie my loincloth, letting the folds fall to the ground. I was already getting hard, but didn’t mind that she saw. By the look on her face, she didn’t seem to mind, either.

      When she took my hand and encouraged me to remove her bikini bottoms, I did. As slowly as possible, smiling up at her as I pulled them down over her hips and her thighs.

      After she stepped out of them, we walked hand-in-hand to the rest of the girls. Several gave me appreciative glances, and Serenity lit up with that open smile of hers. She was clearly glad I was going to join them. She had already stripped down to nothing. A couple of the other girls, including Everly, had followed suit, while still others remained clothed.

      All sat down in the lotus position as Serenity was demonstrating. I settled myself somewhere in the middle, content to be surrounded by my women and looking through the trees at the sky, which was still a brilliant shade of orange.

      I felt exposed—vulnerable, as Olivia had put it—but also peaceful. Using her calm, sweet voice, Serenity led everyone in breathing exercises. Olivia had settled beside me, her knee touching mine almost as if she were claiming me in front of the rest of the girls.

      I glanced at the tribeswomen, who were looking at us as if we were crazy. Perhaps we were, but I was willing to be a little bit crazy for these girls. Then I closed my eyes and listened to Serenity’s voice, felt the breeze on my skin, and the contact with Olivia.

      Serenity thought we should be one with the earth, connected to it. During the meditation, I was acutely aware of the dirt beneath my butt, of the smell of wet leaves, and of the twitter of birds and bugs surrounding us. It felt like Heaven, now. Maybe I wasn’t yet one with the earth, but I could see the appeal it had for Serenity.

      When we finished, all felt relaxed after our day of work. I was feeling pleasantly tired, but not so tired that I wasn’t thinking about pulling Olivia aside this evening and kissing all over her body. She seemed to have the same idea about me, making frequent eye contact as we ate and not bothering to put her top back on. I had dressed once more, mainly to avoid the looks I had received from the tribeswomen. They didn’t seem offended or scared, but I couldn’t be sure.

      Just as the moon rose over the trees, I climbed the gigantic tree at the center of our hill and checked the volcano. To my relief, the smoke seemed to have diminished, and the air was clear. Maybe we had seen all this volcano had to offer.

      When I climbed down to report, I wasn’t surprised to find Olivia waiting for me at the base of the tree, watching the campfire and the other girls a few yards away.

      “Does that mean it’s not going to erupt any further?” she asked when I told her the good news.

      “I hope so.”

      Olivia took my hand and then pressed herself into my arm, my bicep resting between her breasts. She put her chin on my shoulder and whispered into my ear. “I’m glad the volcano isn’t erupting, but I wouldn’t mind an eruption of another sort.”

      I laughed. “Neither would I.”

      I kissed her again. Then, I turned her body into mine, her breasts smashing against my bare chest as she deepened the kiss. I explored her back and her butt cheeks with my hands, massaging her skin and feeling as much of her as I could reach, pulling her hips toward me so that she could feel how hard I was for her.

      I was just wondering what position I wanted when I heard a distant yelling. At first, I dismissed it as an animal in distress, but then as the blood ran away from my groin and more towards my brain, I realized it was a woman yelling.

      “Do you hear that?” I asked, pulling away.

      Olivia looked bewildered for a half second, before frowning.

      Then I heard the noise again. It was definitely a woman.

      Without waiting for Olivia to respond further, I grabbed her hand and hurried toward the fire. The rest of the girls were trying to figure out who was missing and where the noise was coming from. Everly was swearing, and I shouted for calm.

      Then Charlee’s voice drifted through the trees with a yell. I grabbed a spear and crashed through the undergrowth, following the sound downhill, hearing the footsteps of more people as everyone rushed to help. Someone had thought to grab a torch, which cast enough light so that I didn’t fall and break my neck.

      We came upon a short drop-off and a thick outcropping of giant flowers and leaves that rose over our heads. I pushed my way through them, sliding off the ledge and landing on my feet below. There, barely able to see except for the moonlight, was the strangest site I’d ever seen.

      One that sent my heart racing as if I had spotted a large predator.

      An enormous plant was curling itself over Charlee’s body. She was yelling and struggling, but the plant continued to fold over her, as if it were gluing itself to her body. Indeed, that was exactly what was happening. As I approached, and someone—Zuri—brought the light closer, we saw that Charlee was in the grips of a giant pincushion, one with little stickers on the end of each ‘pin.’

      The stickers were obviously painful, and they stuck to her skin wherever they managed to get a hold. I ran forward with my spear, and realized I had brought the wrong weapon.

      “Get it the fuck off me!” Charlee yelled when she saw me, her voice strained from yelling and pain. Part of her face was covered by the plant, and she must have used her arms to prevent any further entrapment. Not that it had helped. They were now pinned in front of her.

      I was trying to find a way to grab the plant and pull it away. By this time, the needlelike stickers had covered her entire torso front and back. “Is it hard to breathe?” I asked, wondering if we were already out of time.

      Charlee winced painfully. “No, I can breathe, but it’s like acid all over my skin. How do we get it off?”

      “We’re going to have to cut you loose. Hang on while I get a knife.” Unfortunately, I had neglected to put mine on my belt after our meditation session.

      I called for one of the girls to bring an axe, too, and soon there was moving brush and shouts as more people arrived. Someone handed over the axe, and we looked for the best way to cut Charlee loose without hurting her further.

      Finally, while a couple of girls studied the carnivorous plants, I chopped at the stalk above and below Charlee, trying to free her from the ground. But she was in so much pain, and the plant was so heavy that she soon yelled for me to stop.

      “We’ll have to remove each individually,” I said grimly. It was inevitable, but if Charlee couldn’t sit down or move, it would be a long night for her just standing here.

      Using my knife, I touched one of the stickers near its base. Charlee hissed but didn’t say anything more as I tried to peel it away from her arm. When I saw how badly that would tear her skin, I decided to cut smaller chunks of the plant away so we could see. Tears were dripping down her face, but Charlee cooperated as best she could, holding still while we cut the plant. The biggest problem besides Charlee’s pain was that I couldn’t see much in the dark, despite the torch. We needed more light.

      “Just yank them off,” Charlee said through gritted teeth. “Like a bandaid.”

      “But Charlee—” I began.

      “Do it, Jake!”

      She met my eyes. Hers were stained with tears, and already there was a trickle of blood from the sticker on her forehead.

      I looked at one stuck to her arm, thinking that might be the best place to start. I waited as she braced herself, and then yanked it free.

      A patch of skin came off with it, and Charlee screamed. “No, no, wait!” she said, panting.

      “We can’t do it that way. We’re going to flay her alive!” Zuri said.

      I tossed the sticky plant material away, hating that Charlee’s blood was already soaking her arm and dripping down onto the plant. Zuri was right. We needed to find a better way to remove the plant without Charlee losing her skin. But I was at a loss.

      “Oil, maybe?” I asked Zuri. Then I looked to the other girls who were all huddled around, waiting to do something. “Where can we get oil or tallow?” Most of the animals we killed were lean, and we hadn’t yet perfected the art of changing fat into tallow. And since we’d had little time to practice, we hadn’t given the skill priority.

      Finally, Annua arrived and pushed her way through the crowd of girls. She began shaking her head and pointing at the stickers.

      “Can you help?” I asked her.

      She pointed to the chopped-up stalks at our feet, but in the dark I couldn’t see much. Finally, careful to avoid the stickers herself, Annua lifted one of the stalks and pointed to the sap running out. She touched it and smiled. Then, she rubbed a generous amount all over her hands as if it were lotion, dropped the stalk, and then touched one of the stickers adhering to Charlee’s shoulder. Charlee grimaced, but she didn’t scream as Annua began to slowly work. The tribeswoman would rub some of the sap where the sticker connected to skin. Eventually, the sticker would lose some of its hold, and Annua would tug. She continued this method until the sticker came free without Charlee losing skin.

      Of course. The plant had sap that was immune to its own sticky barbs. “See how much of this we can get,” I said quickly. “And then as many as can reach Charlee need to get in here and work her free.”

      More hands joined in, and I hacked at the base of the stalk, hoping to open up more of the sap. We gathered the liquid in our hands. It felt almost like oil. Maybe that hadn’t been a bad idea after all, if only we’d had some oil.

      It took more than an hour, but we eventually removed all of the stickers from Charlee’s body, tossing them back into the jungle as we did to keep the area clear. When I removed the last one, Charlee sagged against me. Her skin was raw as if it had been burned in dozens of places. The place where the one sticker had been yanked off was still bleeding, and so I picked her up and began to carry her uphill. Charlee had long ago stopped crying, but she rested her tear-streaked cheek on my shoulder.

      “Thank you, Jake,” she said as her chest heaved up and down. I was sure she was still in a good deal of pain. “Motherfucking plant,” she muttered.

      “How did you get tangled in it?” I asked.

      “I was looking for fruit for breakfast, before it got too dark, you know? And I hadn’t seen one of those before, but from below the flowers aren’t as visible. Anyway, I accidentally just stepped right into it. It was so stupid. I should’ve known better than to come out here by myself without a torch, so close to dark.”

      Without thinking, I brushed my lips against the top of Charlee’s head. “You didn’t know there were elephant-sized carnivorous plants out here. How could you? I’m just glad we weren’t too far away so we could hear you.”

      “Me too,” Charlee whispered. “Maybe Serenity still has some of that salve to rub on these burns. They really hurt, Jake.”

      She sounded so pitiful that I felt incredibly relieved we had found her when we did. If she had been stuck like that, say for the entire night, I shuddered to think about her condition in the morning. If she’d even survived.

      When we arrived back at camp, Annua was already a step ahead of us, with a salve and clean bandages ready. I gingerly set Charlee on the ground next to the fire, where Serenity had been helping Annua. Both of them began to work on Charlee’s raw, damaged skin, spreading it over her injuries while she hissed and bit her lip to keep from crying again.

      At this point, we were all exhausted, and except for the guards, the rest of the girls began huddling together on grass mats we had put together. I sank down beside the fire, knowing that Annua and Serenity would be much better at doctoring Charlee than I would. Still, I wanted to be awake in case they needed something. Olivia sat beside me and laid her head on my shoulder. She still had that oily sap on her hands, just as I did, but neither of us did anything more than wipe it in the dirt.

      “First thing tomorrow,” I said, “I’m going to check out that area and mark it as dangerous. We need to make sure everyone can recognize that plant and know what to do if they get caught. But I say we should just chop down any we find so that it doesn’t keep happening.”

      “I second that,” Charlee said, grinning through her pain.

      Olivia sat up. “Wait a minute. Those plants obviously have great defenses. What if we clear a path on this side of them so that we can see them, but leave them up or even plant more to guard the perimeter of our shelter?”

      Charlee shuddered, but didn’t say anything. After minute, she nodded. “It’s not a bad idea. I’m sure that the animals know to stay away from them, unless they’re stupid enough to get caught in them.” She smiled grimly, watching Annua and Serenity work. “I bet those plants primarily prey on the giant insects. It will be a great deterrent to have them guarding our compound.”

      “Good idea,” I said, smiling at Olivia. “As long as everyone knows where the boundaries are. I’m sure no one else wants to get stuck in that plant’s grasp.”

      Since it was getting late, and I wanted to make sure Charlee was okay, I didn’t make any more progress with Olivia that night. However, I fell asleep next to the fire with her on my shoulder, holding her gently, and then taking a turn with her at guard duty.

      Just when I had thought we had conquered most of the dangers of this jungle, I had been surprised with more. But although I was sorry Charlee had got hurt, I was glad we knew about the carnivorous plants. The more we knew about our surroundings, the safer we would be, and now that the volcano was releasing less smoke, I hoped we could build our permanent shelter here on this hill, and keep it safer than ever. Between predators and possibly dangerous tribes, we needed all the advantages we could get.

      As far as those tribes were concerned, the more knowledge we had about them, the better we could deal with any run-ins. I figured that meeting them sooner or later was inevitable, and wanted to be prepared. Someday soon, I would venture to take a look at them again, if not to get close enough to meet them. Because with all her knowledge, Annua had not made herself known to the tribe at the base of the cliff, and I figured there was a good reason.

      “If it’s not one thing, it’s another,” I muttered as I drifted off to sleep with Olivia in my arms.
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      The next day, Charlee was on the mend, but she moved around very stiffly, sticking close to the campsite and doing most of her tasks sitting on a log near the fire. She spoke with Serenity and tried to learn new words from Annua, but if there was rope to be made or cooking to be done, she did it. Everyone told her to rest, including me, but Charlee wouldn’t lay around while everyone else was hard at work.

      “I can’t lay down comfortably anyway,” she told me. “Every place on my body has burns on it. I might as well just sit here lathered up with that salve and do my part.”

      I spent the day bringing in stones for our walls and cutting poles. Around midday, Olivia approached me with a waterskin. I took a long drink, grateful for the break. Then I passed the skin back to her and she took a long pull from it. Some of the water dripped out of her mouth and down her chin, and she wiped it with a satisfied smile. “I’m thinking I found a good place for us to build a pool,” she said. “It’s fed by the same spring we’re getting our drinking water from, only a bit lower down, so it will be ideal for washing, better than the small natural pool at the spring. I have some ideas about how we can make it feel spa-like, if you’re interested.”

      I looked around. Everyone was still working through the heat of the day. If I couldn’t see them, I could hear them, chopping wood or digging post holes. “There’s so much to do,” I said.

      Olivia stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Yes, and we will be working for days and days. However, everyone’s going to want to bathe long before we’re done with our new shelter. I don’t want to go by myself and mark it out in case there are animals. Won’t you accompany me, Professor?”

      Her voice had turned sexy, lowering until it seemed to stroke something deep inside me. She was right. We had days of work ahead of us, but I didn’t want to be seen as slacking off. But when I conveyed this concern to her, Olivia laughed. “Jake, no one is going to care if you take an hour or so off. You are the hardest working person here.”

      I shook my head, even as I allowed her to take my hand and lead me away, toward the spot she been talking about. “I don’t see it that way at all,” I said. “But I guess it’s not a contest.”

      Olivia laughed. “Sometimes it is,” she said with a wicked look.

      The spot she had picked out was perfect, with dappled sunlight filtering through the trees and landing on a natural pool a few yards down from our spring. It was shallow but wide, and plenty big enough for several people to sit down in it. I thought we could build up the walls if we wanted to. The water naturally drained out down the hill, and if we added more rocks in the right places above the pool, we could create a bigger splash waterfall than it currently had. Like a shower.

      “Nice,” I said. “We’ll have to secure a clear and easy path down to it from the shelter, so everyone feels safe.”

      Olivia removed her top and bikini bottoms and slid into the shallow pool. It reached her thighs. “We can build part of the wall below this, to keep it within the perimeter. I know you’ll keep us safe, Jake. Now, care to help me scrub up?”

      I smiled and quickly shed my loincloth before following her into the refreshingly cold water. We were both dirty, but we laughed as we took turns splashing each other and using our hands to scrub off the dirt. Olivia turned her back to me, shivering as I scrubbed her shoulders. I worked lower, cupping water onto her back and rinsing as I went. When I reached her beautifully rounded butt, I took my time, kneeding her flesh as she leaned back into me.

      I turned her around, intent on giving her a kiss, but she took a step back from me and dunked herself under the water. When she rose, she had her mouth open and was laughing at the sudden cold. Goosebumps rose all over her flesh, and her nipples had peaked tantalizingly. She flung water out of her eyes and rung out her hair. “Oh, it’s so cold! Maybe this is a bad idea for bathing.”

      I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her to me to warm her up. It didn’t take long for the warmth to spread to my own body, pooling in my groin. Olivia rubbed her hips against my cock and began kissing my neck, sucking the droplets of water off of it. “Mmm, this is nice, Professor. I like having you all to myself for a change. In case you hadn’t noticed, I’ve been trying to get you alone for a while.”

      “The thought had crossed my mind,” I said with a smile. I kissed Olivia’s cheek and began working my way down to her earlobe, which I gently sucked into my mouth. She wrapped her arms around my waist and pressed as close to mine as she could. I slid my hands down to her hips and then her butt, cupping each cheek and pulling her up so I could grind into her. She gasped and wrapped her legs around my waist.

      “Over there,” she whispered, pointing to a small shelf just above the water.

      I carried her over there and set her down, but she didn’t release her legs. They remained wrapped around me as she kissed my chest. I brushed the back of my fingers over her taut nipples, wanting to take each in my mouth and make them large and soft. Then I wanted to move lower, and kiss over her flat stomach made firm by months of hard work. And then I would slide down and bury my face between her legs, and her soft brown curls.

      That’s exactly what I did. Olivia moaned when I took a nipple in my mouth and swirled my tongue around it. Gasping and pushing against me, she wound her hands through my hair in encouragement. Then I did the same thing with her other breast, using the warmth of my mouth to make it soft, then teasing it again until it tightened.

      When I began to kiss down her wet skin, licking the drops of water that were turning to steam on her body, she whispered, “Your tongue is setting me on fire, Professor.”

      I worked downward, my tongue sliding over her belly until I was kneeling in the pool with my lips a mere breath away from the place I wanted to taste most. Olivia propped a foot on my shoulder to open herself more fully to me, giving me a perfect view of her pussy. I planted a kiss directly on her sensitive clit, lingering for just a moment as I admired her perfection. She was already wet, and I tasted her with my tongue, rolling it up her slit until I reached her clit once more.

      Olivia closed her eyes and arched backward, keeping her foot on my shoulder and her hand in my hair to encourage me.

      I began working my way through the alphabet, paying attention to whatever made Olivia moan or pant. She wasn’t quiet, and soon her vocalizations were bouncing off the rocks.

      I intended to make her come, but before she reached her climax, she grabbed my hair hard and lifted me off of her. “Wait,” she panted. “Wait a minute.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Are you okay?”

      Olivia pulled me out of the water. Then she pouted in an exaggerated way. “I was really just thinking, Jake, how naughty I’ve been. I don’t deserve you, not yet.”

      I leaned in, putting a hand on either side of her hips and pressing my erection against her. “Oh yeah?”

      She nodded. Then she sucked her lower lip between her teeth and looked up at me with wide eyes. “I’ve been thinking dirty thoughts about my professor. Really dirty thoughts. I can’t get you out of my head. And I’ve been telling the other girls to stay away so I can get you to myself. I think you should punish me for it.”

      “Oh yeah?” I repeated. My brain seemed to have jammed. I knew what she meant, but wasn’t sure what she had in mind.” Finally, I found my voice. “What can we do to bring you back onto the straight and narrow?”

      “I need you to spank me, Professor.”

      “I’m worried that might be an abuse of my power, of my position as an authority figure.”

      Olivia trailed a finger down my chest, her nails scraping my sternum on the way down to my abs. Then she took my erection in her hand and stroked my length. “I won’t tell if you won’t, Professor Montblanc.”

      I closed my eyes as she continued pumping my erection.

      “Fine,” I said in a stern voice. “I’ll punish you.”

      A shiver ran over Olivia’s body, visibly making her shudder as her eyes took on a hooded quality. “If you must, Professor. Where do you want me?”

      I lifted her off the rocks and then switched our positions so that I was sitting on the shelf. Before she could get her balance, I jerked her forward. She squeaked as I bent her over my knees in a swift motion, positioning her perfect bottom so that it was sticking up at an angle.

      “I seem to have misplaced my paddle,” I said, massaging her butt cheek, letting my fingers work lower until they dipped between her legs. When they flitted over her slit, Olivia gasped.

      “But no matter,” I added, “my hand will have to do.”

      With that, I smacked her sharply on the rear end. The sound echoed over the water, making it louder than it should have been.

      Olivia gasped and I felt her hand grip my ankle.

      I massaged her skin where it had turned pink. “I don’t normally take my students to task like this,” I said in the same stern voice, “but you have been especially naughty.” Again, I smacked her, this time on the other butt cheek. It jiggled, and she gave made an audible squeak.

      “It’s time you learn some manners.” Smack. Massage.

      “We don’t tolerate that type of behavior on this island.” Smack! Massage.

      “I hope we never have to have this conversation again.” Smack.

      Olivia was panting now, and when I got done massaging her butt cheek, I let my fingers work their way between her legs, the tip of my middle finger pushing into her entrance. She gasped and grew extremely wet, extremely fast. My own erection was pushing up against her side, and I rubbed it against her for a moment as my fingers moved deeper inside her. Then I withdrew them, and she moaned.

      “Will you do better from now on?” Smack!

      “Yes,” Olivia moaned. “Please let me show you.”

      I continued to massage her for a moment, where her buttock was turning red. Then I lifted her off me and set her on her feet, climbing off the ledge and pulling her up with me so she was out of the cold water. “I’m not exactly sure you understood the lesson, though,” I said. “We might have to do this again.”

      “Yes, Professor,” she panted. Her chest heaved up and down as she looked at me, silent and sexy. Quickly, I turned her around and bent her over, telling her to grab her ankles. Then I lined myself up with her entrance.

      “I want you to watch,” I said. “Put your head between your legs and watch.”

      Olivia moaned when I put the tip of my cock inside her. I slid into her slowly until I was balls deep in her sweet pussy. Then I smacked her behind once more, enjoying how wet she grew every time I did that. “Are you watching?”

      “Yes,” she moaned.

      I began to slide in and out of her, slowly at first, watching each time I buried myself in her body. Occasionally, I would lightly slap her ass, rubbing away any red marks and enjoying the sounds she made.

      After a few moments, she began to push back against me, and I picked up the pace, seeing with pleasure that she was limber enough to watch the action from between her legs. I pumped her hard, holding her hips so she wouldn’t fall, angling myself until she cried out with pleasure. I knew the right spot then, and kept rolling my hips to make sure I hit it every time. Within a few moments, Olivia was taking short, shallow breaths and moaning. Again, she was loud, intense, and the slap of our bodies against each other was also making a lot of racket.

      Finally, I slapped her butt cheek one more time as I buried myself inside her for the final time. She yelled as her walls contracted around me, soaking my cock. I tumbled after, our joint orgasms leaving us breathless and shaking.

      When Olivia finished, I helped her stand and supported her until she found her legs. She looked at me with dreamy eyes. “That was a great lesson, Professor,” she breathed. “I might have to be naughty more often.”
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      “I’ve always hated worrying about carbs, but no need for that here. I’m glad those days are behind me,” Olivia said the next day. She winked as she walked past me, shaking her booty, which was covered only by her bikini bottoms. She still had the distinct imprint of my hand, and she wore it among the girls like a badge of honor.

      A few girls who had previously stayed on the fringes now began to look at me more hotly than ever. I wondered if I would have to start spanking all of them in order to make them happy.

      It wouldn’t have been a big deal, except my hands were actually a little sore, but when I asked Olivia how her bottom felt, she smiled and kissed me. “I had fun, Professor,” she said, dragging out my name.

      Somehow, despite all her hard work, Olivia managed to keep her nails looking good. I wouldn’t have noticed them so much except they made me realize that my own nails were chipped and cracked, my hands split from all of the many tiny cuts and injuries sustained from our work. But Olivia didn’t slack off to save her nails, and in fact, after our lovemaking seemed to become even more productive.

      We were in the thick of it now, building in earnest, beginning with our new shelter. This one was going to be more round compared to our last one, with short walls and a tall, thatched roof. The center was supported by large tree trunk. The spacious room inside was going to be mostly for sleeping and hanging out during the daily rainstorms. Serenity and Charlee began making more hammocks for anyone who wanted one, but I had decided I wanted a big pallet on the floor for myself. More often than not these days, I had a girl with me, and hammocks were too shaky for any activity other than sleeping.

      Over the next few weeks, we all grew tired and sore, sometimes creating contests to pass time, and sometimes working with our heads down in the driving rain. But with so many people working on it, the shelter took shape fairly quickly. I began to scout places to dig trenches in the hillside, and I was often accompanied by Zuri and Charlee.

      Charlee had mostly healed from her encounter with the carnivorous plant, and was only left with scars that resembled giant cigarette burns. The graduate student seemed embarrassed by them at first, trying to cover them with clothing, but no one minded them. I know I didn’t. I was just glad she was okay.

      She and Zuri began to become indispensable to me. They spent days planning out new projects, often bringing up subjects I had never thought of. In the end, I was really happy with the shape our compound was taking. We decided to keep the cooking fire out of the main shelter, and at Serenity’s suggestion, built a smaller hut with a fire pit and oven for roasting big hunks of meat.

      Everyone loved Olivia’s idea of the pool below the spring. We expanded it, making it large enough for more people to sit down. But the waterfall became everyone’s favorite feature. By placing large rocks above the pool, we interrupted the flow of the spring and caused a shower-like waterfall instead of a trickle of water running down the rocks.

      In perhaps our biggest accomplishment, we figured out how to use the natural water pressure from the spring, diverting some water by using bamboo-like poles for pipes. The end result was water going to the kitchen. It was a good thing, too, since all of us were tired of carrying water uphill for drinking and cooking. Now we would always have fresh, cold mountain water on hand.

      By the time we finished the biggest projects, the volcano had stopped smoking entirely, and the sky had been clear for days. I hoped that the danger had passed, and for the time being, we delayed our plan to build rafts and an open-water trip to the other island.

      Annua seemed to understand, and had quickly become part of our community. She and the other tribeswomen had made themselves indispensable, jumping in and making suggestions for building and cooking that were already making our lives easier. We had begun mixing some of our words with theirs, and vice versa. Of course, communicating in full sentences wasn’t really happening, but often we could get the gist of what each other was saying when necessary.

      My biggest concern over these few weeks, besides making sure we were building sturdy shelters, was Killer. He began acting differently, which I attributed to possible adolescence. He was already past my waist and beginning to shed the fluffy down that had thus far covered his body. The girls even began collecting it, hoping to make pillows.

      In the meantime, he would sometimes snap for no reason or puff up as if he were angry. I scolded him one night for stealing Madison’s food, but he only squawked at me, ruffled his feathers, and stomped off. If he had been a cat and had a tail, it would have been straight up in the air.

      Madison, who had recovered from her sprained ankle, would have gone after him herself, except that she couldn’t move as quickly as he could. Instead, she got herself more food and muttered about wasting it on the rebellious animal.

      I realized just how far out of hand Killer had gotten when one day he blocked the entrance to the hut and refused to let anyone inside.

      Except for Charlee, who had been in there when the bird had taken up residence in the doorway. He wouldn’t let her out.

      “This is getting ridiculous,” I said to Everly.

      “The fucking bird acts like he owns place,” she said, “instead of being grateful we’re giving it a nice cushy place to stay overnight and feeding it from our table.”

      “Yes.” I didn’t say what else I was thinking—that if the bird turned more violent, would have to put him down or at least run him off. “Hopefully it’s just a phase.”

      I picked up a spear and waved the blunt end at the terror bird. He squawked at me and tried to grab the spear, but I was too quick. I shooed him away from the door, and finally he relented, putting his head down, puffing himself up, and then deflating like a child who had been scolded. I continued to berate the bird, shooing him away from the compound so we could get work done, and to free Charlee from the shelter. The bird usually listened to her as much as he did me, and I was surprised she hadn’t been able to get past him.

      “He’s going through puberty,” Charlee said when she emerged.

      “Yeah, listen. I don’t want anyone hurt, so we have to watch the bird better.”

      Charlee nodded and brushed her short brown hair out of her eyes. “I know. It’s been concerning me. I promise to keep an eye on him, Jake.”

      “Thanks.”

      While we dealt with Killer and building our new home, the nighttime activities didn’t stop. Madison still enjoyed crawling into bed with me, sometimes riding me in the middle of the night or, before she had healed, letting me do the work to save her ankle.

      If it wasn’t Madison crawling on top of me, it was Everly or Serenity, or both Everly and Serenity, and perhaps Sophia or her sister Isabella. There was quite a rotation going on, and although the threesomes were rare, I did enjoy them when they were offered. Olivia seemed to like me to herself, and she wasn’t afraid of asserting herself and keeping the other girls away from me when she wanted.

      As construction on the shelter and kitchen began to wind down, we cut poles for a high fence that we were going to bury in an outward angle from the hillside. This was the hardest part of anything we’d done so far. The hill was mostly rock with a layer of topsoil. In order to build the fence, we had to cut down trees above and below the proposed locations. Then we had to dig holes deep enough to hold the large posts we were using. Often, the task involved clearing rocks, roots, and fighting off biting insects to do so.

      Our project was an ambitious one, and the point was to encircle the entire top of the hill so that we had a large area for the compound to expand if needed. Eventually, it would be like a crown on top of the hill, a tall crown fit for a giant.

      “Or a Jungle King,” Serenity told me with a smile.

      Also, it was nice to think that few predators could get in or even come close to where we were sleeping. It made us all feel safer.

      The fence-building was slow going, however, but we found that if we alternated the work on the wall with other necessary tasks like hunting and gathering, it would give everyone the breaks they needed and help prevent injuries.

      With Annua now a part of our community, our knowledge of plants grew in leaps and bounds. She found roots that we could eat or sprout in the ground for a small garden. She and the other tribeswomen showed Serenity and whoever else wanted to know how to plant them, and soon we had a small garden planted not far from the kitchen.

      It had been a while since I had been hunting, and my turn was coming up in the next few days. I was looking forward to it, having grown tired of digging holes in the ground, chopping down trees, and stripping bark for the wall. It was boring and backbreaking work, and although it needed to be done, I was eager to explore the surrounding area a bit better. We hadn’t seen any large predators yet, but I knew there had to be some. There was a variety of small rodents and lizards, which meant the larger predators would be around as well. One thing I was comfortable with, though, was that we were far enough away from the flatlands and the deeper rivers that the Titanoboa liked to inhabit.

      However, I didn’t want to leave the girls unprotected, even for a short time. So I kept working, watching the volcano for signs of eruption, chasing Killer away from the kitchen, and collapsing on my mat at night with one, two, or more girls to snuggle up next to me. Always, the best part about nighttime was the company in my bed, and my new pillow made of terror bird down and plant fibers, a gift from my harem.

      All we needed to do was finish that wall, and then life would be perfect.
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      Unfortunately, we soon reached a place on the hillside where we could dig no further. The rocky soil had changed to mostly rock, preventing us from setting any more sections of wall. I was disappointed, but we decided to continue the wall by using the trees that had embedded themselves in the rock. We simply needed movable walls that could be spanned between these sturdy trees.

      However, it was going to take some thoughtful engineering to make it secure. I figured it was time to take a break and go hunting. Except for Olivia, who was vegetarian, we all were tired of our constant plant-based diet. And if we were to continue our hard labor, having a large kill to provide our protein would give us energy and lift our spirits.

      Finally, I announced the hunting expedition to look for larger game than what we had been finding. Then I invited anyone who was willing to come with me.

      At this point, so many were exhausted from our labors that I had few volunteers. Surprisingly, though, Annua wanted to go. She quickly grabbed her satchel and slung it over her shoulder as if we were going to leave that very minute. The tanned tribeswoman bowed from her waist and said carefully in English, “I go.” Communication with her was still limited at best, but she had worked harder than anyone to tear down the language barrier. I was happy she was volunteering, because perhaps I could use the time to learn from her, as well.

      And another surprise… Addy wanted to go. Sweet, shy Addy who kept her blond hair short and managed to retain her sweet, feminine curves despite all the exercise. She never volunteered to go anywhere with me, but I didn’t hesitate to say yes. It would give me a chance to get to know her better.

      The next day, we left carrying satchels with food, supplies, and weapons. I took my terror bird axe and a spear. Addy carried a killing stick, which she said she preferred, and Annua brought a spear. The tribeswoman still wore no top, always the same short skirt over her hips and nothing else. But I had grown used to seeing her this way, and although Addy at first looked uncomfortable, after the first hour of walking through the jungle, the two women were chatting as best they could despite the language barrier.

      Addy was short, so she was about Annua’s height, and I grinned as they pointed to different things along the path and named them in their own languages. For the most part, they ignored me, which was just fine since I was enjoying the walk through the jungle and finally getting to hunt. We had been living on rodents and snakes for several weeks, but only what remained in the immediate vicinity of the compound. They substituted our diet of fruit and roots, but I was looking for something different. Something that would feed everyone at once, and preferably something that wasn’t too hard to kill. Or too dangerous.

      After a while, Addy fell back to walk with me. We were still heading north along the coast, not far from the edge of the cliff that fell toward the sea, but would turn inland soon if we didn’t find anything. We were getting too close to the tribe at the base of the cliff. As much as I wanted to learn more about them, now wasn’t the time.

      “You know,” Addy began, “if I didn’t know there were prehistoric monsters in this forest that would eat us, it would almost be like walking through a nature preserve.”

      “Yes, and don’t forget the giant plants that want to eat us now, too.”

      Addy smiled. “A few months ago, the idea would have terrified me. It still does scare me a little, enough for me to be cautious. But now I think I’m used to the danger. Does that make sense? Am I being naïve?”

      I shook my head. “I think we’ve all grown accustomed to living in a dangerous environment. And really, from day-to-day we’re able to avoid the worst of it. As long as we all stay cautious, I don’t see why we can’t be happy and feel safe.”

      Addy glanced at me, her blue eyes looking uncertain as if she wanted to say something but didn’t know how to begin.

      “Professor, I feel safe with you here. At first, I know I was scared of everything, but… you make me feel protected. Just seeing you with that axe sends a thrill through me.”

      Addy clamped her mouth shut and then blushed brilliantly, her pale skin turning pink on her cheeks as well as her neck and shoulders. It was cute.

      I smiled and pretended I didn’t notice the blushing. “I wouldn’t feel right if I didn’t protect you. I wouldn’t feel like a man. Not that I have to be some macho, alpha, ‘me Tarzan, you Jane’ sort of thing. But I just feel like if I didn’t do my level best to protect all of you, it would make me a pretty rotten person. And even more so since I got us into this mess.”

      “Do you feel like this is your fault?”

      “Sometimes. I found that cave and led us into it, after all.”

      Addy frowned. “I hope you know that none of us blame you for being here. We didn’t at the beginning and we still don’t now. I think it was our destiny.”

      I hacked away a vine that was in our path, because Annua had fallen back behind us and was studying the plants. “Thank you,” I said. “I’d say my life has worked out rather differently than I had anticipated, but it’s definitely not the worst thing that could’ve happened.” I smiled.

      Addy nodded. “This might be the most comfortable I’ve felt around you. Usually there are so many other girls…”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You can come to me with anything, anything at all. Most of the others do.”

      “It’s not just that, but I’m just not good at…” She blushed again. “Putting myself forward, you know, like some of the others.”

      “Is that why you volunteered to come on this hunting trip?”

      Addy nodded, her cheeks still red.

      “I’m glad you did,” I said off-handedly. “Maybe now is our chance to get to know each other better.”

      Addy blushed even harder.

      “Hang on,” I said, stopping on the trail and looking at her. Maybe I had said the wrong thing. “I didn’t mean… I didn’t mean it like that. Unless, of course…”

      I cleared my throat. Fuck. I was acting like a teenager who’d never talked to a girl before.

      Addy giggled. “I know what you meant.” Then she smiled. “And I would like to get to know you better too, Professor.”

      “Okay then. Call me Jake, though.” It wasn’t the first time I’d told the girls to call me by my first name. Some of them, like Madison or Olivia, used “Professor” as a term of endearment, or when they were feeling amorous.

      “Jake,” Addy repeated.

      We walked in silence for a few more minutes, and gradually Addy stopped blushing. She really was cute when she did that, though.

      After that, we chatted about nothing in particular, just passing the time as we hiked through the jungle. By midday, we were ready to take a longer break. We ate some fruit and then decided to wait for the game to come to us. In this prehistoric jungle, it wasn’t difficult to find a game trail. Some of the animals were so large that they couldn’t help but create paths through the forest. We had been halfway following one all day, keeping off the trail so as not to alert anything of our scent. Addy found a tree to climb alongside the trail, and we settled for the afternoon with our weapons ready.

      As always, the heat was almost unbearable, the air hot and thick even in the tree branches. The whispered chatter died down after a while, and we took turns dozing as we waited for game.

      Finally, just as I was beginning to think that today wasn’t going to be a good day for hunting, I heard rustling in the foliage below. It definitely sounded bigger than a rodent or snake.

      Pulling my spear off my back, I waited patiently to see what would appear. Annua saw me go on alert and tapped Addy’s shoulder to wake her. The blonde blinked a few times and then leaned forward on her branch expectantly.

      Emerging below, though, wasn’t something I had expected. It had a short broad head, rows of armor on its back, and a club on its tail. The dinosaur walked on four legs, munching leaves along the trail. It was large, not as tall as an elephant, but definitely much bigger than anything I wanted to try to bring down. Also, that tail looked dangerous. Despite the animal’s size, it moved with ease and confidence, as if it knew it was safe. In the back of my mind, the word ankylosaurus appeared. It had to be. I wished now that Charlee were here to confirm. She was our amateur dinosaur expert.

      I wondered if these were herd animals, and I looked through the trees for more. Not too far away, more vegetation was moving as if there were more animals nearby. This one had strayed away from the herd, it seemed. But after another moment, I saw why.

      Jumping out of the foliage was another ankylosaur, this one duller in appearance, but otherwise a perfectly miniature version of the large one. It scampered around beneath the adult’s feet, chasing some sort of bug that was hopping on the ground. The baby reminded me of a playful puppy instead of a dinosaur.

      I had long rested my spear across my thigh, knowing I didn’t want to tangle with this animal. And at the appearance of the baby, I’d lost a desire to even try. Addy was leaning on her branch and grinning at the baby’s antics. At least if we couldn’t kill anything right now, we had a show to interrupt the boredom.

      The day was fading, and once the ankylosaurs left, we would need to climb out of the tree and find a place to camp. But the dinosaurs didn’t seem to be in a hurry to go anywhere. As much as I was enjoying watching them, we wouldn’t be comfortable sleeping in the tree.

      I was just about to whisper that we sneak down to the ground when Annua stiffened on her branch. Immediately, I went on high alert, gripping my axe and peering into the trees. She tapped my shoulder and pointed, higher than where I had been looking.

      Shit. There was a creature’s head peeking out from the midst of some giant ferns. If Annua hadn’t pointed it out, I would have missed it. The head was almost on the level with my branch—the animal was tall. It had rows of teeth visible in its slightly opened mouth, and was staring intently at the adult ankylosaur below us.

      I couldn’t see the end of the rest of the animal’s body, but I didn’t need a dinosaur expert to tell me its name.

      Tyrannosaurus rex.

      It was a bit shorter than I would have thought, but the fact that I was within convenient biting range didn’t make me feel any better. However, the predator wasn’t looking at me and was watching the mother and baby. The mother was munching on leaves, and the baby was making quite a bit of noise jumping around, squeaking as it played.

      Fascinated, I sat there, frozen to see what would happen. To my left and slightly above me, Addy had covered her mouth as if she was trying not to make any noise, but she was also staring intently.

      The T-Rex lunged without warning, erupting out of the foliage and running on two great legs toward the adult ankylosaur. I saw now that the animal lacked some of the girth I had expected, and ran a bit awkwardly, as if it wasn’t sure what to do with its legs. Perhaps it wasn’t quite fully grown.

      The mama ankylosaur had heard the T-Rex, and she pivoted with her tail toward it. At the same time, I saw the baby scamper beneath her legs. She aimed her club and began to whip her tail around like a cat, as if she were ready to sweep the T-Rex’s legs out from under him. The predator reached the mama and tried to lunge at her back. But his teeth hit armor, and seemed to do little damage. The ankylosaur bellowed and swiped at her club. It hit the T-Rex’s knee joint, and he backed away with a grunt and a short bellow of his own.

      The ankylosaur roared again, keeping her tail pointed toward the T-Rex. The juvenile limped a bit as if in pain, but didn’t give up as I expected. Instead, it acted wary, moving out of range of that club. The first blow had only glanced off its leg rather than hitting in full on, otherwise it could have had a broken leg. The juvenile was lucky, and I wondered if it had ever encountered ankylosaurs before.

      Next to me, Annua was sitting stock still on her branch, as if she could blend in to the tree. Addy was staring at the scene with wide eyes, her hand still over her mouth.

      The T-Rex lunged forward and tried to dodge the ankylosaur’s whip-like tail. He partially succeeded, removing himself out the immediate reach of that club. The baby scampered out from under the mother’s feet, into the foliage.

      Then the two larger animals stopped taking hesitant shots at each other and began to fight. It was mostly silent, except for the occasional snap of teeth as the T-Rex would attempt to grab ankylosaur’s head. The T-Rex suffered several more hits on its body, opening up wounds on its side. I thought it would back off and not risk any more injury, but it continued snapping its jaws. The earth shook as the two animals stomped around, and once, the ankylosaur got backed into the tree we were in, causing us to grab our branches and hold on for dear life.

      I thought the Rex would give up. It was clearly injured and seemed to be moving slower. But the ankylosaur was slow to get away from the tree, and the T-Rex saw its opportunity.

      Before the mama could recover her feet, the predator managed to get its jaws around the quadruped’s head. The ankylosaur snorted and kept whipping its tail around, but the T-Rex had twisted out of the way. With the sound of teeth scraping armor and the wrenching of bone, the Rex twisted its head.

      The ankylosaur fell with an earth-shaking rumble, and the T-Rex adjusted its grip. This time, blood oozed out beneath the ankylosaur’s neck where it didn’t have armor. The predator held the ankylosaur down, even as the herbivore’s tail continued to whip back and forth. It reminded me a bit of a lion killing an antelope, only this antelope carried a deadly weapon on its hind end.

      The T-Rex was still injured and bleeding from a large gash in its side, but it didn’t let go. It took an impossibly long time. The ankylosaur kept struggling, swinging its tail, but it was no match for the predator’s jaws. Finally, it took its last breath and then grew still.

      As soon as it did, the predator released its hold on the ankylosaur’s neck and sniffed around the body. Then it moved toward the belly and began to feed. There was the squelch of flesh being torn away and the crunch of bones being broken. And then the great predator began tearing great chunks of flesh and entrails out of the soft underbelly and gulping them down.

      The smell of blood drifted up to us and mixed with the humid air. Addy now looked green, and I worried that if she fainted, she’d fall right onto the carcass. My stomach turned just a little, but I was too fascinated by what was happening to worry about it. Annua had barely moved except to reach out and steady Addy on the branch.

      Then the T-Rex must have opened the ankylosaur’s bowel because an even more fetid stench rose up from the corpse. Blood was everywhere, and the belly of the ankylosaur was quickly demolished. The T-Rex ate ravenously, bobbing its head occasionally to look around with blood dripping from its jaws.

      The sun began sinking overhead, and although we had some daylight left, the T-Rex was still feeding. We were trapped.

      Finally, with blood covering its snout and dripping from its jaws, the Rex turned, snorted, and slowly stomped off through the jungle. It was limping and bleeding, and I wondered if the animal would end up dying for its meal.

      Still, I wasn’t about to follow it to find out. Breathing a sigh of relief, the three humans waited to make sure the tyrannosaur was gone before crawling around the other side of the tree to climb down without stepping on the bloody ankylosaur carcass. Addy was visibly shaking, but she had refrained from retching or making any sound, and after taking some deep breaths, seemed to be all right.

      “Holy shit,” I murmured. “That was intense, and not what I expected today.”

      “Fuck that was so amazing,” Addy said after a moment. She began to grin. “That was the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen, although those smells made me want to gag and throw up.”

      I nodded. Annua was searching through the foliage for something, and then I remembered the baby. Addy seemed to remember at same time, and we both began looking. For me, the search was more to satisfy my curiosity than anything.

      The baby would likely die if it didn’t reunite with the group. But at some point during the fight, the rest of the herd had disappeared. I’d been too busy watching the T-Rex to notice. And anyway, I didn’t know how orphans were treated. It might have died even if it did find the herd.

      Addy found it hiding in a dense growth of broadleaf plants. She hissed to us to take a look, and Annua and I lifted up the bigger leaves.

      The baby ankylosaur didn’t move except to look back at us. I didn’t think it had any reason to fear us, and it didn’t turn its little stubby tail toward us to suggest aggression. I pulled a bit of fruit out of my satchel and held it out. The baby didn’t respond.

      Then Addy left and came back with some of the plant the mother had been eating. She held it out to the baby, which sniffed and then took a step forward. After a moment, it nibbled on the very tip of the plant and began quietly munching away. Addy held still, keeping the plant within easy reach. The baby dinosaur swallowed its first bite and then stretched out its neck for more. This time it took a bigger bite, stepped forward, and seemed to relax.

      “Can we keep it, Jake?” Addy asked.

      I shook my head. “Not a good idea. It’s best to just let nature take its course, and leave the little guy alone.”

      “But we kept Killer.”

      “I know, and he’s a pain in the ass.”

      I was fond of Killer, but there was no doubt that he could be difficult, especially lately. Annua was shaking her head as if she thought this was a bad idea. But Addy continued feeding the baby ankylosaur, which looked like it already weighed fifty pounds. Its little head came up to Addy’s knee where she was crouching, and despite its relatively small size, that club tail could still hurt someone pretty badly.

      I couldn’t deny that the creature seemed docile, though, as if it wasn’t afraid of us.

      “I want to keep it, Jake,” Addy said. The fact that she wasn’t asking didn’t escape me. And rightly so. I wasn’t the boss of anyone.

      “Up to you,” I said. “But again, if it starts creating havoc in the camp or trying to hurt anyone, it has to go one way or the other. And when we get back, if no one else wants it around, you might be outvoted.”

      Addy nodded and grinned. She set the food on the ground and then reached into her satchel for a rope. She tied a short loop at the end and then continued to watch the ankylosaur.

      I, however, began watching the forest. Scavengers would soon find the kill, and although they might not have been as big as the Rex, they could still be big enough to hurt us.

      Annua seemed to be thinking the same thing, and was also watching for any movement in the undergrowth.

      Addy waited a bit longer, feeding the baby, and when she saw an opening, she slipped the loop over its neck and tightened it to the point where it was just behind the baby’s first row of armor. The ankylosaur squeaked and tried to pull back, but Addy continued holding out food until it finally relaxed and returned to eating.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said. “We’ve stayed here too long as it is. We need to find a camp for the night and get well away from this carcass.”

      We set off through the jungle, now moving away from the game trail, with Addy tempting the baby ankylosaur with food to get it to follow. It didn’t even seem to mind the rope anymore.

      I shook my head. We were starting a regular zoo, but I couldn’t deny that the thing was cute and I was fascinated by it. Also, I was pretty sure the other girls would be delighted to have it around.

      As long as Killer didn’t get jealous, I was content to take the baby with us.
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      The next morning, we still had a baby ankylosaur trailing behind us without even needing any encouragement from the leash. It had taken up with Addy and followed behind her, jumping and sniffing around like it had yesterday.

      We descended into the valley, to a slow-moving river. There, we killed a smaller theropod, this one with a long snout that it used to munch on leaves. Between the three of us, we brought it down with little effort. It was a swift kill, and I was happy that we had managed to find something so early in the day. Quickly, we harvested the meat, wrapping it in leaves for our trek back to the compound. With most of the meat tied to a pole carried between Annua and I, we made our way back up the mountain.

      But my mind began drifting to other possibilities than going home.

      “What if we take a detour?” I asked. “We have plenty of daylight left. We can get home tomorrow.”

      “Where do you want to do?” Addy asked, looking interested.

      “I want to take another look at that village near the ocean.”

      Addy winced.

      “Think about it: we can see what kinds of weapons they have, how they live, even with just a closer look.”

      “Jake…” Addy began.

      We had stopped walking, and Annua was looking curiously at the two of us.

      “It’s my curiosity about primitive peoples that led us into that cave, after all,” I said. “Here is a chance to see a real Stone Age tribe in action.”

      “What about the meat?” Addy asked.

      I looked at our hunks of meat wrapped in leaves. Flies were beginning to buzz around it, but we had wrapped it tightly. Still, it wouldn’t take long for them to get in. “Give me two hours. If you two wait here, I can get in and get a look, and get back, as long as I head straight up that ridge toward the cliff and the ocean.”

      Addy glanced to the west. Annua was talking now, asking in her language what we were talking about.

      I pointed up the ridge to the west. “I’m going to look at the tribe.” I pointed to myself and then pointed toward them.

      Addy said something in Annua’s language, and Annua’s eyes widened. She planted her feet and sat down where she was.

      “I’m guessing she’s not going,” I said with what I hoped was an understanding smile.

      “We’ll wait here for you. But, Jake… hurry. We need to get home to smoke this meat.”

      “Right. I just want to get a better look. Nothing more.”

      To my surprise, Addy leaned forward and kissed me swiftly on the cheek. Then she sat down next to Annua. I smiled again and set off.

      Creating my own trail up the ridge was grueling work. The vegetation was dense despite the rocky soil, and I ended up with quite a few cuts on my arms and chest before I reached the top. If I’d been more careful, I could have taken the time to slice my way through the undergrowth, but I only had three hours and didn’t want to waste time being careful.

      Finally, I found the cliff that looked out over the ocean. I hadn’t been lucky enough to end up directly over the village, and wasted some time looking for it. It was farther north than I’d thought, and I lost quite a bit of time finding it.

      When I finally did look over it, the huts and people were still too far away to observe properly. I wanted a better look. Here, the cliff fell straight down, but if I worked back the way I’d come, I thought I could climb down and hide myself in the rocks halfway down.

      It wasn’t my best plan, and I lost even more time trying to find the right place to suit me. The rocks were wet and slippery, and more than once a foot slipped out from beneath me and left me hanging on to a handhold with my hands, my feet dangling out over nothing.

      By the time I found a place to safely rest and observe the village, I had long past the three-hour mark. But since I was here, I wasn’t going to lose the opportunity.

      I couldn’t quite see individual faces exactly, but I was still able to see what was going on. The villagers had carved a place out of the jungle as if they were afraid of being attacked. They didn’t have walls, but they had the cliff at their backs and plenty of armed guards. I supposed that was only natural, considering some of the predators I had encountered.

      Most of them seemed to wear leather clothing, the women not bothering to cover their breasts. All of them had dark hair and tanned skin, not unsimilar to Annua, and I wondered if they were related.

      Toward the center of the village was a large fire, and although I couldn’t make out exactly what they were roasting, it must have been fairly large to need a fire that big. As I watched, two men walked through the huts with a pole over their shoulders, much as Annua and I had been carrying our meat. These men had a carcass tied to the pole and headed toward the fire. Awesome. I was going to observe dinnertime, apparently.

      But I didn’t feel as excited when I realized what they were going to be eating.

      The carcass spitted on the pole was a naked man.

      He appeared dead but was still leaking a great deal of blood from the obvious wound in his abdomen. He’d been gutted. Definitely dead, then.

      I shuddered when they hung him over the fire next to another that was blackened as if it had been roasting for some time. It was difficult to tell now, but I suspected it was also human.

      Where had they come from? Had they been part of this tribe, or another? Either way, when the cannibals began eating part of the first body, I began working my way up the cliff. It was a tough climb, but the thought of being spit over a stick and roasted like that dinosaur we carried gave me a burst of new energy.

      When I reached the top, I paused to catch my breath and shake my head. Those cannibals weren’t people we wanted to tangle with. It was possible their cannibalism was merely a ritual, and that their victims were people they had killed in battle.

      I really didn’t want to find out.

      When I reached Addy and Annua sometime later, I saw that they had been worried about me. I’d been gone much longer than I’d promised, and the jungle was growing dark.

      We hurried back toward our compound as quickly and stealthily as we could. Addy asked me several times what I had seen, but I wasn’t ready to divulge that information yet.

      Mainly, I was still processing everything and didn’t know how wise it would be to tell the girls we lived near cannibals. But then I realized I owed them the truth, and it wasn’t up to me to keep secrets from them. Finally, I told Addy what I’d seen. To her credit, she blanched but didn’t otherwise react. As we found an out-of-the-way place to camp, storing our meat away from us in case the scent attracted any predators, I watched her for signs of panic.

      She never did, although she was more silent than she’d been the entire trip.

      I really wanted to ask Annua about the cannibals, but the language barrier was still too great. We could say simple things like share the names for flowers, fruit, and simple tasks, but I was nowhere close to having a complicated conversation with her. Still, she must have known, and I wondered if any of her people had been subjected to cannibalism themselves. No wonder she wanted to get off this island.

      One thing was for sure, when I returned home, we would find a way to finish that wall and make our defenses more formidable. There was no way in hell I would be surprised by an attack from that tribe. We also needed to camouflage everything as much as possible. With any luck, the cannibals would never see us, but I was already thinking we had chosen a place too close to their village. While the jungle was dense and one could wander aimlessly in it for weeks or even months without stumbling upon our camp, I didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks.

      Then I remembered the boats and wondered if the cannibals had conducted raiding parties to the other island. Suddenly, I looked at Annua in a new light. Had she been forced over from the other island? Has she been kidnapped? Unfortunately, I wouldn’t know the answers to these questions for a while. But if it was true, it made even more sense that she would want to return to that island. While I still wasn’t keen on an open ocean trip, once the compound was secure, I’d offer to help Annua and the other tribeswomen get back home, if that’s what they wanted. Even if I had to take them myself.

      In any case, I resolved to create a bigger stockpile of weapons, ones that could not only be used against dangerous animals, but perhaps against dangerous people. And all the girls needed to know how to use them. In fact, it was more important than ever that we take precautions to keep ourselves safe.
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      As I expected, everyone loved the baby ankylosaur, including the tribeswomen. They doted on the little thing, excited about finding food for it and building it a place to sleep near the shelter. My biggest complaint was that it left manure droppings everywhere, and while Killer had managed to figure out not to leave them where we slept, the baby ankylosaur shit wherever it wanted to and had to be watched like a puppy.

      Killer was the only one not thrilled with the newcomer. As soon as he saw it, he squawked, ruffled his feathers, and rushed the small dinosaur.

      “Killer, bad!” I said, shooing the terror bird away.

      But these days he wasn’t easily shooed. He simply stepped around me, ducked his head, and tried to take a bite out of the baby. There was a crack, we all gasped, and Killer lifted his head with a piece of the baby’s armor in its mouth. The ankylosaur bleated rather pitifully and then hurried to hide behind Addy. Killer pursued, and anyone in the vicinity hurried to block him from doing the baby dinosaur any more damage.

      Finally, Charlee managed to get Killer out of the way, tempting him with bits of meat from the kill we had brought back. The terror bird was mollified for a bit, and, squawking, followed her to the other side of the compound.

      The baby ankylosaur had a large chip in its armor just near its neck, a chunk of bone that was now missing. There was some blood, but not as much as I would have expected, and after a few minutes the baby settled down while Addy fed it. I sighed in frustration but couldn’t help but smile at the way Addy doted over the little guy.

      “What are you going to name him?” I asked.

      She smiled at me. “What makes you think it’s a him?”

      I shrugged. “I guess we don’t know. How do we figure out the sexes of these things if they don’t have obvious genitals? We don’t even know that Killer is a male, but we call him like he is.”

      “I think this baby is a girl, like the adult that died. I know we don’t know, but maybe someday we’ll figure it out.”

      “What are you going to name it?”

      The girls debated about a name for the baby all through dinner and then later, smoking the meat we had brought back. Finally, they decided on a gender-neutral name—Slugger, for the club on the end of its tail.

      Eventually, I had to turn the conversation toward the information I’d gathered at the other village. The girls looked grim as I recounted watching the cannibals roast humans over the fire.

      “I don’t know how violent they would be toward us,” I said, “but I’m not about to take any chances. We need to fortify and camouflage our compound as much as possible, and I want everyone to become proficient with weapons. The more accurate we are, the more deadly we are. We’ll be more likely to survive if we ever encounter someone who wishes to do us harm. And it won’t hurt if we run across any predators, either.”

      The girls all nodded, and Everly jumped to her feet and yelled, “Fuck yeah!”

      Madison scooted over to me and kissed me on the cheek. “The king of the jungle wants an army.” She smirked.

      “Just a defense force,” I said. “I don’t think any of us want to become warriors, but I don’t want us to be afraid of defending ourselves if needed.”

      Madison ran her hand through my hair, which was now quite shaggy and long, and then ran her fingers down my back to my waist. I shivered pleasantly.

      “Always thinking of everybody else, Professor,” she murmured. “Always thinking about our safety. I don’t know how any of us would’ve lasted this long without you.”

      I kissed her, feeling her fingers slide inside my loincloth and work lower. “You would’ve been okay,” I said. “All of you are badass in your own way. But you’re right, I do feel like I should protect you. That’s okay isn’t it?” I leaned in and kissed her on the lips.

      Madison smiled, giving me that wide grin that I loved so much, and pulled away. Taking my hand, she led me away from the fire and into the main shelter.

      That night, she showed me just how much she liked having me protect her. When the sun rose, I was feeling sated but also invigorated and ready to work. I had a few ideas about new weapons we could make that would aid in hunting, but could also be useful in a fight. Primarily, I wanted something more long-range than a regular spear. The better we could defend ourselves from a distance, the safer we would all remain.

      As usual, Charlee met me first thing in the morning to check in. The short-haired brunette was in charge of our guard duty. She gave a brief report and then, after learning what I wanted to accomplish that day, eagerly joined in. Zuri soon joined our team as well, and we spent the day looking for materials.

      The first thing I wanted to do was create an atlatl, or spear thrower. Basically, we could modify our current spears by putting a small notch on the blunt end and then using a carved piece of wood that would launch the spear almost like a sling. It would be good for hunting if we had a clear shot, and great in an open area like the compound or on the beach, should we ever find ourselves there.

      The second order of business was to make bows and arrows. I figured this would be trickier, because finding the right type of wood that would bend but not break, and the right sort of materials for bowstring could prove difficult. While Charlee headed up a team of girls to experiment with arrows, Zuri and I went in search of wood suitable for a bow. In theory, I knew what we needed, and I had shot a bow a few times in my life, but didn’t have any extensive experience with them. And certainly not in making any, although the idea excited me. Finally, after searching the area around our compound extensively, we found a tree that had the right strength and density to have to make strong bows.

      Zuri and I chopped it down. Then, others came to help at stripping the tree of bark and chopping it up into manageable sections to carry back to the compound.

      The wood needed to season, so we couldn’t start working with it right away. We set it under a lean-to we had built specifically for keeping wood dry, and then went to help make the atlatls. We carved the spear throwers from what we already had, taking care to make them as straight as possible. In the end, we ended up with a stick about the length of my forearm, with a grip at one end and a sort of hook at the other to hold the spear in place.

      Our first attempts at using the atlatls were wildly unsuccessful. Much laughter ensued as we tried to hit our makeshift targets and finding the right technique. At close range, it was fairly straightforward. But at longer range, we needed much more practice. Surprisingly, Addy, who was very good with the throwing sticks, figured out the most effective method for aiming correctly at a distance. We cheered her on as she began to hit the target time after time. From there, she showed everyone what she was doing, and we all mimicked her to try to gain her accuracy.

      By the end of the first week, we’d all had multiple practice sessions, and while everyone had varying stages of success, I was confident that with more practice we would be even better. We also began to train with the weapons we already had, practicing again with throwing sticks, the spears, and even creating more jawbone axes that could be used at close range. I sincerely hoped we’d never have to fight in close quarters, but if we were going to prepare ourselves, we needed to do it right.

      The first attempt at bow making did not go well. I spent quite a bit of time carving a bow out of that tree, but I hadn’t counted for the initial curve and I ended up snapping it with the first string. After several tries, Charlee had woven strong bowstring out of fibers, rolling it into her hands until it was thin and strong. The bow was the problem. I carved new ones, each time getting closer to what I wanted. The others never broke, but the wood became difficult to bend when I needed to string it.

      After more experimenting, Zuri and I decided to find a new kind of tree for this task. I had hoped Annua would have some insight into bow making, but when I showed her what it was, she merely shook her head and said no in her language. Then she repeated no in English. She didn’t know what we were doing.

      In some ways, this made me feel better. If she had never encountered a ranged weapon like a bow and arrow, it would give us the element of surprise if we ever had to use it in defense of our home. And while I was becoming frustrated at my trial and error, it gave me hope that we would be a force to be reckoned with if anyone ever attacked. After several days of searching, I finally found a tree that had springy branches and seemed to be perfect for the weapon I crafted from it.

      As soon as I strung this bow, I knew we were the closest we’d ever been. Charlee had experimented with arrows, and by the time I completed my last bow, there was already a pile of feathered arrows to use with bones for arrowheads.

      Wrapping my fingers in a strip of leather, I placed the arrow and drew the bow. It took quite a bit of muscle, but it felt similar to other bows I had used in the past. I felt the tension wouldn’t be too much for the girls to handle, especially since we’d all become so strong living and working on the island. I sited our target, a straw man we had created near the outer wall just for this purpose. I took a breath, then exhaled and let the arrow fly.

      Charlee’s arrows were things of beauty, and the tip sank deep into the strawman in the center of his face. The girls clapped and cheered, and a couple ran up to kiss me.

      “One down, nineteen more to go,” I said.

      Despite the realization that I had to create more bows just like this one, I couldn’t help but grin. We had done it. We were well on our way to arming ourselves with a variety of weapons, and after more practice, I would feel better about our current situation.

      Now we had to work on our other defenses.
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      As our weapons-making and practice was ongoing, we also had to complete the wall around the compound. While sections were in place where we were able to dig into the ground, the rock in the hill presented challenges to closing it in. We had about three-quarters of the wall done, and while trees and other vegetation seemed to be able to dig through the rock and grow in it, excavating the rest was another matter entirely. I yearned for a metal pickaxe or shovel, but it wasn’t to be unless we found iron ore somewhere on the island. We had to figure out something else.

      First, we cleared paths through the undergrowth leading to the wall. I hoped to camouflage everything we made, perhaps planting vines that would grow and hide our compound from prying eyes. But we needed clear paths to maintain, and to prevent injuries.

      Instead of creating vertical posts as barriers, we began building fences and using living trees as fenceposts. We laid a network of long, sturdy branches horizontally up the trees twenty feet into the air. Then we secured them with rope and wove smaller reeds through them. At the bottom, we set stones to keep out animals and to deter anyone from digging underneath the fences. However, we knew that digging would be difficult except for the topmost bit of soil, so it was mostly for our peace of mind.

      With enough effort, someone could hack through the walls, but not likely before one of our guards heard them. We built and hid three guard huts near the wall and stored extra weapons in them. In the end, I was satisfied that the wall would keep out all but the most determined people. And if they breached it, we were becoming more confident of dealing with them.

      Dinosaurs and other prehistoric creatures were another matter, and I hadn’t forgotten the T-Rex. Any predator large enough could smash right through our fences if it wanted, but since we had camouflaged the walls on the outside, I hoped it would be enough to leave us alone.

      Just in case a larger animal did get too curious, we dug murder pits or tiger traps and marked them for ourselves, and set spears in the ground pointing outward from the wall to deter anything large from trying to rush through. Since we hadn’t encountered many of these large predators, I figured the chances were slim. There seemed to be enough food on the island for all of us, and the large predators tended to hang around where they could feed. This hill had thus far been a good place to build, away from the game trails and high enough and steep enough that many animals would avoid it.

      Except the pterosaurs.

      Those damned animals occasionally liked to sweep down over the compound and try to steal food with their long jaws. Some of them were large enough to carry off a human if they tried, and it was another thing we had to worry about. Our next project would need to be to create some kind of screen over the buildings. In the meantime, we continued getting better with the bows and arrows, the atlatl, axes, throwing sticks, and clubs.

      One day while I was practicing with the latest bow I had made, Addy joined me leading Slugger by its leash.

      “Is Killer still stalking Slugger?” I asked.

      Addy nodded and sighed. “I can’t get him to stop. If we don’t keep them separated from each other, then the bird will go after Slugger. Killer has broken two more plates of armor. Slugger is learning to use her tail, but I’m afraid she’ll injure Killer if she lands a good blow. I don’t know what to do, Jake.”

      “We could create a safe space for Slugger, a pen.”

      “That might work, especially since we have to bring Slugger’s food in every day and Killer finds his own. But what happens when Slugger gets bigger? He’s going to need to learn to forage for his own food. We can’t spend all day feeding him. There’s no telling how much food she will need as an adult.”

      “If Killer hasn’t learned to avoid Slugger’s tail by that time, Slugger will knock his head off his neck. Perhaps the bird isn’t as bright as I thought he was.”

      Addy smiled. “You’re right, Jake. Hopefully it will just be temporary. I’ll work on a pen so that Slugger can feel safe. You know, I’ve been thinking about something else entirely.”

      I sited my arrow at the straw man but waited to release it. “Yeah?”

      “Actually, it’s a theory about how we got here. What if the gateway we swam through has been opened many times in the past? What if animals and people have wandered through it for millennia, and that accounts for the diversity of people and prehistoric creatures on this island?”

      I released my arrow and watched as it embedded in the target’s shoulder. “Damn. Not good enough,” I muttered. “But to answer your question, it’s not a bad theory and I’ve thought something similar before. However, if it’s true, why did these animals not evolve? Why are there ankylosaurs living with tyrannosaurs? Charlee says those species were separated by millions and millions of years. Why are the terror birds here? These animals should have died out eventually or evolved into something else. If they have truly been here for millions of years, if they came from their own time and have been here ever since, it doesn’t explain why they all exist together.”

      Addy nodded. “So maybe… Maybe we’re in another dimension? Or a pocket universe?”

      I picked up another arrow and fiddled with it, examining the feathers for no reason other than I wanted to think. “That’s the likeliest explanation, I think. Why are you asking?” I looked at her, noticing she had a bruise on one arm, that she hadn’t cut her hair until it was shaggy again, and that her blue eyes had a sort of sad look. “Something wrong?”

      She shook her head quickly. “No, it’s just something I’ve been thinking about. I like being here, I do…”

      “But?”

      Addy picked up a bow and arrow of her own and aimed at the straw man target. She released the arrow. It sank perfectly in the man’s chest.

      “Nice shot,” I said.

      Addy shrugged. “I’ve just been feeling like I need a purpose. We are surviving, sure, but now that the compound is nearing completion, and we have weapons, now what?”

      “Not sure,” I said. “If we were back in our old world, life would be a never-ending series of days where we worked and went home and ate and slept and got up and did it all again the next day. This is a much different. I thought I would miss teaching, but I can’t really say I do.”

      “That’s great for you, Professor. This is your paradise. This is what you tried to study.” Addy glanced over where Annua was sitting with the other tribeswomen around their own fire, chatting away in their own language. “This is the kind of world you prepared for.”

      “And you don’t like it?”

      Addy thought for a moment, her lower lip squished between her teeth. “I do. I’m happy here mostly, but as I said, I’m looking for a little bit more direction these days. And I’ll be honest, I miss air conditioning and a warm bath.” She grinned, and the sad look in her eyes disappeared.

      I laughed. “Don’t we all. But I know what you mean. Life has changed, and as we have seen, it may change again.”

      “Yes.”

      “If there’s anything I can do…”

      Addy shook her head. “I really just wanted to talk it out, I guess.” But then she looked up at me and that blush returned, spreading to her cheeks, down her neck, and over her chest and shoulders. “Umm,” she said, looking away. “Guess I better go help Serenity with dinner. It’s my turn.”

      With that, she turned and jogged away toward the center of the compound, to the open-air kitchen. I watched her youthful and yet womanly curves as she disappeared up the hill, wondering what else she’d been thinking about.
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      “Jake, Jake!”

      I woke to someone shaking me roughly. The shelter was pitch black, but the urgency in her voice drove all sleep away from my brain.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked, reaching for clothes.

      “There’s something inside the walls. The guards are calling for help.”

      My heart beat wildly against my chest as I hurried out of the communal shelter. The fire was still going in the center of the compound, and the usual torches were burning around the perimeter of the immediate buildings. Behind me, girls were waking each other up, but I ignored the sounds they were making and listened.

      At first, I didn’t hear anything, then I heard a guard shout from the right. I grabbed an unlit torch and lit it from one of the others, found my axe, and hurried toward the sound.

      Zuri had been on watch. “There’s something swarming over the walls.”

      “Swarming?” I asked, going with her to look.

      “Yes, they’re really fucking big, Jake.” She lifted her torch and pointed. The wall was about fifty feet away.

      The glow of her torch barely lit anything from here, but then I heard something. Holding up my torch, I peered at the wall. We cautiously stepped closer until the wall was visible in the light.

      Something scuttled from us, something that looked like it wore armor and had a lot of legs. Then it disappeared back into the shadows.

      “I couldn’t see it,” I said.

      “I couldn’t, either. As soon as I saw it, I called for help.”

      “You said it was a swarm.”

      “Yeah, unless they move at cheetah speed, there’s definitely more than one.”

      Stepping forward carefully, I approached the wall with hopes of getting a better view. When I was about twenty-five feet away, though, my blood ran cold.

      Dozens, if not hundreds, of giant insects were pouring over the wall. They had long, segmented bodies, and each one of them could have been about six feet long.

      And the legs, the hundreds and hundreds of legs. “Centipedes!” I called. Although I’d never seen centipedes this large, that’s exactly what they reminded me of. “What the hell are they doing?”

      Zuri was standing behind me.

      “Whatever it is, our walls aren’t even slowing them down.”

      Then we heard a shout from the other side of the compound.

      I ran over and found Julie holding a torch and pointing at the wall. Her face had gone white. There were more. Dozens more centipedes, crawling and spilling over the walls, but staying away from our firelight. The scuttling sound they made caused me to shiver involuntarily. “Maybe it’s just a nighttime migration,” I said finally. The centipedes didn’t seem to like our light at all, but I had no desire to see them any better.

      However, when I heard the first girl scream, I knew it couldn’t have been just at the sight of the centipedes. We had been here too long, and all the girls had seen giant bugs at some point or another. I ran back toward the sleeping shelter and saw the girls running in a general panic.

      “They’re invading!” somebody yelled.

      I called all of them to me and held up my torch. The last one to exit the shelter, Everly was cursing up a storm and stumbling while she tried to get dressed.

      “Stay in the firelight!” I told them. The girls huddled around the large campfire, while I counted. Everyone who hadn’t been on guard duty was present.

      At most, I thought these bugs would be an inconvenience, an annoyance we would laugh about in weeks to come. If only we could see how many there really were, we could kill them and go back to bed.

      But pretty quickly, as I heard more shouts coming from the perimeter of the compound, and realized we might be in trouble. “Everyone arm yourselves and grab a torch,” I said.

      It was too late, though.

      The centipedes were growing so numerous that they were pushing each other into the glow of the fire. They would quickly scuttle away, pushing their neighbors back into the crowd. I had never seen so many giant insects at once. It was like a swarm of ants on an anthill when you disturbed it, only many thousands of times larger and infinitely more unnerving. Still, I wondered what harm giant centipedes could do.

      That was until some found the kitchen, and we heard them shaking the structure as they climbed over and inside it. We had been smoking meat in there, and they were ignoring the hot coals and dragging it out. Then more began swarming over them, fighting for morsels.

      Some of the girls looked panicked. I whipped the torch around, seeing centipedes everywhere. Guards were calling out from around the compound, and I hoped they had torches and were keeping themselves in the light. The ground was moving as if it were its own sea of armored segmented plates. As an experiment, I grabbed a burning log from the fire and tossed it onto the moving ground. The log bounced and embers scattered. So did the centipedes. There were hundreds. Thousands. They scuttled away from the burning log, swarming around and continuing on their way.

      “They don’t like the fire,” I said. “Maybe their eyes are sensitive.”

      “What fucking eyes?” Everly asked with terror in her voice. “I don’t see any damned eyes. Jake, do something!”

      She was barely keeping it together. It was unlike Everly to let her emotions show like that, at least to not be brave. But I couldn’t help feeling the fear creep up my spine as well.

      The centipedes were growing so numerous they couldn’t keep themselves out of the light anymore. They clacked and climbed over one another, and I saw razor sharp jaws on each bug.

      Shit. We were going to have to fight.

      Across the compound, someone screamed. It was a sound I had been dreading, but almost expecting. With the command for everyone to stay put, I held up my jawbone axe and my torch out in front of me. The centipedes scuttled away from me, but not very far, and I had to dodge a few snapping jaws as I waded into the sea of legs. I stepped on a few, hurrying as I heard more screams.

      This was something out of a terrible, terrible nightmare, and all I just wanted it to end. However, the thought of someone being hurt spurred me forward, and I soon forgot about the bugs I was stepping on and over, the snap of the jaws and the feeling of something trying to grab my leg as I moved by. I hacked at a few to keep them back, and ended up with some sort of messy black goo on my hands. When I reached the other side of the compound and one of the guard houses, I saw who had caused the screams.

      It was Julie. She had lost her torch at some point. It was burning low near the ground, keeping centipedes at bay. But she was several feet away and had climbed the guard house to stay out of reach of the giant bugs. She was holding her arm against her side as if it was injured.

      I hurried forward, picking up her torch along the way. The light breeze and the extra oxygen made it flare up once again, and I called up to Julie while keeping an eye on the swarming centipedes. “You okay?”

      “Do I look okay?”

      “Can you jump or climb down?”

      Julie started to ease her way down the thatched roof. If she’d been much bigger, she probably would have fallen through by now. But since she was our expert climber, she managed to slide down using only her right arm and her legs. When she finally dropped in front of me, I looked at her closely. Her left arm was bleeding from a large gash near her elbow, and her face was scrunched up in pain.

      “I tripped and fell,” she said as if she was disgusted with herself. “One of them bit me before I could get up off the ground. I fell right on top of them.” She shuddered.

      I handed her a torch and grabbed my axe off my belt again. “Let’s get back to the main part of camp,” I said. “Can you do that?”

      Julie nodded, and together we waded through the six-foot-long bodies. It seemed as if they were growing bolder, moving quicker, and less afraid of our fire than I would have liked. A couple of times, I lowered my torch to back them away so we could get through. The fire didn’t scare the centipedes until it was almost touching them.

      Finally, I hacked one in half as it tried to bite me. At that point, I realized Julie might be lucky to still have an arm.

      When we got back, the girls were all holding torches, trying to keep the centipedes at bay.

      It didn’t look good. If things continued like this, the centipedes would overrun us despite the fire. There were just so damned many of them.

      “We’re going to have to fight our way out,” I said. “If they get too close to you, set them on fire.”

      As one, we began moving, the girls naturally getting behind me in a loose V formation so we could clear a wider path. As the centipedes scrambled to get out of the way, some of them inevitably couldn’t because of the press of bodies. I began setting them on fire, and they made an odd screeching sound as they climbed over one another. The girls did the same next to me, some of them clearly terrified, but no one wanting to be left behind. Not that I would ever leave anyone behind anyway.

      I hacked at several, kicking their bodies away as we moved toward the guard house where I had left Zuri. She was holding her own, using her torch to keep from being overrun. We added her to the line and kept moving around the compound, shouting out for everyone else until we finally collected everybody. No one else was injured, but everyone was very much afraid. The centipedes hadn’t even tried to stop swarming, and I wondered just how many more were pouring over the walls.

      “We need to make a run for it,” Olivia said.

      I shook my head. “I’ll be damned if I let them take what we worked so hard for. I don’t care if it takes me all night, we will kill every one of these fuckers or send them back over those walls.”

      My determination must have been infectious, and I saw each girl set her face as she prepared to do what I knew we had to. We couldn’t afford to start over, not again. I’d meant every word of what I’d said.

      Since we were already on one side of compound, we began moving around in a circle, burning centipedes, hacking at them with whatever weapons the girls had managed to grab. They speared some and chopped others. It was slow, grueling work, and more than once, the roasting smell of burning centipede wafted through the air. Some caught fire, some didn’t. Once we killed them, we kicked them to the side and kept moving, creating a large path around the perimeter toward the gate. I wasn’t going to leave, but I thought if we could open it, we could herd the remaining centipedes out.

      This plan was easier said than done, and we fought for hours, killing and burning the giant bugs, that often tried to rise up and bite us once they felt threatened. It became worse as the press became greater and the centipedes had nowhere to go. If they felt trapped, they lashed out with pincer-like jaws. They rose on their back legs almost like a spider. When they did, I would take the opportunity to slice open their soft underbellies.

      The first time one of them did that to one of the girls behind me, she let out a small squeak and then shoved her torch right at it. The creature hissed and fell backward onto the writhing mass.

      “Nice,” I said.

      By the time the first rays of light were coming over the mountains to the east, we had created a graveyard of half-moving insects, but we had managed to burn all the way back to the main shelter. The kitchen was practically destroyed, and all the meat gone, the fire extinguished. We began to clear the area, piling the bodies around the compound, the girls cringing as they had to pick up segmented insects. Many were still half alive, but we finished them off and moved them.

      I volunteered to clean out the sleeping shelter, and spent considerable time getting centipedes off the walls and out of the rafters. When everything in there was finally dead, I began tossing out bodies along with our ruined sleeping mats and most of our hammocks, which were covered in black blood.

      Finally, the sky was bright enough to survey the compound, which still looked like a graveyard of centipedes.

      “Not cool,” I said, shaking my head.

      Annua came to find me then, taking my hand and leading me behind the main compound toward the wall.

      When we got there, she showed me a hole in the ground at the base. After some prompting from her, I stepped down into it with my axe to take a look. It was a tunnel, and large enough for me to probably make it all the way through. Instead of crawling through, I crawled back out of the hole and went through the gates to look around the walls. Annua went with me, and soon she had pointed out several of them. We found a larger one that was hidden by a rocky outcropping and where we piled dead branches and trunks of trees that we weren’t going to use—debris from clearing the compound as we built.

      “We must have disturbed a nest of them. It’s like we were living on a giant ant hill. Fuck.”

      Tired, worn, scratched and bitten, we all took a short break to hydrate and check our injuries. Julie was most seriously injured. Annua put paste on her arm and then Serenity bandaged it.

      The rest of us got to work clearing the remaining bodies, a job I certainly didn’t relish. However, before we had done too many, Annua came back to me and picked up one of the legs that had been severed and left lying in the mud. “Eat,” she said, smiling. Then she held it up to her teeth as if to eat it raw. “Roast on fire. Eat.”

      After fighting the centipedes all night, I really didn’t want to make a meal of them, but we would be foolish to waste all of it. I nodded to Annua, and we began gathering the legs. She stopped me as I tried to chop up another segmented body and add it to the pile of legs. Annua pointed to just the legs, and then pointed to one of the segments in my hand. “No eat,” she said.

      Okay. So we could only eat the legs. If I closed my eyes maybe I could imagine they were giant crab legs. By the end of the morning, we had created an enormous pile of centipede legs to eat, and the tribeswomen were showing the girls how to prepare them. I was looking for something to cart the rest of the bodies away with, and eventually made a pallet on which to drag them out.

      It was slow going work, and at the end of the day, with still piles of bodies and partially dead centipedes to deal with, I called for a halt. We would deal with the rest of them in the morning.
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      The next day, we continued cleaning up the compound, hauling centipede bodies out to the gate and dumping them farther down the mountain. By the time we arrived with the second batch, scavengers had already appeared to eat the nutritious insects.

      “We’re going to attract them from miles around,” I said as some waist-high theropod hissed at me and tried to take away my centipedes before I could unload them off the pallet. I made a quick movement as if to strike it, and a little dinosaur took a few steps back with newfound respect. Once I dumped the carcasses, I took my pallet back up the hill, and before I’d even taken a few steps, the scavenger was back at work.

      Zuri and I finished up the last of them, unloading the final pallet and ready for rest. All the others had wearily gone back to the shelter and were attempting to get that ready for the evening.

      “I can’t wait to take a bath this evening,” Zuri said. Indeed, both of us were covered in bug g00. She held up her dirty hands for me to look at them and smiled.

      “You’ve got some in your braids,” I said, reaching over to pick out specks of centipede guts from her hair. Then I realized what I was doing and pulled back.

      Zuri smiled even broader and we quickly dumped the pallet. At some point, Killer had followed us down and was also scavenging, looking for centipede legs that we hadn’t removed for ourselves. Serenity had given him a taste of them, and it seemed he really liked them. He was crunching happily as we turned to leave the site.

      We hadn’t gone far before he squawked in warning. Zuri and I turned.

      A man stood in the undergrowth wearing barely any clothes. His hair was tied up in a wild array of feathers, seashells, and vines. He wore paint on his face and carried a long, dangerous-looking spear with a barbed tip.

      For a moment, I stood there shocked, and then I moved quickly, grabbing my terror bird axe from over my shoulder and keeping it at the ready.

      The man looked at me and then at Zuri, his eyes lingering on her body. Then he raised his spear and pointed it at her. She had been closer to him, and I didn’t doubt that if he moved quickly enough, he could hurt her.

      I yelled and raised my axe, hoping to drive him off, but he lunged as if to drive his spear straight into Zuri’s heart. I leapt forward in the same instant, instinct kicking in and trying to bat away his weapon. My axe head hit his wooden spear and broke it with one hit.

      Instead of backing off, the man continued to wield the pole as if he would strike me with the broken end of it. I stepped in front of Zuri, who hadn’t brought a weapon with her despite all my warnings, and prepared to battle this man. He was taller than I and every bit as muscular. He wore no shoes and moved swiftly like a cat.

      Before we could engage, however, Killer flapped his way out of the undergrowth and toward the man. The warrior was startled and went to lunge for Killer instead, to hit him over the head. But he was too late.

      Killer hopped once, and brought his steel-like jaws down on the man’s arm. It broke and then severed, and I watched in horror as his arm fell off below the elbow.

      He screamed and backed away, trying to get away from Killer, who pursued him into the forest.

      Without thought, I went after them. All I could think about was that if he made it back to his village, he could tell them where to find us. The image of that man’s corpse roasting over a fire weighed heavily on my mind as I ran after Killer, urging him forward.

      The warrior was bleeding heavily, leaving an easy trail. Soon, I heard Killer catch up to him and give another murderous squawk. The man yelled, and there was a tumble ahead of me, giving me a chance to reach them.

      Killer had the man pinned to the ground, one of his claws digging into his chest and his beak over his head.

      The bird bit down, going for his neck, but the man used his good arm to partially block him, instead, opening up a large nasty gash on the outside of that arm.

      I had seen Killer play with his prey before, had seen him make a kill linger.

      As much as I hated what I was about to do, I was still thinking of protecting my women when I brought my own axe down on the man’s head.

      His cries stopped.

      I had never killed a man before. It wasn’t pretty. Killer looked as if he would make a meal out of him, but I shooed him away. The bird sulked but obeyed, backing off the body and watching me intently.

      Then Zuri caught up, and when she saw the man with my axe sticking out of his skull, she bent over and retched into the bushes. I didn’t blame her. My stomach was rolling too, but I forced myself to be analytical, to remember that this man had threatened Zuri and could have threatened us all if he’d been allowed to escape.

      I retrieved my axe and then laid a large leaf over the man’s head. Zuri put her arms around my neck then, squeezing me tight. “You had to,” she said quickly. “You had to, Jake.”

      It didn’t make it any easier, but she was right.

      “We have to hide the body,” I said. “Someone might come looking for him, or he may have been hunting with a partner. We’ve got to hide the body right away.”

      Zuri stepped away from me, regaining her composure and wiping the tear that had fallen down her cheek. “I’ll get some tools. This is as good a spot as any, isn’t it?”

      I shook my head. There’s a trail of blood all the way here. And anyway, we need to dig deep enough where nothing will dig him up.”

      Missouri nodded. “I’ll get the pallet.”

      While she was gone, I noticed a necklace made of stone and twine. The twine was soaked with blood, but the stone is what caught my eye. It had a unique symbol engraved on it. I removed it from the twine and looked at it more closely. It was a circle, resembling a peace sign in a way, but with a flame or fire in the center. Of course I knew it wasn’t a peace sign, but that was what my brain related it to.

      Zuri returned with the pallet we had been using to transport the centipedes, and I slipped the stone into the pouch on my belt. Then together, we rolled the warrior’s corpse onto the pallet and dragged it toward where the earth was softer and digging would be slightly easier. We had to keep Killer from finishing his work, and he became more insistent the longer we denied him access to the body. Finally, Zuri shooed him all the way up to camp, where she left him locked inside the compound. Then she returned with shovels.

      “Did you tell anyone what happened?” I asked as we began to dig.

      She shook her head, her braids falling over her shoulders. “No,” was all she said.

      So after a day of hauling insect bodies, we were now digging a deep hole in the ground to bury this man. We rolled him in with the part of his arm Killer had severed, then covered him with dirt and loose stones.

      By the time we finished, it was almost dark, so we crept back to the compound as quickly as possible. Zuri had been quiet for the last hour, and without speaking to each other, we headed toward the bath as soon as we arrived. I heard somebody call to us to come eat, but I had no stomach for food. Instead, Zuri and I dipped ourselves in the bathing pool and under the shower, shedding our clothes without regard for our nakedness, and washing away the dirt and sweat.

      There were some flat rocks where everyone often laid their clothes to dry, so after we had beaten ours against rocks in the stream lower down, we left them there for the evening and walked back to the shelter naked. I caught a few whistles when I arrived, but I wasn’t really in the mood for playful banter.

      Once I pulled on another loincloth, I joined the group by the fire. Zuri had beat me there, and watched me sit down with her chocolate eyes.

      Serenity offered me a leaf with food on it. “What happened to you two, Jake?”

      I took it but didn’t eat.

      With a heavy sigh, I realized I would have to tell them everything that had happened, and that’s what I did. When I finished, there was silence among the girls, and it spilled over to the tribeswomen, who I was sure had not understood most of it. However, I felt relief in telling them. We lived in a brutal world, and pretending it was otherwise wouldn’t do anyone any favors. Likely, Zuri could have been killed or kidnapped. And if I had just stood by to watch, I never could have forgiven myself.

      Once the girls reassured me that they thought I had done the right thing, they allowed the shock to seep through a bit more. That someone had come this close to our compound was troubling. We had thought we were far enough away from the other village to not be found. What were the chances?

      One thing was for certain, though, was that I felt we had still been too lax in our security. That needed to change.

      “From now on,” I said. “No one goes anywhere alone. Everyone carries a weapon. We use the buddy system, just like we used in cave diving. And while I know that most of you don’t wander through the jungle by yourself, it is even more important now that you don’t. All these weapons that we’ve been making won’t do us any good if we don’t carry them with us. That man had a spear, and it seemed as if he wasn’t afraid to use it on Zuri.”

      Slowly, the girls nodded, but I could tell none of them were happy about my new rules. I wasn’t exactly excited myself. Part of the charm of this place had been the feeling that we were alone, even though at first it seemed like an impossible survival situation. Now, I was used to just being with my women, and the idea of another threat was unnerving.

      In the next few days, I reviewed all of our security precautions, deciding to change lookouts more frequently, and positioning more people along our walls. And then, I put Charlee and Zuri in charge of everything when I wasn’t around.

      As it turned out, the girls did not like the rule of not going out alone. I understood the need to walk in the jungle and get some space, but it just wasn’t safe to do so without a friend. There was some tension for a few days, and I exchanged terse words with more than a few girls before they agreed to the new rules.

      Surprisingly, one of the people who backed me up the most was Addy. “It’s the right thing, Jake. The girls are just too used to doing what they want, but if we want to keep everybody safe, we have to at least watch each other’s backs.”

      We were standing in the guard house, adding another stack of bows and arrows to the stockpile. I hung my freshly carved bow on the wall and nodded. “We’ll all get used to it. Really, it’s not like everyone just goes on expeditions on their own anyway.”

      “I think it’s just scared everyone, and they don’t want to think about other humans running around in this jungle.” Addy added new arrows to the pile, and then we walked out of the hut. “Predators are one thing, and they’re scary. But there’s nothing like encountering a human you don’t know. It’s way more unpredictable than a titanoboa or T-Rex. You don’t know if they help you or hurt you. It’s not your rules that made everyone tense, Jake. It’s the realization that there are other kinds of dangers on this island.”

      “Thank you, Addy.”

      The other option was to once again move our home, but I didn’t want to do that. This side of the island, while every bit as wild and harsh as the other side, had better access to game, edible plants, and water. We now had room to move around within the compound without getting in one another’s way. We had a kitchen, for fuck’s sake. Or at least we would as soon as we rebuilt it. Now, we had defensible walls, and all we needed were some extra precautions. In time, everyone will grow accustomed to them and it would seem like normal. With any luck, we would never have to stumble across that other tribe unless we wanted to.

      And although I still had a desire to study them and perhaps meet them someday, I didn’t want anymore accidental meetings in the jungle.
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      I spent the next few weeks constantly worrying, driving the girls crazy over security, and patrolling the outer perimeter of our compound, checking fences, going outside the compound to walk the forest, and then checking the fences again.

      One day, Charlee joined me on my walk, her tall lean body walking easily beside me as if she hadn’t a care in the world. With her knife at her hip and her spear in her hand, she could have been ready for anything, but you wouldn’t have known she was stressed by the way she smiled and chatted beside me. I had really grown to enjoy Charlee’s company, her analytical mind was full of curiosity, and she was always in the middle of everything, naturally taking charge. The other girls like her too, and often she smoothed things over when I had no clue where to begin.

      Yes, she was someone I enjoyed spending time with, and wouldn’t have minded getting closer to her.

      “Jake,” she said after a while. “I know you’ve been worried, but you’ve got to relax. We can all sense it.”

      “That was a change of subject,” I said.

      “Yes, but it’s important, and I’ve been needing to get you alone for a few days to talk to about it. You’re driving everyone crazy. Where is our fun-loving professor? The guy who organized competitions for building our first house?”

      I shrugged. “I’m still me. I’ve just woken up.”

      Charlee shook her head. “Look, we know the dangers ever since we discovered that there were other people on this island. Simply seeing one in the forest and having a run-in didn’t make it any more true. We want to be safe, Jake, but you’ve been herding us around like sheep for weeks, looking over our shoulders, checking everything we do. It’s like you’ve turned into a mother hen.”

      “Hey!” I said with a small laugh. “It’s not that bad, is it?”

      Charlee arched an eyebrow. “Professor Jake Montblanc, ever since you landed on this island you’ve been wonderful, making sure we’re safe, charging into danger, and generally keeping your wits about you at all times. But you’re taking this too far. We are all responsible for her own safety, and we know that. You’re going to get burned out. And if you get sick or injured, how are you going to benefit us?”

      I laughed again. To the untrained observer, someone would have thought Charlee was being selfish, but she was really just playing to the sense of duty I had toward these women, nothing more.

      “Is it really that bad?” I asked again.

      “It’s really that bad.”

      I sighed heavily and stopped walking, peering into the jungle that was as dense as ever. If someone had been watching us from a tree, we could walk right beneath them and never see. Charlee was right, I had been uptight, anxious.

      “I’ll try to ease up,” I grunted. “You know, sometimes I wonder what Annua and her friends left on that other island. Like, should we start building boats like we originally thought and go there to check it out?”

      Charlee frowned. “Now you’re just taking your worries in a new direction. And who’s to say that Annua’s family or tribe would be any more welcoming than the one near the beach?”

      I blew out a breath in exasperation. “You’re right,” I said again.

      “Of course I am.” Charlee grinned. “Now, will you come back to the compound with me? Let’s take a night off, maybe plan a party.”

      “A party! I don’t remember the last time I was at a party. It was probably some sort of boring faculty function.”

      “Then it’s settled. We’ll have a party. What do you say, Professor, do we give it the old college try?” She held out her elbow for me and grinned.

      I laughed and let her lead me back to camp.

      As soon as the girls found out we were having a party, Ava, the brown-haired girl with green eyes, piped up. She rarely spoke over anyone and was generally easy-going. But apparently she loved to plan parties and immediately claimed the role of organizer. The girls were so excited they didn’t care who planned it, and all of them jumped in to help. I soon found out that Ava had declared it ‘80s night. Apparently, she was in love with anything from that decade and had decided it would be our theme.

      “Not like it’s going to be a real party,” Everly grumbled. “What kind of party will it be without drinks?”

      She had a point, and I thought it would end up being a rather tame affair. However, somehow, Ava had managed to communicate what they were doing with Annua and the tribeswomen. Annua’s face lit up, and she and Ava, along with some of the others, made a secret trek into the jungle one day, giggling and promising to be safe as they went out with their weapons. They returned hours later with their satchels full of fruit. And not just any fruit, but fermented fruit. “Of course,” I said. “Why didn’t I think of that before?”

      Charlee elbowed me. “Because you’ve been too uptight, Professor, too concerned with our safety to take a night off.”

      Before the party started, the girls told me to go get cleaned up, put on my terror bird necklace, and wait in the sleeping shelter until they came to get me. Intrigued, I did as I was told and quietly sat in the shelter until Charlee came to get me.

      “Your courtiers are waiting, Your Majesty,” she said with a grin.

      I laughed, shook my head, and followed her out of the shelter. When I reached the campfire, I was stunned. The girls had decorated everything with flowers, casks of water and fermented fruit juice, and amusingly, bracelets formed out of bark that looked like slap bracelets.

      The girls were already passing around drinks, whole fruit, and the bracelets. The tribeswomen had even made drums and an instrument carved out of a hollow reed. It played softly, and as I took my first sip of fermented fruit juice, some of the girls began to dance around the fire. The fermented fruit juice was much stronger than I anticipated, contorting my face as I swallowed. But after a few more sips, I got used to the strong flavor and watched the tribeswomen play.

      Serenity came to dance in front of me. She had painted her face like the tribeswomen sometimes did, and her long dreadlocks fell over her shoulders and down her back, doing nothing however to hide her bare breasts. Her grass skirt swayed seductively as she stood over me. Someone handed me another drink, and I downed it quickly as I watched her body move. The blonde beckoned to me to dance with her, and I laughed. “I’m not good at that.”

      “Nonsense,” Serenity said, taking my hand and pulling me to my feet. “Everyone can dance if they try. It’s just about moving with the music. Come on, dance with me.”

      I put my hands on her hips as she swayed near the fire. The alcohol was already giving me a slight buzz, and I swayed pleasantly in place as Serenity rocked against me.

      But that wasn’t going to be enough for her. She grabbed my shoulders and made me move more, sometimes shaking me back and forth to loosen me up. We both laughed, and I began moving to the beat of the drums. Briefly, I worried that strangers would hear our party, but the tribeswomen were beating them softly. It seemed to fit with the seductive feeling in the air. Anyway, the girls were right, I had been driving them crazy and if I said something about the drums, I might ruin the mood.

      I continued to laugh and dance with Serenity, who was soon replaced by Olivia, who turned around and rubbed her butt against my groin. I held her hips and encouraged the movement as Everly moved behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist.

      “I could get used to this,” I said. The drumbeat changed tempo, and we began to move faster. The girls took turns dancing with me, even Julie, Ava, and Naomi, who had always stayed at arm’s length.

      I drank more wine, keeping my buzz as I held onto whichever girl came up to me. Addy blushed when I put my hands on her hips and pulled her to me, but she swayed with me, turning out to be a rather talented dancer. Finally, I needed a break and went to sit beside Annua, who had been looking on and watching with a smile.

      “This is a great party,” I said.

      Annua smiled and nodded. “Party,” she said. “Jake, you like to fuck?”

      I blinked and stared at her. “I think you’ve been spending too much time with Everly,” I said, taking another drink of wine. I felt like getting well and truly drunk, but then I remembered that I had too many hot girls around me, many of them acting as if they wouldn’t mind joining me in bed, and thought I better slow down a bit.

      “Everly, yes,” Annua said, pointing to the short, tattooed girl. “She is my friend.”

      “Your English is getting better. I wish I could say that I was doing as well with your language.” I had spent time with Annua, but not as much time as she spent around us. I still hoped for the day we could communicate and translate everything in each language. It fascinated me. It awakened the academic side of my brain and made me want to learn more about her culture.

      As I looked at her, I couldn’t help notice her sleek, dark hair that fell over her bare breasts and the leather skirt that barely hit the tops of her thighs. Right now, the fabric had fallen between her legs, accentuating her hips.

      Realizing I was staring, I looked up at her with slightly hazy eyes. She was looking back at me, her brown eyes regarding me with warmth. With a careful, calculated motion, she brushed her hair over her shoulder, revealing both breasts. Her nipples were dark and peaked.

      This wasn’t the first time I had been attracted to Annua, but it was the first time she had shown open interest in me. Her gaze had roamed down my chest and torso to my loincloth. She looked back up at me and grinned.

      Sophia and Isabella showed up then, the Italian twins who couldn’t be more different from each other. Isabella swayed sexily in front of me and grabbed the bracelet around my wrist before I could protest. I saw the tattoo of the flower on her shoulder as she led me over to the fire and began to sway in front of me with her arms overhead. She wouldn’t give the bracelet back, so we played a short game of keep away before swaying once again to the drum. Sophia joined, not moving quite as overtly, but staying close nonetheless. I danced with them, eventually kissing Isabella on the neck and listening to her make quiet, contented noises.

      When I opened my eyes, I saw Annua sitting at the edge of the firelight, drinking her own wine and watching me. How often did she watch me? Had she been doing it all along, and I had been oblivious, or was she just now becoming bolder?

      My attention was taken away from Annua for a while as I danced with Isabella and Sophia. Isabella was making overt suggestions about moving into the sleeping hut, and I wasn’t opposed. However, someone handed me more wine, and I suggested we dance a bit longer. Pretty soon, the drum music changed to a tempo that was vaguely familiar. Then, some of the girls began singing, Ava the loudest, and I recognized the Whitney Houston song about dancing. Apparently, Ava had taught the beat to one of the tribeswomen.

      Feeling loosened up and more relaxed than I had in some time, I joined in, singing drunkenly at the top of my voice and making all the girls giggle. By this point, I had girls draped all over me, one in each arm, one in front of me with her hands around my waist, more touching me as they danced past, and someone pressing up behind me.

      We formed a dance circle around the fire, laughing and getting louder as the night wore on. But each time I circled the fire, I saw Annua watching me again. Finally, I motioned for her to come up and dance with us. She took some convincing at first, shaking her head as if she didn’t want to, but I kept smiling and told her to come on. When she joined the circle, the girls made room for her, and soon the other tribeswomen joined, with the exception of the one girl on the drum.

      Finally, in the wee hours of the morning, some of the alcohol in my system wore off, and I found myself half lying on a mat watching the fire. Madison was draped over me asleep, and Annua was sitting by my head. Somewhere along the line, I had touched her leg. She hadn’t minded, and was watching as I ran my hand up and down her smooth skin. I didn’t know how these girls kept their skin so soft, but it only turned me on even more.

      When I met Annua’s eyes, she smiled again, only this time it wasn’t her usual friendly grin, but something with more meaning behind it. The other girls were still laughing, talking, and drinking, and I realized just how much fruit they must’ve gathered for the party to have lasted this long. Sophia and Isabella had parted company, with Isabella still walking around topless and Sophia snacking on some food that had been left out. The drum music had grown softer, and I thought this was the best night I’d had in a long time.

      I let my hand wander up Annua’s leg, watching her eyes as I took my time just above her knee. Her eyes took on that hooded quality, and she looked at me through her dark lashes and put her hand on top of mine. I didn’t know if that was supposed to be encouragement or to tell me to stop, so I waited for some sort of signal from her.

      Soon, she trailed her fingers across the top of my hand and then encouraged me to move it farther.

      I did, feeling her muscular brown thigh and the soft flesh just before her apex. She was no longer smiling now, but looking at me with outright lust. I imagined I had a similar look in my own eyes, and so I carefully moved Madison off of me and positioned her on the mat where she continued to sleep. Then I stood and offered my hand to Annua, who took it.

      I wasn’t even unsteady on my feet as I walked her toward the sleeping shelter and the large sleeping pallet that I usually used. It was difficult to see her in the darkness, so I brushed a finger along her cheek. “Is this okay?”

      Annua leaned into my touch, and I took that as a yes.
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      I leaned down and kissed her, lingering just long enough to tease, and then pulled away. Annua’s eyes widened.

      “Have you never kissed anyone before?” I asked.

      She touched her lips, and then touched mine. I kissed her fingers.

      Annua said something in her own language, and then said. “You like to fuck?”

      I chuckled. “Yes,” I said gruffly. “Do you?”

      She smiled and her hands went to my loincloth, which she began to unwind.

      “Okay then, we’re doing this,” I said, smiling.

      Annua continued undoing my clothing and then let the softened leather material fall to the floor. She stared at my growing erection while she undressed herself.

      She had slender hips, and dark curls between her legs.

      To my surprise, Annua got on her hands and knees and turned around so that her butt was toward me.

      I knelt beside her, running my hand over her back. Then I gently took her by the shoulders and encouraged her to straighten until she was sitting on her knees. She frowned.

      “Let’s take this a bit slower, huh?” I said. I kissed her again, pulling her arms to encourage her to wrap them around me. When I pulled back, she ran her tongue over her lips as if tasting me.

      The tribeswoman leaned forward, standing on her knees and placing her face closer to mine. But she didn’t pucker her lips. Suppressing a laugh, I pinched her lips so that they were pushed outward, then kissed her again.

      Whatever she knew from her own culture, apparently kissing wasn’t prevalent, if it was known at all. But I knew she’d seen me kiss the other girls, so it wasn’t a shock.

      Annua tasted salty, and also like the fermented fruit. I hadn’t seen her eat or drink any of it all night. Maybe I hadn’t been watching her as much as I thought.

      I deepened the kiss, brushing my tongue against her lips. She jerked as if she was startled, but then she pressed herself to me, her pert breasts rubbing against my chest. I grabbed her around the waist and then pressed myself into her, as well, using my tongue to encourage her to open her mouth.

      When she did, she seemed to understand, and quickly began kissing me back just as deeply. A moan escaped her throat, and I smiled against her lips.

      Annua was a quick learner.

      I laid back on the mat, pulling her on top of me. Her legs automatically straddled my hips, but I didn’t push for anything more. I simply wanted to be more comfortable.

      Our tongues were practically dueling now, and Annua was kissing me with a vengeance. So I took her bottom lip between my teeth and sucked it into my mouth. She hissed and then grabbed my hair to hold my head down while she kissed me and rocked her body against mine.

      I rolled, grabbing her butt and flipping her over, resting on my elbows so I didn’t crush her. Annua smiled and hungrily tried to kiss me again. I responded. She really seemed to like kissing, and she was quickly becoming good at it.

      Finally, after a few more minutes, when my lips were puffy, I began kissing down her jaw, then her neck. Annua ran her hands through my hair as I left a wet trail of kisses down her skin to her right breast.

      Of course, I wasn’t going to miss the opportunity to pull it into my mouth. When I did, Annua arched against me, and I used my other hand to thumb her left nipple while sucking on her right.

      Then I trailed my hand down her side, moving between us to feel between her legs. She gasped, and I could tell she was becoming wet, but not enough yet.

      That just meant more time to play. Slowly, I thumbed over her clit just as I had her nipple, smiling when she gasped again. Her pussy twitched as her walls tightened involuntarily.

      “Yes, that’s it,” I breathed. “Relax and let me take you to new places.”

      In a few moments, Annua was breathing heavily and twisting beneath my hand. Finally, she had become really wet. I knew she was close, but instead of taking her all the way with my fingers, I shifted over her and slipped inside her.

      Annua’s eyes widened, and she smiled as she arched her hips against me.

      Then I began to move, watching her face as I did, wanting to continue her pleasure. After a few more moments, she was writhing more than before, and I increased my pace, angling my hips to hit her just right.

      Annua gripped my arms when she came, digging her nails into my skin and squeezing her eyes shut. With a few more thrusts, I came too, and we stayed as we were, panting and kissing until our pleasure was spent.

      I had thought to pull Annua into my arms to sleep, but to my surprise, the tribeswoman stood and got dressed. Then, with a final kiss, she left the shelter. The drum music continued outside, and the sound of laughter drifted in to lull me into a contented sleep.

      I didn’t end up sleeping alone. Madison, Everly, and Serenity joined me sometime in the night, and I woke to a pile of arms and legs spread over my still-naked body. Madison had fallen asleep with her face near my once more growing erection, Everly had snuggled up to my side, her leg thrown over my stomach just above Madison’s face, and Serenity lay with her head on my chest, her dreadlocks tickling my bare skin. The girls all slept soundly, their breaths out of sync with each other but all comforting to me.

      It felt good to be surrounded by these beautiful women, knowing they trusted me and that I trusted them. Before landing on this weird, wonderful island, I had never considered myself to be more than a one-girl kind of man, and I had never dreamed of being the center of a harem. But everything about my multiple relationships felt good… and right. If we somehow ended up back in the real world tomorrow, I knew that I would want this style of living to continue.

      Being rescued likely wouldn’t happen. I had given up all hope of it months ago. My lust for life wasn’t diminished by living here, however. In fact, I rarely thought about my old life anymore. The most important thing was that the girls were happy, and I was happy.

      My train of thought shifted to my old life, and I realized there was one thing that I still clung to from it—my research. Being on this island fascinated me more than ever, especially knowing there was a tribe within a day’s walk of us. I wished that instead of killing that man, that I had been able to talk to him, to learn from him.

      There was still time to accomplish this from the rest of the tribe, albeit carefully. The compound was mostly finished. Every day it became more secure. Why not try to study them? Perhaps one day it would lead to a friendship—if a cautious one.

      As the thought took hold, I couldn’t shake it. Listening to the girls’ breathing, I began to wonder what was holding me back. Nothing. Nothing was preventing me from at least scouting to see what the other tribe was up to. Knowing I wasn’t going back to sleep, I carefully extricated myself from my sleeping companions, found my clothes, and slipped out of the shelter.
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      Outside, I packed a satchel with food for a couple of days, grabbed a bow and quiver of arrows, and attached my terror bird axe to my hip with the leather belt. My head was a bit fuzzy from the night before, causing a headache that wasn’t exactly a hangover.

      “Trying to sneak off?” somebody asked.

      I turned around to see Charlee standing there with a spear in her hand and an amused smirk on her face.

      “Not exactly,” I said. “Just trying to get a jumpstart on the day.”

      “It looks like you’re trying to get a jumpstart on a couple of days. Where are you going?”

      I quickly told Charlee the gist of my thoughts and what I intended to do.

      “And you were going to go by yourself?”

      I shrugged. “It had crossed my mind, mostly so I wouldn’t be putting anyone else in danger.”

      Charlee went over to the supply shed and grabbed her own satchel. She began loading it with similar items for a trek into the jungle. “You don’t even go hunting by yourself.”

      I handed her a ripened fruit of the kind we had been eating ever since we arrived on the island, making sure it wasn’t the fermented kind. “It’s not because I haven’t thought about it. I worry every time we go. But I also know that I can’t keep you all in here as if it were prison.”

      “Damned right,” Charlee said, swinging her satchel over her shoulder. She had weapons attached to her hip and her dagger attached to her bare thigh. “I was on guard duty,” she offered when she saw me looking at her weapons. “It’s a good thing, too, or you might’ve snuck out here without one of us.”

      “I would’ve told someone where I was going. You know, maybe leaving a message in the dirt.”

      “Did you want to go by yourself, Jake?”

      I shook my head. “If you want to go, I’d like the company. But I also thought maybe we all deserve to rest, and I didn’t want anyone to feel pressured.”

      Charlee leaned on her spear. “I’m just as curious about that tribe as you are, and I haven’t seen it yet. So if you don’t mind, Professor, let me satisfy my own academic curiosity.”

      I nodded and smiled, and after a quick word to one of the other guards, Charlee and I set off into the jungle as the first rays of light were touching the treetops.

      I wasn’t sure why I’d thought about sneaking off on my own. Certainly it wasn’t because I didn’t want the girls with me. I always enjoyed their company, and someone always wanted to go with me. But I also felt that if someone had to come with me, then it should have been Charlee. While all of the girls had a sense of scientific curiosity, Charlee had the keenest. She would completely understand my enthusiasm over getting another look at the village.

      She could have made me feel bad about not inviting her to begin with, but she didn’t. Instead, we chatted quietly as we hiked, the conversation ranging from the everyday mundane to more theories about the prehistoric world in which we lived. However, eventually it moved to the subject of Annua.

      “She’s very pretty,” Charlee said.

      I nodded, and the movement reminded me of my lingering headache.

      “I don’t think anyone blames you for liking her,” Charlee continued.

      “But?” I asked, sensing she had something on her mind.

      “Nothing, really. Only that… You’ve known most of us longer.”

      I wondered what Charlee was getting at, but it didn’t take much to figure out that we were talking about me having sex with Annua last night. “True, I haven’t known her long,” I said. “But I feel like she has become part of the family, just like anyone else. I didn’t think that was a problem with them living with us.”

      “Oh, it’s not,” Charlee hurried to say. “We’re all happy to have them, especially now that we can communicate a bit better. And the other tribeswomen are just as sweet as Annua, if a little more shy. But I was merely thinking….”

      I waited.

      Charlee took a deep breath and then sighed. “Never mind.” She smiled. “It’s not important.”

      “I don’t think you would’ve brought it up unless it was important.”

      “Let’s just say that maybe it’s a good thing that you’re going on a hike today. There was some talk last night after you and Annua went into the shelter.”

      Now, I definitely understood. It really should have been more obvious, but I hadn’t dealt with it in this context before. “Jealousy?” I asked.

      Charlee shrugged. “We all like our time with you, Jake.”

      And that’s all Charlee would say about the matter. I wondered what kind of attitude would be waiting for me when we returned home, but resolved not to worry about it until necessary.

      We hiked the rest of the day in companionable silence, as the heat drained us of our willingness to talk, and the desire to avoid any run-ins with animals a factor as well.

      Approaching the afternoon, we paused for a light snack and to find some water. We still had several hours of daylight left, and I hoped to camp somewhere near the village so we could observe them for as long as possible. However, I didn’t have any delusions about long-term surveillance. The longer we stayed near them, the more likely we were to be discovered.

      When we finally emerged from the forest near the ocean, we debated about whether to watch the cannibals from the top of the cliff or to move down closer so that we could observe them at night. The cliff would be safer, but then we wouldn’t be able to see as well. And then what would be the point of the trip?

      Finally, we walked along the edge of the cliff until we reached a place that sloped downward toward the beach a little way from the village. From there, we quietly crept closer, shielding ourselves from view was much as possible with foliage and rocks. There was an outcropping of sea-swept giant boulders about a hundred feet from the nearest huts. Once we climbed them and wedged ourselves in between the wet rocks, we were able to prop ourselves up and looked directly between the huts and to the large fire in the center of the village.

      The location wasn’t ideal for sleeping, but that wasn’t my primary goal anyway. I felt relatively hidden from prying eyes. Since there was a large tree just over our hiding space with plenty of ferns growing around the rocks to hide us. The only danger we would need to worry about was snakes.

      By the time we settled, it was twilight, and the large fire in the center of the village stood out. Charlee and I spoke quietly to each other, commenting on how almost all of the villagers—except for the very small children—wore some sort of weapon either attached to their hip or on their back. Many of them also wore a primitive sort of armor, some of it looking as if it were made from the hides of great giant lizards. I saw one woman walking around with a breastplate that looked as if it could have been a large turtle shell. It covered her breasts and most of her upper body. Her midriff was lined with what looked like leather, and she came to stand outside the village with a spear in her hand, looking out toward the sea as if she could see it. It wasn’t far, but far enough that the sound of the waves didn’t reach our ears.

      “That one is taller than most of the others,” I said.

      Now that she was framed by the firelight, I noticed she also had slightly lighter hair than the others, and that standing next to one of the huts, it was obvious the structures had not been fashioned with her height in mind.

      “She’s as tall as me,” Charlee said. “I don’t see any others that are her height.”

      “Perhaps she got the tall genes,” I said with a smile.

      The warrior woman turned and made her way back into the village, disappearing behind one of the huts. We waited for some time, observing the tribe walk around as if they were preparing an evening meal, listening to the screams of young children, and generally fascinated by everything we saw.

      I was particularly interested in noting that they didn’t have any ranged weapons, merely axes and spears. It was reassuring that if for some reason they ever discovered our compound, we would have the upper hand. While I didn’t want to think about the obvious, we knew that these people engaged in some form of cannibalism, and although I didn’t expect any violent encounters, I still needed to expect them.

      As the night wore on and the stars shifted in the sky, Charlee began to yawn and nod her head, leaning against the rock in a way where it supported most of her weight. I continued to watch the village, slightly surprised that there was still a lot of movement within it.

      After a while, the activity increased as people walked to and fro carrying woven baskets. I couldn’t make out what they had, but they all seemed to be gathering around the fire, which was steadily growing higher. Then, I began to hear murmuring as if people were chanting. From this distance, it sounded low and melodic, and I nudged Charlee awake so that she wouldn’t miss it.

      “What are they doing?” she whispered.

      I didn’t know, and we watched in fascination as eventually, most of the village settled around the fire facing it. Then, six people carrying some sort of pallet between them on their shoulders walked over and set the pallet down on top of the fire, where it must’ve been propped up by something to keep it from spilling over. Quickly, the pallet itself caught fire, but I didn’t see what was burning. Eventually, a breeze wafted the smell of roasting fruits and root vegetables toward us, reminding me of our own kitchen fire.

      “Do they need a late-night snack?” I asked. It was only partly in jest, because I could definitely tell that this burning held something more symbolic for these people.

      Everyone joined in the song, raising their hands over toward the fire as if praying to it. Then, they all passed around a giant cup that they drink from. Once they finished drinking, they would get on their knees and press their foreheads to the ground, again toward the fire.

      “Is it some sort of religious ritual or tribal practice?” I said absently. “Are they worshiping the fire, or were they offering food to something else and burning it?”

      Charlee was just as stumped as I was, but it definitely seemed as if the cannibals were worshiping the fire. Only as the logs shifted along with the pallet did I realize that they had been shaped like a mountain. No, not a mountain…

      “A volcano,” I breathed. “Listen, what if they are worshiping the volcano? Or rather, some sort of deity in the volcano?”

      “There are many stories of cultures worshiping volcano gods wherever they spring up near one,” Charlee said.

      “Exactly.” I shifted to stop my foot from going to sleep, but it was too late, and pins and needles shot up my leg as I tried to find a new position. “What if they perform these rituals whenever the volcano becomes active? Or maybe as a prevention from it erupting further. I really wish I knew more, and that we had more time.”

      “There’s no reason we can’t return at some point,” Charlee said. “Although as keen as we are to learn more about these people, I don’t recommend that we just walk into camp one day. Perhaps there’s a way we can make contact in which we won’t seem threatening, and that they won’t try to eat us.”

      I shook my head. “Much cannibalism is only reserved for enemies.”

      “Somehow I have a feeling that if they saw all of us, with you wearing your necklace, and all of us armed, it wouldn’t be a stretch to view us as enemies. Maybe Annua and the other girls can tell us more, as we’re better able to understand them.”

      I frowned. “I’ve been hoping for that very thing. Annua seemed fairly afraid of these people.”

      Charlee sighed. “Yes. Which is why it would be prudent for us to keep our distance until we know why.”

      “Way to kill mood, Charlee,” I said teasingly.

      “I merely pointing out the practical, Professor. And anyway, if the roles were reversed, you would tell me the same thing.”

      “Look, they seem to be doing something else.”

      We watched in silence for a while longer. This time, warriors dressed in elaborate garb made of large bones and skulls danced around the fire, shaking spears at it and waving their arms in a ritualistic way. I counted four of these bone warriors, two men and two women. It could have been the bones they were wearing, but the way they moved gave me the impression that these people were not to be trifled with.

      After they finished, the rest of the tribe finally rose from their prostrated positions and sat near the fire. At first, it looked like they would break up, but they had just moved into small groups where they seemed to be chatting more informally. This was some sort of all-night affair.

      Charlee and I took turns dozing against the rock, watching in case anyone came close to our hiding spot or anything interesting happened in the village. The tribe chatted around the fire, which continued to burn lower until by morning, all that remained were the smoking remains.

      The two of us were stifling yawns and feeling the need to eat and relieve ourselves, when once again the village seemed to be on the move. Now that it was daylight, we saw that the entire village had spent the night outdoors, even young children. About one hundred began talking excitedly, standing and stretching and sharing more drink.

      At this point, my legs were cramped from being wedged between the rocks, and I was sure that my foot would never wake up again. But I knew something was happening and didn’t want to miss it. Once again, I checked to make sure Charlee was awake and we watched in fascination as the four warriors dressed in bones arrived again, this time with what looked like a fresh pallet.

      They set it on the ground and then six men and women dressed in normal leather moved walked into the ashes that were still smoking. They began to scoop out these ashes with woven baskets, placing them on the pallet. When they finished, six more walked in and picked up this new pallet. Then, the four bone warriors took up positions in front and behind, a man and woman paired together, and the eight of them began to march out of the village.

      They seemed to be heading straight for us. Charlee and I crouched down as they drew closer, and I desperately checked to make sure that what had seemed like a safe hiding spot in the twilight was just as hidden in the day. The procession passed very close to the boulders, but the movement soon lessened as they kept walking.

      Carefully, I peeked out to see them disappear into the vegetation at the base of the cliff. The rest of the tribe had broken up, the crowd moving off in different directions as if the entire affair were over. Quickly, I motioned to Charlee and slid out of our hiding place, careful not to step on anything that would make noise, and trying not to fall over when my dead foot didn’t want support my weight. After a moment of vigorously thumping my leg and stomping my foot on the ground, I managed to hobble through the jungle after the procession.

      It was easy enough to follow their trail, and Charlee, even though she had a worried look on her face, didn’t object as we tried to keep close enough to them without being heard or seen. Fortunately, we could hear a few voices drift back to us, and for the next half hour, we listened to the clacking of the bone warriors’ garb as they made their way into the jungle.

      We followed the base of the cliff for several more minutes, but then the bones stopped clacking, and Charlee and I paused to get behind a tree. By working our way from tree to tree, we were able to finally get a close look at the warriors.

      In the daylight, they looked just as frightening as they had in front of the fire the night before. The four of them were lined up in front of an opening in the rock, facing outward as if on guard. Charlee and I hid beneath a large fern, but didn’t dare get any closer. They seemed to be guarding a cave, and the others had disappeared so I figured they had gone inside with their pallet of ashes.

      Up close, the warriors’ array was puzzling. Each bone worrier had a different set of bones on their bodies, with the skulls attached to their heads as if they were top hats, smaller bones draped over their shoulders, and large bones attached to their thighs and calves.

      None of them were wearing any clothes beneath the bones. The women’s breasts were on full display, and indeed the bones had been artfully arranged around them there as well as around the hair between their legs. Similarly, the bones around the men’s junk allowed ample room for them to be seen. It wasn’t the most attractive armor I’d ever encountered, but it was definitely fascinating. If fascinating were the right word for this display of genitals.

      We waited a few minutes, until finally the other six emerged from the opening in the rock wall. Their pallet was now empty, and they had stacked the baskets together. The bone warriors took up their places in front and behind, and the group left the area.

      Charlee and I waited some time to make sure no one returned before sneaking out and going toward the hole in the rock.

      “I’m guessing that the elaborate bone armor isn’t really meant to protect them against anything,” Charlee said with a slight giggle. “It seems as if all their important bits are still exposed.”

      “I agree,” I said. “I definitely wouldn’t want to expose my dick like that in the heat of battle. Surely it’s just ceremonial.”

      Charlee glanced at me briefly and I thought she would make a joke, but instead she ducked her head and went into what turned out to be the opening of a chamber in the rock. The walls were mostly smooth as if they had been washed by the sea, but the floor was completely dry. We couldn’t see much except for the light that spilled in from the cave entrance, but what we did see made us gasp.
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      Cave drawings. Hundreds upon hundreds of cave drawings.

      “Holy fuck,” I said. “Of all the times not to have a camera.”

      Charlee was peering at the drawings that were visible, stretching out her hand as if to touch, but then moving along the wall a few inches out, treating it with respect. I smelled the remains of a fire, and saw where fresh ash had been spread on the floor at the very edge of the light. Some of it was smoking, and I figured that was what had just been dumped in there.

      “Jake, these are incredible. It tells a story, but if you look over here and over here, the images seem to repeat themselves, as if they’re telling the same story over and over and over again. Damn, I wish we had a torch. Do you think we could come back?”

      “I certainly hope so. I wonder how often they perform this ritual?” There was no doubt in my mind now that what we had witnessed was some sort of ceremony. I just really wanted to know why it existed. And furthermore, I wanted to know if the cave all the way back had been used as a canvas.

      I moved to the wall and began looking at the pictures more closely. Some of them had faded, but other markings were dark red and black. I ever so gently blew over the dust that had accumulated on some. But others weren’t dirty at all. “I think this is brand new.”

      Charlee came over to look, and we began to make out the shapes on the wall. The first thing we noticed was an obvious mountain with fire at the top—the volcano. While at first the images seemed jumbled, upon closer inspection they followed a circular pattern. As I looked at some of the older markings, I saw that Charlee had been spot on—it was indeed the same pattern repeated over weeks, maybe years.

      It began with the volcano, although there was no fire at the start. Then there was a grouping of people. Then the volcano again, only this time with fire at its top. If I looked closely enough, there were tiny specks of the fire painted around the people too. The next scene depicted a large lizard-like creature, possibly an amalgamation of several the creatures that lived in the area. It stood on two legs, had a long tail, but it also had an elongated nose that reminded me of the crocodile—Sarcosuchus—we had encountered. The image was of a tree. Both the lizard and the tree were on fire.

      “Almost as if the entire island is on fire,” I muttered.

      The next scene contained a man dressed in in the same bone garb of those guards we had seen, with a skull on his head. However, there was something to differentiate him from the real-life ones that had just been outside this cave. There was a symbol over the warrior’s head.

      A symbol that looked very familiar.

      I grabbed the medallion around my neck and went over to the cave entrance to get a better look. It held the same symbol as the one on the wall—one that reminded me of a peace sign, but with a fire in the middle.

      Charlee was watching me. “That symbol has something to do with this ceremony?”

      I shook my head. “We simply don’t know, but it looks like it. What’s next?”

      The man with the symbol and the skull on his head was then shown alongside the volcano, only this volcano looked bigger. The people around him were lined up with their arms raised. The next scene contained something I hadn’t quite expected. Charlee gasped.

      The man with the skull and the symbol was standing inside the volcano. Not just drawn as if he were in front of it, but standing inside the fire. And then last scene was the village, the same beast, and a tree, but no fire.

      “It’s a sacrifice of some kind?”

      “Could be,” I said. “But it could also be metaphorical, right? Perhaps they throw those bones into the volcano?”

      “Or, perhaps,” Charlee said darkly, “those people who own the bones get thrown into the volcano.”

      “Yeah, but there were four of them, and only one here.”

      “So maybe only one of them gets picked. Or maybe it happens four times over several days.”

      We were making guesses and assumptions. The only way the narrative made sense to me was if the tribe sacrificed a person to the volcano to appease some sort of god. But I had no way of knowing for sure. Again, it could have been merely a ceremony. Perhaps the vegetables were the offerings, and their ashes were placed in this cave as a symbol for being cast into the volcano. Perhaps that was the entirety of the ritual, and their god had been appeased.

      Or perhaps it was a history of tribe, the story of how one time a man walked up to the volcano and threw himself inside it to save the village. There was really no way of knowing without more information.

      But for all my reluctance to come to a conclusion, it wasn’t hard to miss that the carved stone taken from the warrior I had killed matched the symbol in these cave paintings. The more we looked, the more the story seemed the same, only painted over time by different people.

      More than anything, I wanted to get closer to the village, but that wasn’t going to be possible right now. However, we’d been surprisingly close to the procession here at the cave entrance, and that would have to satisfy my curiosity for now, even though I knew it would only get worse.

      Charlee and I had already lingered too long in the cave, and fearing discovery, we did our best to memorize the cave paintings and then left. There was still quite a bit of daylight remaining, but we were both tired and sore from spending the night wedged between the rocks and didn’t relish returning to them. So we began our hike home, eager to tell the girls what we had found.
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      It was early evening when Charlee and I arrived at the compound tired and hungry. I moved straight for the kitchen, hoping to find something there to scrounge for a snack since it would still be a while until the evening meal.

      Everly happened to see me as she stepped around the supply hut. She gave a shout to the other girls, and instead of greeting me with a smile or maybe a kiss, she crossed her arms in front of her chest. She had gained a tan that looked incredible with the tattoos all over her back and shoulders. But her body language told me now wasn’t the time to tell her how pretty she was.

      “Hey, Everly.”

      Everly just raised an eyebrow, and if I hadn’t known better, I would have thought she was about to start tapping her foot.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked as I moved around the kitchen looking for scraps. All I found was fruit, however, so I grabbed one of those and began to peel.

      “We have a big-ass bone to pick with you,” Everly said finally.

      “Oh yeah?” I asked, mumbling around the fruit.

      As we left the kitchen, I saw that the girls—all except for the tribeswomen—were making their way toward me. I swallowed my fruit and dabbed the juice that had trickled down my chin. “Must be a pretty big bone,” I said offhandedly, smirking so Everly would catch my double meaning.

      But instead of cracking a joke in return, she continued to regard me coolly. I had lost track of Charlee once we entered the compound because she said she was heading toward the bathhouse. So I was surprised to see her join us a moment later, her hair dripping wet. Soon, I was surrounded by all twelve of my college girls, even the ones who were supposed to be on guard duty. They all had varying degrees of annoyance on their faces, and some of them had determined looks.

      I stopped eating and looked at the group in front of me. “What’s this about?”

      The girls nudged each other a bit as if deciding who would speak, but finally Madison stepped up after a particularly hard nudge from Everly. The blonde’s ankle was as good as new now, and she looked stunning in the loose leather halter top she wore with her bikini bottoms. But the look on her face told me that I better pay attention.

      “Jake, we need to discuss something with you.”

      I nodded.

      “How about we have a seat,” Everly said calmly. It didn’t escape me that she’d refrained from cursing.

      Since it seemed better than standing there glaring at each other, we sat down in the dirt next to the kitchen.

      Madison continued to speak. “Jake, we all saw you leave the party with Annua, and we know what you were doing.”

      I raised an eyebrow, thinking to object. But Madison’s look said that she wasn’t finished speaking, so I closed my mouth and waited patiently.

      “Now,” she continued, “we all love her and the other tribeswomen. Annua has been great to help us when we’re injured, and to show us how to make better clothes. She’s generally made our lives easier since she arrived. But Jake… Are you just going to include anyone in our harem who wants to be included?”

      I swallowed. “Please elaborate.”

      At this point Everly spoke up. “We all made an agreement to share you, and shit, there were twelve of us, so we’ve had to take our turns. Some haven’t even had a turn with you, isn’t that right, Addy?”

      Addy had been sitting slightly behind Everly, and I could see her blush even from where I sat.

      “So you’re jealous of Annua?” I asked, careful not to sound accusatory.

      “Jealous of the time she got with you,” Everly corrected. “We all agree to share you, but the tribeswomen, even though they know our arrangement, well… We didn’t really think they would become a part of it. And if you want that, I guess that’s your business, but then we need to have a discussion about schedules.”

      I raised an eyebrow again. “Schedules?” I asked carefully.

      “That’s right, Jake,” Olivia said. She was sitting with Sophia and Isabella, and none of them were wearing a top, just like the tribeswomen. I focused on their eyes and their faces though, as Olivia continued speaking. “We all want equal to attention from you. And while so far we’ve just let things happen naturally, some of the girls don’t feel as comfortable simply walking up to you and asking you to fuck. So we need a schedule to make sure everybody gets time with you, no matter what we use it for.”

      “I know what I want my time to be used for,” Isabella said, licking her bottom lip and eyeing my groin.

      “So what you want to do?” I asked. “Draw straws?”

      I had said it in jest, but the girls began nodding.

      “It’s only fair,” Madison said, “at least until we’ve all had a turn with you and we can get into some sort of routine. Then, if the tribeswomen want to be part of our harem, we can add them in.” She began pulling out pieces of dried grass from her pouch.

      “I have to say, ladies,” I began, “that I’m slightly flattered, but also a bit surprised. I thought all of you felt like you could come to me for anything, including any problems or concerns.”

      My eyes briefly glanced over Addy’s, and she looked away quickly. Hadn’t we just had this conversation? Still, I guess one couldn’t rush these things. I was attracted to all of these women, more women than I ever thought I could handle. But in their own way, they all filled some sort of need inside me, like we were pieces of a giant relationship jigsaw puzzle. Even the ones I hadn’t slept with were dear to me, and I had just figured that it would happen when it happened.

      Apparently, that’s not what the girls had in mind.

      “Are all of you going to draw straws?” I asked.

      Madison was already walking around with the twigs held out for each girl. No one answered me, but no one really needed to, since every girl drew a stick.

      When the blonde was finished, she was left holding one herself, and she had everyone hold up theirs and begin comparing.

      “The longest stick gets the first chance at Jake,” Madison said with a wink.

      The girls began squealing with excitement as they figured out their places in line.

      “I think we better just line up,” Madison said, “that way I can make an official list so there are no questions about it later, Isabella.”

      Madison pointedly looked at the Italian girl. I wondered what had transpired between the two, but decided it was wiser not to ask. As the girls began the lineup, I stood, feeling a bit awkward. Even though this harem situation wasn’t exactly new anymore, it still felt a bit surreal.

      But then, so did living on an island with tyrannosaurs, terror birds, and Titanoboas.

      As it turned out, Addy had drawn the longest stick. She stood at the beginning of the line blushing furiously and looking anywhere but at me. Madison made a list with the girls’ names by carving their initials into the kitchen.

      So instead of notches in my bed post, they were offering notches in the kitchen post.

      To my surprise, after Addy came Charlee. I had been spending a lot of time with her, but she had never much mentioned anything beyond our friendship, so I hadn’t known how she felt about the whole harem thing. I thought maybe she was just going along with the plan rather than wanting it. She gave me a short smile and then shrugged before the girls began asking questions about our trip, as if now that the schedule of who would get to sleep with me was settled, they were ready to go back to business as usual.

      Charlee and I filled them in, telling them everything with as much detail as possible. We even tried to re-create the cave paintings by drawing them on the side of our shelter for everyone to see.

      By this time, Annua and her tribeswomen had joined us, but when Annua saw the cave paintings, she frowned, spoke sharply to one of her friends, and they all seemed to quickly lose interest in our conversation. I knew Annua didn’t like that tribe, and I wasn’t going to press the matter now. But eventually, I really did want to get that story.

      Later, after we had eaten and were sitting around the fire feeling drowsy, Addy came to sit beside me.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey,” she said without looking at me, tucking a short strand of hair behind her ear.

      “I know you told me you were feeling a bit left out the other day,” I said quietly, not wanting to draw attention to our conversation, “but I didn’t realize how deeply your feelings ran. I apologize.”

      Addy shook her head and then looked at me. “You didn’t know because I didn’t tell you.” That blush spread over her cheeks again, but she maintained eye contact. “But… I like you, Jake. I may not be as tall as the other girls, or is thin, but—”

      I shook my head and nudged her with my elbow. “You are beautiful, Addy. I didn’t realize that you would have appreciated me making a move, is all. I guess I was a bit blind in that area.”

      “Terribly blind,” she said, grinning.

      “I would love to spend more time with you, and since you drew straws, I suppose you’re stuck with me for a little while.”

      Addy grinned and looked down at her hands as if she had something in them. “That’s all I want, Jake. Just to spend some time with you.”

      “What would you like to do with that time?” I asked in a low voice, leaning in so that my breath whispered over her ear. I felt her shudder, and even though I expected the blush, I didn’t expect to see the goosebumps that rose on her arm.

      “I want to do everything with you,” she said, looking up at me, our faces dangerously close. “I want to go hunting with you again and I want to spend the day with you, and if you would like, I want to spend the night with you as well.”

      “I would really like that. Tonight?”

      Addy bit her lip, but then smiled. “Maybe not tonight. You have spent the last forty-eight hours hiking through the jungle.” She laughed softly as I realized she was right. I was still covered in slime from those boulders.

      “That’s fair,” I said, pulling back just a little so as not to offend her with my stink. “But soon?”

      “Yeah, I would like that, Jake. Soon.”
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      I spent the next few days mainly in Addy’s company. She went with me while I completed all my own chores, and I often accompanied her with hers. Her sweet personality was endearing, and though I knew she worried about the dangers lurking in the jungle, she didn’t let that keep her from enjoying life.

      We didn’t have sex right away, either, and I was okay with that. Addy needed to get to know me better, and I was enjoying every bit of learning about her. I had known that she liked to swim, but I also found out she had been on her swim team in high school and won several competitions.

      And oh my god her body. I had noticed before that she was curvy in all the right places, and that she worked as well as any of the taller girls, but I hadn’t realized how strong this little woman was. She had no trouble keeping up with me, heaving sections of the fence we were reinforcing, butchering an animal, and generally completing everything that I did.

      I also found out Addy had no siblings and had grown up with an abusive father. And that sometimes sticking up for herself wasn’t easy and that she’d always had trouble fitting in.

      “But I think you fit in just fine,” I said. “Everyone likes you, Addy. I’ve never heard anyone say anything negative about you.”

      I had meant to reassure her, but Addy grew silent for a moment as we continued working on the guard tower. We walked out of the gates to look for wood to harvest for the project.

      “Did I say something wrong?” I asked.

      “No. I guess it’s just good to hear you say it. I like everybody, and Ava and I have become pretty good friends, along with Sophia and Julie. I feel like the four of us can rely on each other for anything. But sometimes I still feel insecure about it. College really helped me even though I was afraid of going. It had a way of letting me be myself without the pressure of competing or living at home.”

      I nodded. “I enjoyed college myself, but that’s because I couldn’t get my nose out of the books.” I grinned. “And then I was always on the water if I wasn’t buried in books. I didn’t have time to get in trouble or make a lot of friends. I tended to know my professors a bit better, but that’s how I ended up where I am now. I don’t regret it. I love what I do. Or at least, I did. Now,” I said, making a point to look at Addy, “I love all this even more.”

      She smiled and we spent a bit more time searching for just the right tree. We had used the best trees already in constructing the compound and so had to trek out a bit further each time we wanted to build something new. However, Addy and I successfully felled a young tree, stripped it of its limbs, and then carried it on our shoulders back to the compound. We were heading up the hill when Zuri opened the gate and made a hurried movement to get us inside.

      “Drop it!” she hissed, motioning quickly, her eyes wide.

      Because we had been living in a dangerous environment for months, neither Addy nor I hesitated, dropping the newly prepared post and running for the gate. Briefly, I thought I felt something behind me, a rumbling of the earth. But Zuri would not have urged us inside for an earthquake, nor could she have predicted one. It had to be a large animal. Addy was in front of me, so I risked a glance behind, only to feel a shiver run down my back.

      The tyrannosaur was walking toward us. He was sniffing around, and although he wasn’t outright chasing us, it felt like he was following us just to see what we would do. Unwilling to lead it directly into the compound, however, I made sure Addy was inside the walls before turning around and sliding partway down the hill. My bow and arrows were slung over my shoulder, and I quickly got them ready.

      “Jake!” Addy hissed.

      I ignored her and moved as quickly as I could down the path we used, trying to stay visible while keeping an escape route handy.

      The Rex wasn’t paying attention to me. Instead, it had its menacing head turned toward the gate, which was now closed. I was sure to hear about my little stunt later, but the girls had wisely closed and—I was sure—latched the solid gate. If the tyrannosaur wanted to get in, it could, but I wasn’t going to give it a good look at the smorgasbord of people, animals, and food inside.

      “Hey!” I shouted, waving my bow. The Rex was still fixated on the gate, not the loincloth-wearing homo sapien yelling at it. Maybe it didn’t have good hearing.

      Either way, I needed to get its attention. I nocked an arrow, drawing and sighting for the T-Rex’s head. I took a breath, focused on the animal’s snout, and let fly.

      It sailed perfectly, arcing at the just the right point to smack the tyrannosaur behind his right nostril and lodge there.

      The animal grunted and then… honked like a giant goose.

      “That was unexpected,” I mumbled. “Jurassic Park got it wrong.”

      The Rex was waving its head around like it was drunk, honking and squawking. Its arms were way too short to rub its face, so the king of the lizards began to rub its head against the nearest tree. The arrow snapped off, but I was sure the arrowhead was still lodged in its face.

      I wasn’t about to feel sorry for the brute, though. He needed to stay away from my harem.

      “Hey, you dumb bastard!” I yelled, waving my arms. “Over here!”

      This time the Tyrannosaurus rex looked right at me, its eyes swiveling in their sockets to find the source of the noise on the ground. This time, the creature watched me fire another arrow, which went wide, glancing past the dinosaur’s jaw as it lodged in the tree.

      The wound it opened still must have hurt. The Rex squawked again, and then a rumbling sound rose up from its throat that sounded more like the dinosaurs in the movies.

      It shook its head once more and began to stalk toward me.

      My arrows weren’t going to bring down this monster. My only hope was that I was smaller than the Rex and therefore more nimble, able to get into places he couldn’t.

      But first I had to lead him away from the compound.

      “That’s right, you big fucking bird, right this way!” I yelled again, this time clambering through a patch of ferns between two trees.

      I knew this hill better than the back of my hand. The foliage grew denser the farther down it went, with trees and boulders creating an obstacle course that would be difficult for any large predator to navigate unless it had claws or climbed trees.

      Glancing back, I saw the T-Rex following me, picking up its pace as it snorted. I wanted to put plenty of distance between me and him, but I needed to draw him far away from the compound.

      There was a tiger pit lined with stakes close by, one of the last on this side of the hill. But even it was too shallow for this beast. Likely, if I led the T-Rex to it and the animal fell in, it would break both of its legs, but be alive enough to create a lot of noise while it slowly died.

      That wasn’t what I wanted. I neither had the ability to put the animal quickly out of its misery, nor the desire to kill it.

      I mean, it was a fucking Tyrannosaurus rex, a living fossil, an animal that had beaten who-knew-what kinds of odds to still be here. And beyond my normal scientific and boyhood fascinations with dinosaurs, that I was seeing a living, breathing predator like this was fucking cool.

      As long as it didn’t eat me. I suspected that would make me change my tune.

      “Shit. Shit shit holy shit.” The Rex was gaining ground, flattening vegetation and snapping small trees like they were twigs.

      I ran faster, jumping and slamming down into the mud between a patch of ferns and giant leaves. I had underestimated just how thick they really were, and my bow quickly became trapped within in the vegetation.

      With a lot of swearing, I realized I wasn’t going to be able to free it without losing a bunch of time. I abandoned the weapon and crawled through on my belly, hoping I didn’t suddenly get stepped on and become the tyrannosaur’s toe jam.

      However, I had finally found an area that the Rex couldn’t smash through. It was full of vines and trees that had grown closely together with thick, gnarly branches that created a cage-like enclosure. They stopped the predator full on. I thought that if we ever managed to capture a young predator to train, this area might be a good place to keep it.

      But that would have to be for later.

      The Rex wasn’t giving up, but at least it wasn’t heading back to the compound. We were still way too close to home, though. I briefly wondered if I could climb one of these trees and get above the tyrannosaur’s head to lead it away. But with the next thought, I realized that trying to be like Tarzan and swinging through the jungle on vines might not be in my best interest. I was likely to only make myself more accessible to the creature and put myself within convenient biting distance.

      Finally, I crawled out the other side of the growth, but now I couldn’t see the Rex. I waited, my heart pounding in my chest, and listened to the surrounding jungle sounds.

      In a moment, though, I heard and felt something that could have been a large footstep of the Rex. I was safely hidden within the foliage, but I poked my head out and looked around. It took me a moment to find him, but the T-Rex had moved around and beyond the growth and was pointed my way. He stood as still as that giant sloth, as if he were listening or scenting the air.

      I really hoped I was too puny to make a good meal, but I had angered the dinosaur. And even though the T-Rex now had a painful reminder of this little human, I wasn’t sure what his memory was like. Did he remember that I’d shot him? Did he even know I was the culprit?

      Everything I’d ever heard was that dinosaurs had small brains, but what did anybody from my world really know? I was staring at the real thing. This one wasn’t completely stupid, and began slowly moving his head up and down. I was sure now that it was trying to find me, and knew that I had to be close. How stubborn were these creatures? How long would he wait to get his prey?

      Or… How pissed off was he?

      I decided to wait and see.

      I didn’t have to wait long, however, because the dinosaur took a few tentative steps toward my hiding place, its nose pointed straight at me. Then, the tyrannosaur honked again, and it was so loud that I felt my bones shake. Still, I didn’t move. The noise must have been a ploy to scare me out of hiding. It wasn’t going to work.

      I still had my knife on me, and the predator was close enough that I could have thrown it to give it another wound, but if I missed, I’d lose my knife. I decided to play it cool for a while longer, watching the Rex sniff the ground and trees. Finally, it squawked again and shook its head, rubbing it again on a nearby tree.

      Good, the pain was interfering with its desire to catch me. But I was still way too close, and there was no way for me to leave my hiding spot without being seen. I would need to wait for it to give up.

      But it didn’t give up. The frightening bastard continued to stalk through the jungle, and while it was unable to get into the grove, I wondered if I could get back through that tangle of vines and trees before it caught me. Why the hell hadn’t I found a hiding spot that was more secure?

      Now I just had to hope that it wondered away and forgot about me entirely, and the compound. I was just thinking about making a break back into the cage when the Rex jerked its head toward me again. If only Jurassic Park had been right about the animal being attracted to movement. But I suspected he could see me whether I moved or not, and it probably wouldn’t be hard to pick out my tanned face against the surrounding leaves if he looked the right direction.

      The Tyrannosaurus rex snapped its jaws and then took two big steps for me, confident now. I burst out of the vegetation, trying to run back to safety, knowing, just knowing it was going to snap its jaws down over my head before I could get lost in the tangle of tree branches. I imagined I could feel its breath on my back, and I dove to the ground, rolling to the side and trying to crawl behind a tree.

      But the T-Rex had stopped.

      I risked a peek and saw that it was shaking its head once again, but not rubbing it against the tree. Instead, its head snapped up, almost birdlike as it began looking around us. Then, it turned and stalked off deeper into the jungle, the end of its tail the last thing I saw as it hurried away.

      Briefly, I thought that there must have been something behind me that had scared it off. I held my breath and looked around for something even larger than a T-Rex, although what it could be I didn’t know. However, there was nothing.

      Nothing at all. And I realized that was the problem. The jungle had been alive with the typical sounds of birdsong and animals, but all of that had stopped. Then, in a rush of wings, I heard nearby birds take off into the air. The sound was eerie, like a wind that had come up out of nowhere. But there was no wind.

      Something else was happening.

      In the next instant, I figured it out. The ground began to shake, rolling and vibrating like it had a few weeks ago when we had been in the cave. Standing wasn’t even an option, so I tucked myself against the tree and wrapped my arms as far around it as they would go, hanging on and hoping that this tree was large enough to withstand the force that was shaking the entire earth.

      My teeth rattled together, and I heard rocks falling and crashing in the distance. Out of instinct, I covered my head with my hands and leaned forward into that position I’d been taught as a kid in school. Leaves and branches fell, some of them striking me on the back before hitting the ground. I felt a sharp burning sensation as a particularly large branch scraped down my spine.

      Then, as abruptly as it started, the shaking ceased. I felt disoriented, rising slowly, blinking to take everything in. Three thoughts jumped into my mind.

      First of all, I wasn’t dead, so that was a positive. Second, that earthquake had felt worse than the first one. And third, were the girls okay?

      I stood quickly, putting my hand on the tree to make sure I was steady on my feet, but the idea that the girls had been injured was enough to clear my head, and I hurried back toward the compound.

      There continued to be the sounds of trees snapping, as if they had been damaged during the quake and were just now losing the battle against gravity. I tried to keep an eye out for falling branches, and for the most part, succeeded in evading them. It took a few minutes, but soon I was heading up the hill toward the gates.

      Relief and surprise flowed through me when I realized the gates were still standing, but I could see a few sections of the fence that had slid or sunk to the ground as if the earth beneath them had shifted.

      “Jake!” Addy, Zuri, and Charlee were opening the gate for me, pulling me in as I ran through.

      Then I saw other girls running over as well.

      “What in the fucking hell is wrong with you?” Everly said as she ran up. “That was a Tyrannosaurus rex! Holy shit, Jake!”

      I shook my head, breathing hard after my run, but happy to see all my girls. “Is everyone okay?” I finally asked.

      I started counting out of habit, my eyes going over each girl to make sure no one was injured. Overall, everyone had ridden out the quake fairly well. Although they began quickly talking about both the T-Rex and the shaking earth, it seemed they had fared very well indeed.

      Part of the shelter had fallen at the corner, and one of the guard towers that we had been building didn’t make it. But no one had been injured. There were simply fewer things to fall on people this time around. As long as the earth didn’t open up at their feet, they should have been protected. The large tree in the center of the compound that provided shade and a lookout had emerged unscathed. Besides losing a few large limbs, the tree seemed as sturdy as ever.

      In the course of a few minutes, we felt a few more aftershocks, each of them fairly strong and causing their own bit of alarm.

      Annua came up to me and grabbed my arm. “Volcano, Jake. Uglig.” She pointed toward where the volcano would be if we could see it through the trees.

      My heart had been beating fast, but it seemed to stop altogether as I realized what she was saying.

      I ran toward the center of the compound and climbed our lookout tree until I could see over the top of the jungle. Sure enough, the volcano to the northwest was smoking quite steadily, as if someone had lit a fire beneath it. There was more smoke than I’d seen yet, and the continued rumblings I felt even in the tree were enough to tell me that we had a big problem.

      “The volcano is becoming more unstable,” I said when I was at the base of the tree again and had gathered all the girls. “It’s erupting now, but will it get worse? If it does, there’s a chance it could cause problems for us.”

      “But we’re not at the base of it,” Madison said. “We are at least a day and a half’s hike away. Are we safe enough at this distance?”

      I looked at Annua, who shook her head. “Volcano make many fire. Sometimes it spread smoke over sea. But always it kills.” It was the most I’d heard her say at any one time. She really had been learning quickly.

      “The city of Pompeii was only built about five miles away from Mount Vesuvius,” I said. “And they were all buried. It’s not too far a stretch to think the same could happen here if we get one of those pyroclastic clouds. Especially here on the hill, we could be vulnerable. I had really hoped we had evaded this sort of crisis, but I’m thinking I was wrong.”

      “What do we do?” Serenity asked.

      “We go back to the beach where we arrived,” someone behind her said.

      The other girls chimed in, some in favor of that plan, some in favor of moving to higher ground and on the other side of our mountain. The problem was I simply didn’t know what locations on the island would be safe, if any at all. But there was also another problem. The animals would all be looking for the safest spot as well, especially if the volcano did erupt.

      “There is another option,” I said, barely able to believe I was suggesting it, but knowing as I did that it was our best bet against the uncertainty of the volcano. “We can go to Annua’s island. It looks bigger, at least what we could see of it, and it’s where her family is.”

      I looked at Annua to see if she understood. Her eyes lit up, and she turned to chat with the other tribeswomen. All of them smiled and grew excited.

      “Need boat,” Annua said, still grinning.

      I nodded, thinking quickly. There were boats already down at the lagoon, the boats that belonged to the cannibals. I didn’t want to take theirs because they might be planning to get out themselves. But I also would have liked to look at their boats more closely to get an idea of how simple they would be for us to build. It would take an enormous amount of effort, especially since we wanted to work as quickly as possible and get the hell away from here.

      “We can always come back,” I told the girls, noting that some of them were hesitant.

      “But this is our home,” Sophia said. She rarely spoke up in group meetings, and now her voice was cracking.

      “Yes,” I said gently, “but what if the hill splits apart during an eruption, or we’re overwhelmed with smoke and ash? We don’t know how bad this could be.” My words were punctuated by another tremble of earth. “But once it dies down, once the eruption has finished, we can come back if we want. And this way, at least we can give Annua and her friends a chance to go home.” I looked at Annua, who nodded. Suddenly, a lump formed in my throat as I thought of her leaving. But it was her decision. “Let’s put it to a vote. All in favor of building some boats and going to the other island?”

      I had thought that some would dissent, that this would become a fight or at the very least, cause a rift between the girls. But every single one of them raised their hands. Some looked grim, and Ava was silently crying, but they all agreed.

      “Let’s get out while we can, Jake,” Charlee said. “Like you said, we can always come back if we want.”

      I nodded, and then we got to work.
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      We can always go back.

      I repeated this idea to myself as we began to pack as many things as we could carry. Weapons and tools were the most important, but trying to drag them through the dense jungle undergrowth on the sled was going to be difficult. We ended up making slings that could hang from a pole between two people. The hammocks became useful here, since we could put them together and use them to cart items. Mostly, everyone carried their favorite weapons on their bodies, their satchels and tool belts with their knives, and then some sort of sling over the shoulder or one half of a larger load on a pole.

      Killer would be fine, since he had always followed us into the jungle before, but Slugger was another matter. Addy had done well with him, and he followed her around very well. She decided to make a harness so she could keep him close to her in case he got into trouble. The only problem was he had already grown and wasn’t easy to steer if he saw something that interested him. Very soon, Addy’s tiny but strong body would not be enough to stop him if he wanted to leave, but I figured that he was still small enough we could put him on a boat with the rest of us. Leaving him alone would mean death, and Addy and the other girls had already become attached.

      I sighed. Soon we were going to have our very own zoo. If we kept adopting baby animals, I wouldn’t have minded adopting a tiny T-Rex if one came along. At least as long as it didn’t grow up to eat us—and I couldn’t be sure it wouldn’t. But having the ankylosaur around intrigued me, too. It was a fairly playful creature, and docile until Killer came around and snapped at it. The little club-ended tail would whip around and nearly take Killer’s head off if they were allowed to tangle. For the most part, we kept them separate, and I hoped Killer wouldn’t create a problem in the jungle as we walked toward the beach.

      After all our work, we found it difficult to leave the compound for the last time. With our supplies slung over her shoulders and as much food as we could each carry, it was disappointing to know that all this hard work we had put in had been for mostly nothing. But as the sky darkened and the smoke grew thicker in the air, we all knew it was the right thing to do.

      We tied the door closed from the outside to keep animals out, and hiked down the hill, cutting southwest into the jungle to make our way toward the lagoon. We had discussed going back the other way, toward the beach we had first made our home, but it was even farther away now than it had been before, and everyone felt the urgency to completely remove ourselves. The only thing I worried about was the tribe of cannibals and what they would do if they found us.

      At some point after we left, I noticed that Charlee and Julie had disappeared. I halted the line and recounted, to make sure I hadn’t missed everyone. But with twenty-one ladies to look after, our line stretched farther back than I would have liked. The vegetation didn’t allow me to see them all at once.

      “Where are Charlee and Julie?” I asked after my count proved correct. They were the only ones missing.

      “They went back to the beach,” Madison said. “To get the remaining oxygen tanks.”

      “They what?” I asked, raising my voice a little too loudly. I calmed myself. “Why the hell did they do that without telling me?”

      “Because they knew you wouldn’t want them to go, Jake. But with only the two of them, they can make good time. Better than our group can. Who knows, they might even beat us to the lagoon.”

      “Fuck. Did they take weapons?”

      “Of course they did,” Madison said with an arched eyebrow. “They’ve been hunting on their own before.”

      “Those tanks are heavy, and there’s not much air left in them. Not enough to separate all of us to get them.”

      Madison shrugged. “If we’re going out on the water, any air in those tanks might come in handy. Don’t be mad at them. They made the decision, and they did it for the benefit of everyone else. They’ll be back.”

      The blonde was right. Charlee and Julie were capable, and had been out on many trips into the jungle. But the beach on the southern side of the island was at least a day’s hike away. Anything could happen to them. Those tanks weren’t worth it. However, they were already gone, and we had a long trek to the lagoon, laden down as we were. I only hoped they didn’t get into any trouble.

      On the hike, I intermittently worried about Charlee and Julie, and thought about our escape plan.

      We decided not to build our boats right on the beach, but work on them within walking distance and take them to the water at the last minute. We had the option of canoes or rafts. Canoes would be more maneuverable, but the idea of hollowing them out seemed like backbreaking work. As we walked, we discussed the pros and cons of each. Canoes would be easier to maneuver, but rafts would hold more people and be faster to build.

      Our journey to the beach took longer because we were so heavily weighed down. Although we tried to move quickly, carrying all the extra weight inevitably forced us to stop and rest more, and drink more water. The air was now feeling thick in our mouths, and I hoped the trees would continue to provide us shelter from the smoke.

      “Jake,” Addy said, “what we do if that tribe appears to get their own boats? We don’t want to fight them off.” She had been walking beside me since we left the compound.

      “That’s why we’re going to build boats farther inland and then carry them out when were ready. We’ll just have to make a few trips to the water to get our supplies in them.”

      “Do you think we have time?” Addy asked. “You think we really can get out of here?”

      “I hope so.” Then I saw the look on Addy’s face. “Volcanoes can smoke for days before they erupt. With all of us working together, I think we’ll be able to escape the worst of it. And that island isn’t too far away. As soon as we get there, we can find shelter.”

      Annua was walking behind us, and she spoke up for the first time since we’d left home. “Uglig angry. But he will not hurt my people.”

      “Uglig?” I asked.

      “Volcano. Uglig.”

      “How do you know he won’t hurt your people?” I asked.

      “Uglig only kills here.”

      “Have you ever seen Uglig erupt?”

      Annua nodded. “From far away.”

      “That’s encouraging,” I said.

      Addy had remained silent, glancing back at Annua as if she didn’t know what to say to her. Then I remembered that there had been some jealousy between the girls, but once again decided to stay out of it. Anyway, Addy knew it was her turn with me, although now didn’t seem to be the time for worrying about schedules.

      We followed the base of the mountain around to the south, staying as far away from the village as we were able without climbing the southernmost mountain. To the north, on the northwest corner of the island, the volcano was still smoking, and whenever we broke through the trees or climbed a hill, we saw more of it. It only spurred us on faster.

      This time, it took two and a half days to reach the lagoon. We moved around to the southernmost side and then hid ourselves within the trees where we could no longer hear the sound of the water.

      As we hiked, I had seen several trees that would do well for carving out as canoes. But more and more I had been convinced that we wouldn’t have time for that. We would have to make do with building rafts, which would accommodate more of us and we could string them together easily once we got out on the water.

      After stowing our belongings, we all sank down just under the trees to watch the sun set over the water. Nobody said much as we passed around a bit of fruit and dried meat for dinner and then moved back to our camp to sleep. Addy kept Slugger next to her, and since I didn’t have to take the first watch, I settled down with my back against a tree and watched as she settled next to me. One hand was tied to Slugger’s harness, and one hand was on me.

      She looked up at me and smiled, and I realized how tired she was, how tired we all were.

      “You have dirt on your cheek,” I said with a smile. I rubbed it off with my thumb. Addy smiled and then tried to rub it away with her own hands, but she only succeeded in smudging more dirt on her face. I chuckled softly and then began to paint designs on her face with the dirt, similar to the ones Serenity now wore along with the tribeswomen.

      Addy sat up, dug up some mud from the base of the tree, and began to smear it on my face, smiling as she trailed down my chin and then dropped her finger to my chest. She painted a line on my sternum, her finger moving slowly but steadily, causing a trail of heat to flow through my body despite my weariness. When her finger reached my necklaces, she touched the terror bird claws tentatively, as if afraid they could jump out and grab her. Then her finger moved down my abs, down the line of my six pack for my bellybutton.

      It was getting dark, but I took her hand before she moved any lower. I raised it to my lips and kissed it, then turned it over and kissed her dirty palm. Pulling her to me, I lifted her small but curvy body into my lap and rested my arm over her legs. “Do you know how beautiful you are?” I asked her.

      Addy shifted in my lap, and I wasn’t sure if it was intentional, but she succeeded in rubbing her bottom against my swiftly growing erection. “I have not heard the word much before,” she said. “But I like when you say it, Jake. It sounds like you mean it.”

      I grabbed her chin and pulled her toward me. “I do mean it, dammit. You are beautiful. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. And don’t ever think otherwise.”

      Then I kissed her deeply, pulling her bottom lip into my mouth and tasting the salt there. I wanted her to know that I was hungry for her, that I wasn’t attracted to her out of obligation, but because she was very pretty. And because I liked her.

      Addy shifted around until she was straddling me and returned my kiss with just as much urgency. I grabbed her butt, feeling it through her neoprene boy shorts, pulling her closer into me, and was just thinking about pulling her shirt aside and kissing one of her breasts when Killer screeched so loudly that I thought it echoed all over the mountain.
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      Addy and I quickly broke apart, and I shifted her off my lap and grabbed my axe just in case something was approaching.

      The jungle remained quiet except for the normal animal noises weaving their way through the trees. The other girls were murmuring and stirring, but Killer had gone silent.

      Until I settled back down with Addy. This time, the screech was repeated several times, and seemed to be coming from the same place.

      “Damned bird,” I muttered, once more standing and grabbing my weapon. The jungle was dark, and we had little fire for fear of attracting the cannibals’ attention. Stumbling around now looking for danger was more likely to get me into trouble than help me see what was going on.

      Then, we all heard the unmistakable sounds of something snorting and moving through the jungle. Something big. I froze, and by the way the muttering and murmuring stopped, everyone else did too. Killer continued to squawk, but this time coming from a different direction. It was moving away from us.

      So was the large animal.

      “Do you think Killer is leading it away from us?” Addy asked quietly.

      “Yes,” I murmured, “it’s possible.”

      Killer’s squawks eventually died away, and the rustling sound also disappeared. But there was no more fun that night, and few of us got any rest, instead staying awake and alert in case whatever it was came back.

      Sometime before dawn, as the first light was filtering through the trees, we began to work. There was no point in waiting since we couldn’t even sleep to pass the time. Instead, we set out again for the lagoon. By the time the sun was peeking over the eastern mountains, we were standing at the water’s edge. Everything looked the same except for one thing.

      The volcano was now spitting fire, its orange glow occasionally spewing over the top of the crater. The ground continued to tremble, and I knew we couldn’t have much time before it erupted.

      We would be working against the clock.

      We decided to build rafts because they would be simpler and faster to construct. I had been in and around the water my entire life, but I had never built a boat on my own, and certainly never a raft to support twenty-two people, a terror bird, an ankylosaur, and supplies.

      I began taking measurements, using lengths of rope to figure out just how big the raft needed to be.

      Big. Too big. The larger the raft needed to be, the larger the trees we’d need to cut down. And at some point, the raft would become too big to maneuver. In the end, we settled for making four rafts all the same size.

      This island didn’t have bamboo, at least not the type of bamboo I would have hoped for, but we had found certain trees that were lighter than others, one in particular that grew everywhere we had so far explored on the island. The plan was to lash two larger trunks together using rope and smaller poles laid crosswise for decking. A classic raft. We had plenty of rope, and thanks to our hammocks, we could also make sails by weaving leaves and other things into them.

      The first day, all we did was chop down trees. The forest came alive with the sounds of cracking wood and axes. We kept an eye out for strangers but didn’t see anything but birds, smoke, and jungle

      We also hadn’t seen Killer, not since he’d made all that racket the night before. We couldn’t exactly go around looking for him, though, and since he was used to getting his own food, we didn’t worry for a bit. I only hoped that whatever had been sneaking around the jungle in the dark hadn’t gotten a hold of him.

      While some of us felled trees, others stripped them of branches and dragged them toward the beach. We piled them up, the stash growing throughout the day. When we stopped to eat at dark, we were too worn out to do anything but fall asleep. We’d made great progress our first day, but the smell of smoke in the air, and the occasional rumbling in the earth told us we needed to work even harder tomorrow. We had enough wood chopped to get the first raft started, with more wood waiting to be sized accordingly. The first one would be a prototype on which the others were based.

      The next morning, we got to work again, this time experimenting with the best way to tie the logs together to make the decking. By inserting a pole into a notch in the center, we were able to make a primitive mast for the sail, as well.

      As we were assembling the raft, we had to keep as quiet as possible. The last thing we wanted to do was to alert the tribe that we were here.

      The prototype was finished before dark, but we wanted to wait until nightfall to set it out on the water and check for problems. The move was risky, since we were less likely to be able to see if we were being watched. However, because the lagoon was so shallow, I didn’t worry about the larger predators we knew were out in the water. The lagoon would protect us, which was probably why the tribe used it for their own boats. The ocean shelf didn’t drop off until past the rocks, and the waves were not only gentle here, but would allow us to work in them without too much trouble.

      The night sky was no longer clear or full of stars, but rather smoky with the ever-present glow to the north coming from the top of the volcano. We could smell it now too, and tried to cover our noses from the rotten-egg smell of sulfur.

      All it did was remind us that we were running out of time. The water was dark, and some girls stood on the shore securing the raft with rope while the rest of us launched it into the water. It was heavy, but between Zuri, Charlee, Everly, and I, we were able to get it into the gentle surf. The smoke turned out to be a boon because as we pushed our raft into the water, we realized we couldn’t see the other side of the lagoon because it was so dark. That meant if we were quiet, no one would know we were here, either.

      The raft was big enough that it felt more like a platform, and it floated fairly well once we got into waist deep water. Resisting the urge to give each other high fives, we dragged it back in and up the beach to hide it under the trees.

      This time, we were all able to get a little bit of sleep, taking turns for guard duty. Despite my nervousness about the volcano, the village, and the rafts, I slept, my exhaustion taking over as I slumped once more against the tree. Addy had fallen asleep minutes before, curling up on her side next to Slugger, who was still attached to her wrist.

      The next day we began working on the next three rafts. Now that we had a blueprint, we divided into teams to make the work go faster. Serenity and Ava were on a mission to find better fibers for making sails. All were tired and hungry, but there would be no stopping to hunt. The smoke was thicker in the sky as the tremors continued. The entire day looked overcast, not from clouds, but from ash. And when it actually rained, it mixed with the ash and came down in a gray, muddy paste.

      Just after the rain cleared, Serenity and Ava returned to report that they had seen the T-Rex while they were hunting for fibers.

      “We’re okay, Jake. Don’t look so worried. But it was acting weird,” Serenity said. “The poor thing looks disoriented, and it keeps taking its head as it walks, like there’s something wrong with it.”

      “Good,” I said. “We don’t want it hunting for us. Goddammit, though, why did it follow us to the ocean?”

      “Perhaps it wants to escape as well,” Ava offered.

      I set down the pole I had been carrying, lining it up with the others on the mostly done raft and beginning to lash it to the supports. “Well, I’m not building a raft for him,” I muttered. Part of me did feel pity for the animals that wouldn’t survive the volcano. In fact, I hoped that most of them survived, because I knew there wasn’t anything else like this prehistoric world.

      Serenity and Ava warned the others, and no one left camp again, worried that they would attract the T-Rex’s attention. I concentrated on double-checking everything, every knot, every mast, and every sail that Serenity and Ava made. They had found all the fibers they needed, and had woven fairly strong sails that were large enough to move the rafts if we found wind headed the direction of the other island.

      Next, we needed to make oars, but that would have to wait until the next day. With the smoke clouding the air, the sky grew dark earlier than usual. But after that, I figured we were ready, and only hoped the volcano would give us time.

      That evening, just after dark, Charlee and Julie returned, to everyone’s relief. They were carrying two oxygen tanks each, and were exhausted from the extended hike through the jungle. They sank down, gratefully accepting water and food while they listened to the updates about the T-Rex and the rafts. They hadn’t seen the Rex at all, and in fact hadn’t run into any predators that were worth bothering about. It seemed that everything on the island was spooked.

      After Charlee had had a chance to rest and catch her breath, I sat down beside her and asked about the state of the beach on the other side of the island.

      “It doesn’t look great,” she said. “Part of the cliff face has sheared away and fallen into the water. And one of the recent storms must’ve had some high tides, because there’s all sorts of debris covering the sand, and much of it has been washed away. I think it’s a good thing that we moved inland when we did.”

      I nodded. “I was worried about you. I wish you’d told me before you left.”

      Charlee regarded me with a somewhat stern look. But then, her lips twisted into a smile. “You would only have tried to stop me, Jake. We needed these,” she said, patting one of oxygen tanks beside her. “They don’t have much air, but if we run into any trouble in the water, they might come in handy. Especially if we run into anything larger than a stingray.”

      She looked at me meaningfully, and I knew she was thinking of the mosasaur we had encountered upon arriving at the island. We knew it was out there, but I only hoped it had moved on to better hunting grounds, since we hadn’t given it given any reason to hang around the beaches.

      But it was definitely out there, and since we knew so little about it, there wasn’t much we could do to prevent an attack other than to move as quickly as possible, and not attract attention to ourselves.

      The next day, we set about making oars, using some of the logs we had created from a fallen tree and carving them into polls with a flat end. This took almost as long as putting the rafts together, but we wanted to have more oars than we needed in case we lost any. Sails were great, but only if the wind took us in the direction we needed, otherwise we would just be floating on the water, directionless and at the mercy of the sea.

      As I used my axe to shear off a section of wood, I shuddered at the thought of being adrift in an ocean that was likely full of giant prehistoric predators.

      As we worked, the sky grew dark, and the air became more difficult to breathe. I tried not to cough, and I could tell the girls were doing the same thing. Madison even looked sick, and by the way she jumped up a couple of times and ran into the woods, I thought her stomach was upset. When she came back, she was a bit pale, but she wiped her mouth, drank some water, and then went back to work.

      Late in the day, we had our rafts set out just past the beach under the trees where we had divided our supplies onto them. The finished oars were divided among the rafts, and all we had to do was attach the sails and carry the rafts out to the lagoon.

      The wind had picked up, blowing sand and ash in our faces whenever we dared venture out from under the trees to look at the volcano.

      “Hey, Jake, come look at this,” Addy said. She was pointing to the sky.

      I met her at the edge of the beach along with a few curious others, and saw immediately what had caught Addy’s attention.

      There was an entire group of flying pterosaurs high in the sky, and they looked like a family unit of two adults and two smaller ones. I had yet to see pterosaurs so large, and was glad these had never swooped low over our compound to check it out. They were gigantic, and the girls were muttering and looking at them with delight. The largest adult was so large that it probably weighed a few hundred pounds and could have easily killed one of us if it wanted to. I was glad to see them fly off to the south.

      “You think they’re going to that other island?” I asked no one in particular.

      “Could be,” Addy said. “I wonder why they waited so long. The air is bad.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe it has something to do with those juveniles. Maybe they weren’t able to make the flight before. Anyway, let’s get back to work.”
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      At twilight, we all went down to the water to risk a quick swim in the shallowest portion of lagoon. The backdrop of the stars was dimmed now because of the fire spouting from the mountain, and I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed like it was worse. We quickly bathed the sweat off our bodies and then made our way back to camp. The plan was to leave before dawn so that we were well out of the lagoon before anyone could spot us. We toyed with leaving that night, but it was so dark now with the smoke that it would’ve been risky, and I still didn’t want to light torches.

      Instead, I settled back on a pallet of leaves and watched as Addy fed her ankylosaur. It had grown so accustomed to her that it would butt her with its head when it wanted more food. Addy laughed and placed another large heap of vegetation in front of it.

      We still hadn’t seen Killer, and I hoped he returned before we left. I thought Charlee was more upset about his disappearance than she would let on, but we couldn’t run off onto the jungle looking for him. For one, the smoke was becoming denser, and for another that Rex was still possibly nearby. No, if Killer didn’t show up before we cast off, he would be on his own. That saddened me a little, and I touched the terror bird necklace around my neck, the one made from his parents.

      “Charlee said she was going to stay up and listen for him tonight,” Addy said, placing her hand on my knee. “You’re thinking about Killer, aren’t you?”

      I smiled, but knew Addy couldn’t see. “Yes. I never thought I’d miss that oversized turkey.”

      Addy shifted closer to me and then surprised me by sitting in my lap again, straddling my hips and facing me. “He’s a strong little bird, and he can handle himself. If anything is going to survive, it would be him.”

      Addy began to run her hands up and down my chest, then running her fingers through my still wet beard. After a moment, she gently removed the terror bird necklace and set it off to the side. Then she kissed me, hard and with purpose.

      I responded by wrapping my hands around her waist and pulling her to me. I was surprised to feel her bare breasts against me and realized she’d taken off her top. She rubbed her breasts against my chest, moving her hips as well.

      “I want you, Jake,” she whispered. “Once we leave on the rafts, we may not get another chance until we reach the other island, if we reach the other island. I want you tonight.”

      Her voice had grown husky, and I responded to her request, kissing down the side of her neck toward her collarbone, sucking on the sensitive skin I found there and pulling her hips against me hard.

      “I want you too, Addy,” I mumbled against her skin, which tasted like the sea. “I have for some time.”

      Abby was grinding herself against me as she continued to let me explore her chest with my lips. I gripped her butt cheeks, which were only separated from my hands by the thin fabric of her bikini shorts. We played for a few minutes, me making sure that both her breasts got the attention of my mouth, licking them until they were budded and swollen, then moving back up to her lips and kissing her passionately, using my tongue to explore her mouth.

      After a few minutes, my loincloth was painfully tight, and I reached around to undo the loop that held it on. Addy helped me unwind the cloth, and then I placed it beneath me to sit on as I tugged on her shorts. She stood up to draw them down and then returned to my lap, kissing my chest and sucking on my nipples as I had done hers. She also reached down and grabbed my length, stroking it up and down as I touched her short hair and closed my eyes to enjoy the sensation.

      Addy continued to kiss my chest and then my torso, her lips moving ever closer to my erection. I felt her breasts brush against my thighs and then felt her lips brush the tip of my cock. She stroked her hand up and down me a couple more times as her tongue dipped out to stroke the underside. It felt good, and I couldn’t help but wind my hands tighter through her hair. At the same time, she grabbed my balls and began to massage them, and I told her how good it felt, encouraging her.

      When she finally took me completely in her mouth, my breath hitched my throat at the masterful way she used her tongue, lips, and hand. Her lips slid all the way down my length, and I could feel the tip of my cock hit the back of her throat. As she drew me out of her mouth, she gave a good suck at the end, making a popping noise.

      “You taste like the ocean,” she whispered.

      I huffed out a laugh and then pulled her up to kiss her again. “You’re really good at that,” I said. “But I want more, if you’ll give it to me.”

      At this point, it was so dark that I couldn’t even see her right in front of me, but I could hear her breath as it became more ragged, and could feel the way she had begun rubbing herself up and down my length, feeling her juices coat me, and how wet she was.

      “Any way you want me, Professor.” Then she giggled a bit. “I’ve been wanting to say that to you for a long time.” Addy made a contented noise from the back of her throat as she continued to rub against me.

      I touched her, spending more time on her nipples and then running my hands down her thighs and around to her butt, squeezing it and encouraging her to keep moving. Everything about our interaction was erotic. I couldn’t see her, but my other senses were on fire. The sounds of the jungle, of people sleeping or not sleeping nearby, the spell of Addy and her breath and the noises she was making, all made for the most beautiful of settings.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” I breathed against her mouth.

      Without saying anything, Addy positioned herself over my now extremely hard cock. I helped position myself at her entrance, and then she slid down on me in one smooth movement. For a moment, her mouth opened against mine as she stilled and adjusted.

      She was a small woman, and I filled her completely, stretching her, feeling her walls accommodate me and already squeezing me. It was going to be hard not to come too soon with her. I took a few deep breaths and then waited for her to begin moving.

      Addy rode me then, wiggling her hips against me so that I hit the right spot every time she came down. For the most part, I let her do the work, listening to her breath and feeling her breasts rub against me. She increased her pace, but I had to slow her down a couple of times so I wouldn’t beat her to the draw, as it were. But she was impatient, and finally I decided to just go with it.

      It didn’t take long for my legs to begin trembling, and I began pushing her down on me harder, wanting her to feel the same way I did. Addy obliged, and we made a lot of noise of flesh slapping against flesh as she rode me. When she came, it felt like another tremor had run through the ground. Her entire small frame shook, her legs and thighs quivering as she became even wetter. Her orgasm must have been hard indeed because she leaned forward and moaned into my chest, her fingernails raking over my abdomen.

      I had already been biting my lip to hold myself back, and so I thrust into Addy once more. I was breathing heavily, feeling the sweet buildup in my groin. Her juices made my cock tingle, and I couldn’t hold it any longer. I exploded inside her, wrapping my arms around her and holding her to me as I finished.

      When Addy set up, she was breathing hard, but her body had loosened as if she were relaxed now and contented. “Now I can see what I’ve been missing out on,” she murmured.

      “Me too,” I said, still trying to catch my breath. As my heart rate slowed, I pulled her back to my chest, leaving us connected and breathing in the scent of her still-damp hair.

      “This was good,” I said. “Oh so good.”

      “It’s…” Addy began. “It’s the best I’ve ever had.” She turned her head toward me and kissed me on the lips.

      “I’m just getting started,” I said gruffly. “If you just give me a few minutes, I think we can find time to do it again, if you want.”

      Addy took my face between her hands and kissed me long and gloriously. Then she said, “I really mean it, Professor Montblanc. “That’s the best I’ve ever had. Most my experiences haven’t been quite so… Explosive.”

      I smoothed her hair and then rested my hands on her shoulders, which felt small beneath my hands. “I don’t plan on you ever having to say that again. I never want you to leave feeling unsatisfied, Addy.”

      We kissed again, and then slowly began making our way toward another round. Addy rode me until I flipped her over and did some of the work. Since I couldn’t see her, I listened to her voice and the sounds she made to know if I was doing a good job. After that second time, we got dressed again and then fell asleep in each other’s arms.

      I woke some time before dawn, my arms wrapped around Addy and her back pressed against my chest. I wasn’t sure what I had heard until I realized it was Slugger making discontented noises. I sat up and tried to peer at it through the gloom, but couldn’t see anything. So I made some quieting sounds, talking to it, but it still seemed agitated. Finally, I stood—not that I was comfortable anyway, except for having Addy my arms—and found my axe in case of danger.

      There was danger, of sorts. Killer had returned, and although I didn’t see him until he jumped right in front of me, I heard the slight flap of his little wings as he moved, and felt them as they brushed past my leg.

      “No, Killer,” I said sternly. “Get back.”

      Addy woke then, and we made sure Killer didn’t attack Slugger.

      Just beyond the line of the trees, it was growing lighter. Morning. We needed to be off.

      I found Charlee and told her Killer was back, and she said she would secure him so he didn’t run off before we left, and so they could get him on one of the rafts.

      While she did that, I decided to go for a last walk on the beach.

      I really didn’t know why. There was plenty to do right now, including taking the raft out onto the water, but the girls were still waking up, and I had an urge to check out our surroundings one last time before leaving.

      If I admitted it to myself, I also wanted to say goodbye to the island. There was so much here that I still wanted to learn about, but felt like my entire existence had been taken up with survival instead of research. It was a good existence, but I hadn’t yet discovered enough of this place’s secrets.

      “We’ll be back,” I said, shrugging off my temporary feeling of nostalgia and regrets.

      “Yes, we will.”

      I turned to see Addy behind me, and she was smiling. “Can I walk with you?”

      I held out my hand to her. “Of course.”

      We walked hand-in-hand on the beach, sticking closer to the trees. But we hadn’t seen any sign of the warriors since arriving, and I wondered what they were doing. In fact, maybe they had left and we just hadn’t seen them, although I didn’t think so. We would have noticed the canoes on the other side of the lagoon.

      Sure enough, their boats were in the exact same place they had been before, only this time no one was guarding them.

      “Maybe they don’t think there’s anything to guard them against,” Addy said after I remarked on this.

      “It just doesn’t make any sense,” I said, frustrated. I looked into the trees toward the area that would lead to the village. Either the tribe knew something we did not, or they didn’t realize the danger they were in. Finally, on a whim, I turned to Addy. “Let’s go see what they’re doing. It might give us some insight for ourselves.

      Addy looked behind me into the jungle as if she were unsure. Then she looked back up at me and squared her shoulders. “Okay. I just don’t want to be eaten.”

      I laughed. “Neither do I. But I think I know how we can get close enough to look without being seen. We’ll just take a peek at what they’re doing and then will come right back. It’ll take thirty minutes at the most.”
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      “What about the others?” Addy said as we dove into the jungle, following a path that was well-worn.

      “They’re still getting ready, and they know what to do. By the time they just start to miss us, we’ll be back.”

      I was beginning to think the day wouldn’t get much brighter. The light was filtering through the trees as I was used to, and beneath them still seemed dark and gloomy even though I knew it was close to dawn. There was enough light to see our way, though, so we hurried. We’d been walking ten minutes when I realized I’d left my weapons back at the camp. But it wouldn’t matter, we would be only taking a look and then leaving, no need for weapons.

      At least I had my knife, which was always on my belt. And in a pinch, I could defend myself with the terror bird necklace, if necessary. It hung around my neck, along with the medallion with that strange symbol.

      Although we hurried as much as possible, we still took care not to make a lot of noise. It seemed strange to me that this once vibrant community wasn’t coming and going at the beginning of the day. I wondered if something had happened to them. Or if already something was preventing them from getting to their boats.

      However, as Addy and I deviated from the path and began moving toward the rocks that Charlee and I had used, I began to hear the beat of a drum. We climbed over a fallen log and then climbed upward, heading toward those boulders. Once we finally wedged ourselves in, I had a chance to look.

      Once again, there was a large fire burning in the center of the village. The tribe was sitting around it, passing something around to drink. Then, just like before, they put their heads to the ground.

      “Why aren’t they preparing to leave?” Addy asked.

      I had the same question. “It’s got to be that they don’t know how much danger they’re in. Otherwise, why would they stay? This ritual must have been happening all night, as well. The ashes in the middle the fire had already burned down. But instead of someone gathering the ashes to take to the cave, the entire tribe continued to sit around the fire silently. I didn’t even see the warriors wearing the bones. Just a bunch of half-naked people who looked like they were waiting for death.

      “That’s it,” I said. “I don’t think they are leaving. They don’t have any bags or look like they have anything packed. Perhaps they have resigned themselves to their fates. But why wouldn’t they go to their boats and try to get to the other island?”

      “Because of Annua’s people,” Addy said. “I bet they know they won’t be welcomed, or maybe think they think there’s too much competition.” She looked at me with fear in her eyes. “What does that mean for us, Jake?”

      “Annua says it is safe, and she hasn’t indicated at all that we should worry. Anyway, we seem to have little choice. Look at that volcano.”

      Although the cliff mostly blocked the volcano from this vantage point, we could still see a hint of the glow from the crater and the smoke pouring out of it. “It’s getting worse all the time,” I said.

      The day had not grown any lighter, and I figured this was all the light we were going to get. I was fascinated by the tribe, and I wanted to be able to tell them they could escape, but perhaps Addy was right. Perhaps they didn’t want to be in competition with Annua’s people, or perhaps they had a long-standing feud between them.

      “I guess we’ll never know now,” I said. “Not until we’re able to return to find out. Maybe they’ll survive, though.”

      Addy didn’t comment on my muttering, but began climbing off the boulder and sliding back down the other side. I looked at the village one more time, and then something caught my eye.

      A woman, a tall female warrior, taller than any of the other villagers, wearing only a short skirt, with dreadlocks and face paint. She didn’t hold a spear, and she was walking around the outside of the circle, moving between the huts. The drum stopped for a moment, and then somebody called out. The woman paused and looked back. Whatever had been on her mind was forgotten as she returned to the fire and sat down beside some other people.

      When I looked for Addy, she had disappeared into the vegetation. I climbed over the boulders and slid down myself, taking care not to let my necklaces jangle together.

      I followed the same path we had used before, knowing I would catch up to Addy after a moment or two. I was tempted to walk back to the cave and look at it again, but knew we needed to get back to the lagoon and set sail. I had lost my chance to learn more about these people. I just needed to accept it.

      I had just stepped onto the path when I spotted movement through the trees. A blond head and bare arm waving at me.

      It was Addy, but she wasn’t making any noise, simply signaling me to hide. I turned, ready to duck back into the leaves. For whatever reason, she had seen something to alarm her.

      But I didn’t make it into hiding.

      Two warriors, bedecked in those bones and displaying their reproductive bits, stepped out of the jungle. They had been so well hidden that even the bones hadn’t drawn my attention.

      They pointed spears toward me. My hand went to my knife, but there was no way I could draw it before one of them skewered me. “Fuck,” I breathed. I didn’t look back at Addy, not wanting to draw any attention to her. It seemed they hadn’t seen her in any case, and one of us needed to get away. I was glad it would be her. My hand was still on my knife, but I was eyeing those spears. One of the bone warriors twitched as if he was ready to hit me, and I prepared to dive into the jungle and run for all I was worth.

      But his companion stopped him. This second one was staring at my chest. No, not my chest. My necklaces. They talked back and forth for a moment, pointing arguing about something. Then the second one moved behind me and prodded me with the tip of his spear.

      “Motherfucker!” I said as they pushed me forward. He had broken the skin, and I could already feel blood trickling down my back.

      The other bone warrior stepped forward as if to grab my arm, and I made my move.

      I stepped to the right, which was open, twisting so that I drew my knife while at the same time evading the spear that I knew was about to be plunged into my spine. I lurched forward, swiping with my knife to keep them back, but my meager weapon was no match for their long spears.

      And they were fast, faster than I would have thought for stocky men wearing several pounds of bones. I pivoted, looking for the shelter of the jungle, but one of the warriors hit me on the back of the head.

      I staggered, trying to keep my balance and to focus on the plants ahead of me. Something hit me across the back, not producing sharp pain like before, but still hard enough hit that, in combination with the blow to my head, sent me reeling forward on my face. I began to yell, fighting the hands that reached for me.

      The bone warriors grabbed hold of my upper arms and began dragging me along the path. I tried to get my feet under me, tried to struggle, but I was seeing stars and struggling to stay conscious.

      Then I thought of Addy. As far as I knew, they hadn’t found her. Then, knowing with ninety-nine percent certainty that these warriors couldn’t understand English, I yelled.

      “Run! Run, Addy!”
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      They didn’t have far to drag me, and I soon found myself thrown face down in the dirt between some huts. I registered more people around me, bare feet moving around my head. They didn’t hit me again, but when I managed to roll over and look up, I saw several spear tips pointed directly at vital parts of my body. My head began to clear, and I was glad I hadn’t passed out.

      At least, I thought I was glad. If they decided to go ahead and roast me over a fire, it would be better if they put me out of my misery first.

      The people staring down at me were still arguing. Now that I was calmer, and my head was clearer, I managed to pick out a few words I had learned from Annua, like fire, and, most distressingly, a word that sounded like death.

      Then, it seemed they came to a decision, which mainly came down to them pointing at my necklaces. I figured that although the terror bird claws would be interesting, they were likely pointing to the necklace of the man I had killed a few weeks ago.

      Perhaps they recognized it. Perhaps they suspected that I done something to him. It’s exactly what I would’ve thought. Because of course, I had killed him. I hoped the guilt didn’t register on my face, but no one seemed be looking at that. Instead, the two bone warriors grabbed my arms and began dragging me on my back through the village. I was surrounded by people now, and each stone and piece of dirt that hit my back only aggravated the injury there. But the pain didn’t concern me as much as what was going to happen next.

      They suspected that I had injured one of their own. I was therefore an enemy.

      They were cannibals.

      It didn’t take a rocket scientist, or an archaeologist or any sort of intelligent person to figure out that it was very likely I would become their next meal.

      I half expected to be thrown into the fire right there, but instead, the tribe dragged me around it and through another set of huts I hadn’t seen before. They dropped me on the ground and took a step back, but all the time those spears continued to point at me. With so many, I doubted I would be able to get far before they killed me. No, I would need to look for a better opportunity. I promised myself that I would go out fighting, that I wouldn’t just be led like a pig to slaughter, that I would be brave until the end.

      Somebody prodded me in the ribs with the end of a spear, and I rolled over. From there, someone else took my arms and gently helped me to my feet, as if I had merely stumbled in the forest and they were being polite.

      I found myself standing in front of an elderly looking man with a face full of wrinkles and graying hair. He sat on a platform that had poles at each corner, with skulls adorning the top of each pole. One skull was human, but the others were animals. Predators.

      The old man pointed at me, and someone removed my terror bird necklace. They handed it to them and he took his time examining it, feeling each claw before giving me a shrewd look. Then he said something else, but I didn’t understand any of the words.

      He said something again, this time more forcefully.

      “I don’t understand,” I said as calmly as possible. There was no point in him trying to talk to me.

      The old man frowned and then spoke to the bone warriors. They continued to hold my arms, but they were listening intently. Then, the old man stood and pointed at me again. One of the warriors removed the stone that I wore, the one with the carving. They handed it to the old man, who I was sure must have been the chief or tribal leader, and he examined that, too. Then he handed it back to one of the bone warriors, and it was placed back around my neck.

      Then the tribal elder pointed away from him and inclined his head toward me. The next moment, I was being turned around to face the rest of the tribe. One by one, they all knelt on their hands and knees and pressed their foreheads to the ground, just like Annua had done when she first met me.

      I briefly hoped that meant they were going to let me go, but then the bone warriors began tugging me toward another part of the village. The people followed, and I could hear only their footsteps as they followed silently.

      “Shit.” What had I got myself into?

      It didn’t take long for me to see where we were going. There was a cage made out of sturdy poles in the ground. It sat by itself in the midst of some huts, and was decorated with a macabre display of dozens of human skulls.

      The other two bone warriors that I had seen before were there. One of them opened a small door, and I was pushed through it. There was nothing inside the cage but dirt and ash. Not even a simple thatched roof covered it to keep me dry.

      They closed the door and then the bone warriors took up positions at each corner of the cage. All four faced outward, not keeping me inside the cage, but to keep anyone else from getting in. That didn’t really make any sense, so I knew there had to be another reason.

      The day was still gray, but a bit lighter than it had been before. By now, the girls would be worried about me. I hoped Addy had got back without any trouble and told them what happened.

      And then I hoped they would leave without me. The noise coming from the volcano did nothing to encourage me, like a constant rumble of thunder in the background. It had become so frequent that I almost forgot it was there.

      Not a good sign.

      But I knew the girls wouldn’t leave me behind. It gave me a bit of hope, and also terrified me. I didn’t know what I would do if I lost one of them.

      As I looked out through the bars of my cage, not wanting to sit down in the muck at my feet, I looked between the huts toward the center of the village.

      It looked like they were building another large fire. One in the shape of a volcano.

      Fuck. Me.
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      If they hadn’t taken my terror bird necklace, I might have been able to kill a couple of the guards before someone poked a hole in me with a spear. As it was, I had nothing to fight with. At some point they had removed my knife, and so all I had was the necklace and my loincloth.

      Maybe I could unwind the loincloth and use it to strangle a guard.

      It would take too long, and I’d be dead probably before it was finished.

      I discreetly looked around the cage for anything that might help me, but it was completely empty except for the mud, and I couldn’t discern any weak points just by looking. In any case, the bone warriors weren’t likely to let me tear the cage apart while they watched.

      Women, men, and children all began bringing armfuls of firewood to the center of the village. They heaped it nearby, and then began building a platform around the existing fire. Then they brought dry tinder and put it on top of that until the fire was blazing and catching on the new logs. It was enormous, plenty big enough for someone my size to lay on it.

      Would they kill me first? I hoped it would be quick. A knife to the throat, or even better, a quick beheading, before they decided to roast me. I just knew that at any moment, they were going to come back to the cage, yank me out of it, and throw me on that fire alive.

      At any rate, I had to conserve my energy. My only chance to escape might be when they came to get me. If I could sprint toward the jungle, it might give me a chance. A small chance, but a chance nonetheless. Once I was in the jungle, I was competent that I could evade any hunters.

      My other option was to steal a weapon and fight my way out. Maybe I should wait until I was closer to the elderly tribe member. If I threatened to hurt him, maybe I could use him as a hostage until I got away. The thought was slightly distasteful to me, but this was a dire situation, and I really didn’t want to be eaten.

      The fire grew brighter, and then the villagers began to line up around it. Somewhere not too far away, I heard a large grunt and squawk as if from an animal, but nothing happened.

      After a few minutes, a group of men moved into the circle carrying a pole between them. An animal that looked like a theropod was skinned and spitted on the stick. They propped it up onto two poles as if we were merely at barbecue, and it brought the meat just above the fire.

      I almost laughed out loud. They were roasting an animal. Not me. An animal. Relief flooded through me, but not for long.

      The tribe members had lined up, and once the animal was securely roasting over the fire, they turned toward me and began walking toward the cage.

      Oh shit, oh shit. Shit shit shit.

      Maybe I wasn’t the main course. Maybe I was a side dish.

      I moved to the middle of the cage, hoping it would bring me outside the range of spears. But then I wondered why because I wanted them to kill me before tossing me onto the fire. I didn’t have any weapons, but my body tensed, ready for just about anything.

      When the villagers arrived at the cage, however, the bone warriors didn’t move. Instead, the villagers began walking up to the cage in twos and threes, getting on their knees, and offering baskets of something next to the cage. A woman wearing no clothing at all except for some leather strips between her legs bowed with her head to the ground while squeezing her fruit-filled basket through the bars.

      Then another woman, and then a man did the same thing, putting food through the bars. If they had a basket, it was in there, otherwise they just dropped it in the mud. Soon, there was a growing pile of food on one side, and then, as if someone remembered the other side of the cage, they began piling it there, too. It was more food than I could have eaten in a week, but all of it looked as if it were freshly roasted or freshly picked. Some of it was fruit I had never even seen before.

      As the sights and smells began to overtake the smell of ash, my stomach rumbled. I hadn’t eaten since the night before, but I was wary of anything the tribe would give me.

      What were they trying to do, fatten me before the kill?

      As the crowd began to thin, it seemed all of the villagers had bowed to me once more. I began to smell the roasting animal over the fire, and the thought of a hot meal made my mouth water. My stomach growled even louder.

      The morning wore on, and the hunger became more than I was used to. Typically, the girls and I only ate one meal a day, with perhaps a snack of fruit or something in the mornings. But as I looked at the food, I remembered what it was like to eat three meals a day back in my old life.

      Then I wondered why I was denying myself the food in my cage. If I was going to die, at least I wouldn’t die with a growling stomach.

      I sighed. “Fuck this,” I muttered. Then I pulled out some of the fruit that I was used to eating, peeled it open, and began to chow down. They had picked it when it was ripe, and although I didn’t want to make myself sick, I allowed myself a bit more than usual. Perhaps it would dull my senses when they came to kill me. I tried some pieces of meat that had been tossed in a basket, and it wasn’t half bad, although different than anything I had yet tried on the island.

      By the time I finished my meal, a peal of thunder rolled over the mountain, drowning out the rumbling of the volcano. I guessed it was about midday, since that was about the time we typically got rain. Sure enough, within a few moments, the downpour began, and I opened my mouth to get a drink, and then spit it right back out again.

      It was mixed with smoke and ash from the volcano. I would just have to go thirsty. Finally, once I had become wet all over, I decided it wouldn’t be much different than sitting down in the cage. I squatted and sat with my forehead on my knees, listening to the storm, feeling the rain and mud, and trying to create a plan of action for when they came to get me.

      Perhaps the rain would put out the fire.

      Oops. No roasting Jake today.

      But when I looked up, I saw that the villagers were holding large tent pole structures over the fire. They were lined with either fabric or leather. In any case, it was keeping most of the rain off the fire and the meat that was roasting there.

      For a while, the day darkened as the storm continued, and if anything, growing more intense as the afternoon wore on. Most of the food in my cage was now coated in the disgusting rain. Hell, I was coated in it, and the mud at my feet was gray and almost like paint.

      I passed the time using the mud to paint stripes on my legs, just for the hell of it. By the time the rain let up later in the afternoon, I was so bored I was ready for them to just kill me and get it over with. I didn’t like inactivity, and sitting around in the rain wasn’t exactly my style.

      Finally, it seemed the roasted meat was ready, and they removed the animal from the fire. They had steadily fed the flames throughout the day, but now seemed to be letting it die down a bit. I grew hopeful.

      The tribe, which had mostly sheltered from the rain inside their huts, began moving around the fire again, each taking a bit of roasted meat. It had been several hours now since I had eaten, and I was incredibly thirsty, as well as growing seriously hungry again.

      Before too long, a woman left the crowd carrying a woven basket. She paused at the door. She seemed familiar, and I thought she was the same tall woman I had noticed a couple of times before. Instead of a turtle shell, she wore a leather skirt with an axe at her hip. She had long dark dreadlocks that were tied behind her head. And her breasts were free, tanned, and just the right size for woman her height. She had broad shoulders but still an hourglass figure, but my eyes went to where she was heading. She moved to the door of the cage, and one of the bone warriors took the latch and opened it for her.

      This is my chance. Now, bowl over her and get out of here while they aren’t expecting you to do anything.

      I took a breath in preparation for running, preparing to push her to the ground and get the hell out of there. But the woman knelt just like all the others with her forehead pressed to the mud and held out her basket. It was lined with leaves and contained the really good smelling meat that had just come from the fire.

      Except the food wasn’t what stopped me.

      The woman spoke. Or at least, I think she did. It was hard to be certain until I recognized the words coming out of her mouth.

      “Don’t try to run,” she whispered. “Not yet.”

      “What?” I said in a low voice.

      The woman sat up and wiped the mud from her forehead while glancing meaningfully at the bone warriors. She set the food on the ground and then left the cage without another word.

      I would have thought I had imagined it, but her look had said it all. She understood me, and knew that I understood her.

      She spoke English. What the hell was she doing here? Was she a castaway? Had she been here for years? How had she come to live with this tribe?

      My mind filled with more questions, but I decided it wasn’t the best time to try to get away anyway, with the bone warriors on such high alert. I would need to catch them off guard.

      The rest of the day passed with nothing much happening. I ate the hot meat that I had been given, and later when they brought me water, I drank that too. My mind swirled with questions about the woman, but I also still worried about my fate. I hadn’t seen any sign of my harem, and only hoped that if they were going to do something, they did it quickly.

      When darkness fell, it was dark indeed. The bone warriors stayed at their posts, with only a brief break for each of them in turn. I supposed they were used to this task, but I wondered if they were going to stand there all night without sleep. I wasn’t too comfortable in the mud, but I dozed off and on, waking at every little noise.

      Late in the evening, I had an idea. Most of the villagers had gone into huts, with one or two tending the now smaller fire. As quietly as I could, I grabbed one of the baskets that had been left with food, and dumped the fruit on the ground. Then I moved over to the side of the cage facing away from the fire. I didn’t think anyone could see me, because I could barely see the bone warriors at each corner of the cage. Quietly, painstakingly slow, I use my hands to scoop mud from the side of the cage into the basket. My goal was to dig myself out. With any luck, I could slip out from beneath the cage and run off into the dark before they realized I was missing.

      Yeah, I was going to need a lot of luck.

      When my basket was full, I quietly tipped it over and spread the mud around at my feet, and then began again.

      A couple of times that evening, someone walked by the cage with a torch. They looked at me, but I had seen them coming. I sat on my hole and placed the basket next to me, hoping they wouldn’t notice anything. At this rate, I doubted I would get to finish anything big enough before morning, but I couldn’t risk going any faster because I would draw their attention. I would just have to try the best I could.

      Sure enough, by the time gray light spilled over the tops of the trees, I had made quite a hole in the mud at the base of the cage. However, I’d also discovered something else.

      The polls for the cage were set deep into the ground. How deep, I didn’t know, but I doubted I could continue to hide a hole big enough to get beneath them. For all I knew, the cage extended underground as well, like a box, and they had filled it with mud. With a lot of muttering under my breath, I covered the hole with some baskets and lay down on the ground, listening to people begin moving around, and the bone warriors talking quietly to each other.

      However, I was still alive, and that meant there was hope. I would simply need to wait until they again opened that door. This time, no matter who came through it, I would do whatever I had to do to get past them and away.
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      Much to my dismay, when a villager brought me breakfast, all she did was push it through the bars, bowing outside the cage before leaving once again. I was tired, but I made myself eat simply because I didn’t want to lose any more strength. The best weapon I had was the element of surprise, and I needed all the energy I could get to enact my plan.

      Later that morning, the bone warriors began moving, going to the cage door. Something was happening, and I mentally prepared myself for a fight. The tall woman who had spoken to me appeared, this time carrying a spear. She opened the door and motioned for me to leave the cage, and then moved in front of the bone warriors. They kept a tight guard around me as I exited, not leaving any gaps for me to push through to escape. One of the warriors put a hand on my arm and gripped it tightly as if to make doubly sure.

      My heart began to beat rapidly in my chest. This was it, the day they were going to slaughter and eat me. The academic side of my brain kicked in, and I wondered at a tribe that was so ritualistic that it bowed to its dinner. I let my mind wander a while, trying to stay detached from the situation before the fear could take hold of me.

      We didn’t walk far before we paused in front of the huts. There was a low entrance, and the woman with dreadlocks was standing there. She took my other arm and pulled me after her into the hut.

      The bone warriors stayed behind.

      Inside the hut was about as I had expected, with a dirt floor and a small fire in the center. But it also had a clay basin big enough for me to sit down in, and two other women. One of the women was dressed like the woman in dreadlocks, only she was shorter and had a bit darker skin. Her breasts were smaller, with large nipples, and her hair was straight down her back. The third tribeswoman wasn’t armed, but was small, younger, and only wore skins. She held a clay pot in her arms. Then I realized there were many other pots behind them on the floor, all filled with water.

      The woman with dreadlocks moved behind me and spoke in a low voice. “Just follow their lead. There will be time to get away later.” Then she pushed me toward the clay basin on the ground, and I was met by the other two women.

      Then their hands were on me, and they were unwinding my loincloth and pulling it off. Suddenly, I was exposed, more naked than they were, with the exception of the necklace, which they left.

      I cleared my throat, but they gestured for me to stand in the basin, and the younger woman stepped onto a stool beside it and touched my shoulder as if she wanted me to hold still. I did, all the time looking at the woman with dreadlocks and wanting to ask her questions that I knew would be dangerous. She looked at me as if she had no interest in me other than to be a guard, and the younger woman stood on the stool and poured water over my head.

      Then, all of the women grabbed a pitcher and began using it, running hands over my body to get off the worst of the mud. Then the youngest woman began scrubbing me with a harsh soap, starting in my hair, going over my face and beard, and then down my neck and shoulders. She continued to work, scrubbing off all the dirt and sweat and mud from my body, moving down my torso to my groin.

      When she tried to use the soap on my dick, however, I grabbed her hand. She looked up at me, startled. But I wasn’t about to let her touch me with that harsh soap, not there. I imagined feeling raw, and at least didn’t want to be in that kind of pain before they killed and ate me.

      It was a small thing, but one I couldn’t ignore. The other two women walked over, and I thought they would force me. I imagined them holding me down and literally scrubbing the skin off my scrotum. Instead, the woman with dreadlocks took the soap from the younger one, rubbed it between her hands, and then gently scrubbed around the most sensitive bits. I couldn’t help but look at her as she worked, and I couldn’t help the erection that sprang up. However, my mind was filled with worry for what was to happen. I worried my death was getting closer.

      Once they had finished bathing me, the younger woman again stood on her stool, turned me toward her, and began to shave my neck with sharpened stone. I held as still as possible, wondering if this was the moment when they would slit my throat and I would die in the arms of beautiful women.

      But she proved to be an expert, and shaved my neck and beard. It had been so long since I’d been clean-shaven, that I couldn’t help but run my hand over my cheeks when she was done. She had done a good job, and I didn’t even feel razor burn. Then she moved lower, as if to shave my groin. Again, I grabbed her hand and shook my head. “No.”

      The young woman glanced at the others, who must have approved my request because she lowered the sharpened stone. Apparently I was going to be allowed the dignity of not having her shave me down there. I didn’t want that stone knife anywhere near my manly parts.

      After one more rinse, they got me out of the tub and motioned for me to sit on a small bench. They then dried me off with something that felt a bit like animal hide, and and called to someone outside. More women came in, this time carrying large bones attached to each other with soft ropes, which they draped them over my shoulders. They then draped a piece of rough fabric over my groin. By this time, I had lost my erection and was merely hoping that if they were dressing me, it would mean they weren’t going to eat me yet.

      When I was done to their satisfaction, the youngest woman painted the same symbol that was on the stone around my neck onto my chest, using red paint. While it dried, they tied my hair back with a strip of leather and then looked me over.

      “Well?” I asked. “Do I meet your approval?”

      I thought that the woman who spoke English might have smirked just a bit, but I couldn’t be sure.

      The younger woman and the silent warrior left the hut, leaving me with only the English-speaking woman.

      She stepped close to me quickly, and again spoke in a voice so that only I could hear. Her English had the slight hint of a French accent.

      “They’re going to prepare the youngest one for you. It won’t take them long, because she has been preparing for this all night. They’ll bring in a mat, and they want you to have sex with her.”

      “What? What kind of game is this?”

      The woman shook her head. “It is in your best interest to just go along with it. I can’t explain now, but hopefully I’ll get a chance before they take you. When they lead you up the mountain, that will be your chance to get away.”

      We heard noises outside, and she took a step away from me.

      “What is your name?” I hissed.

      “Gabrielle,” she whispered.

      The other two women returned, carrying a mat made of rushes or something similar. Gabrielle helped them spread it out on the opposite side of the bath, and then the two warrior women stepped away. The younger woman walked over to me and stood in front of me.

      Then she began to undress. I wanted to stop her. This was not what I wanted, not exactly. First of all, I had more women than I could get to already. And second, I didn’t know if this young woman was doing this of her own accord. Had she given consent? She smiled hesitantly, and continued removing her clothes, sliding them over her hips and letting them fall to the floor. She had small breasts and wide hips, and overall a pretty figure. When I looked in her eyes, I couldn’t be certain of what I saw there, exactly. She was unreadable.

      The woman took my hand and placed it between her legs. It was sudden and not what I expected. Politely, I felt that she seemed to have just bathed, and felt how soft she was. Tentatively, I stroked her, and her eyes widened. I glanced over at the two warrior women who were now standing each at one end of the mat. I assumed this was part of the ritual. By now, I had become used to having sex with other people around, but these women were complete strangers, and I still wasn’t sure they weren’t going to try to eat me. I didn’t know what going up the mountain meant, but I suspected it wasn’t something I would enjoy.

      The girl took the hand that was between her legs and pulled me to my feet. Without a word or a glance back, she led me to the mat and laid down on it with her legs spread. Then she patted her chest as if to tell me to get on top of her.

      “This is not right,” I said.

      As if to encourage me, the young woman spread her legs even further and raised her knees to give me an unencumbered view of her pussy. She smiled and gestured again, patting her chest and holding out her hand to me. I glanced at Gabrielle, who didn’t give a signal that she’d even seen me. To cover the look, to make it look like I wasn’t trying to get a sign from her, I glanced at the other woman, too, who looked just as steady and resolute.

      Fuck.

      Did I take this moment and try to run? Or did I have sex with this young woman? The sex part wasn’t a problem, except again for my concerns about her consent. But Gabrielle had said this was in my best interest. Of course, perhaps she was only using our shared language to make me feel more comfortable before I was killed.

      In any case, I had little choice. If I didn’t trust Gabrielle, I had no hope at all.

      With a quick glance at the door, I saw that the bone warriors were standing in front of it as if to stop any prying eyes. Then, the second warrior woman said something to me. She pointed at the woman at my feet and said it again. I looked at Gabrielle, who nodded tersely.

      There was no way I was getting out of this hut, and the girl on the floor now had a soft frown on her face. She sat up and grabbed my hand. I guessed that this was as close to consent as I was going to get. The young woman certainly seemed willing. I let her pull me onto the mat and then settled between her thighs. She smiled and laid her arms down on the mat as if she expected me to just get on with it.

      But it wasn’t in me to do that. I wasn’t that kind of man. Instead, I began running my hands over her body, over her soft hair, and then gently kissing her neck. I wanted her to enjoy this is much as possible, and so when I closed my mouth over her small, pert breasts, I was pleasantly surprised that she gasped a little and arched against me. Still, she didn’t put her hands on me, but her body softened as if she were relaxing. I continued to pay attention to her breasts, and then let my hands wander down her thighs, feeling them and touching her gently.

      However, the warrior woman behind me spoke tersely again, and then prodded my ass with the blunt end of her spear.

      I jerked upward and batted the spear away with my hand, expecting to be run through. But she merely looked at me sternly and gestured again to the young woman. Apparently, they didn’t want me making this pleasurable for her. I sighed and looked down at the girl, who was smiling at me and now touching herself. Then she sat up and touched me, stroking my cock until my erection returned with a vengeance.

      How could I resist her? I could, if I wanted to try to run away. But it might likely be the last thing I did. I figured that if this was the last thing I ever accomplished, at least it would be a good memory to take with me to my death.

      But I still wasn’t willing to just stick it in and get it over with. Instead, I stopped playing around and began massaging her.

      I felt another prod in my ass, and so I took the tip of my cock and began rubbing it along the young woman’s folds. She was already wet, and since everyone was so eager for me to get on with it, I carefully eased inside her, watching her face for any signs of discomfort. The young woman smiled but seemed determined to just lie there.

      I slowly pulled out and then pushed back in again, watching her face. I found a slow rhythm, and a few times saw her lips part just slightly and her eyelids lower as if I had touched her in the right way. Without any other indication, I took that as a sign and worked that spot as I slid in and out.

      After another jab on my ass, I began thrusting faster, trying to hold on and make the girl come with me. She continued to smile and panted a little bit, but I didn’t feel any sign of trembling in her thighs as if she might have been closer than I thought. I bit my lip to hold on, feeling the pressure build. Sliding a hand under her butt, I raised her hips to meet mine with every thrust, propping myself up on my elbow as I watched her face.

      Finally, the young woman squeezed her eyes shut and opened her mouth wider. I felt a quick shudder as she tightened around me. Then she relaxed a bit, and I figured she was done, so I thrust into her three more times rapidly for my own release. I hovered over her a moment, wondering about this strange but surreal experience. The young woman was smiling at me once again, and as I caught my breath, I gently sat back on my heels.

      The entire time, Gabrielle and the other woman had watched the whole thing. The young woman sat up, still smiling and now looking at me from under her lashes, took her clothes, and left the hut.

      To my surprise, she was greeted with what sounded like cheers and a drum. Shaking my head, I reached for my own clothes and put them on. Then I sat back on the mat and waited. I knew there was no point in trying to talk to Gabrielle, and so I just listened to what sounded like a party.

      A party in which I suspected I still had a role to play.

      Again, my detached academic brain kicked in, and I wondered what kind of seasoning these cannibals used for human steaks.
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      The two warriors, Gabrielle and the other woman, began speaking to each other and soon the other woman left the hut, leaving me in Gabrielle’s charge once more. I stood up and turned to her, hoping for some answers.

      “What is your name,” she asked.

      “Jake.”

      Gabrielle nodded. “We have a little bit of time before they come get you for the celebration. I convinced my friend to go oversee getting you some food.”

      “Celebration for what?” I asked. “Are they going to eat me?”

      Gabrielle shook her head. “No, Jake. Although you may wish that that is your fate when I tell you what your role is here.”

      I waited with bated breath for her to continue.

      She sighed. “In case you haven’t already guessed it, the tribe worships the volcano. How did you come by that stone?” she asked, pointing to the symbol around my neck.

      I looked down at it and noticed that the symbol they had painted on my chest was now smudged. “I took it.” I looked up at Gabrielle. “I took it from a man I killed in the jungle. He attacked… me.” I refrained from saying anything about my girls. As far as I knew, no one in the tribe knew about my harem, and I wasn’t about to tell them now.

      Gabrielle scowled. “That man was the prince of the volcano. It was going to be his duty to offer himself up as a sacrifice to the god of the volcano in order to appease it. Now, since he disappeared and the volcano continues to become unstable, the tribe believe they must find another sacrifice.”

      My blood seemed to run cold, as if someone had injected ice into it. “And since I’m wearing the stone…”

      Gabrielle nodded. “They have decided you will be that sacrifice.”

      “How does this happen? What can I expect?” I walked around the hut, looking at my old loincloth that had been thrown next to the bath. Gabrielle had grown silent, so I stopped walking and turned to face her. “Tell me.”

      “They will take you up to the crater, or at least as close as they can get you to it. Now that it is smoking so hotly, I don’t know. But I do know that the warriors who have been tasked with taking you know that there’s a chance they will die up there as well. They’re going to toss you into the crater as a peace offering for the god Uglig.”

      I knew the name because it was the same one Annua had used to describe the volcano. “You said there would be a time for me to make my move.”

      Gabrielle came to stand in front of me. “Yes. When they are leading you up the mountain, there will only be two guards with you. Two warriors that although are strong and brave, you will have a better chance of overcoming. Only two, instead of the one hundred here in the village. If you can find an opening, you must kill them and escape.”

      “And if I don’t kill them?”

      “They will continue to hunt you. They will feel ashamed for losing you, and if they did not return to the tribe, the tribe will merely think they would have died with you. However, if they come back and report what happened and offer themselves up for execution because of their shame, the tribe will kill them and continue to hunt you.”

      “Why the fuck can’t they just find someone else in the village? I guess no one else wanted to throw themselves into a crater of hot lava!” The whole thing was getting ridiculous, like some sort of Tom Hanks movie. And anyway, I wondered what it would be like trying to climb the volcano now, or even if it was too late. Even now, the lava could be flowing down the mountainside.

      “Keep your voice low. It is forbidden for me to speak any language but the tribes’,” Gabrielle said. “And it is your best chance to get away. I will give you a weapon before you leave, and you must hide it.”

      I sat down on the stool. “How did you come to be here? How long have you been here?”

      Gabrielle took a deep breath, and I tried to avoid looking at her breasts. “As best I can gather, I have been here for two years. I don’t know exactly how I got here, except that I was sailing through the Bahamas by myself and a storm came up. My boat capsized, and I was washed away from it. I woke up the next morning on the beach. I didn’t know how to survive, and the tribe found me. They took me in, took care of me, and made me one of their own. That’s the short version.”

      “And you believe in this volcano god?”

      Gabrielle snorted. “Of course not. I have been trying to tell the tribe they need to leave. They have boats, they know of other islands. But they are stubborn, and set in their traditions. They refused to leave, and when they suspected that I wanted to, they began watching me. Jake, if you escape your guard, do you have a way off this island? How did you come to be here?”

      I looked at her carefully, concerned about whether or not I could trust her. “I do have a way off this island, but it is not the same way I got here. That’s a long story.”

      “If you escape your guards, will you take me with you? I’m willing to kill to get away.”

      I glanced at the bone warriors standing outside the hut. They looked just as stout and immovable as before. “Are you coming up to the crater with us?”

      Gabrielle shook her head.

      “Then how… You’re going to run away?”

      She nodded. “Where can I meet you?”

      And now came the moment that I had been anticipating for the last few minutes. I didn’t want to tell her the location of the rafts. For all I knew, she would go down there with a group of warriors, slaughter my girls, and destroy our rafts. If they were so intent on appeasing this volcano god, how could I trust any of them.

      Although Gabrielle seemed genuine, just because she spoke my language did not mean she could be trusted. However, if I did indeed escape from my guards—which I wasn’t sure I could do yet–I would still need to come back this way to get to the lagoon. Going through the inner side of the island would be more dangerous and take too long. Finally, I made a decision. “If you get free, go down to the beach and hide nearby. If I’m able to escape, I’ll come back that way for you.”

      Gabrielle nodded, and for the first time I saw a bit of shine in her eyes. “I had thought that maybe I would try to steal one of their boats and get away. I wasn’t sure how this was going to work, but I figured I didn’t have long to wait to find out.”

      “It’s still not a bad plan,” I said. “What about that girl? What was the sex ritual about?”

      Gabrielle didn’t even blink, as if she hadn’t witnessed the entire thing. “The tribe, and the girl, hope that she will become pregnant by you, and so carry on your line. It is a great honor for her, and for you.”

      “It would be an even greater honor if they weren’t going to throw me into the volcano,” I muttered.

      Gabrielle smirked.

      The other warrior woman came in and said something to Gabrielle. They gestured for me to go to the door, and when I did, the roar from the village outside was deafening. They were all waiting for me, with more offerings of food, bowing or lying down flat on the ground, and then standing and dancing to the beat of the drum. The entire thing was insane, and I was still having trouble believing what Gabrielle had told me.

      The bone warriors then motioned for me to come outside and two of them, a male and female, took up a position on either side of me. These were the people I assumed had been chosen to lead me up the volcano to my death.

      As I looked up, the rumbling of an imminent eruption shook the earth, and there was still plenty of smoke in the air. The wind had picked up and seemed to be blowing much of it out toward the sea, so at least it was a bit easier to breathe.

      Again, I was led to the center of the village toward the old man on the platform. He was watching everyone dancing and singing, and even clapped his hands together as if enjoying himself. Then he said something to me in their language and pointed to the young woman I’d had sex with. She climbed onto the platform and went to stand beside the old man. There was a bit of family resemblance between the two, and I wondered if she was tribal leader’s daughter or granddaughter. She smiled as someone else placed a wreath of flowers on her hair. Then the old man kissed her on the cheek and the party continued.

      Apparently, I wasn’t going to be allowed to participate in the festivities. Now that I had been bathed and spilled my seed, the volcano was suddenly more urgent, I supposed.

      Although food had been offered to me, I wasn’t given a chance to eat any of it. Not that I was hungry. My stomach was beginning to roll at the reality of what was about to happen. I would somehow need to kill these two warriors beside me and then escape, find Gabrielle, and take her back to lagoon with me.

      All without being killed on the side of the volcano, and hopefully before it erupted any further.

      Another wreath of flowers was placed around my neck, and someone came and re-touched the symbol on my chest with more paint. Then they painted something on my face, and Gabrielle and the other warrior woman came to drape more bones over me. More symbols were painted on each of my arms, and then everyone cheered.

      I was now apparently finished.

      Before Gabrielle turned away, she leaned forward and pretended to kiss me on the cheek. As she did, I felt her slide something inside the leather thong I was wearing. It was small, but made a bulge in my pants as if I had a slight erection. It felt cold and like metal. Then she smiled and moved away. I guess that was going to be the weapon she had told me about. From the size and feel, I guess it must have been a pocketknife.

      Great. I was going to take on two men with spears, using a pocketknife. But it was better than nothing, and as the warriors led me away between them, their hands holding my arms, I looked back at Gabrielle. She looked as somber as ever, despite the celebration going on around her. Perhaps I would see her again.

      I dearly hoped so.
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      Climbing to the top of the crater wouldn’t have been easy on a regular day. But with smoke and ash rolling down ever thicker as we went along, and being prodded by two bone wearing warriors with their genitals sticking out, it was terrifying to say the least.

      There was no easy way up the volcano. We had to first walk along the beach until and we came to a set of stairs that had been cut into the cliff on the northernmost end. One warrior began ascending ahead of me, and the other behind. Briefly, I thought this might be my chance, that all I would have to do would be to fake a stumble, and then push my guards over the edge.

      However, when I glanced down, I could still see the village… and the entire tribe watching our ascent. Sure, I might get away, but they were likely to send people after me. On the other hand, I may not get another chance to surprise these warriors. I figured I could hide in the jungle well enough and lose the rest of the village on the way back to the lagoon.

      The plan had issues, but so did the entire idea of escape. And I wasn’t about to be walked into a crater without fighting at all. If I happened to fall off the stairs during the struggle, well at least I hadn’t fallen into a molten vat of hot lava.

      As we got closer to the top, and where there was a steep drop off to the left, I attempted my fake stumble, abruptly going to my hands and knees on the stairs. In a faint effort to catch myself, I grabbed the ankle of the warrior in front of me, the female. However, I underestimated her sense of balance, and she merely lifted her leg with a short hop that took her out of my reach. Behind me, the other warrior whacked me on the head with the end of his spear.

      “Ow!” I said. “Is that any way to treat the man who’s going to save your village?”

      I rubbed my head for a minute until the warrior kicked me with his foot. Apparently, the time for worshiping me had come to an abrupt end.

      So that hadn’t worked, but I had gained some insight into how quickly these warriors were able to move. They were faster than me, but I wasn’t going to let that deter me from taking them by surprise.

      We reached the top of the stone staircase and then plunged immediately into the jungle. I hadn’t been on this side of the island, but it looked the same as everywhere else, except the air was thicker, mostly with smoke. However, the canopy above prevented most of the larger flakes of ash from falling onto the ground. I expected that any moment these trees would catch fire, and it would be too late, but I tried not to think about that as my guards stayed close and we began the climbing the slope.

      The volcano continued to rumble, causing me to feel a bit unsteady on my feet. But I followed the woman, sweating and swearing at having gotten myself into this situation. I was still feeling a bit detached, but I was having a harder time now that the idea of plunging into a river of lava was so close.

      We were actually following a narrow trail up the volcano, and had to do little to get through the jungle. However, eventually even this trail ended, and the warrior in front of me began hacking away at foliage with the axe she’d carried at her hip. I hadn’t seen it before because it blended in with the bone armor that she wore.

      Shit.

      They had axes as well as spears, and I didn’t doubt for a moment that they were deadly with them. However, I thought, stopping a broad leaf from smacking me in the face, if I could get one of those axes, I was just as deadly with one, having practiced for weeks now at throwing them. I could hit the target as well or better than any of the girls.

      I began to memorize the way the woman moved as we walked. As the slope became steeper, we had to do as much climbing as walking, grabbing vines and trees to pull ourselves up. The woman, seemed to have little trouble and might as well have been a gazelle on the African plain, gliding up the mountain.

      But I heard the warrior behind me huffing as if he was having trouble catching his breath. I had coughed a few times to clear my own airways, but I was doing better than he was. If I could take out the woman, using the element of surprise to get her axe, then I could use the weapon on the slower warrior below me.

      But my plans changed almost as soon as I finalized them. The vegetation began to thin, and some of it was even smoking. The ground had also grown noticeably hot, with steam seeming to come out of fissures all around us. It wasn’t a great time to attempt my escape, but I was running out of time altogether. The volcano had been erupting for days now, and would be too hot to actually approach. So either the warriors would have to just pretend to throw me in, or drag me up while they themselves burned alive. It wasn’t really a fun thought, but there was some hope that perhaps they wouldn’t have the courage to take me all the way up to the crater.

      But as we continued climbing, the fissures that were releasing steam began to spew lava. The heat was becoming unbearable, and my thirst grew to torturous levels.

      And that’s when I realized that Gabrielle had been correct. These two warriors were prepared to die in order to carry out the mission. Which meant that unless I could get away, I was going to have to kill them, because they weren’t going to simply let me go.

      What had started out as a small, thin trail of hot orange lava a few feet to our left soon began growing into a swift-flowing river. The lava was overflowing the crater, erupting more forcefully, and causing the ground to shake even more the further up we went. I had never been this close to an active volcano in my life, and I definitely hadn’t stood near a lava flow. It was fascinating, and for a moment the scientific portion of my brain kicked in as I watched it curl around itself and turn black on top, continuing to move down the mountain toward the sea. Soon, it was likely to overtake the trees at the base and trap me on the volcano if I didn’t get away.

      Above, all we could see was smoke and occasional glow of the fire. We still weren’t near the crater, but I couldn’t tell how close we were because built visibility was so poor. However, the vegetation had all but disappeared, and we were hiking on volcanic rock. My feet were sore, and some of it cut them as we went. The woman ahead of me was having the same problem, but she didn’t seem to mind that her feet were bleeding and resolutely pushed through the smoke.

      But I’d had enough. This is too far, and already I feared I wouldn’t make it back down the mountain if I didn’t make a move.

      I reached into the leather thong I wore, trying not to attract attention of the guard behind me, and pulled out a simple pocketknife. It was like something that I would have seen or owned back in my own world, and felt strangely comforting, as if all this were really a dream.

      Except I knew it wasn’t, and it was becoming so hot that I could feel my skin blister on my left shoulder. The river of lava was expanding, growing ever closer, and the heat on my face was also unbearable. Time to act. With one hand, I found the edge of the blade and opened it, keeping it in front of me so the guard couldn’t see. He was still huffing and blowing, and it sounded like he was farther behind me than he had been before. Perhaps he was melting.

      Now was the time.

      With a sudden movement, I took two big strides and reached the guard in front of me. I plunged my knife into her shoulder, hoping the blade was long enough to go through the bone armor that she wore. She yelled and spun around, her axe swinging toward me as if she were merely going to chop down a tree.

      I turned with her, trying to stay behind her, but my knife was stripped out of my hand as she moved, still lodged between two bones on her shoulder. It obviously hurt, but she acted as if it didn’t faze her. I ducked none too soon, and that axe nearly scalped me as it went over.

      Not to be deterred, I rushed and tried to tackle her like an offensive lineman. My shoulder hit her gut, and I thought I’d broken my collarbone on the bone armor. She grunted and we both fell onto the rocks. I was grabbing for her axe, knowing that was what was going to save me. We rolled, and she let out a yell as I heard the knife in her back snap.

      I only hoped the blade was still in her shoulder, because I was quickly outnumbered. The other guard had run up, and even though it had taken him quite a while to reach us—really only a few seconds but it felt like a lifetime—his spear was ready to poke through my chest. I figured at this point, the volcano god wouldn’t care if I was dead before they tossed me in.

      It seemed I was right. The warrior brought his spear down, and at the last moment, just as I was reaching for the axe with the woman pinned beneath me, I flipped around so that she was on top. She raised her axe, and the spear struck her. It must have glanced off her armor before sinking into her flesh, but she still leaned back with another battle cry.

      I shrugged her off me and grabbed the axe that was now in her loose hand, and the other warrior didn’t waste any time pulling his own axe and getting ready to fight me hand-to-hand. Now my back was blistering with the heat as it was turned toward the crater. All I heard and felt was the rumble of the volcano, as if my ears had suddenly gone deaf to anything else.

      The warrior below me was saying something in his language, circling as if ready to attack. I circled with him, trying to watch my step and knowing that the woman, although gravely injured, was still alive. She lay on the side of the mountain with her head facing down, grasping at stones she tried to breathe.

      But now wasn’t the time for pity. It was literally them or me.

      And I had an entire harem to protect, an entire group of women counting on me to get down there so they could leave.

      The man swiped at me, and I jumped back, feeling the head of the axe smack against the bones on my chest, narrowly missing my sternum. I took my own swipe at him, aiming for his arm and hoping to disable him so that I could get away. But he moved quickly, on alert because of my treachery.

      I swiped again, driving him backward, trying to give myself room so that I could actually throw the axe and hit him. But it seemed he understood what I was trying to do, because he wouldn’t back away enough for me to get a good throw in. He went back on the offensive, swiping with his axe and yelling some sort of battle cry. I could still feel my skin blistering, and the pain began to set in, but adrenaline had also surged to the front, and I was able to focus on the man in front of me.

      The next time he swiped, I moved down the mountain, which brought me too close to the other woman’s hands. She had enough presence of mind to grab my leg and yank it out from under me. I fell down hard, my face planting into the volcanic rock.

      I rolled, but the bigger warrior was now on top of me, was raising his axe for the final blow. I saw it all as if time had stopped, saw where I had actually nicked his arm during one of my swipes, saw his yellow teeth showing beneath the skull on his head, and saw the axe dropping down.

      Too bad these warriors hadn’t bothered to cover themselves fully with that bone armor.

      All it took was a split second for me to remember that his groin was completely exposed, and I brought my fist up into a solid punch, connecting with his bare flesh. His axe swing went wide, the blade landing in the rock beside my ear. I could tell he was trying not to double over, trying to overcome the pain, and I inwardly cringed for him. But again, there was no time for pity, and really he should have covered himself like any normal man. I jumped up and grabbed his axe, finding the other about three feet away.

      I was of two minds at this point—to spare these warriors’ lives and leave them to get off the volcano themselves, or put them out of their misery now. There was really no time to make the decision, though, before I heard a loud squawk echoing up from the trees and through the smoke.

      I knew that squawk. Killer was here.
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      My feathered friend burst through the cloud of smoke, rushing the man who was still on his knees crouching over his smashed genitals. The man turned at the last moment, apparently having heard the squawk as well, and happened to spin out of the way just as Killer’s beak swiped down in a bone crushing move. Killer missed, and the man staggered to his feet. Killer stalked toward him confidently, watching his every move and squawking again.

      “Jake!” I heard through the smoke.

      Then Everly, Zuri, and Addy burst through, carrying weapons and covering their faces covered with material so they could breathe.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked angrily.

      “You didn’t think we were gonna leave you here on your own to fuck around with this tribe?” Everly asked, aiming her spear toward the warrior who was trying to dance out of the out of Killer’s way.

      The bird didn’t relent, and I could tell that any moment he would strike, likely eviscerating the warrior because that bone armor wouldn’t do any good against terror bird’s beak.

      I glanced at the other guard, who seemed to be breathing, but was still. The spear was still sticking out of her back. Addy looked over at her, but wisely didn’t go any closer. I warned them to stay away and was getting ready to call Killer to me. We didn’t have time to dance this tune. The air was growing thicker, and the rumbling never ceased, shaking so that I was afraid of losing my footing. The girls were in danger of getting burned, as well, even though it appeared they had stayed away from the river of lava. Already I saw Addy’s skin turning red.

      Just then, there was a great crack of rock and steam billowed out of the mountain directly behind the male warrior. He screamed and ran to the side, still terrified of Killer. But then the mountain opened further, and lava began bubbling out, rolling down the slope at an alarming rate.

      “Killer!” I said. “Let’s get out of here!”

      I motioned to the girls and began running, waiting for them to pass me. That lava flow could go in any direction, and indeed, it seemed as if it were splitting into two sections down the mountain. I knew it wasn’t going to get any better, and if we stayed here we’d either die of heat stroke or burn. I didn’t want to be caught on the volcano after having escaped becoming a sacrifice to it.

      And I didn’t want all of us to become a sacrifice the volcano, either.

      Killer turned, and to my surprise ran with us, forging a trail ahead as if he too couldn’t wait to get away from the heat. But in the next moment, something hard hit me, a body from above that had been hurled down on me. I went flying forward, rolling down over the rocks, feeling the own bones on my back dig into my body, and the heavy body of a warrior pulling me downward. We slid to a stop, but neither of us had a weapon.

      We had fallen too close to the flow of lava, however, so close that I thought that heat would melt my skin off. I pulled away, trying to get out of reach of the warrior’s hands. I didn’t even have time to try to knock him unconscious or kill him. But he didn’t let up, grabbing my clothing and heaving me as if he were going to try to toss me into the river of lava. I kicked with my feet, my hands going around his throat automatically.

      Then the girls were there, trying to pry his arms away, and my own bone decoration tore away from my body. Then I was free, and the warrior struggled to his feet, stumbling.

      He took off the skull off his head and I saw his face properly for the first time, painted white and looking terribly scarred. He hurled the skull at me, and I ducked. It still struck my shoulder, the same shoulder that had blistered. Then he began removing his bone armor as if he were going to use them to fight to the death.

      But it was five against one, if you included Killer, and we all had deadly aim.

      I grabbed the spear from Addy and yelled as I charged. We couldn’t risk having this man chase us all down the mountain. He tried to duck, tried to swerve away from me, but I threw the spear the last few inches and it hit him in the shoulder. He yelled as it dug into his flesh, but grabbed the spear and yanked it out. His arm poured blood.

      “Oh shit,” I said. We had just given him a weapon.

      But it didn’t seem to have mattered. Killer rushed back up the mountain and snapped at the man, who swung the spear expertly as if to bash the bird’s head in. But the bird was faster than any of us, and ducked his head and latched on to the man’s knee. We all heard the snap of bone that was louder even than the rumbling of the volcano. This time, the man screamed and jerked away, but it was clear that his leg was now useless. He stumbled, lost his balance, and in an attempt to avoid the rest of us, lurched backward.

      Again, it felt like slow motion as he fell, a long arc as he went backward and landed in the river of fire. There was one more long scream from him, and then he was seemingly absorbed by the volcano itself and washed down the mountainside.

      We were all breathing heavily, but then as we began coughing, I realized we had no time to congratulate each other. I glanced up briefly at the warrior higher up on the volcano. She had somehow managed to dislodge the spear in her shoulder, and she was now crawling toward the same river of fire that the other guard had fallen in.

      I didn’t want to see what she was about to do, and so I followed the girls as we began rushing down the volcano, this time with nothing chasing us.
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      I had miscalculated. Although the guards were not chasing us down the volcano, the lava flow was. It seemed that the very earth beneath our feet was going to break apart at any moment, swallowing us into the mountain just as it had that warrior. There was no time to rest, even if we wanted to.

      “Hurry!” Addy said. “The rafts are ready!”

      I saw that her skin, while sometimes pink from blushing, now seem to be pink from the heat, and imagined that all of us looked about the same, as if we were the beginnings of being roasted alive by the volcano.

      It was slightly ironic, considering that the tribe was made up of cannibals who liked to roast people for dinner. I guess that was why they thought the god of the volcano wanted us, to roast us for himself.

      My feet were bleeding at this point, but I kept moving, pushing forward and trying not to think about them. Killer led the way as if he knew exactly where we were going. We had just plunged into the trees and gone a short way when I remembered something.

      Or someone.

      “Wait!” I said, glancing upward to make sure we weren’t about to be swallowed by lava. “We have to go back to the village, or at least the beach by the village. I promised someone I would help them escape.”

      The girls all looked at me with open mouths. “Who?” Everly asked shrewdly.

      “Someone helped me. I promised.”

      “We can’t split up now,” Addy said. “It’s too risky Jake.”

      The cracking of trees above us and a wave of heat spurred us forward before we made any other decisions. We were going to have to talk and move at the same time.

      “We’ll just have to sneak down that staircase again,” I said, knowing that it might prove to be impossible.

      “I don’t know what staircase you’re talking about,” Zuri said, panting from the exertion of running through the jungle and moving foliage out of our way. “But if it’s anywhere near that village, I don’t think it’ll be there much longer. The lava was moving down that side of the mountain, toward the ocean, Jake. That village might not even be there. Even now.”

      I had a sinking feeling in my stomach. I was too late. I’d taken too long to make my move and get away. But Gabrielle could make her own decisions, and I hoped that she at least had the sense to leave the village before anything like that happened.

      “Okay,” I said finally, and, “we’ll at least go to the cliff edge and work our way toward the lagoon from there. It will give us a chance to look down at the village and see what happened.”

      The girls nodded. It wasn’t much of a request because we were heading in that direction anyway. We veered slightly to the right, to the west, and looked for the edge of the cliff. More than once, I felt the heat. Even here, the ground felt like it was going to break up beneath us.

      When I finally reached the edge of the cliff, we peered down and looked for the village. We’d already moved farther south, but we could make it out beneath us. Sure enough, Zuri had been right. The lava flow was making its way down to the ocean. It had flowed over the other end of the cliff where the staircase had been. If we had been caught on that stairway, there wouldn’t have been anywhere to go, and we would have burned. The village didn’t seem to have any activity in it. I had to squint to be sure, but then I saw the crowd of villagers all standing around their fire, waiting.

      “It can’t be,” I said. “They’re just going to stay there until the lava gets them?”

      Addy tugged on my arm. “Is there anything we can do to help them?”

      I shook my head. “If we appeared there, it’s likely they would kill me because I had was supposed to be the sacrifice for the volcano god.”

      The girls had shocked looks on their faces, but I shook my head, indicating I would explain later. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      The beach that I had spoken about with Gabrielle was likely already overrun with lava. I only hoped she’d continued down toward the lagoon. As we plunged back into the jungle to follow the cliff edge south, I also hoped that she wasn’t too disappointed in me for not having got there in time.

      It seemed that the worst was behind us, and now all we had to do was jump onto the rafts and row out of the lagoon and to the safety of the open sea.

      Again, the irony was not lost on me, knowing what was in that water. But it was a better chance than waiting on the island.

      We had begun to descend, where the mountainous area began to move into a small pass which led to the lagoon, when we heard a loud honking sort of roar ahead of us.

      Killer squawked and ducked into the vegetation. To be safe, the rest of us followed him, hiding ourselves as best we could next to a long-dead, beetle-infested tree that had fallen. The ground shook again, but I didn’t know if that was from the volcano or from the predator.

      The roaring grew louder, and this time I didn’t mistake it for anything but that Tyrannosaurus rex. I risked a glance above the log and saw it, moving through the jungle toward the beach. It was still shaking his head, and didn’t seem to have noticed us.

      Before I could stop him, Killer jumped up on the log and ran along it, squawking and screeching as if he wanted to attack the Rex on his own.

      I yelled, trying to get Killer to hide, but the crazy bird charged right at the dinosaur.

      I knew, just knew, that the Rex was going to bring his jaws down and chomp on our friend.

      I braced myself for the worst, and even thought about jumping out and distracting that the T-Rex from Killer.

      But it was already too late. The bird had reached the tyrannosaur and lunged for its foot.

      The Rex pivoted so it faced the bird. But then it merely snapped its jaws in the air, moved down, snapped them again, and then took off as if it couldn’t be bothered with something as small as our terror bird.

      “I don’t believe it,” I said as I watched Killer stand there as if he had just won a major battle. “The Rex didn’t eat him.”

      Behind us, we heard something that we had been dreading now for days—a larger explosion, one so powerful that we were knocked off our feet. The trees above us groaned and swayed, as if a giant was walking through and running his hand over them.

      We were out of time. Scrambling to our feet, we hurried the rest of the way down the slope, watching behind us and hoping that we weren’t taken over by a cloud of ash or engulfed by flames. Indeed, the glow above the trees penetrated even the canopy, making the entire jungle an eerie red.

      We finally hit flatland and ran all out, the lagoon now tantalizingly close.

      We heard birds take off in the air above us, but no one stopped to look or comment. Running was all that mattered. I hoped that at least three of the rafts had set sail, just leaving one for us. At least some of us needed to get through this nightmare.

      But when we reached the lagoon, I saw that that was not what happened. Everyone was on a raft, though, shouting for us to get on the one that Charlee was holding steady in the water. Zuri and Everly were on the raft, holding it steady using their oars. We ran down the beach, past the tribe’s own boats that had been abandoned, and kept our eyes on our friends.

      We rushed out, pelting full tilt down the beach, and I kept checking back to make sure everybody was with us. But no one had been left behind. We were going to make it. I did catch a glimpse of the volcano, which was now spouting firebombs so high that we could see them even from here, not just the glow. Ash began raining down on us, as if it were dirty snow.

      But we were going to make it.

      We were fifty feet away when the T-Rex burst out of the jungle and ran straight for the rafts.

      I shouted for Charlee to watch out, and she saw it. The Rex roared again as if it were angry and confused. I knew that it wasn’t hunting at this point, but merely mad with fear. It plunged toward the water, and I didn’t know what it would accomplish except that if it tried to get onto one of the rafts, it would easily break it in half. I began yelling at the dinosaur, and once again, trying to distract it.

      This time it worked.

      Charlee was already pushing the raft out into the lagoon, but I knew the water was shallow enough that if that Rex wanted to follow her, it wouldn’t matter. She yelled at the other rafts to get out of there, or least I thought that’s what she was yelling as she hopped up onto ours.

      I was still charging toward the tyrannosaur as if there was something I could do, and for a moment, he paused to watch. Then he roared again. I held the spear out in front of me as if that was going to stop it. If it decided to charge, I didn’t know what else to do.

      “Swim out to the rafts!” I told the others.

      “Jake, no!” Zuri said. I turned and grabbed her arm. “Don’t wait for me. I’ll swim, but some of us at least have to survive this!”

      When I let go of her arm, Zuri looked at me with hurt in her eyes.

      “Please,” I said. “Get out of here. I’ll follow soon as I can. I promise.”

      Abby had a look on her face as if she were going to cry, but even she recognized that it would do no good for all of us to die by trying to scare the Rex away. At first I thought they wouldn’t listen to me, that they would decide to stay anyway, but then Everly nodded, and uncharacteristically didn’t say anything as she grabbed the other two by the hands and ran into the waves.

      The T-Rex was still looking at me, as if it weren’t sure what to do. Then I looked at the raft and took a step toward the water. Then another step. I moved onto the wet sand to give myself more speed, and rushed the dinosaur.

      All I wanted to do was scare it away long enough to get to the water myself. I could easily swim to the edge of the lagoon and meet the girls in deeper water. Already, one of the rafts had almost left shallow water and was beginning to fight the larger waves.

      “Hey! You dumb bastard!” I pounded my spear on the ground, and then ran toward the jungle. The Rex didn’t follow, but it did advance into the sea, clearly confused about what was happening.

      Then another large boom shook the ground, as if a bomb had exploded. The shockwave only took a few seconds to hit us, and unfortunately, it completely threw me off my feet. The Rex wasn’t moved, but I scrambled up, hoping he didn’t decide to make me a quick snack after all, since I looked vulnerable.

      Then I heard something else that scared and relieved me at the same time.

      This strange clicking noise that was super loud. I looked into the jungle and saw Gabrielle and her friend emerge with the young woman I’d had sex with. Gabrielle and the other warrior ran toward the T-Rex with something in their hands.

      They were loud noisemakers, and obviously the T-Rex had heard them before. He shook his head again but began moving out of the water. He snapped in the air, and they rushed up right underneath him, continuing to beat on those noisemakers and shake them to make that awful noise. The Rex roared, and I thought it would stomp on them to stop them, but instead it shook its head again and ran away toward the edge of the jungle, staying there while the women moved into the water.

      I looked at the raft, and saw that Charlee was making her way toward me. But I didn’t want her to bring it close enough to tempt the Rex back into the water, so I dove in and began swimming.

      When I reached the raft, Charlee had her hand out, ready to hoist me up, and as soon as I was standing, I turned to see what was happening.

      We were only a few yards out from the beach, and the Rex could have reached us if it tried, but those noisemakers were still holding it off.

      I called to Gabrielle. “Come with us!”

      She looked at me, her dark eyes briefly glancing at Charlee before she turned her attention back to the tyrannosaur. Then the women began wading backward into the water, using their noisemakers to keep the Rex at bay. The young woman joined them in the water, and began swimming.

      “Charlee, can you get us closer to them?”
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      “You want to go closer to the T-Rex?” Charlee asked, even though she began rowing toward the women. I grabbed an oar and went to the other side to help.

      Then I heard a squawk from the beach. Killer had been left behind.

      “Sonofabitch,” I said. “Will nothing in this day go right?”

      I called to the bird, but I didn’t know if he could swim. I’d seen him wade through shallow water, but I’d never seen him actually get in the ocean and move around. The bird took a step toward us and squawked again, drawing the attention of the T-Rex. The women in the water beat their noisemakers more frantically, but the dinosaur looked like it wanted to go after Killer. Perhaps it was determined to make a snack of the bird after all the trouble he’d caused.

      I called to Gabrielle one more time as we came up behind them. All three women turned and swam for the raft, holding their noisemakers up for me to grab before hauling all three of them in.

      Then I heard another squawk, and I looked over to see Killer in the water, swimming through the waves toward us.

      Unfortunately, the T-Rex was going after him. I grabbed one of the noisemakers and tried to figure out how it worked, shaking it a few times before finding the way it made that noise. But the Rex didn’t seem to care. I was too far away.

      Charlee was yelling. “Swim, Killer, swim!”

      I called to him as well, and then had another idea. Diving into the supplies on the raft, I pulled out a bow and a couple of arrows. Then I ran to the edge and aimed for the Rex. The others were shaking the noisemakers again, and Killer was actually gaining on us. But so was the Rex, which was now up to its knees in water. I sighted and aimed; the arrow ready to fly into the dinosaur’s eye.

      I let loose, and the arrow sailed true. Once again, the Rex moved his head at the last second, and this time the arrow lodged in his nostril. It roared and shook its head around again, but halted his advance on Killer. Blood dripped from his nose, and the beast turned around and practically ran into the jungle.

      “Ouch,” Charlee said, but she was grinning at me. “What happened to you?” she asked, looking at my burns.

      Gabrielle looked up at me. “Good job, Jake,” she said softly.

      Killer reached us a few moments later, and we pulled the soaking wet bird onto the raft, where he shook himself, bobbed his head, and looked generally distrusting at the three new members in front of us.

      “Jake?” Zuri asked. She was looking at the newcomers.

      “Girls, this is Gabrielle. She helped me when I was taken captive. She speaks English, and was looking for a way to escape the tribe. And these…”

      I looked at the young woman who was grinning widely at me, and then at the silent warrior woman who I knew had to be wondering if she could trust me. Gabrielle filled in the gaps.

      “This is a Shauna,” she said, gesturing to the warrior. “And this is Tamika.”

      I nodded to the two and introduced Charlee, Everly, Zuri, and Addy. All of them were frowning. They didn’t like this at all.

      “I’ll explain everything,” I muttered out of the corner of my mouth. “We’ll still keep the schedule.” I didn’t think my harem needed to know I’d already had sex with the youngest of the newcomers. It had been extenuating circumstances.

      Finally, Addy smiled and said, “If you’re friend of Jake’s, then you’re our friends too.”

      Gabrielle nodded and gave Addy a small smile. Then she turned to Shauna and explained. The other warrior nodded carefully, and didn’t take her eyes off us as she sat down on the now overloaded raft. I was merely glad that we were all safe, and not worried about the extra passengers. And anyway, likely these others would leave us once we got to the other island. There wouldn’t be any need to add them to the schedule, I was sure.

      The raft hit some bigger waves as it moved out of the lagoon, and since there were plenty of oars and plenty of people to use them, we soon caught up with the three other rafts.

      There were lots of questions, but the first task was to tie the rafts together so that we wouldn’t get separated, to make it easier to move between them, and to make us look bigger in the water in case something decided to check us out.

      When I finished tying the last rope, I sat on the edge of the raft and looked back at the island. From this vantage point, the whole thing looked on fire. We had barely made it out. The south side of the island where we had mostly lived was still intact, but was now covered in smoke hovering above the trees. The north side of the island was even worse, and the clouds had billowed up into the sky with lightning forming from them, striking down into the volcano in a beautiful display of nature’s wrath.

      “What happened to the village?” I asked Gabrielle when she came to sit beside me.

      “They are likely dead now. They were sitting around the fire when I snuck away. They believed that if the god of the volcano wanted them dead, then there was nothing they could do to escape it.”

      I looked at that grim determination on Gabrielle’s face, but then the expression disappeared into something more blank. She was stoic, this one.

      “I waited for you,” she said, “but when the lava reached the sea, I thought you were dead.”

      “I thought I was too.”

      She looked at the burns on my shoulder and at the cuts on my face, but I shook my head. There would be time later to manage it. For now, I was simply tired. After all, we had escaped. We deserved some down time.

      I hoped some of those animals survived, but I knew that this was likely an extinction level event for the small ecosystem that had been our home for so many months.

      Instead of looking behind, I decided to look forward, but from this angle, Annua’s island was not visible. However, we were headed in the right direction, and the wind seemed to be in our favor for now, filling our makeshift sails and giving us an extra push as we rode. I didn’t know how far it would take us, but hopefully the weather would remain calm enough for us to reach the other island without too many difficulties.

      Then I looked around at my growing harem. Madison was on the raft tied to ours, and she waved at me, even as she looked a little green. I watched her for a moment until she moved to the other side of her raft and leaned over, apparently seasick.

      I thought that was strange. She’d been on boats many times before, and had been my intern when we’d left on our first expedition into the cave. She had never been sick then, and these waters seemed even calmer than they had been in the Bahamas. However, it had been a long day, and we were tired. Perhaps that was the reason for her sickness.

      I looked around to check that everyone was okay, and it seemed as if I was the one who needed the most medical attention. Annua refused to come over to my raft after seeing the other tribe members there, but I could only deal with one problem at a time for now. I found some salve and treated my burns and cuts before bandaging them as best I could.

      I was in pain, and it would only get worse, but I was so tired that for the moment, I would rest and dream of landing on a new island, with so many new possibilities.

      All in all, we were hopeful as darkness descended. There weren’t many stars bright enough to shine through the haze coming from the volcano, and the glow as we moved farther away from the island grew even brighter as more vegetation caught on fire.

      “Well, ladies,” I said, turning to them. “It was a great place to live for a while. Now on to new adventures.”

      Charlee was closest to me, and she nodded. “The mountains on the south side of the island will likely be okay. Perhaps one day we can return.”

      I nodded and smiled. “Yes, perhaps we will. In the meantime, we’ll get Annua and the other girls home. And maybe, just maybe, we can have some peace and quiet for a while.”
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        * * *

      

      Wait! Don’t close the book yet.

      Awesome, thanks for sticking with me. And thanks for reading Jungle King 2.

      I have a shit-ton of stories in the queue, getting the final touches. That being said, I love it when readers enjoy my books, and I’ll be giving priority to those books and series the readers enjoy the most.

      So if you liked Jungle King 2 and want to read more, here are some things you can do:

      
        	Leave a review. (I can’t stress how important these are.) I don’t have an ARC team, and every review you see on Amazon or Goodreads is a reader taking the time to leave a note about the book.

        	Tell your friends. Share the book in your groups. All of them, as many as you can. It really helps.

        	Sign up for my newsletter, which is really just a note every time I publish a book, so you never miss a new release. http://jackporterwrites.com/jungle

      

      Not too bad, right?

      Beyond that, if you want to get in touch with me (or find a typo or some other monster that doesn’t belong), write me at author@jackporterwrites.com.

      Thanks for your help, and I can’t wait to share more stories with you in the future.

      -Jack
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        * * *

      

      Notes about Jungle King 2, in no particular order:

      
        	T-Rex is still a childhood favorite of mine, and I’m pretty sure we’ll see more of him in the future.

        	Reruns of Gilligan’s Island were also a favorite. This series is sometimes a humble nod to that one.

        	Volcanos, and the cultures that have sprung up around them, are fascinating.

        	As with book 1, this book is meant for entertainment only. I try to keep the animals as accurate as possible, but sometimes I use artistic license. If I made a mistake, please forgive it.

        	Terror birds are still badass.
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