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      “Fuck me, Jake! Look at that eruption!”

      Fresh off a turn with an oar, Everly sat beside me on the raft, her short dark hair flopping into her eyes.

      “I didn’t know if we’d make it,” she said, “but it’s spectacular to watch from here, isn’t it? Best seat in the house.”

      She was right. It really was a spectacular show.

      The blaze that burned to the east was growing brighter by the minute. The volcano was belching fire and smoke, burning entire forests and ecosystems. There was some wind—created from the fires—for our makeshift sails. And the rafts moved steadily away from the destruction with the help of the oars.

      Leaving our home behind and moving forward into a new adventure.

      All our hard work, all our sweat and blood, and what did we have to show for it? 

      Four fucking rafts, lashed together to form a floating platform for twenty-five people.

      I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t bitter. But it was just as much about the loss of the animals and plants as it was our home. The loss of the cannibal tribe, even though they’d tried to feed me to the volcano to stop the eruption. The burning island was a treasure trove of animals and cultures frozen in time. Trapped together on a crazy world like some weird pocket dimension zoo.

      And yet, I couldn’t help but look to the future, and what would be our new home.

      Even though I was disappointed about losing everything once again, I still didn’t want to dampen Everly’s mood. In fact, her attitude was infectious. I bumped her with my good shoulder, the one that hadn’t been burned at the volcano.

      “It’s a new beginning, yeah?” I said.

      “Fuck yeah,” she said with confidence. “On to new adventures! How long do you think it’ll take us to get to that other island?”

      I smiled at the way her words echoed my thoughts. “Maybe a day. We’ll have to keep a sharp lookout to make sure we don’t drift off course. But these rafts are floating well, despite having three more people than we planned for. I’m proud of our work.”

      “We didn’t get a chance to christen them. But I have an idea, Professor,” Everly said, making a special point to emphasize my title. “Instead of fermented fruit wine, we could arrange another type of eruption, as it were, to celebrate.”

      She laughed so hard she snorted. I couldn’t help but grin at the silly joke.

      “It’s not your turn, Everly,” I said, referring to the order the harem had worked out amongst themselves.

      “I know that!” she said, tossing her hair out of her eyes. “So you need to hurry and finish up the list so I don’t have to keep waiting.”

      “Who is next, by the way?” I asked with an attempt at indifference.

      “Charlee,” Everly said. She stood and began to edge toward one of the other rafts tied to ours. “And who says I was talking about my eruption with you? Maybe I was talking about hers.”

      With that, Everly maneuvered onto the next raft to talk to Madison. Except for the girls taking their turn on an oar, almost everyone was watching the volcano’s show. Although the girls had insisted I take a break, I wasn’t going to let the burn on my shoulder stop me from doing my share of the work. It felt tight and hurt like a bitch. But sitting around certainly wouldn’t take my mind off it.

      However, rowing wouldn’t do us much good without being able to see our destination. I thought about telling everyone to get some rest. The floating platform wasn’t large enough for all of us to lie down at the same time, but it didn’t seem as if anyone was in a hurry to sleep, anyway. Girls were moving back and forth between the rafts, talking in hushed voices.

      Strictly speaking, I had already broken the promise I’d made about the list—with Tamika. The girls of my harem had wanted to take turns and share me on a rotation, but when the cannibals had taken me captive, I’d had sex with Tamika in some sort of weird volcano god fertility ritual.

      Charlee, Zuri, and Addy remained on the raft with me, along with Gabrielle, Shauna, and Tamika, who was sitting just behind me. If I could have scooted forward to give her more room, I would have.

      But I had an inkling of what lived in the depths below, and I didn’t want to tempt it any more than necessary by dangling my toes for a monster’s nighttime snack. As soon as we’d rowed out of the lagoon, no one had dipped so much as a toe into the water. 

      Now, knowing that Tamika was sitting directly behind me, it felt awkward. She was young, younger than the college girls, maybe only eighteen, which in my mind was still the age of consent even though we were living with a different set of rules here.

      I found myself wondering if she was pregnant. It had only been one time, but that’s all it took.

      If she were a part of my harem, like Madison or one of the other college girls, I wouldn’t worry about it. I would be happy about a child, ecstatic even. But Tamika was a stranger. 

      Thankfully, Tamika didn’t know any English that I was aware of, and so perhaps I wouldn’t need to tell the girls of my harem quite yet about what had happened. At least it could wait until we landed on the new island.

      Gabrielle, however, did know English, and she scooted over to me to make room for Zuri, who was double-checking our ropes. So far, all our knots had held. And the floating platform, while disappointing as the sum of our labors, made us feel secure on the water.

      “I never thought I would miss it,” Gabrielle said softly. “But I am sorry to see the island burn.”

      She spoke in her soft French accent, and I found it alluring.

      “You said you’d been on the island two years?”

      “Yes. If it hadn’t been for the cannibals, I don’t think I would have made it on my own. But you seem to have hit the jackpot when you got here,” Gabrielle said with a smile.

      “We were all stranded here together, if that’s what you mean. At least the college girls and I. I’m sure you’ve guessed that the tribeswomen were here already.”

      “Yes, I guessed as much. I also remember them somewhat, but I had thought they were dead.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s the story there? I still don’t know enough of their language to find out what happened.”

      “I don’t know all the details, but they were stolen away from their home.”

      “By your tribe?”

      “No, another. A feuding tribe with mine, one that was destroyed not too long ago. But it is good that the women escaped after we burned the other village, because my tribe might not have treated them so gently.”

      “Did they treat you gently?” I asked, feeling bold.

      “For the most part, they did. But I am different, and the elders were feeling compassionate the day they found me half dead on the beach.”

      I heard the rattling of bones, and turned to see Gabrielle removing her unusual armor. Beneath, she wore nothing but a simple strip of leather around her neck, crisscrossed over her breasts and tied in the back. Her bottoms were nothing more than leather shorts that were tied at her hips. 

      “We might be able to use that,” I said, motioning to the bone vest she had removed.

      “I feel better getting rid of it.”

      “Because?”

      “It reminds me of hard times, and good times. But if you think it will be of use, you can have it. I don’t want it.”

      She handed the vest to me. It was too dark for me to examine the ceremonial threads woven between the bones. So I stowed it with our weapons, near the raft’s mast.

      “Is your friend, Shauna, going to do the same?” I asked, looking at her. 

      The cannibal was darker-skinned than Gabrielle, shorter, and with thick, black hair that fell over her shoulders. I could tell that beneath her vest, she wore nothing, and regretted my question.

      “I meant that I didn’t want her to throw hers away, either,” I said as an afterthought.

      “I do not know,” Gabrielle answered. “She is mourning her people. I had to almost drag her to the lagoon along with Tamika. They were prepared to die yesterday. If the volcano god did not save them, they were going to be nothing but ash. Of course, I never believed in the volcano god, so it was easy for me. However, I do not think Shauna is ready to discard the armor of her people. Not yet.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, thinking. “I know why we didn’t leave the island when the volcano first erupted, but why didn’t you steal a boat and get out of there before now?”

      “I had little choice. I didn’t know how long I could survive on my own, and I didn’t know how another tribe would treat me if they took me in. So I stayed until it was almost too late.” Her voice grew a little sad, and I didn’t press her any further.

      “What is that?” Zuri asked from behind me. She was pointing at the water in the direction of the volcano.

      I didn’t see anything at first. When I stood, I saw shapes on the water in the distance. Silhouettes outlined against the glow of fire. When they broke apart, they became more distinct.

      “Canoes?” I asked, looking at Gabrielle, who was now also standing.

      She nodded. “That is what they look like.”

      “Must be the cannibals from your tribe,” I said. “Are they coming after us, or just trying to escape?”

      “I do not know, Jake. I did not think any of them would leave the island, just accept their fate as it was handed down by the volcano god. But then,” she shrugged, “perhaps the thought of dying by lava and fire was not appealing.”

      I snorted. Behind me, Zuri laughed.

      The cannibals didn’t seem to be getting closer, and in fact looked as if they were pulling away, toward the open ocean, but still in the general direction we were heading.

      “Let’s keep an eye on them, if we can,” I said. “We don’t need any more surprises tonight.”

      I kept watch from that moment, taking another turn at an oar and then standing near the edge of the platform facing north, in the direction we had last seen the canoes. Soon though, all I could see was the glow of the volcano, and it did little to light up the rafts, let alone the water. All I heard was the lap of the waves against the wood, and I smelled the occasional whiff of sulfur.

      I didn’t want to alarm the girls, but we needed to stay alert. Just because I couldn’t see the cannibals didn’t mean they couldn’t see us. I sent word for everyone to keep an eye out, and to take turns sleeping. We were so used to these arrangements by now that I didn’t need to give instructions any more specific than that.

      But I didn’t tell them of a specific threat, either.

      Finally, I felt my way over to the first mast to check the sail made of hammocks. The wind had died, so I tied it tightly around the mast, out of the way. Then I did the same with the others, quietly stepping around a sleeping Madison. I had heard her retching ever since we left the island, but now she seemed to be resting okay. 

      As I listened to the slap of the oars and the quiet talking around me, I knew that we couldn’t continue to live this way.

      Perhaps ancient nomads had moved from place to place, seeking out the best food sources or fleeing from predators. But my harem needed stability. They needed a permanent place to call home.

      Only then could we seek out the best of island living in this strange, mixed-up world.

      I looked again at Madison. She would need a stable environment most of all, if my guess about her was correct.

      To my left, there was a soft splash, something out on the water. Something not a result of the oars. 

      “Stop rowing. Quiet,” I hissed, waiting for the girls to get the message. Soon, the entire floating platform was silent.

      Turning, I strained my eyes to see the water and wished for the moonlight. But it was covered by smoke.

      The splash hadn’t been big. It could have been caused by anything. I was sure there were plenty of fish in these waters. But there were other things, too. Things bigger and more dangerous than the cannibals.

      I wanted our journey to be as short as possible. Minimize our chances of being spotted by something big.

      In the meantime, every splash seemed like a threat.

      After walking the perimeter and checking each side of our platform, I was satisfied that the cannibals we’d seen in the canoes weren’t sneaking up on us, and that everything seemed as it should.

      Just as I was about to give the okay to begin rowing again, the unmistakable sound of screaming pierced the night.

      There was a collective gasp around the platform, and several girls stood.

      Serenity grabbed my hand, her fingers grasping me as tightly as she could manage. I imagined her knuckles turning white.

      Serenity and Zuri helped me with a quick headcount. The screaming wasn’t coming from one of our group.

      Finally, it stopped. No one spoke or dared to breathe.

      Then it started again, accompanied by a splash and shouting.

      My heart thudded in my ears. That time the scream had seemed closer.

      “Jake,” Serenity whispered. “I’m scared.”

      “It’s the cannibals,” I said. Something must have gotten them.

      I didn’t want to express that last thought aloud. Serenity was now gripping my hand with both of hers.

      Even though I didn’t hear anything else, I remained on high alert. With twenty-five people, a terror bird named Killer, and a baby ankylosaur named Slugger, there wasn’t room for mistakes.

      Speaking of terror birds, ours began to squawk, breaking the tense silence and causing a few girls to jump. The bird’s calls echoed over the water, and several girls gasped again.

      “Can someone shut it the hell up?” Everly asked. “That fucking bird isn’t helping.”

      Killer was on another raft, and not easily reached from my current position, but I didn’t know what I could do if I got over there except…

      “Someone toss him something to eat,” I said. “Maybe he’s hungry.”

      It was a Hail Mary if ever there was one. I was surprised Killer hadn’t screeched when we heard the screams.

      There was mumbling and a scramble to reach the juvenile bird. Finally, Zuri passed over the message that she’d given him some fruit. But the terror bird didn’t seem to pause long enough to eat it, and continued squawking.

      “Fuck,” I muttered. “We might as well ring the dinner bell.”

      No sooner had I spoken the words when I felt a jolt beneath my feet.
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      I grabbed the mast to steady myself and then held Serenity’s hand tighter with the other to make sure she didn’t fall. 

      “What was that, Jake?” Charlee asked. There was definitely fear in her voice.

      The girls were now talking louder, and from the sounds around me, scooting closer together toward the center of the platform, away from the edges. 

      Nothing happened for a moment, and we all sat or stood, holding our breath and waiting.

      As much as Killer was a pain in the ass, he often alerted us to danger before we could sense it ourselves. I couldn’t let down my guard, not for a moment.

      A pile of weapons had been secured near the mast, and I helped Serenity sit down before I grabbed a spear.

      I took a wide stance and urged the girls to stay seated in case the rafts were bumped again.

      Then Killer squawked once more.

      “Goddamned bird,” I heard Everly mutter. “I’m gonna go over there and throw him in the water if he doesn’t shut up.”

      As much as we were all fond of Killer, I thought that if it came down to it, Everly’s plan had merit.

      But my thoughts didn’t get any further than that.

      The rafts jolted again, this time the one under my feet heaving so violently that we were all tilted to the side. I was still standing, and I pitched my body forward to avoid being thrown overboard as one end of the raft continued to move up with alarming speed. A few girls screamed, and there were shouts to hang on.

      Just as abruptly, the rafts fell back to the water with a splash. 

      “Holy fucking sea monster, Batman!” Everly yelled. “What the hell was that?”

      “Just what you said,” Charlee said grimly. “A sea monster.”

      “Or a whale,” I lied, “just checking us out.”

      “Nice try, Professor,” Everly said. “I didn’t hear any spout. And what do you wanna bet whatever caused all that screaming came to get us too? I don’t think a whale would cause cannibals to scream like that.”

      “Everybody grab a weapon!” I yelled.

      Some of the girls had already grabbed one, and the rest followed suit.

      I worried they would be useless, though. We couldn’t see into the dark water. Hell, we could barely see each other.

      I edged my way closer to the water, trying to see something. Anything.

      Maybe it will go away, I hoped.

      But it didn’t. The next thing I knew, the sea exploded.

      I heard the snap and groan of timbers, the screams from the girls, and then I was thrown backward into the water.

      As soon as I came up for air, I began swimming toward the noise. Pieces of wood brushed past me, but I held onto my spear and swam desperately toward the platform. It seemed that at least one of the rafts had broken up, but I found the edge of a good one and hauled myself out of the water. Hands grabbed me and pulled me the rest of the way.

      The attack seemed to be over, for now. Judging by the noise, I hadn’t been the only one to fall into the water. But everyone had made it out without any trouble. Charlee was doing a quick roll call, just to be sure. 

      One raft had indeed broken up and was a tangle of rope and timber floating along beside us.

      Then, before I could catch my breath, the remaining three rafts lurched forward. It threatened to throw all of us overboard once more, and I sank to my knees and grabbed the nearest girl to hold her steady.

      We were being dragged through the water, which washed over the broken raft and created a lot of spray.

      Then the broken section tipped below the surface, threatening to take the rest of us with it.

      “It must have a hold of one of the ropes,” I said, trying to feel for the quick-release knots that attached it to the other rafts. But the debris was covering them.

      “Cut it loose!” I yelled to anyone nearby.

      I felt for my knife and was at the edge of the water in moments, squeezing between girls who were holding onto anything they could get their fingers around. The rafts picked up speed, and I thought of the three barrels that Captain Quint had harpooned into Jaws. I hoped that below us was only a great white shark, and nothing bigger.

      Sharks, I could deal with. Maybe.

      I tried to find the rope attached to the remaining rafts, but there was a pile of broken up timber in my way, pinned against the other rafts by the pressure of the water. It was still a tangle of taut rope and timber. I tried shoving it out of the way, but it wouldn’t move.

      “Goddammit.”

      I used my knife to begin cutting at what I could feel. It was slow going, and I called for an ax. Someone handed me one, and after sheathing my knife, I began hacking at the broken up raft.

      All while we were being dragged at a breakneck speed through the water.

      The closest girls joined in, and we tried to shift the debris out of the way. With every cut, I hoped we would sever the rope that attached us to the beast, but the platform never stopped moving.

      The remaining rafts began to creak with the pressure the ropes were exerting on them. They weren’t made for being towed. When I heard the first snap and a scream from one of the girls, I knew we had to try something else.

      We had to cut that rope connecting us to the monster, or we were going to break up and be dumped into the water. Far away from land and safety.

      I made sure my knife was still on my belt, and before anyone could stop me, jumped over the side.

      There were more yells, but I ignored them, fighting my way to the front of the floating pile, looking for taut ropes leading into the water.

      I took several deep breaths, each time diving and hanging onto the raft, being dragged through the water at the same pace. Debris hit me. If the tangle of ropes caught me, I’d be dead. Drowned beneath the floating platform.

      The third time I surfaced, the girls were frantic, but I called to them. I was okay. But I had to go back.

      Finally, I managed to fight through the waves to find a twisted, tangled rope that led into the depths. It was taut against my hand, and I held on while I began to work at it with my knife, sawing away at the wet cord, feeling strands give way one by one.

      Just as my lungs were begging for air and I was going to have to surface, I felt the last piece break away.

      There was a jerk in the water, and I was yanked forward as the combined weight of the rafts was released. 

      I let go of the rope that was dragging me away and floated to the surface. When my head broke the water, I could tell by the girls’ voices that I had been dragged quite a distance from them, even in that short time. But it was better than being tangled in the slack ropes below the broken raft.

      I sheathed my knife and began swimming. I couldn’t see below me or anything really above me. I couldn’t see the rafts. All I could hear was the girls’ voices calling to me.

      And I had the feeling that something was closing in.

      It was a long-forgotten instinct, perhaps, the feeling of being hunted. Despite the warmth of the water, I felt a cold chill before feeling that fight or flight response, a surge of adrenaline that gave me an extra boost.

      I swam like an Olympic athlete in a race for gold. 

      I saw the raft just before I reached it, yelled to get a leg up, and boosted myself over the edge before anyone could even reach me. Hands grabbed my arms and pulled me, and I slid my legs out of the water as quickly as possible.

      Again, we did a quick roll call, and Madison counted with a shaky and completely awake voice.

      Charlee pulled me close, her body shivering against mine. 

      “I thought we’d lost you again, Jake,” she said.

      I was still breathing heavily. “I had to cut that other raft loose, or we would’ve been dragged until everything fell apart.”

      To my surprise, Charlee wrapped her arms around my shoulders and kissed my lips. She gripped me tightly. I returned the embrace, and the kiss. 

      When we broke apart, the burn on my shoulder hurt more than ever, but I didn’t care, having forgotten about it in the chaos and rush of adrenaline. I was out of the water, and the rafts weren’t being dragged.

      For now, we were safe.

      It only took one look to see that we had been dragged far away from our old island. The glow on the horizon was much farther in the distance.

      The question was, had we been pulled closer to our destination or farther away from it?

      We all sat quietly for a while, listening and bracing ourselves for another attack. Killer wasn’t squawking anymore, and I checked to make sure he was still on board and we hadn’t lost him. The adventure had evidently scared our fearless terror bird, and he had hunkered down next to where Slugger was tied. For once, Killer wasn’t trying to eat the ankylosaur.

      We watched and waited. Eventually, the clouds broke up around the moon and we got a little light. It was still hard to tell what was secure and what wasn’t, but it looked like three of the rafts were intact.

      We had gone some time now without any more bumps in the night, and I hoped we were in the clear. But I wasn’t going to be stupid about it. We didn’t row anymore—it was pointless without knowing our direction anyway—and remained silent.

      All the while, the volcanic glow in the distance grew fainter. We were moving at a nice clip, even though there was little wind and no rowing.

      “Shit,” I said, realizing what was happening. “We’re caught in the current.”
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      Would the current speed up our journey to the other island, or whip us far out to sea, away from any land? At the moment, the question was impossible to answer.

      Without the moon, which was again hidden behind smoke, we couldn’t be certain. And as if that wasn’t enough to worry about, there was still an enormous creature in the water.

      We had a decision to make. Row and try to make our way out of the current, an option that brought the risk of attracting whatever animal had dragged us out this far. Or, do nothing, remain quiet, and hope the animal swam away, all the while possibly drifting farther from our destination.

      In the end, we decided to wait until the morning before trying anything.

      The next few hours were spent anxiously listening to the water, waiting for the moon to make an appearance for short intervals, and generally reassuring one another that we would be okay.

      Belching volcano smoke blotted out the morning sun when it arrived, but the diffused daylight meant that we had survived the night. There was no sign of the creature or of the cannibals.

      And the best part was seeing the new island visible at a distance.

      But we had been dragged out to sea, and the current wasn’t helping. We had no choice but to begin rowing again.

      We had lost all but four oars during the night, meaning the rowing was hard work, and we switched out often. Always rowing to the north, trying to get out of the current.

      When I wasn’t rowing, I was cutting the remainder of the fourth raft loose, as it was creating drag and impeding our journey. At the last minute, I pulled a few of the broken timbers over and secured them crosswise in the gap, to give us something to move around on and steady the platform.

      After that, I slipped into the water and double checked that no more ropes were hanging below the rafts, nothing to tempt another creature into checking us out.

      When they were all secure and I climbed back onto the deck, I saw that the girls had taken stock of our supplies.

      It wasn’t good. Weapons, food, and fresh water had all fallen over the side during the attack, but we were left with some fruit, a few pairs of goggles and flippers, a couple of bows and a quiver of arrows, a handful of spears and axes, a short length of rope, and a small earthen jar of fresh water.

      It wasn’t much, not nearly enough for all of us, especially since we were rowing.   

      Then we had a bit of luck. The current turned out to be relatively narrow, and we felt its pull disappear. From there, the rowing became easier.

      I couldn’t breathe a sigh of relief, not yet, knowing monsters were in the water below.

      Throughout the morning, I watched the water with trepidation, waiting for the moment when something would break the surface to smash our small rafts into tiny pieces. But nothing surfaced, so we continued rowing, pulling hard toward what was to be our new home.

      Most of the girls were doing as I was. Watching the island grow larger, studying the water for unusual shadows or disturbances, and talking about what we would do when we got to land.

      “I’m going to sleep for a day,” Madison said just before midday.

      “Same,” Charlee said. “I’m glad we got out when we did, Jake,” she added to me.

      “Me too,” I said, taking her hand.

      There wasn’t anything more to say for the moment. She was right. Our current predicament was nothing compared to having the jungle burn around us.

      “Home,” Annua said. The small, curvy woman who wore nothing but a short skirt and long black hair over her breasts had been gazing intently at the island all morning. Out of everyone, she seemed the most excited.

      “Will your families be surprised to see you?” I asked, gesturing to Annua’s tribeswomen friends. It took a bit of rephrasing, but she knew what family meant, and in the end we got there.

      “They will be happy,” Annua said with a smile. “We live with them.”

      She went on to talk about her village, mostly in her own language, but sometimes she would turn to me and speak using what English she knew. Her friends also seemed excited, and they kept repeating a word that I eventually understood to be ‘home.’

      From what I understood, Annua’s village was large and peaceful, and had been in the same place for more than two generations. After all our restarts and moving around, it sounded nice to be going to a place that was established.

      We just had to get there first.

      A slight breeze came up, gently rocking the rafts, which were considerably lower in the water now. And since the breeze was blowing in the general direction of our new island, we opened the sails and used it.

      The lack of food and fresh water was going to be a problem, especially as the day grew hotter. Already I felt my tanned skin baking in the sun, and wished for rain. But other than the volcano’s smoke, the sky was clear. It could change quickly, however, and often did, so I went back to watching the water and tried not to think about how thirsty I was growing.

      At every splash, no matter how soft, I peered closely into the clear, deep water, but nothing of interest showed itself.

      The breeze picked up and turned into a proper wind, pushing us ever closer to land, but also causing the waves to toss us around.

      “I wonder where it went?” Charlee said. Although she had fallen silent, she had remained by my side most of the day.

      I didn’t have to ask what she was talking about. The creature was on everyone’s mind. “Maybe it only hunts at night,” I said.

      Or maybe something bigger scared it off, I thought.

      I didn’t speak that thought, though. I couldn’t have been the only person thinking about it, but it wouldn’t do any good to scare the girls any more than they already were. A few of them definitely looked worse for wear now, with Madison still hanging over the side to puke every few minutes. I watched her with concern for a while, but when she caught me looking, she gave me a smile and waved.

      Everyone had to sit close together, but no one seemed to mind, even Shauna and Tamika, who were huddled together close to the edge.

      Despite the fright from the night before, we were all alive, and for that I was grateful. No one had sustained any real injuries except for being knocked about a bit, and everyone who had fallen into the water had made it back to the rafts in record time.

      There was something to be said for being chased by a prehistoric monster—it was great motivation to move quickly.

      I began moving around, checking all of the knots once again to make sure none of them had been compromised, and then once more donned goggles and flippers. Quietly, I slipped back into the water. It was cool, and a refreshing break from the sun beating overhead. I double-checked the undersides of the rafts, and then took the opportunity to visually scan the depths for anything of note.

      The water below me faded into darkness, and I couldn’t see the bottom. It was beautifully clear, though, and if I hadn’t been worried about a monster, I would have enjoyed my swim.

      For a moment, I thought I felt a strange swirl of the water around me. A disturbance in the depths that made my heart pound as I twisted around to peer into them. However, nothing showed up to cause any alarm, but my quick swim had turned less pleasant than it had been moments before. So I hauled myself out of the water and took an extra turn at an oar.

      We felt exposed, but as the morning wore on and the wind held, our spirits began to lift. We began to have hope even though we had few choices right now, and few ways to defend ourselves from another attack. With any luck, we’d get there before nightfall.

      And then the wind shifted.
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      It changed direction quickly, blowing wisps of smoke directly into our faces and changing the direction of the sails. We hastily tied them to their masts as the water grew choppy, tossing the platform around and making rowing more difficult.

      Maybe an hour later, dark clouds rolled after the smoke, threatening a storm. The water turned green, and the wind whipped around as if it didn’t know which way it wanted to blow. 

      We were steadily moving off course, no longer toward the island but alongside it, even with the aid of the oars.

      I prepared for the worst, telling everyone to grab anything they could to keep them on the rafts, and even passing our last rope around so those that weren’t near masts could have something to hang onto. The ocean swells grew, seeming frighteningly big from our viewpoint near the water. Even before the rain came, we were all soaked from the spray.

      Madison was clutching her stomach while holding the end of the rope, and I worked my way toward her, almost falling into the water several times before reaching the young blonde. She gratefully tucked herself into my chest as I sat and wrapped my arms around her, pulling her into a sitting position between my legs and wrapping the end of the rope around us both. Within moments, and despite the tossing of the waves, she was asleep against me.

      Finally, the thunder overhead brought rain with it, and we all tilted our heads and opened our mouths to drink. Then, despite the waves, the women uncovered the earthen vessel and rainwater was collected in a funnel made of palm leaves. Annua directed this operation, getting her fellow tribeswomen to hold the funnel while the waves rocked the rafts.

      After a while, I imagined the water was growing calmer, that the swells weren’t as high as they had been before. And after a few more minutes, I knew I was right. The rain still came down steadily, but the worst of the storm seemed to be passing. By the time the rain stopped, the water was back to being choppy, and the wind was shifting back in our favor.

      We assessed our location and found that although we’d been blown farther south than we’d hoped, we’d also drifted westward. Our destination was still within sight, but we wouldn’t make it before dark.

      The girls raised the sails once more, and oars were once again taken up.

      As the afternoon wore on, we rationed our food so that there would be just enough left for one more day, and drank from the earthen jar. The sip I took did little to quench my thirst, but I made sure Madison had a good, long drink. She took it gratefully, smiled at me, and then went back to sleep against my chest.

      As the sun once more peeked through the clouds, I thought that the smoke was dissipating, and that the air was clearer than it had been all day. At least the storm had accomplished that much.

      Before taking a turn at an oar, I passed a sleepy Madison off to Everly, who promised to keep an eye on her. Rowing was hard work, but I relished having something to work toward. Our new island, although now engulfed in a haze of smoke, was growing ever larger on the horizon. Clouds drifted over us all afternoon, but we kept rowing, aiding the wind in our quest for somewhere safer than these hastily constructed rafts. I refused to let anyone take my oar, instead choosing to let the girls have an easier rotation.

      At dusk, the island looked larger than ever, but we were still far enough from it that it would be pitch dark before we got there. Since the sea monster hadn’t made an appearance all day, I dared to hope that we had strayed out of its waters.

      But I didn’t hold my breath. Just as likely, it only hunted at night. I constantly scanned the water as I rowed, but I wasn’t the first person to spot something.

      Zuri, opposite me on the raft, gave a shout and pointed to the west. Something large had disturbed the water, and as I watched, it surfaced. 

      It was hard to tell exactly what it was, and my first thought was that it was a whale. But there had been no blast of air from a blowhole, and the texture of its skin didn’t look quite right for a whale. Of course, how would I know what sorts of whales were present in these waters, or if they were harmless?

      We all watched as the creature seemed to move toward the raft, and the rowers lifted the oars out of the water. I grabbed the spear I’d had kept handy all day, and watched with my heart threatening to beat out of my chest. 

      When the creature swam beneath the rafts, my mouth went dry at how large it was. And it definitely wasn’t a whale—I caught a glimpse of ridges near its head, and a flipper on its side that looked more like it belonged to a turtle than a whale. The tail tapered to a tip that was much like an alligator’s, and I didn’t need Charlee’s whispered “Mosasaur” to know what it was.

      We had talked about it for months, and although I couldn’t be sure, it looked as if it was the same type of creature we had spotted all those months ago near the beach in the very beginning.

      The girls remained quiet while the creature passed beneath us, and every available spear, bow, and ax had been taken up. But the mosasaur didn’t seem interested in us at all, merely swimming away and disappearing into the darkening depths.

      Before it left completely, I was pulling goggles over my head and sitting on the edge of the raft.

      I heard Zuri hiss behind me, and turned. “Jake, what the hell are you doing?”

      “I want to see it.” It was a dumb explanation, I knew, but I needed to get a good look at this creature, and to see if it was circling us or just swimming.

      “Don’t you dare, Jake,” Everly said.

      “Just a quick peek. Maybe it’ll swim off.”

      “Or maybe it will smell you and come to check if you are its dinner,” Gabrielle said softly but sternly.

      “Just keep an eye out, okay?” I said to Zuri. 

      She sighed heavily as if she knew she couldn’t dissuade me, and tossed me the end of the rope we had used earlier. “Keep your hand on this. If we see something from here, we’ll give it a tug. We can have you back up here quickly.”

      “Now that does sound like I’m bait, doesn’t it?” I joked as I slipped into the water with the end of the rope. But when I looked back, no one was laughing.

      “What about the remaining oxygen tank?” Ava asked. 

      I shook my head, impatient to dive and then get back out of the water. “Too cumbersome. I’ll be right back.”

      Without giving anyone a chance to argue further, I slid beneath the now gentle waves, keeping my hand on the underside of the raft while I got my bearings. The water was darker than it had been minutes before, making visibility less than a few yards in any direction. I silently cursed the fading light and swam out from under the raft to increase the radius in which I searched. 

      The water was quiet, and eerie since I knew what lurked here. The animal portion of my brain screamed danger, but I ignored it as I circled the platform, which was still moving under the power of the wind. 

      For a moment, I saw nothing. And then, at the very edge of my vision, a large shadow passed through the water. I concentrated on the area and squinted, and nearly laughed when I saw a school of fish swimming near the surface. The mosasaur must have been hunting that.

      So could other animals, I thought.

      With another glance around, I was getting ready to surface for air when I felt a tug on the rope.

      I yanked it back, and it began to pull me. Surfacing, I took a gulp of air and saw the girls waving their arms to get my attention. They were pointing to my left, away into the depths, and I understood that it was time to get out of the water.

      Diving back under, I swam as quickly and quietly as I could manage. The rope guided me easily, and the moment my head broke the surface near the raft, Zuri and Charlee were there to pull me out.

      Charlee looked angry as she held her finger to her lips and asked for my silence.

      No one moved, and with a glance, I caught the swish of a tail heading away from us.

      “It looked right at us, Jake,” Charlee whispered. “It looked like a crocodile eyeing its prey.”

      “There’s a school of fish in the water, too. It’s more likely to go after that.”

      We watched for some time, but the mosasaur didn’t return. However, it didn’t stop me thinking that it could be right under us and we’d never know. How long could it hold its breath? 

      Finally, darkness came, and the stars gave us a brilliant show above, their light reflecting on the water and making it fairly easy to see. At least we felt better about keeping a lookout.

      No one slept, but everyone huddled together for a bit of rest after a long day. The island became an enormous shadow in front of us, and for the first time, I could appreciate how tall those mountains were. The occasional whiff of smoke wasn’t unusual, but as we drew closer to our new home, it became denser, disrupting the starlight and plunging us into more darkness.

      To the east, I didn’t see the red light of the volcano, but I did see the glow of fires. They seemed diminished, finally, but only time would tell how much damage had been done to the island.

      In the meantime, I became more wary as we approached land. The mosasaur had proven that it didn’t mind swimming into shallow waters. I didn’t want to have made it this far only to become dinner just as safety was within reach.

      The girls began stirring, preparing to leave the raft as soon as possible, gathering weapons and what few supplies we had left. There was a short but heated discussion about using the oars again, but I nixed that idea. Land was still too far away for a swim if there was an attack, and the water was likely deep enough that the mosasaur would have no trouble getting to us if it wanted.

      As the night grew darker, the wind died further, and the island seemed no closer than it had been for a while. We were drifting, but it seemed as if we were going nowhere in particular. I knew that wasn’t strictly the case, and that progress was still progress, but taking a chance at the oars began to be more appealing. The longer we stayed on the water, the more likely we would attract the mosasaur’s attention. Likely, it already knew where we were, and I didn’t want to give it a reason to check us out again.

      But if rowing got us to land faster, was it worth the risk?

      Since the night had turned inky black, I decided rowing wouldn’t help us if we couldn’t get our bearings. It might be worth the risk in a few hours, but right now, we were better off waiting until daylight.

      For me, morning couldn’t get there fast enough, and my head ached from exhaustion. We continued to drift, and eventually seemed to be caught in another current. As the smoke dissipated and the sky grew lighter, I saw the current was going to take us very close to land, even though we would land farther southwest than we had anticipated. The volcano was no longer in sight, and even the tower of smoke above it was blocked by the mountains now looming over us.

      Serenity rationed out the rest of the food and water. I ate and then went to check on Madison.

      I couldn’t see much of her face yet, but I could hear the weariness in her voice. “I’m fine, Jake. I’m just ready to be off this raft.”

      “Have you eaten?” I asked.

      “No, the food only upsets my stomach. I’ll just throw it up again, and I don’t love the idea of hanging my head over the edge of the raft any more than necessary.”

      I didn’t blame her. And though I had more than a suspicion about what was wrong with Madison, if she wasn’t ready to talk about it, then I wouldn’t push her. Instead, I kissed the top of her head.

      For several more minutes, I kept watch. The light finally grew enough to see everyone on the platform, and spirits rose. Even Killer seemed to be ruffling his feathers to shake off the terror of the night. Madison still slept, now in Charlee’s arms. 

      Charlee saw me looking and smiled. “She’ll be okay.”

      “So she tells me,” I muttered. “But I’ll feel better when all of you are on dry land.”

      “Where we will find more danger.” Charlee’s voice held a hint of mirth, and it was good to hear the hope there, even if it was for danger.

      I stood beside her in silence for a bit, watching her and Madison in between gazing at the water.

      “It’s my turn,” Charlee said abruptly.

      “I know,” I said, looking at her face and trying to read her expression. She was referring to the harem, but I didn’t know how she felt about it all, not really. “I have to admit, I’m surprised you put your name in.”

      “Why?”

      “Why… well, I didn’t think you were interested in me that way.”

      “I’ve spent more time with you than anybody, except for perhaps Zuri.”

      “I know,” I said. “It’s just that… you play your cards close to your chest.”

      Charlee laughed softly. “You’re not the first person to tell me that, Jake. But if you’re asking if I want you, then the answer is most definitely yes.”

      I raised an eyebrow at the confidence in her voice, and then laughed. “That makes me happy to hear. I want you too.”

      “Do you?”

      “Of course. I just didn’t want to say anything to make you uncomfortable.”

      Charlee’s hand touched my leg. It wasn’t a sexual sort of response, simply a reassuring one. “I hope you know that I’m never uncomfortable with you, unless of course you are going into the water with monsters.”

      I grinned. “I’ll try to do better in future.”

      “Good. We’d hate to lose you, you know. The harem… and I… would be devastated.”

      “Likewise, I’d be devastated to lose any of you,” I said softly. I bent down to kiss the top of Charlee’s head. She surprised me by looking up and tilting her chin so that I could kiss her lips.

      This kiss was much nicer than the first, which had seemed more platonic in nature. Her lips were soft and tasted like saltwater. I probably did, too, but it didn’t stop me from lingering just a bit, letting my tongue brush over hers before straightening and going back to my watch over the sea.

      Unfortunately, now that the haze was clearing, I realized that the current was taking us farther west, parallel to the white sandy beach I could just begin to make out.

      It was still some distance away. With a sinking feeling, I knew we wouldn’t get there without rowing.

      Quietly, I passed the word for everyone to get ready, and that we’d switch out every five minutes. I felt the muscles in my back protest as I grabbed an oar and began pulling us out of the current.

      Charlee, Everly, and Gabrielle grabbed the other oars and began to help me, and soon we were easing our way toward land and safety. 

      Just as the current released us, the attack came.
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      The first time the mosasaur bumped the raft, it was so soft that it could have been mistaken for a rough swell. But as the timbers beneath me trembled, I saw the creature swim beneath us. 

      It was testing us, checking us out. Almost like a shark, I thought. 

      Apparently, its snack on the cannibals had only whetted the creature’s appetite for human flesh. It liked it and remembered.

      Well, I was going to give it something to fucking remember. Hopefully enough of a deterrent to give us the space we needed to row to land.

      The sky was now bright enough to be able to see into the clear depths below. I called for the oars to be pulled out of the water and for everyone to wait for my signal.

      Once again everyone stood or sat, bracing themselves with weapons in hand. The shore was still too far for all of us to swim. Not only were we exhausted from our day at sea, but the water was simply too deep. The mosasaur could pick us off easily.

      The need to get to land almost overrode my instinct to stay quiet. But now that the mosasaur knew where we were, I doubted it would forget. It was still interested in us, and the memory of the cannibals’ screams came back to me in vivid detail. I stood looking over the water with my spear ready, trying to put it out of my mind.

      Soon enough, the girls called from the other side of the raft. I squeezed over there, just in time to see the mosasaur approach head-on. From this view, it looked like a giant crocodile, not unlike the one we’d killed weeks ago.

      With that thought in mind, I raised my spear. As the monster rose out of the water, its jaws poised to grab a corner of the raft, I threw the spear into its eye.

      My aim was perfect. The spear plunged into the orb in a burst of red blood. The mosasaur thrashed around at the last instant, bumping the raft with its jaw rather than biting it. Then it jerked away and swam off, leaving behind a trail of blood.

      I grabbed an oar from the nearest girl—Ava—and called for the others. We began to row once more, pulling toward shore as fast as our bodies would allow.

      I wanted to think the mosasaur would be gone for good after its prey blinded it in one eye. But I wasn’t going to take any chances.

      My muscles strained with the work, and I felt sharp pain shoot through my burned shoulder, knowing that my efforts had probably split open the blistered skin.

      But that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that we get into water that was too shallow for the mosasaur to follow.

      Except, either the mosasaur was too dumb to care that it was blinded, or it didn’t feel pain like I’d thought, or it simply didn’t need its eye to hunt.

      I heard girls scream and turned to help, but it was too late to do anything other than watch.

      The mosasaur bumped the raft again, this time sending one corner flying up into the air.

      The timbers cracked.

      We barely hung on, and I expected to see someone fall into the water. Our supplies went flying, and girls dropped their weapons in favor of trying to hang on.

      Across from me, Zuri lost her footing, but instead of pitching overboard, she stumbled back with her oar, falling on top of the other girls. They caught her, and as the raft fell back into the water with a splash, Juli hopped up to grab the oar from Zuri and take her place rowing.

      The mosasaur turned in the water, dove under the surface, and I lost track of it. We couldn’t afford to slow down, not even for what I hoped were minor injuries.

      Painfully slowly, the shore grew closer. The sunrise spread over the island to where I could see the empty beach and light filtering through the trees beyond.

      “Don’t stop!” I yelled, rowing for my life. “Don’t stop for anything!”

      The girls switched on the oars seamlessly and someone, I don’t even know who, tried to take mine, but I wouldn’t let her. It felt like my hands were glued to the oar, and that if I let go and stopped for even a second, that would be the end of us.

      We were out of spears, so there was nothing to do but row. If there was a bow and arrow still on board, I didn’t know where they were. At this point, rowing was the better option.

      I had my knife and planned to use it as a last resort, but it would require getting close enough to the creature to use it. One oxygen tank had survived the night, lashed to the nearest mast. I memorized its position, just in case.

      And then the end came.

      I barely had time to yell a warning before the raft pitched into the air. This time, instead of diving back under, the mosasaur continued to rise out of the water like a sea monster of old. Moby Dick in his final battle with Captain Ahab.

      The raft tilted beyond recovery.

      It all happened so fast. Timbers groaned and the world spun wildly. A loud snap and I felt something hitting my ear. At first, I was confused about the warmth spreading down the side of my face, but then realized that a sliver of flying wood had stabbed me in the earlobe. I didn’t even feel the pain because I had so much adrenaline coursing through my body.

      Instead of flipping end over end, the floating platform broke apart.

      There were screams and yells as the girls scrambled to the floating pieces, which were getting smaller with every minute.

      I grabbed the nearest girl—one of Annua’s tribeswomen, Osi—and jumped with her in my arms to one of the intact sections. Already, girls were undoing knots in order to get rid of the broken pieces. Everything now was a mess of jumbled logs, now floating in the first swells of the surf.

      Osi gripped the nearest log, and I saw it was the mast with the oxygen tank still tied to it. Quickly, I used my knife to cut it away, and slid myself into the straps. There was a small floating section of timber nearby, and I got us both onto it.

      We were so close to shore now that I could see the sandy bottom, just beyond the edge of the shallows. We were practically there, but I figured the mosasaur would try to drag the remaining rafts back into deeper waters.

      I wasn’t wrong.

      It was headed straight for us once again. The ridges on its head were just visible above the surface.

      “Swim for shore!” I yelled. “Abandon ship!”

      I grabbed Osi, but her face had gone white with fear. She wouldn’t let go of the raft.

      The mosasaur burst out of the water, jaws open and ready to snap down on us. 

      Most of the girls managed to jump toward shore, but I fell backward off the demolished raft as the mosasaur burst out of the water. I lost track of Osi, and immediately began looking for her.

      I struggled to get away from the wreckage, taking a big gulp of air just as the remaining portion of the raft was overturned completely. One large timber rose out of the water as if a tree was growing in the ocean.

      And then it flipped over.

      I swam out of the way, trying to keep from having my head bashed in. But then I was under the water with the bits of wood breaking up around me, the oxygen tank on my back, and no clear sense of direction.

      I saw someone on my other side, not moving and with blood flowing away from her red hair.

      Juli.

      Chunks of wood and rope floated everywhere, daring anyone to get close enough to become entangled. I finally surfaced for air and swam toward Juli anyway. She had managed to get out of the way, for the most part, but the large timber had grazed the side of her head. Blood poured into the water, and I dove after her as her head slipped under.

      The mosasaur was hunting among the wreckage looking for its prey, and I didn’t doubt for a moment that it would be able to smell blood.

      I grabbed Juli’s arm and pulled her to the surface, and then felt someone touch my arm and begin to help. It was Ava. Neither of us needed to speak, we both knew what was at stake. We each grabbed an arm and began pulling for shore, keeping Juli’s head above water.

      I hoped we weren’t dragging a dead body. There was no time to check her vitals.

      Instead of swimming in a straight line, the location of the mosasaur forced us to give a wide berth to the creature now demolishing the other rafts. It was creating a churn in the water that made our task that much harder, as it searched for the humans who had fallen overboard.

      With the depth still plenty for the mosasaur, the shore seemed impossibly far away. In between watching the creature and keeping an eye on Juli, I glanced over at Ava. She looked exhausted. Indeed, she looked as bad as I felt. My entire body was tired, and the last thing I wanted to do was to swim these final yards to land. But just the idea of a monster spurred me forward. 

      Behind us, the breaking of timbers stopped. And the relative silence didn’t bode well.

      A line of rope whipped by me, its coarse fibers burning my arm as they passed.

      And then I had an idea.

      A completely crazy, amazing, and quite possibly deadly idea.

      I helped Ava pull Juli beyond the worst of the churning water, and pointed her toward the beach. Ahead of us, Osi was swimming awkwardly toward shore.

      After making sure Ava had a good grip on the still unconscious redhead, I let go and yelled, “Swim! I’ll be right behind you!”

      Despite her exhaustion, Ava was a strong swimmer, and I knew the others would help her with Juli as soon as they got into the shallows.

      “What the hell are you doing, Jake?” she yelled.

      I treaded water, pulling the regulator toward me and preparing to use it. There wasn’t much of the platform left, with the monster gliding through the wreckage while searching for its prey.

      It wouldn’t take long before it found some. I couldn’t risk it getting all three of us, or anyone else who hadn’t yet made it to shore.

      We needed a distraction.

      “Ava, just go!” I said. “Get Juli out of the water!”

      Ava gave me a terrified look and then began swimming toward shore, pulling Juli behind her while keeping her head above the water. But I didn’t watch them, instead turning away from the shallows and dipping under the water to have a look.

      All I saw was a mass of timber and rope, some of it sinking, and some still disturbed by the mosasaur, which was gliding through the wreckage with ease.

      A piece of rope was still in its mouth, caught on a tooth like a hook in a fish.

      A big, crocodilian fish.

      It was now or never.

      I put the regulator in my mouth and dove for the end of that rope. 

      The mosasaur, having given up its hunt around the raft, had started drifting along the shelf as if it wanted to go into the shallows. I knew there was still enough depth, but perhaps its ruined eye was making it more cautious. I swam along after it, approaching from its blind side, at arm’s length from its gray skin.

      It was possible most or all the girls were out of the water, and that this was a pointless exercise, but there was no time to check.

      I finally got close enough to grab the rope, and pulled myself hand over hand closer to the mosasaur’s mouth. The mosasaur didn’t even seem to feel my weight. It didn’t react to having me tag along.

      Finally, it seemed to make up its mind. It turned for shore, drifting over the drop-off into the swell of the waves. If I hadn’t grabbed the rope when I did, I would have been left behind.

      Up close, its teeth were even more terrifying, reminding me of the large crocodile we had killed weeks ago, only more agile.

      Without a mask, I couldn’t see far in any direction because the water was stinging my eyes. But I didn’t need to see anything beyond the monster under my hand.

      In order to get to the other eye, I tossed my leg over the creature’s head, and for a moment, I was riding the mosasaur, the ridges on its head helping to keep me in place while I maneuvered around to its other side, using my legs and the rope to keep my hold on it.

      Finally, the mosasaur noticed me.

      It shook its head, trying to get rid of me, and I lost my leg grip and found myself floating above the animal.

      Fearing it would simply turn in the water and snap me up in its jaws, I kicked hard toward the beast once more, using my grip on the rope to pull myself toward it. Before it could shake its head again, I unsheathed my knife, let go of the rope, and grabbed the ridge over its good eye with my other hand. 

      And then I buried my blade hilt-deep into the creature’s good eye.

      The effect was immediate. Blood burst from its ruined eyeball and it began thrashing once more. I pulled my knife out, planted my feet on the animal’s neck, and pushed toward the surface.

      It seemed the animal had finally had enough, and with both eyes gone, was no longer interested in its morning meal. Instead, it thrashed around as if trying to get rid of the pain, and I felt a moment of pity for it. But when it snapped its jaws on a passing piece of floating timber, splintering it into pieces, I stopped feeling sorry for it and swam for the beach, shedding the oxygen tank so I could make better time.

      Every few seconds, I turned to make sure it wasn’t following me, but the animal had retreated into deeper water. Finally, I turned to the beach a final time and swam for shore.

      Strong arms grabbed me as soon as my feet touched sand.

      I stumbled onto the beach, with Gabrielle half pulling me and cursing me in both French and English.

      The other girls were fussing over Juli. I couldn’t bear to ask, but then I saw her chest rise up and down with her breath, and sighed in relief. The gash in her head was still bleeding, but right now, I was just happy she was alive. 

      After a few moments of us saying her name, the redhead opened her eyes and looked at us in confusion. I smiled with relief and laughed a little. Juli caught my eye and gave me a small smile. 

      Serenity made Juli lie there for a moment while she checked her for any other injuries. After a few minutes it was determined that she might have a mild concussion, but at the moment all she suffered was a headache.

      Ava pulled off her skimpy halter top and used it as a bandage on Juli’s head. We needed to clean it as soon as possible, but for now, it would help stop the bleeding.

      Finally, my body wrung of all its adrenaline, I sank onto the sand. The beach was still in the shadow of the mountain, and would be for some time. Pain in my shoulder reminded me of my burn, and I felt the effects of our ordeal throughout my body. I wanted to ignore it and drift off into sleep.

      But there was no time for that, not quite yet. We knew this island had other people on it. And I couldn’t go to sleep until I was sure we were at least sheltered for the time being. With a groan, I dragged myself up into a sitting position and then stood. Parts of the rafts were washing onto the shore, but I saw no sign of the mosasaur.

      Fingers took my hand and laced through my own. I turned to look at Charlee, who also looked exhausted. “We made it. All of us.” Charlee jerked her head toward the jungle. “There’s a fallen tree just inside the tree line,” she said. “We might be able to use it for shelter while we rest.”

      I smiled. “You read my mind, Charlee. What would I do without you?”

      Charlee smirked but didn’t say anything. As good as the wind on the beach felt, I’d be happy to be away from the sea for a while. Juli was walking slowly, with her arm around Olivia’s shoulders. I went over and picked up the injured redhead, feeling her warm body pressed against mine. She looked at me gratefully and planted a kiss on my cheek.

      “Thank you for saving me, Jake,” she said in a soft voice.

      “Ava saved you,” I said, following Charlee into the trees.

      Juli tightened her hold around my neck for just a moment and then relaxed. “You took on a real-life sea monster, I think that qualifies.” Juli grinned, and then laid her head against my shoulder.

      The air became stifling as we entered the jungle, but when I saw what Charlee had found for shelter, I no longer cared about the heat. The fallen tree had been enormous, the opposite end of its root ball almost twenty feet above our heads. There wasn’t a lot of room, but the earth beneath it was still sandy and surprisingly free of bugs. We brushed a few of them out of the way, but I didn’t see any animal droppings nearby, and thought this is as good a place as any to grab a nap in a semi-hidden environment.

      I put Juli down, and she sat facing the ocean, promising to stay awake. Zuri had already climbed up on top of the tree trunk to act as lookout, and I couldn’t help but be amazed at her stamina. She even had a bow and arrow in her hand. How she had managed to save her weapon, I wasn’t sure. I regretted losing my own terror bird ax, but I wouldn’t have traded it for Juli on any day. And anyway, the knife at my side had proven to be the most useful against the mosasaur. 

      Suddenly, I remembered Slugger and Killer. But Killer had already run into the forest and was poking around in the vegetation, clearly hungry and hunting small animals. He was quiet, but I knew he would also keep a lookout, my faithful guard bird.

      Slugger had managed to survive as well. Apparently, several of the girls had grabbed his cage and floated it toward the shore, using a tangle of floating timber.

      Once again, and because I couldn’t help myself, I looked at each girl and counted.

      Twenty-four. Twelve college babes, Annua and her eight tribeswomen, and the three women from the cannibal tribe. We had all made it.
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      After my turn at watch, I settled down outside the circle of women and decided to watch the waves for a while. Charlee joined me, sitting very close with her shoulder up against my good shoulder. She glanced at my burn, but I shook my head. “It’ll be okay. Right now sleep will do me better than any doctoring.”

      There was a twinkle in Charlee’s eyes, and she said, “Now who’s reading my mind?”

      I leaned in and kissed her on the lips, and imagined I could taste her weariness and her desire. We were both exhausted, but I couldn’t resist running my hand down her arm to her waist. She looked up at me with those intelligent brown eyes, and I knew that I didn’t want to wait any longer to have her.

      I kissed her again, tenderly at first, but it soon turned heated. Her arms wrapped around my waist and her hands dipped under my loincloth. I knew Charlee so well, and this was just another step in our relationship, one that immediately gave us a connection. We didn’t have a mat to lie on, nor did we want to stray too far away from the group. I was used to the girls hearing or seeing me have sex with one or more of them, but Charlee seemed a bit reluctant to just sit down on the beach and go at it.

      She moved her hands from my loincloth and then took me by the hand to walk around the curve of the beach. We were just out of sight of the others, but within earshot, and the beach was empty. Even the forest seemed farther away here.

      And so we had sex out in the open under the bright morning sun. She pulled at my loincloth, her efforts suddenly turning more eager. I helped her undo it and let it fall to the ground. It was actually big enough that we could sit on it if we wanted, but Charlee seemed to have something else in mind. 

      She quickly shed her shorts and top, letting me get a full view of her, to appreciate her lean, toned body. Her breasts were on the small side, but her pebbled nipples stood out more for it. I ran my thumbs over them, watching her eyes grow hooded with desire. Then she took my cock in her hand, gently sliding it up and down.

      I closed my eyes to enjoy all the sensations. We pleasured each other slowly like that for a minute, and then she disappeared. I opened my eyes to see her kneeling in front of me, and the next moment, without any hesitation, she took all of me in her mouth.

      I hissed at the feeling of her lips sliding down on me, her tongue hitting the perfect spot just at the tip of my cock. Then she began to suck me, working her hand and her lips. I grabbed her wet hair, encouraging her, and she took me even deeper. 

      The tip of my cock touched the back of her throat, and she sucked hard. I was almost brought to my knees, but I didn’t want to end this way.

      Slightly out of breath, I pulled her head away from me and kneeled next to her on the sand. I kissed her again while sliding my fingers between her legs, feeling how wet she already was. I massaged that tender spot a few moments before dipping first one and then two fingers inside her. She moaned and arched into me, riding my fingers as I pleasured her.

      But then she grabbed my cock again and pulled herself off my fingers. “Jake,” she said huskily. “I need you now.”

      I lay back on my loincloth and pulled her on top of me. Charlee quickly straddled my hips and sat down, slowly, on my cock. I was big, and I filled her completely. She breathed deeply, moaning softly as she put her hands on my abs and began to rock back and forth.

      I watched her for a moment, enjoying seeing those pert nipples bouncing up and down and her hair falling in her face as she rode me harder, swirling her hips to find the most pleasure. 

      She felt amazing, and I was soon panting with her, holding my climax as long as I could, until she reached hers. Charlee began moaning louder, and sat down on me harder and harder, grinding her hips into mine. I was sure her moans would be heard by the others in the camp. The thought made me even harder, if that were possible.

      Finally, I grabbed her hips and slammed myself into her, matching her beat for beat, no longer content to just let her ride me and wanting us to reach a climax together. I reached up and pinched one of her nipples, and that did it.

      Charlee came with a wail, her head tilting up to the sky and her body shuddering on my cock. I slammed into her once more, lifting my hips completely off the ground, and felt my own release, grabbing her thighs as it took my breath away.

      When Charlee finally slumped down on top of me, we were both breathing hard and tempted to let our exhaustion get the better of us. I kissed her mouth, savoring those sweet lips that were still tinged with saltwater, and enjoyed feeling her naked body pressed to mine.

      “We better not fall asleep here,” I said. “Much as I would love to do that.”

      Charlee made a noncommittal noise, and it sounded like she was already almost asleep. But then she kissed my chest and rolled herself off of me, hissing when her body hit the hot sand. Then she laughed and we found our clothes, putting them back on before rejoining the others.

      We slept the day away. After taking another turn at the watch, I hiked inland and found a spring burbling out of some rocks. I hurried back to camp to tell the girls. We didn’t have anything to keep the water in—it was as if we were starting all over again from the very beginning—but drinking it straight out of the rocks had never bothered us before. It was cold too, the most refreshing drink I think I’d ever had. And best of all, if we looked just the right way, we could still see the fallen tree and our temporary shelter. 

      “If we put some broad leaves over the tree base,” I said. “We can create a shelter from the rain that is sure to come this evening.” 

      Annua touched my arm and smiled. “While the others do that, Jake, I fix your shoulder.” She pointed to my burn, and I nodded.

      Then Annua disappeared into the trees with her tribeswomen, and for a moment I wondered if she was leaving, if she was going to find her family right now. I wouldn’t have blamed her, but when she returned about an hour later with a freshly made paste, I grinned from ear to ear.

      That is, until she spread the paste over my burn. It hurt like a sonofabitch, but I clenched my jaw and didn’t move as she applied it. After a while, the pain began to lessen, and I was able to relax.

      We had created a lean-to out of broad leaves, and when the afternoon rains came, we were indeed kept out of the worst of it. While it rained, I thought about our current situation.

      Annua had said her tribe would take us in. But if they didn’t, I knew we would have to rebuild. We had probably months of hard work ahead of us, not to mention a whole new island to explore. The exploration of this one could take years if it was as big as I thought it was. But for now, I was content to listen to the jungle sounds and drift in and out of sleep.

      More often than not, Charlee napped with me, curled up next to me despite the heat, and I enjoyed feeling free to touch her body. My fingers made their way along her waist and to her hip. She pressed her butt into my groin, and I smiled into her hair.
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      That evening as the sun set, all of us were feeling refreshed, and Charlee and I were feeling particularly satisfied after a few more rounds together. We held a meeting to decide what to do next.

      “Do what we did before,” Charlee said. “Find the safest location we can, keeping in mind that we need a place to be easily defensible, and build.”

      Several of the girls nodded in agreement.

      “I think we should have access to the sea,” Gabrielle added, “that way we can have fresh fish. If we find a shallow bay or lagoon, we won’t have to worry about large predators in the water.” 

      Gabrielle had been translating for Tamika and Shauna. Tamika seemed to be comfortable within the group, but the warrior woman dressed in nothing but bone armor looked dejected and despondent most of the time. She perked up, though, when we spoke of fish. Apparently she was as hungry as the rest of us, and it was something we were going to have to quickly rectify to keep up our strength.

      “Annua,” I said, looking at the dark-haired woman. “What do you think?”

      Annua looked at her tribeswomen and then back at me. “We should go to my people. I go to family.”

      I nodded, thinking that this naturally would’ve been her choice. However, I didn’t want to lose her even though I hadn’t known her as long as the others. “Do you know the way? Do you know how to return to your people?”

      Annua nodded her head confidently, and then gave a puzzled look. “Please explain.”

      Apparently she didn’t understand as well as she thought she had. “You know the path?”

      Annua frowned and again turned to her tribeswomen, talking to them in an animated discussion. I only caught a few of the words, ones that I had picked up from Annua over the last few weeks.

      Finally, Annua turned back to the group and shook her head sadly. “I do not know the way from here. But it is on this side of island, and with some searching, we should find the path.”

      “Okay then,” I said.

      “Would your people welcome us?” Olivia asked.

      I didn’t know how I felt about joining another tribe, considering the last one had tried to roast me for the volcano god.

      Olivia had to restate her question a couple of times before Annua fully understood.

      Her eyes sparkled a bit when she looked at me. “My people like Jake.” Then her gaze drifted down my body before returning to my eyes.

      A few of the girls giggled.

      Gabrielle was still translating for Shauna, who didn’t look happy.

      “If you go to another tribe,” Gabrielle said softly but firmly, “Shauna and I will have to go somewhere else. I doubt we will be treated very well, considering we were from an enemy tribe.”

      Gabrielle looked sad as she spoke. It wasn’t hard to figure out why. Any tribe that stole its enemies for cannibalistic rituals wouldn’t be considered friendly, or welcome.

      Tamika was looking at me bashfully, her eyelids half-closed as if she didn’t want me to find her looking. I wondered if she would go, as well. If she was pregnant, I didn’t like the thought of her leaving with only two other people to protect her. Even if she wasn’t pregnant, I wanted her to stay.

      I wanted all of them to stay. I looked from Tamika to Gabrielle, who was looking at me warmly.

      Clearing my throat, I turned back to the rest of the group. “At the very least,” I said, “we should help Annua get back to her family. But I wouldn’t feel right about splitting up.” I looked at Gabrielle, Tamika, and Shauna. “None of us. We’ll work it out. After we meet Annua’s family and help them see she is safe, we can decide what to do from there. At that point, we can return to the beach if we wish.”

      With this, Gabrielle smiled.

      “Since we don’t know how to find them exactly,” Madison said, “we just wander around in the forest until we do?” She wasn’t being mean, merely asking an honest question. “What’s the plan while we look?”

      Remembering how sick she had been on the voyage and seeing how pale she looked even now, I said, “I agree that we need security while we travel. A way to guarantee food and protection.” I turned to Annua. “How long will it take to find the path?”

      Annua shook her head. “One day? Two? Unless they find us first.”

      “How would they find us?” I was thinking of a fire, or some other sort of signal that Annua might know to attract their attention. But when I mentioned this, she shook her head and the tribeswomen giggled.

      “They watch,” she said. “And if they see us, they will take us back to the village.”

      “Why didn’t you say that earlier?” Everly asked.

      “Because I was not sure if that is what Jake wanted. I want to stay with him.”

      The idea that we wouldn’t have to wander blindly through the forest made me feel a bit hopeful. After all, Annua had said the village would welcome us, and I trusted her.

      “Okay then,” I said finally, “we make some weapons, everyone making the weapon that you prefer, and then spend a few days here getting some rest and finding food. Then we follow Annua inland. Any objections?”

      No one had any, and there wasn’t even a need to vote on it. I think we were all ready for something a bit different, and the idea of meeting a tribe that might be friendly was growing on me. I’d always known that Annua wanted to return to her family, but I hadn’t always been sure I would be there when she did.

      However, I grew excited once more at the thought of seeing how they lived. At the very least, we could learn from them before moving on and creating our own settlements.

      Perhaps Annua would want to stay with us if we did that. I realized with a pang in my gut that I didn’t want to lose her. I cared for all my women, and the thought of splitting up just wasn’t an option for me right now. Not unless someone wanted to leave.

      I started to get up because the meeting was over, as did a few of the others, when Gabrielle held out her hand to me and said, “Wait, please.”

      It wasn’t a command, simply a request.

      “Yes?” I asked, sitting back down. The other girls stopped to look, intrigued by this woman, perhaps as much as I was.

      “I would like to join your harem,” Gabrielle said without preamble.

      I raised both eyebrows, surprised at the suddenness with which she made the request.

      Gabrielle continued, “I have heard you all speak of it while on the raft, and unless for some reason I am forced to part with you because of my duty to Tamika and Shauna, I wish to be yours, Jake.”

      The very mention of adding Gabrielle to the harem set me on fire, and I couldn’t help but sweep my gaze over her suntanned, strong body. Over her ample breasts, her small waist, and slightly flared hips. Then I looked back into her eyes, which also had a look of heat in them.

      “It is not just up to me,” I said, looking at the other girls. “The rest of the harem must accept you was well.”

      “Why do you wish to join, Gabrielle?” Ava asked.

      “Well that’s obvious,” Everly said with a smirk. “She wants to fuck Jake. Don’t you?”

      Gabrielle looked at Everly and then smiled. “Yes. I would like to fuck Jake, but perhaps you as well.”

      My loincloth drew a bit tight as my cock twitched in response to the image of Gabrielle and Everly together. Everly, always able to handle herself, smiled wickedly at Gabrielle. “You might not know what you’re taking on,” she said.

      “I’m sure I would be up to the challenge,” Gabrielle said back. “But to answer your question, Everly. Yes, I would like to fuck Jake, but I have also seen how he treats all of you. How he treated Tamika when he had sex with her during the ritual.”

      I closed my eyes, wishing she hadn’t just said that. I hadn’t yet told anyone else what happened because there hadn’t been a good time for it.

      When I opened my eyes again, everyone was looking at me. And then all at once, every member of my harem started talking, looking at Tamika and then looking at me.

      “What does she mean, Jake?” Charlee asked, always slower to jump to conclusions than the others, always giving everyone a fair chance.

      I told them briefly what happened when I had been captured by the cannibals—Gabrielle, Tamika, and Shauna’s tribe. Gabrielle occasionally added in details that I would have left out, particularly how Tamika had said she had very much enjoyed being with me.

      “Jake was very gentle with her,” Gabrielle finished. “I saw it. And it tells me that he is a good man.”

      None of the girls seemed happy about this announcement. While at first it had seemed that they would accept Gabrielle into the harem without much question, now all of them were looking at her, Tamika, and Shauna suspiciously.

      Madison seemed outright angered, and was glaring at Tamika.

      I frowned at my predicament, wishing that Gabrielle had waited to tell the tale. At my expression, Gabrielle had the grace to look dismayed that she had told the group. I shook my head at her and muttered, “It isn’t your fault,” before turning to the other girls. “I didn’t really have a choice, at the time, and I was going to tell you all. But Tamika may be pregnant, and if she wants to stay with us, I’m very willing to see to her safety.”

      Madison stood and walked away toward the beach. I thought I caught a tear in her eye, and jumped up to go after her.

      Charlee caught my arm. “I’ll check on her.” She looked almost disappointed, and it was like a knife going through my heart. I never wanted to hurt my girls. “You should’ve told us, Jake, at least before now.”

      Then she jogged off after Madison.

      To my surprise, Everly stood up with a look of fury on her face, and I prepared myself for an outburst directed at me. However, she began looking at her fellow harem members.

      “Jake didn’t have a choice. If that’s what he says happened, then that’s what happened. Gabrielle confirms his story, and although we don’t know her, I don’t know why she would say it if it weren’t true. We all just need to get over it. And for fuck’s sake, if Tamika wants to be part of the harem, let her, and Gabrielle. It’s too late for Tamika, and we never said that we would be the only ones for Jake. That’s what this is all about, right? Jake is hot as fuck. Literally. And if I’m willing to share him with twelve other girls, then I guess I can share him with a couple more. Hell, even Shauna can join in if she wants to.”

      Gabrielle had been translating once more, and while Tamika was looking pleased, Shauna was looking at me with a frown. I couldn’t figure her out, but then I’d only known her a few days, and she was very obviously mourning the death of her tribe.

      “Right,” Zuri said. “Let’s vote. Everly made some good points, but Gabrielle, I want you to know that all of us think of Jake more like a husband than just a fling. We all love him very much, and if you want to join his harem, you must love him too.”

      Gabrielle stood and nodded. “I swear it. There will be no other man for me.”

      Zuri called for the vote, and while a few of the girls still looked angry with me, they all voted to allow Gabrielle and Tamika in. The only people not present were Madison and Charlee, and while they were still outvoted whether they had been there or not, I felt I needed to talk to them. It was time to have a serious conversation with Madison anyway.

      As I headed toward the beach, I heard the girls tell Gabrielle there was a line for me. Gabrielle swore in French when she found out she would be at the end of it.

      It seemed the conversation had turned a bit more good-natured, and I left them to figure things out among themselves.

      At the beach, Madison and Charlee were sitting with their toes in the waves.

      “Hey, can I sit?” I asked.

      Both girls turned to me and nodded. They even scooted apart so that I could sit between them. 

      “The rest of the harem just voted to allow Tamika and Gabrielle into it,” I said. “But if you don’t agree, you can call another vote.”

      Madison’s hair caught in the wind and blew over her face, but not before I saw she had been crying. I put my arm around her shoulders. “Hey, I will call another vote if you want. You can say anything to the group you need to.”

      Madison sniffed and then looked at me, new tears shining in her eyes. “It’s not that, Jake. It’s… I wanted to be the first one to tell you… And I felt it was ruined, with Tamika and all.”

      I hugged her tightly to me. None of her words made complete sense, but I knew what she wanted to say. It broke my heart that she had wanted to be the first. “We don’t know that Tamika is pregnant,” I said softly. I kissed the top of her head and then looked into her eyes again. “Tell me. I want to hear you say it, Madison.” I couldn’t help the excitement in my voice, and Madison caught it too.

      She sniffed and laughed, her smile lighting up her whole face in a way it hadn’t for days. “I’m pregnant, Jake... You’re happy?”

      I hugged her as tightly as I could, wrapping my arms around her and kissing her forehead and then her nose, and then her tear-streaked face. “I’m so happy, Madison. Nothing that has happened will take that away from us. Nothing.”

      Madison sobbed and then looked up at me for a kiss. Soon, Charlee joined us in the hug, and I was relieved that it was finally out in the open. Of course, I was sure that all the other girls knew too, but it would be good to talk about it openly.

      “Is there anything I can do for you?” I finally asked Madison.

      “Well, there is one thing,” she said. “I’m hungry, Jake.”
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      After a dinner of fruit, we put out the fire and went to bed with the sun. I slept with Charlee on one side and Madison on the other. But I woke in the middle of the night, looking at the stars and contemplating how my life changed.

      I smiled when I thought of Madison. Sure, it worried me that she would give birth in an environment like this, but then again, humans had done it for millennia. We would figure it out.

      Over the next few days, we rested and made some weapons. The weather wasn’t as rainy here as it had been on our old island, at least not here on the beach, so we enjoyed our time as much as we could. Then, finally, everyone seemed on the mend and it was time to move inland.

      The morning we were to leave, I woke from a groggy sleep just as the first light was touching the waves. Standing, I walked down to the beach with my spear to look at things. We still had a lookout, but I decided to walk farther, simply for something to do more than to check things out.

      Today was the day we would begin moving inland, but part of me wanted to stay near the beach and the water. However, the promise of finding Annua’s people was enough to make me leave. Perhaps it would be the answer to the pregnancy question. Madison—and perhaps Tamika—would do better in a village environment.

      I hadn’t gone far before I saw something scuttling around in the waves. An enormous shadow that was moving wildly. I stopped walking and stepped into the trees to observe it. Then the animal turned, and I caught a profile of several legs and a large body.

      And by large body, I mean the size of a Great Dane.

      Creeping closer, I watched as it scuttled out of the water. It looked injured, as if one of its legs wasn’t quite holding its weight.

      It was a giant crab. A giant fucking crab. With every passing moment, there was more light to see by, and I saw a red and white creature with one mangled leg, as if something had grabbed a hold of it and tried to tear it off.

      Then I also thought that if I could kill this thing, we would have enough meat for the journey inland, and a nice protein-filled breakfast.

      I figured I’d only get one shot at this, so I gripped my new spear tightly and snuck as close to the crab as I could before rushing it. I aimed for the head and the soft fleshy part between its claws.

      With a jolt, the spear sank deep into the crab. The giant didn’t die, but rather began to squirm around and wave those massive claws at me. I held on to the end of the spear and dodged the flying things, not wanting to think about what would happen if one of them wrapped itself around my arm or my neck. I’d either lose an arm or lose my head. The crab tried to settle back into the water, and I felt myself being dragged to the sand with it.

      Unwilling to give up on breakfast, I wrenched the spear out and then, before the crab could get away, thrust the spear back in, this time plunging it deeper beneath the shell. I did it three more times before the crab finally fell and didn’t move again.

      The tide was coming in so I had to quickly get my kill out of the water. The goddamned thing was heavier than any dog I’d ever carried, and I gave a shout for one of the girls to come help me before I lost it.

      Charlee came running with a spear of her own, and when she saw what I was trying to do, she laughed good-naturedly and tried to help me pull the giant crab out of the water. By the time we made it up to the tree line with our breakfast, we were panting and laughing. It felt good somehow, to find something to work together for. It felt like things were already back to normal.

      We were discussing how to chop off the legs and roast the meat over fire when one of the girls gave a shout from camp.
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      I dropped everything except my spear and ran back to camp. Behind me, Charlee ran to catch up. Everyone had congregated around Naomi and Juli, and they seemed upset by something.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked them.

      “There’s a canoe,” Naomi said, pointing back down the beach in the other direction. “We found it just inside the tree line. It looks like one of the cannibal’s canoes.”

      Juli shivered and wrapped her arms around herself as if she was cold. “Do you think some of them survived?”

      “The canoe didn’t hide itself,” I said grimly. “Show me.”

      We walked back down the beach, and everyone followed. None of the girls were comfortable staying behind knowing that there were others so close to us on the island.

      If the cannibals had made it to shore around the same time we did, and had hidden the canoe, it was a safe bet that they had seen one or more of us already. Perhaps they had watched without us knowing.

      There was no point in saying this to the girls, not just yet. I didn’t want to frighten them any more than they already were. If we hadn’t run into any trouble up to now, it was a good sign. Perhaps the cannibals had seen us and decided our numbers were too great to risk a fight.

      Naomi and Juli showed us the canoe that had most definitely been hidden under the first line of trees from the beach. The canoe was primitive but well-built, carved from a single tree trunk and balanced with long poles. It looked exactly like some of the canoes we had seen near the lagoon on the other island. I turned to Gabrielle to get her opinion. “How many do you think made it?”

      She shook her head. “These canoes hold two, maybe four in a pinch.”

      “How likely are they to be hostile toward us now?” I asked.

      Gabrielle frowned, then turned to Shauna for a quick discussion. Tamika stood quietly next to them, listening.

      “The tribe has often been a warring one, attacking other tribes in these islands, even here in this one. But with so few numbers? I do not know, Jake.”

      “Okay,” I said. “There’s nothing we can do about it now other than continue to keep watch. I would feel better if we always had two people on watch instead of just one. And as always, everybody use the buddy system. Don’t go anywhere alone.”

      “Does that include you, Professor?” Charlee asked with a smile.

      I sighed. It was a fair question. After getting kidnapped by cannibals only a few days before, I realized I needed the buddy system too. “Yes, me too.”

      While the girls were discussing this find amongst themselves, I nodded to Gabrielle to follow me, and slipped into the trees to look for tracks. The earth was soft, but still sandy here. Try as we might, we didn’t see any evidence that anyone had ever set foot here, let alone in the last few days.

      But then, a few yards in, I found a distinctly human footprint in a bit of muddy soil. Gabrielle and I studied it for a moment, and the surrounding area, but didn’t find any more. Whoever had left it seemed to have simply vanished into the trees.

      “It could be Annua’s people,” I said hopefully. “But why would they hide?”

      Gabrielle shook her head. “I agree, Professor. It likely belongs to my old tribe.”

      Gabrielle and I made our way back to the rest of the party.

      “Well,” I said, “at least we know they’re here, and shouldn’t be caught unawares. However, if one canoe made it, there might be another. We don’t know for sure, so keep a lookout as we head inland today.”

      Remembering the crab on the beach, I took Charlee and Everly with me to chop it up. At least we would have a good breakfast.

      Cracking open the enormous crab legs turned out to be a difficult task, and at one point, we resorted to using stones. But the meat was better than I would have anticipated. And the best part was that it left us full and feeling ready to tackle the day.

      After dousing the fire and gathering what things we had, we decided on our next steps.

      The question was whether to search for the path that belonged to Annua’s people, or to make a straight line toward the interior of the island. I wanted to climb the nearest slopes and look for a vantage point.

      Since Annua didn’t know where the path started, we decided it was best to follow my plan. If her people saw us, Annua said they would make contact. Otherwise, this first part of the journey, we would have to do it alone.

      I learned that Annua’s village was in the interior of the island and protected by rocky foothills. I thought that if we climbed one of the mountains, she might be able to spot it.

      I hoped so.

      The rest of the day was spent beating a path through the jungle, and it quickly took us uphill. The vegetation was dense, and beneath the canopy was dark.

      I walked at the head of the line with Annua beside me. Everyone else was spread out behind us in clumps. I didn’t want to risk an animal trying to pick somebody off, and though it made our journey slower, we walked in twos and threes, creating a wider trail for safety.

      There were risks to moving so conspicuously through an unknown forest. An animal could more easily run across our path. The cannibals wouldn’t have any trouble tracking us, either. If they wanted to. However, I felt better moving as a group than as individuals. To me, the benefits outweighed the risks.

      By the end of the day, we’d only made it halfway up the mountain, and its steepness was only increasing the farther up we went. The good news was we had encountered several springs during the day, and were able to find another before dark.

      We camped nearby, and went to work creating a fire. We didn’t have anything to cook, since we’d cooked all the crab meat at breakfast. We ate the leftover cold crab, which was surprisingly good. Still, a fire would hopefully ward off any predators. We built the blaze up to be a proper bonfire. Although it hadn’t rained on us all day, beneath the canopy was still quite moist and humid, so finding things to burn took some effort. But with everyone working together, we had enough to keep the fire burning all night.

      The night was uneventful, and we began to move again at first light. We reached the ridge late in the afternoon, feeling tired but accomplished. The only thing to fight had been the vegetation, and I was beginning to hope that this island would prove to have less wildlife to worry about. There were the typical jungle sounds, meaning lots of birds and trees creaking in the wind high above, but we hadn’t heard nor seen any sign of any dinosaurs, let alone predators.

      Part of this disappointed me. I had grown used to seeing these giant beasts, and hoped that they hadn’t all died on the other island. Perhaps the other portion of the island had been saved. Someday, I wanted to check.

      But for now, I needed to find out if Annua could give us directions. There was rocky precipice above our heads, and she and I worked our way up the rocks, hopping and sometimes climbing until we reached it.

      The view was beautiful. The entire island was too big to see it all from this viewpoint. It was enormous. The outside of the island was ringed with mountains, just like the other island, and some of them looked to be volcanoes although I didn’t see any smoke or signs that they were active. The middle of the island surprised me by having large open areas of grass. It also seemed to be drier on that side, and I welcomed the slightly cooler temperature.

      In the distance, toward the center of the island, I saw what looked like a canyon, but it was hard to tell from here as there were just lots of jagged rocks. But I also saw what I thought with the top of trees in some places.

      “What’s over there?” I asked Annua, pointing.

      “River,” she said.

      “Is it a gorge or a canyon?” I asked.

      Annua frowned. “It is river, and animals.”

      Then she continued. “Not that way. My village is there.” She pointed to the east, at the base of the mountain we were standing on.

      There was no smoke from fires, but I didn’t mention this. It could be that they were just good at building smokeless fires and staying hidden. I scouted out the mountain slope ahead of us, quickly descending back into the forest, which seemed to have a mixture of deciduous trees that I hadn’t seen previously here in this world.

      “Where are the animals?” I asked. “Are they all over by the river?”

      Annua shook her head. “We must watch out for death.”

      I looked at her, certain that she had used the wrong word. “What do you mean? I suppose death is always something to watch out for around here.”

      “No, Jake, Death is animal. Great animal.”

      “It lives down there?” I asked, unhappy that we were going to be descending into possible predator territory.

      But then I looked at Annua again, and saw that she had fear on her face. “Jake, it is big. Tall.” She stood on her tiptoes and held her hand up way in the air as if she couldn’t quite reach the animals height.

      “Has large teeth… Fangs.” She made sure I knew what she meant by using her to index fingers and pointing them down as if they were coming out of her mouth. “And claws.” Annua made a claw gesture with both hands.

      “Fangs and claws, and enormous. That’s just fucking great. Does it live on this mountain?”

      Annua shrugged. “It lives everywhere. It has died many times, but always come back. My people have always been afraid of it.”

      “Okay then. We’ll be extra careful. Let’s see how far down the mountain we can get before nightfall.”

      After telling the girls where we were headed and what Annua had said, we crossed over the ridge into the cooler temperatures and then plunged back down into the forest. The humidity returned right away, however, and the going was as hard as ever. But by evening, we had some good news.

      We stumbled upon a narrow track running down the mountain, and it was somewhat rocky, but with only small shrubs or vegetation trying to grow on it. I called Annua up to the front of the line and showed it to her. “Is this the path?”

      Annua grinned widely and jumped up and down, patting my arm. “Yes, yes! The path! We follow the path to my family.”

      Then she ran back to tell her tribeswoman friends, and they all began chatting and laughing more than I think I’d ever heard them.

      Annua finally joined me up in front again, and before we all took a break, we walked along the pathway. It made the going much faster, and even though there was still growth that we had to move through, it was obvious that the trail had been used somewhat recently. I didn’t see any animal or human tracks, but I kept an eye out. Annua kept saying that someone would meet us, but the farther down the path we went, the quieter she became.

      “Should they have met us by now?” I asked her quietly.

      “Yes. Somebody always on the path.”

      “Maybe something’s changed,” I said soothingly. “I bet we’ll find them tomorrow.”

      “No lie, Jake,” Annua said sadly. “We have always used this path. My father, and his father, and his father. We have always used the path.”

      There wasn’t much more for me to say, and I didn’t want to make empty promises that I had no way of keeping. Instead, we all moved off the path a little ways just in case something other than humans used it occasionally. We built a fire, set a watch, and then immediately fell asleep.

      Or at least, the girls did. I sat next to a tree. Most of the night, thinking about what Annua had said about the predator, Death, and then about the absence of anyone on this path. It seemed unlikely that in the short time we had been on it, we would have met someone, but Annua didn’t seem to think that was the case. She had been silent most of the evening, and was now sleeping huddled up next to Serenity.

      I wondered what sort of animal Death was. Fangs and claws and really tall. I realized it could be a dinosaur or an enormous dog. There was really no way to tell because Annua didn’t seem to have the English word for it, and I had never heard her native word for it either.

      So I sat next to the tree all night, dozing occasionally, but always with my spear in my hand. I had made it. I had made the head out of a rock, one that I had chiseled to make as sharp as possible. I also felt comfort knowing that my knife was still at my side.

      The next morning, I was exhausted but happy about our destination. We continued down the path, our stomachs grumbling slightly at having little food over the last twenty-four hours, but everyone’s spirit seemed to be high with the prospect of finding Annua’s village.

      I couldn’t wait to see the faces of her family when she returned, and hoped that they were still there. I hoped for her sake more than mine, although I was curious about how her village lived compared to the others we had seen.

      Finally, the slope became less steep, and it felt less like climbing down a mountain and more like hiking an easy trail. As the day wore on, the path became somewhat wider, and we found a grove of fruit trees that Annua excitedly pointed out to us. She picked one of the fruits immediately, cracked it open, and handed half to me. It was something that reminded me of a mango, although the taste wasn’t nearly as sweet. However, after all of us had eaten some of it, we felt refreshed and ready to move on. I had just stepped back onto the trail and pushed a large overhanging fern out of my face when I noticed something on the path.

      I walked over to it and bent down for look.

      It was an enormous print.

      I could easily make out one pad and five toes surrounding it. Toes with no clear indication of a claw.

      It was larger than any lion or tiger. But bear prints had claws showing, right?

      Quietly, I called Annua over and pointed to it. Her face went slightly white and she looked around, startled. “Death,” she whispered.

      The print was fresh, having been made in the soft earth that hadn’t yet dried over. I looked off the path and found another, and then another, leading the way down the mountain and in the general direction that we were heading.

      Shit.  Could we just have one fucking moment of peace?

      “It’s a cat,” I told the group. “It looks like a cat print.” Several of the girls were interested in peering at it for themselves. No one had any ideas about exactly what kind of cat, but anything that large and with fangs like Annua had said would be deadly to us. The tribeswomen had looked at the paw print, but were huddled together, holding hands and looking around.

      “Let’s keep going,” I said softly, nodding at the trail. “We don’t have much choice unless we want to go back up the mountain. Annua, is your village safe from Death?”

      Annua looked sad. “Yes, if the warriors are they are. They watch. Death can go anywhere we can.”

      “Then everybody keep your weapons handy, and we get down the mountain as quietly as we can. Stay in the largest groups you can manage, and take turns watching each other’s backs.”

      Sweat had broken out on my forehead, not just from the exertion and the humidity, but from the thought that there was a large predator that could go anywhere we could. An animal that right this minute could be watching from behind some rocks, ready to spring on us at any moment.

      I kept my spear in front of me, muscles tense as we hurried down the path. Behind me, the group stayed close, with no one talking or stepping a toe off the path.

      I glanced back frequently, looking around and back up the path to make sure we weren’t being followed. I couldn’t always see directly behind us, and sometimes curves in the trail forced us to be cut off from the end of the line. At those times, I waited at the curve for everyone to get around before moving back to the head of the line. It was the only way I felt in control of the situation.

      As the trail flattened out even more, I had the intense feeling of being watched again. Hunted. Just like when I was in the water with the mosasaur; it was a perhaps long forgotten sense of being in danger. But nothing happened, and we continued our hike for at least a couple more hours.

      That is, until we found the body.
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      The bits of it that were left were mangled almost beyond recognition. And yet, half of the man’s face had survived damage along with part of his foot.

      The rest had been chewed and crunched, and he must’ve bled out in this very spot, considering all the blood soaking into the mud of the trail.

      Warily, I crouched over the body, where flies were beginning to congregate. It didn’t even stink yet.

      “Seems to be a fresh kill,” I said. “Everyone be on the lookout, if you have any more focus to give it, now would be the time.”

      I heard Zuri behind me more than I saw her, facing away with her body turned toward the forest, her spear in hand.

      The entire scene was a bloody mess, but I noticed something odd almost immediately. “There are too many bones.”

      Madison hung back, but Naomi came forward. I remembered that she had always had a particular fascination with skeletal remains.

      I pointed to the bones I was talking about. Some of them had already been bleached white, as if they had left in the sun. “But that can’t be right,” I said. “This body is fresh, the blood has barely congealed, and yet they’re white bones? It looks like there are two femurs.”

      “Yes,” Naomi said. “And two extra shoulder bones.”

      Shauna and Gabrielle pushed their way to the front then and looked at the body.

      “We know this man,” Gabrielle said. “He belongs to our tribe.”

      She and Shauna spoke to each other in their own language, the language of cannibals, but neither looked upset by seeing this man dead.

      “So he was a cannibal,” I said. “That means one of them is dead, and he may have been the only one.”

      Gabrielle nodded. “Yes, those white bones are part of his armor. But he’s not someone that we liked, and it doesn’t surprise me that he would be one to abandon his people.”

      I smirked. “Like you did?” I didn’t mean it as an accusation, and Gabrielle didn’t seem to take it that way.

      “I only meant that he was not the most loyal of people. If I could have saved more from our village, I would have.” She nodded at Shauna. “She’s the only one who would ever listen to me about anything.”

      “Death,” Annua said. Her face had once more gone pale, and she stood very close to me, as if wanting to hide.

      I stood and put my arm around her. “Let’s get out of here. The cat may come back for more, or at least for what’s left of it.”

      Before we left, however, I took one more long look at the body. It really was more like meat and blood than anything else, but I noticed that whatever had killed him had crushed both his bone armor and bones. The cat had crunched through two sets of bones, and I wondered if it had done that before or after the man was dead. We would probably never know, though.

      The girls all gingerly walked around the body, and Madison was particularly careful not to look at it in case it made her puke again.

      Annua seemed to think we didn’t have much farther to go, and I was happier than ever to see the first huts on the outside of the village. They were simple but looked well-made.

      These must have been farmhouses or guardhouses because just beyond them was a wooden wall. Tree trunks had been cut into the same length and buried in the ground, side-by-side and reaching toward the sky.

      Rocky hills and a cliff face surrounded the village on three sides. A waterfall was visible to the west, falling from a higher cliff.

      Annua led us to the gate. Live trees formed the gate posts, their boughs reaching far above the wall. The first branches were far from the ground, however. Probably to keep anything or anyone from using them to climb over.

      Not that it mattered. The gates had been torn off their hinges and lay battered just inside. We were going to have to climb over them to get in. Beyond, there were more huts. But also what looked like the remains of fire.

      It wasn’t a good sign. If there had been anyone living in the village at all, the first thing they would have done was fix the gates. At least, that’s what I would have done.

      By the look on Annua’s face, it seemed she thought the same thing.

      Other than the first huts and the wall, there was no sign of people. A few clay pots lay broken nearby, but not much else.

      I was still on edge, as was everyone else. The dead cannibal and footprint suggested the cat was too close for comfort. The sooner we could get inside the village and fix the gates, the better I would feel.

      But first, we needed to make sure the cat wasn’t inside, or any other predators, for that matter.

      I looked around, checking the area outside for signs of danger. The grassy field in front of the village seemed quiet, but I was sure something could hide in the tall grass if it wanted.

      Now that we were closer to the wall, I saw more details. At the top of each tree trunk, was an animal carved into it. There were a lot of birds, but there were also round animals with horns. I couldn’t be sure what they were, but they didn’t remind me of the dinosaurs I had seen.

      “We didn’t even hear him scream,” Naomi said, coming to stand beside me. I knew she was talking about the dead cannibal on the trail.

      “Perhaps he wasn’t given the chance,” I said. “It might be an ambush predator.”

      “We haven’t seen any villagers either,” Naomi said quietly.

      “No.”

      Annua was climbing over the ruined gates. I rushed to catch up with her, grabbing her arm stop her.

      “Wait,” I said.

      When I turned her to face me, there were tears in her eyes. “Fire,” she said.

      “Yeah. Do you know what happened to the gates?” I asked, gesturing to them.

      Annua shook her head. She tried to climb over them again, and this time, I let her go. But I followed closely behind her, my spear ready.

      “Everyone be on the lookout,” I said.

      The girls followed, helping each other over the gates to avoid injury.

      Sure enough, as we walked through the small trees inside, I saw what had taken Annua no time at all to spot. The first huts we found were untouched, as if their occupants had merely stepped away. But toward the center of the village, where the trees were thinner, it had all been burned.

      The huts were nothing but ashes now, with the cold embers of their frames lying in jumbled piles. In some places, the roof had burned, but the house had not.

      Annua grabbed my arm, and I could feel her trembling. Soon, she let out a wail that was heard all over the village.

      Annua was crying out right now, and her fellow tribeswomen had joined her, all sobbing and holding one another as they looked at the ruin of their home.

      “Damn,” was all Naomi said.

      We were at a loss as to what to do for the tribeswomen. I walked over to Annua, who had sat down in front of a burned hut. Her arms were wrapped around her chest and tears were still falling down her cheeks. I knelt beside her and put my arm around her.

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      Annua sniffed and wiped her eyes with her hand, leaving streaks across her face. “My family here,” she said. “My father here.”

      “This was your house?” I asked.

      Annua nodded, and I felt sorry for her. This was worse than I had imagined.

      I had expected that Annua’s tribe would have trouble accepting me and my harem. That perhaps they would have given Gabrielle, Shauna, and Tamika trouble.

      But I had expected to find them.

      “Everything’s cold,” I said, and pointed toward the other side of the burned hut. “Look, that vine has even been growing among the ashes, and it looks as if weeds are springing up in various places.”

      “It looks as if this happened some time ago,” Naomi said quietly. She hadn’t strayed far. No one had. “Professor, what do you think happened?”

      I shook my head. I had theories, but they were no more than that. Probably no better than the theories Annua and Gabrielle could come up with.

      “We may never know,” I said. “But if this happened some time ago, could it have been the same tribe that took Annua and her friends captive? Would it have happened the same time?”

      One of the tribeswomen came over, the girl named Osi, and put her arm around Annua’s shoulder. Annua returned the hug.

      After a few moments, Annua let go of Osi and turned to me. “When they took me,” she said, “we were bathing at waterfall. We were going to have party. They must have burned home at same time.”

      I felt sad for her, but we needed to find a safe place before dark. Maybe an intact hut that we could all shelter in.

      If we decided to stay here, we could repair the gates, but not without scouring the village first for predators. That wasn’t going to happen today.

      When I told the girls my plan, they were happy to hear we would have a roof over our heads. The image of the cannibal’s body was still on their minds.

      But Annua shook her head. “Better place. Safe. Maybe my family there.”

      Without another word, she led us back over the broken gates and outside the village.

      Since she knew the area, I let her lead, with me beside her and everyone else close behind.

      Annua led us along another trail, toward the waterfall.

      It was almost dark by the time we reached it, but just as I was wondering why this area was safe, she began to climb the rocks beside the falls.

      The rest of us followed, and found that there was a very narrow trail leading through the rocks and boulders. Sometimes, it required us to climb a short ledge or step over a narrow drop off to another.

      If Annua hadn’t led us to it, we likely wouldn’t have found it.

      “Perfect,” I said.

      Annua glanced back and me and smiled. The tears had dried on her face, leaving behind dirty streaks.

      Killer followed with little trouble. He was taller than my waist now, and he hopped from rock to rock as if it was a game for him.

      Bringing Slugger up was another problem, but none of the girls were willing to set him free to fend for himself.

      “What if that predator gets her, Jake?” Addy said accusingly.

      In the end, the girls tucked the ankylosaur into a sling they made from clothing. Then they hung it from the middle of a long pole and carried it between two people. It was a lot of work to get the animal up the rocks, but they managed it, determined not to leave anyone behind.

      Eventually, the path took us near the waterfall. The roar was loud but not deafening, although we had to speak loudly to hear each other. The trail continued, seeming to go straight up and requiring a climb.

      Instead of climbing, though, Annua turned to the right. Tucked beside the falls, in a narrow crevice, was an opening.

      The small woman slid through it with ease. I was a tighter fit, though, having to push myself through.

      Annua was lighting torches, but there were fresh tears on her face. We were standing in a large—and relatively dry—cave. I heard the drip-drip of water somewhere, but the light revealed nothing but dry stone.

      The women behind me were already making their way through. Shauna had to remove her armored vest to do it, exposing her heavy, tanned breasts as she did.

      Once we are all safely inside the cave, I found Annua. “What about Death?”

      She sniffed and shook her head. “Cannot get in here. Safe place.”

      She put her hand over her heart, and then stood on her tiptoes to wrap her arms around my neck and kiss me. Her bare breasts pressed against my chest, and I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her as well before pulling her into a giant hug.

      She’d had a hellish day, and it hadn’t been a whole lot better for the rest of us.

      “Were you hoping to find your family here?” I asked when she let me go.

      “Yes.” That was all she said, but instead of wallowing in a corner, she began showing Serenity where the extra torches were kept. There was an entire stockpile of them. Along with furs from some animal I didn’t recognize, a handful of spears, and clay pots with water.

      The water inside them was stale, but I took a couple of volunteers out to the waterfall and refilled them.

      All in all, the cave was a decent place to spend the night. If Annua said we were safe here, I believed her.

      The girls didn’t waste any time making pallets on the floor and getting comfortable. There were a few mumbles about being hungry, and I agreed. But it was already dark. Though I would have moved the island to feed my women, no one wanted me to leave tonight.

      The air in the cave was cool, and everyone snuggled next to someone else for warmth. Naomi surprised me by lying down next to me, and I thought she might be next on the list.

      Even if she wasn’t, it wasn’t like I was going to turn her away. I pulled her to me and held her close.

      The body heat was welcome as the night cooled. It seemed this island was cooler than our last, and we were all glad for the extra warmth provided by our sleeping arrangements.

      I waited until Naomi fell asleep, and then got up to keep watch. If Annua said the cave entrance was safe from Death, I believed her. But if there were any remaining cannibals on the island, and if they had seen us climb the trail to the cave, we wouldn’t be safe from them.

      I let the women sleep throughout the night, preferring they get some rather than having to relieve me of the chore. But there was no cause for alarm. In the morning, everyone rose hungry but rested, and we were ready to tackle the day.

      The only thing we had to decide was what to tackle first.
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      We had some decisions to make. I needed to go hunting. Annua and her tribeswomen could show us where to forage. But with a large predator in the area, it would require a great deal of caution.

      I quickly found out that this cave had been used specifically to hide from the predator they called Death. It took Annua some explaining, but the short version of the story was that the great cat frequently hunted down members of the village. It also served as a second home if an emergency arose in the main village.

      Annua had spent much of her childhood climbing in and around this cave, and even showed me where it led deeper into the mountain, at the back. Which explained why the cave was so cool inside.

      I asked why the tribe had not just moved if it was so dangerous to live here. The island was enormous, and there had to be other places that were plentiful with game and edible vegetation. Places free from Death.

      The answer was that the tribe had moved, several times since Annua was a child, but Death always followed them. They had finally returned to their favorite location because it didn’t seem to matter where they lived. The cat always followed them.

      “It’s got to be pretty old by now, though, doesn’t it?” I asked. “I mean, the animal has gotta be ready to kick the bucket.”

      Annua wanted to know what “kick the bucket” meant. I tried to explain, but it only made her laugh.

      It was worth it though, and for a moment she seemed happy again.

      “Death has been here long time,” she said. “It is king here. A guard who sometimes gets angry and demands human meat. My father’s father tried to trap it, to put in cage, but he was killed.”

      This news astounded me. Her grandfather had tried to trap it? Surely, she must mean a different cat.

      When I tried to ask Annua about it, though, she insisted it was the same one every time.

      It may have been a group of these animals that had learned to like human meat. And since the tribe only saw one at a time, it had seemed like one cat. But that explanation didn’t sit well with me. Sure, Annua and the tribeswomen seemed simple, but they weren’t dumb. She may not have had certain types of technology, but even they knew how animals lived and died.

      Death. It was a fitting name for the beast, apparently.

      It had to have been a legend passed down through the years, after several people had died. Or for all I knew, it was a god who had taken up residence in the body of a cat.

      I didn’t really believe in such things, no more than I believed in the god of the volcano. But we had seen strange things on this island, and I was beginning to entertain ideas that once would have made me laugh.

      One thing was for sure—there was always something around here to surprise me.

      I wasn’t going to argue with Annua about it, but I was very interested in knowing how many animals we were up against. If it was just one decrepit cat, we might be okay. But a pack or two?

      It meant the difference between defending ourselves against one or several. And to me, the likely answer was several.

      I wondered why she hadn’t mentioned it until we arrived at the island. Although Annua was knowledgeable, perhaps she had been sheltered. I figured her father or some other warrior in the tribe had always protected her. Perhaps she had not had to deal with the creature herself.

      When I questioned her about it again, she said she had never seen the cat herself.

      With this conversation out of the way, we had to decide where to begin building. Or even if we wanted to build something new.

      We could live in this cave for a while, however. It would be a good place until we built something more comfortable, or returned the village below to its former state. I liked the idea of a place with walls and huts already waiting for us.

      All we’d need to do was clear it of animals, fix the gates, and our new home would be ready.

      As much as I wanted to get started right away, we needed food. Annua and her friends were the most likely people to ask, and as it turned out, they were eager to show us the types of vegetation to gather here.

      In the meantime, I learned that there were no other villages on this island. Despite it being a beautiful place to live, with a cooler climate than the other one, it had always been just this one tribe.

      Later that day, after a rewarding but uneventful trip to the forest for food, I spoke with Gabrielle about it. She and Shauna were sitting outside on the rocks, watching the shadows grow long. Shauna had a spear, the one she had created at the beach. She wore her bone armor once again.

      “Why aren’t there any other tribes on this island?” I asked Gabrielle. “It’s beautiful here, and except for the big cat Annua calls Death, we haven’t seen anything more dangerous than the pterosaurs soaring high in the sky.”

      “It is idyllic, isn’t it?” Gabrielle said. “You are thinking it should be able to support more people?”

      I nodded. It was exactly what I was thinking.

      “Maybe the lack of larger animals make game scarce?” I asked. “Even though there’s more land, there is less food.”

      “Maybe,” Gabrielle said. “But what about the creature in the water, the mosasaur? Even I have heard tales about it. Mostly whispers about fishermen who went out in the canoes and never returned. It’s why the cannibals stayed mostly in the lagoon.”

      “The crossing was always an act of desperation, then,” I said. “Or luck.”

      Gabrielle nodded.

      “What about Annua’s people, though? And her kidnapping? How did they get across the water without being attacked?”

      Gabrielle shrugged. “You will have to ask her. Our tribe rarely went beyond the shallows if they could help it. I do not know about the other tribe that used to be on that island.”

      Shauna had been listening quietly, but she jumped in and asked Gabrielle a question. They spoke back and forth a minute before Gabrielle turned back to me.

      “Shauna wanted to know what we were talking about. She believes that the same tribe who took Annua and others from their home also burned the village. It’s likely there isn’t anyone left on this island. And that maybe they were planning to settle here at some point.”

      “But then your tribe, the cannibals, attacked them and burned their village.”

      “I was not there, Jake,” Gabrielle said darkly. “I avoided such activities as best I could. But yes, I believe that is the timeline of things.”

      “What about Shauna?”

      “You cannot change who she was born to be.”

      “I know that,” I said. “But I guess I’m asking…”

      I knew Shauna couldn’t understand me, but I didn’t want to voice my thoughts anyway.

      “You want to know if you can trust her?” Gabrielle asked quietly.

      “Yes.”

      “She came with me, and she has been a friend to me since I met her. Since you trust me, you will have to trust her. Give her time. I think you will see.”

      I rubbed my beard. “Okay.”

      Gabrielle smiled.

      I lowered my voice, making sure Annua was out of hearing range. “We haven’t found any bodies.”

      “No, we have not.”

      “What happened to the people that weren’t kidnapped? Would the attackers kill them and then bury them? It seems like a lot of effort.”

      “Unless they really were planning to return here, and they didn’t want the bodies to stay.”

      “I guess we can’t know what happened, for sure,” I said, and that was the end of the conversation for the time being.

      Although I was eager to get started building a new home, none of the girls were in a hurry. They felt safe in the cave, and wanted to spend some time in the area before making a decision.

      Over the next few days, while everyone cautiously learned the lay of the land, I did some exploring. I climbed up to several vantage points in the vicinity and got a good idea for what surrounded us. Most of the time, I took Annua with me, along with Zuri or Charlee or anyone good with their weapon.

      We stayed out of the forested areas, climbing instead along the rocks of the mountain. I didn’t want a run-in with the giant cat. Not until I could figure out a plan to get rid of it.

      Whatever we had to contend with, we were going to have to take care of that cat eventually. I couldn’t feel comfortable settling down anywhere unless we were certain the location was safe.

      And the very thought of a cat creeping into camp at night to attack my women and children turned my blood cold. No, we would have to figure out a solution to the problem.

      Because whatever Annua said, if it was just an animal—and it certainly was—then it could be killed.

      When I returned, I spent the rest of the day sleeping, trying to catch up on the rest I’d lost climbing all over the mountain.

      There was always a girl with me, usually several with their naked bodies pressed around me, and more than once I woke up to my cock hard between someone’s legs or butt cheek. I didn’t remember whose turn it was, though, so I didn’t act on anything. Not yet. I figured whoever was next would find me.

      Sure enough, as the sunlight faded outside, Naomi landed on top of me, giggling. “It’s my turn, Professor,” she breathed in my ear.

      She was already naked, her small breasts pressed against my chest, her firm thighs wrapping themselves around me.

      Naomi grabbed me and rolled me over, pulling me on top of her. It seemed she didn’t care about foreplay. She was just ready for sex now.

      I wasn’t going to complain.

      I kissed her. I had wanted to do that for so long now, and this beautiful woman was opening herself up to me. Without waiting, I slid my hand down to feel the wetness between her legs.

      Naomi arched her back as I slipped one finger and then another inside, gently stroking her.

      “Jake, I want all of you. Now,” she said emphatically.

      I removed my fingers and then entered her swiftly, my cock sliding all the way inside her until it couldn’t go any farther. She gasped, and then wrapped her legs around me to allow better access.

      With her feet on my back to give me encouragement, I began thrusting inside her.

      She was so warm and slick, and the noises she made were divine. I gripped her butt and squeezed it hard. I continued to pump inside her faster, but she only moaned louder and bucked her hips. Urging me onward.

      Without breaking our connection, I sat up on my knees. I raised her left leg and stretched it, putting her ankle on my shoulder. Then I spread her right leg so it touched the cave floor. The slant was perfect, allowing me to hit her at a different angle.

      Naomi used her own finger to touch herself. I drove into her harder, and she moaned my name.

      “Yes, baby, say it again,” I ordered.

      “Jake!” she screamed. Her voice bounced off the cave walls, and I heard giggles. I was sure we were giving everyone a show. The thought made me even harder.

      But Naomi still wasn’t done. Her legs were quivering, and I made myself hold back, waiting for her release.

      Her legs quivered and she groaned, now pinching her own nipples. “Please,” she begged. “More.”

      In one motion, I pulled out and flipped her over. Taking her hips, I put her into a doggy style position. Pushing her head down on the floor, I entered her from behind.

      Naomi’s approval was loud and vocal. When I reached around to rub her clit, that was the final straw.

      Her warmth flooded my cock and leaked out of her pussy. She screamed as her muscles contracted and squeezed me, and I let myself go. With three hard thrusts and a grunt, I came inside her.

      After a few moments of panting, we both sank down to the pallet and I pulled her close to me, kissing her neck and shoulder, telling her how much I loved her. It was then I noticed that several others looked freshly pleased as well, as if they had gotten off on watching me with Naomi.

      I was okay with that.

      More than okay.
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        * * *

      

      “The village gate just needs to be fixed. It’s almost like no work at all,” Olivia said. She sat in the front of the circle everyone had formed inside the cave. Her hands were dirty, her nails no longer flawless. The last few weeks had been rough on her. On everyone.

      “But it won’t be ours,” Everly said fiercely. “It will be like living with ghosts. What happened to living near the beach?”

      We’d convened to discuss our living accommodations. It had seemed like it would be a simple discussion. But for the first time since our family formed, no one could agree on a major decision.

      The women argued with each other. The vote was split evenly between living in the village, on the beach, or finding somewhere else. Everly had wanted to find a new place. Olivia, Annua, and the tribeswomen led the argument for living in the village.

      I sat at the edge of the circle, listening to the debate go round and round. If it continued at this rate, we’d end up living and dying inside this cave before any consensus was found.

      “Ladies,” I said, holding up my hand for silence. It took a moment, but the talk died down and everyone looked at me. “Maybe we haven’t considered that we can have our cake and eat it too.”

      Olivia and Everly frowned. Out of all the women, they had been the most vocal.

      “What do you mean, Jake?” Serenity asked, tossing her long blond hair over her shoulder. It exposed her cute, round breast.

      “This cave has been a lifesaver, but it’s not going to work long term. The village could be move-in ready in no time, and the beach will provide us access to the water, fishing in the shallows, and a change of scenery. All of these are good points.

      “What if we create something that’s still our own, but takes advantage of the village’s location? Those giant trees at the gates… we could build houses in them. Luxurious, decadent treehouses, Lord of the Rings style.

      “While we build, we can live in the village. Then, when we’re done, we build a vacation home on the beach. And split our time between the three places.”

      Serenity smiled. Olivia and Everly were no longer frowning, but they still looked skeptical.

      “Picture it,” I continued. “Two treehouses connected by a bridge. High enough to be safe from even the tallest creatures we’ve met. With protections below to stop predators from climbing up to us. Anything that wanted to get to us would need to tear down the trees.”

      “What about storms?” Addy asked.

      “We could leave the trees for the safety of the village. We wouldn’t even need to go outside the walls if we didn’t want to.”

      Addy grinned. She was catching the vision. I could see it in her eyes.

      “It will take a lot of work,” Olivia said.

      “We have nothing but time, Olivia. Wouldn’t you like to wake up in the morning to a view of the island? It’d be like an exotic resort every day.”

      “We’re already living in that,” Zuri said good-naturedly. Some of the girls laughed while Zuri pointedly looked me up and down.

      “And,” I said, looking at Madison, “when the time comes that living in a tree is too much trouble, or not safe, we can move down to the village for a while. This island is our oyster, if you’ll excuse my use of clichés. We can do whatever we want here.”

      “What about Death?” Annua asked.

      “We’ll make the village safe from it. I’m thinking spikes or thorns outside the wall. And a platform of some sort to keep the cat from climbing the trees. Like they use on bird feeders to keep squirrels out.”

      Annua shook her head. “Death does not climb.”

      “Even better.” I looked around the firelit space. A few of the women were already nodding at me with approval. In no time, they had convinced those on the fence that this was a good idea. A chance to build something idyllic and beautiful, rather than just ‘safe.’

      Finally, Olivia spoke again, to everyone. “I think this should be Madison’s decision. At least for now. What do you want, hun?”

      Madison smiled. “I don’t think it’s just my decision, but I like Jake’s plan. In a few months, I may not feel like working or living in the trees, but the village will be perfect. And I’ll be close to all of you.”

      “We wouldn’t dare leave you,” I said. “The great part about this is we can have the flexibility to live in either the village or the treehouses, or both at the same time.”

      There wasn’t much to argue after that. Everyone seemed satisfied that we’d have the best of all three options, eventually.
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        * * *

      

      Now that we’d decided to stay in the area, we needed to fix the village gates. Fortunately, we had experience in wall-building.

      The wildlife, however, was another matter. We hadn’t seen any evidence of large predators other than the cat. We’d dealt with a tyrannosaur, a Titanoboa, and terror birds. All of them had tried to kill us. But we’d learned how to either deal with them or avoid them.

      The large cat prowling the area was a new challenge. To get wood for the gates, we needed to go into the forest. Annua said there weren’t other large predators to deal with. Apart from the pterosaurs that flew overhead at times, this island was much calmer than the previous one. Except for Death, gathering fruit and hunting smaller game should have been easier.

      My first and most obvious plan was to keep a constant watch and build tiger traps near the village. Annua told me that it wasn’t something her father or others had tried.

      Our other plan was to never go near dense vegetation, as a group or otherwise. Anywhere the cat could hide, we avoided for now.

      If the tiger traps didn’t work, I had a plan for hunting the animal or trapping it in a cage like the one we had made for the Titanoboa. But there were too many things to do, and I didn’t want to leave the women unprotected while I went off hunting a mythical creature.

      Finding the right trees while keeping a strict watch was difficult. But in the end, we chopped down and dragged enough trees to repair the gate.

      Death didn’t appear at all during this time. We didn’t even find any tracks. I hoped it had moved on in search of less wary prey, but it wasn’t time to let down our guard, either. Unless he was hunting, Killer stayed close to anyone venturing outside the cave. A natural guard dog, er, bird.

      Once the gates were done, we attached them to the giant trees that formed the posts and left them open.

      The next part wouldn’t take as much physical effort but could be just as dangerous.

      We had to clear the village of animals.

      During our construction, I’d spotted snakes, large rodents, a turtle that we’d killed and eaten, and a small but wily-looking dog-like predator. Those were just the animals I’d seen. Anything could have wandered in and out during the night, and I didn’t want anyone to get hurt. Especially since we were so close to having a secure space.

      We had spears, killing sticks, a bow and a handful of arrows, and a club or two. Gabrielle and Shauna had crafted a noisemaker like the one they’d used on the T-rex a few days ago. And Serenity, Madison, and Everly had made nets of twine.

      The plan wasn’t to kill everything. We only killed what we wanted to eat or to protect ourselves. And as our family was growing, it only made sense to continue on this path. We would scare out as many creatures as we could.

      But for any animals that would make a good dinner, or for anything that refused to leave, we would trap it with nets and then decide what to do with it.

      And anything that attacked us would meet a quick end if necessary.

      Of all the things we had at our disposal, Killer turned out to be the most valuable. He had gotten good at following my commands and was an excellent hunter. Not to mention a fearless one.

      Like a hunting dog flushing out game, Killer ran through the brush, behind huts, and around trees to flush out the animals that were lurking there.

      The girls would then either drive the animal toward the gate, or throw a net over it. Most of what we found were small rodents that wouldn’t have fed one person, let alone twenty-four.

      Those were allowed to pass, although I had a suspicion that they would find their way back in. Even after the gates were closed.

      The snakes were harder, and we had caught quite a few of them, placing them outside the village to be relocated later.

      The biggest challenge turned out to be a wily fox-like creature. It had a longer snout than a fox, small, beady eyes, short ears, and a brown body. Its bushy tail was the only thing we could see as Killer chased it around the huts. All of our efforts to turn it toward the gates were futile.

      Killer was fast, but the little fox was faster. And it seemed to know all the holes and places it could go. Places that Killer was now too big to enter. It finally dove beneath the burned-out hut, burrowing quickly beneath the debris before Killer’s murderous beak just missed its tail.

      The terror bird wasn’t happy about losing its prey. Killer squawked and kicked debris around. He used his strong head and beak and neck muscles to begin digging. I called him off and then had Zuri throw a net over the entrance to the little burrow. Then we all moved away and went toward the other side of the hut.

      Instead of digging, Shauna made noise with her noisemaker, and I began pounding on the debris. Killer was almost beside himself, barely able to hold his place, as if he knew the little fox would be out any moment.

      The little creature was stubborn, and I finally had to get in and shake some boards around on the other side before it tried to get to the hole. The net almost didn’t hold it, but Zuri was quick and scooped up the creature before Killer could get it.

      The little predator had sharp teeth, and was quickly gnawing through the net. It also had long claws that reminded me more of a bear than of a dog or fox.

      I called Killer away, and Zuri took the little animal outside the village to release it.

      It took another hour, but with everyone helping, we finally cleared the village of the largest animals. We would still need to watch out for snakes, but by this point Killer was good at finding them. He often made meals of them and seemed to know where they would hide. But we didn’t let him eat all of them. He wasn’t hungry enough for that anyway. Most of them we released in the grass far away from the village, hoping that they wouldn’t try to return.

      The next bit was the most satisfying of the day. We were able to close the gates. Once they were secured, everyone cheered, and we set about cleaning up the village.

      We cleared away the huts that had burned, setting aside much of them to be used as firewood or charcoal for later. The rest of the debris that couldn’t be burned or that was useless, we piled in another corner. Annua and her tribeswomen had said they could make use of it.

      The effort took us a few days, but when we finished, we had a nice clean looking village with about fifteen usable huts. They were small, only big enough for three or four adults at a time. But none of us were used to sleeping by ourselves, anyway. Before we took an evening off to celebrate, everyone had claimed their hut and their sleeping partners.

      I chose a hut close to the gates, intending only to use it to store my things. It was understood and even expected that I would rarely sleep alone, if ever. Either I could visit the girls, or they could come visit me here. Either way, the arrangement would work.

      Next, we cleaned up the guard huts outside the village, creating doors for them so they could be secured. Then we set up a new rotation, one that ensured that at least two people were always on the lookout for danger.

      Eventually, these huts could be used for storage or simply lounging. Until we had assessed the dangers and hopefully got rid of the cat, we would need a guard all the time.

      I picture the world where that wouldn’t be strictly necessary. Where one lookout could keep watch from a platform in the tree, away from danger and able to spot anything from several miles around.

      While we had been cleaning up the village, our we ate mainly fruit that we harvested from the surrounding areas and from some of the trees inside the village itself. Annua told me that these trees had been planted by her grandfather. He had always wanted a source of food within the walls.

      The fruit we picked was fleshy with a tang that was almost sour. But it was juicy, full of fiber, and eating a whole one was like an entire meal.

      However, we needed other sources of nutrition. And I also wanted to use one of the huts as a stockpile of sorts for food. Actually, I had it in mind to build a smokehouse and find a source of salt on the island, so that we could preserve food longer than we currently did. We had done some of this before, but this island was new.

      Behind the village was a sheer cliff face, and most of the base remained in shadow all day. I figured this would be as good a place as any to create a cool place in which to store food. The only difficulty, aside from gathering salt, was going to be keeping it safe from animals. Especially the small rodents that had already begun to creep back in after our sweep of the area.

      But that was a plan for another day. In the meantime, everyone was looking forward to building the tree houses. Discussion about them had hardly stopped in all the time since I had first suggested it. And there had been so many ideas that Madison, always the organized one, had begun making a list, using charcoal as if it were pencil lead.

      The first night after cleaning up the village, we all went to bed exhausted but happy. Naomi had stayed with me most nights after the cave, but I figured that soon the next girl would come to claim her time with me.

      Not knowing who it was added a bit of mystery to it all, and that was fine by me. I loved each and every one of them, and having sex with any of them was on the table. Perhaps except for Shauna, who wasn’t officially in the harem, or Annua’s tribeswomen, who followed her lead and went to bed.

      As for that, I was okay with it. I certainly had enough women to keep me busy every night, and even some days.

      The only girls left were Ava, the one who liked everything 80s, Juli, who had recovered from her head injury and had been looking at me with longing eyes, Zuri, and Gabrielle.

      But since I didn’t know who was next in line, I was going to let them come to me. That night, I sat around the fire as gradually, everyone broke off into twos and threes to go to bed. Naomi had kissed me long and hard on the mouth before touching my cheek and walking off with Everly.

      The only people left were Ava and Juli.

      “Looks like it’s just us, Professor,” Juli said in a sultry voice.

      Ava looked at me a bit hesitantly but giggled.

      Since neither woman looked like she was going anywhere, I got up from my seat across the fire from them and walked over to touch Juli’s long red hair. She had braided it down her back, and I couldn’t resist giving it a slight tug. I didn’t want to hurt her, but she smiled as her head tipped back and her mouth opened. Ava sat watching.

      “You missed your turn, Juli,” I said softly but with a deep voice. “I expect all my students to be on time.”

      Juli’s eyelashes fluttered closed, and when she opened them all I could see was the lust in her eyes.

      “I’m sorry I missed the deadline, Prof. Mont Blanc,” she said. “How can I make it up to you?”

      I let go of her hair suddenly and stepped away. But I called over my shoulder, “Meet me in my office.”

      Without looking back, I headed to my own hut. When I entered, there was little light, since it was far away from the fire. But I still felt the pallet that someone must’ve prepared for me earlier in the day. I heard movement behind me and turned.

      Juli stood there with Ava by her side.

      “If you think that bringing a friend will get you out of trouble,” I said, “you have miscalculated.”

      Juli stepped in front of me and reached a hand down to grip my cock through my loincloth. “I didn’t bring her to help me get out of trouble, Prof. I brought her to help me cause more of it.”

      I wrapped my hand around the small of her back and pulled her into me, kissing her harshly on the mouth. I probed her mouth with my tongue, leaving her breathless and panting as we pulled apart. “Take off your clothes,” I said.

      Juli reached a hand up as if to pull off her bikini top.

      “No, wait,” I said. “Take off each other’s clothes.”

      Juli stepped back a bit and she and Ava faced each other. Ava grinned again, but didn’t speak as she grabbed the edge of Juli’s bikini and pulled it off over her head.

      Juli had a strong, athletic body. Her time on the islands had only made her more stunning physically. Her small, pert breasts were already peaked at the nipples. She grabbed Ava’s top, but instead of pulling it over her head, slipped it off her shoulders and pushed it down the rest of her body, pulling off Ava’s shorts at the same time.

      Ava stepped out of her clothes and then reached for Juli’s bikini bottom. Instead of looking at Juli, though, she looked at me as she slid her fingers underneath the straps and slid the fabric slowly down Juli’s legs.

      When she stood, both of them were lit softly by the moonlight in the doorway. I couldn’t see them as well as I wanted, but I figured they could stay until morning. In the meantime, I was going to feel them.

      Juli sauntered toward me, grabbed my hips, and then began unwrapping my loincloth. She removed it quickly and efficiently, as if she couldn’t wait to get it off me. I couldn’t wait, either. I had in mind to tease Juli and make her beg, as a mock punishment. But the women had other ideas in mind.

      They both knelt in front of me, and Juli took my cock in her mouth. There was no build up, she just sucked it in and began working me hard and fast. I gasped and grabbed her braid once more to slow her down.

      Ava, not to be left behind, began sucking my balls and rubbing them. I put my other hand on her brown hair. Felt her large breasts brush against my thigh as she competed with Juli for a chance at sucking me off. Finally, Juli moved over and let Ava take over.

      Ava’s technique was different, and she took a moment to run her tongue up the length of the underside of my cock. I tried to count backward from one hundred to stop myself from coming right then. When I went still, Ava seemed to take the hint and slow down. Meanwhile, Juli was crawling about on the pallet between my legs. I felt her hands on my calves, and then Ava gasped around my cock.

      Juli was eating out Ava.

      There were sloppy, wet sounds as Juli worked Ava, and Ava worked me. But it didn’t take long for me to be close to climax, and I didn’t want to come in Ava’s mouth. Reluctantly, I pulled out and then told Ava to work on Juli.

      Ava positioned herself on top of Juli in a 69 position and began to eat out her friend. I couldn’t see them completely, but I could hear the moans and the sounds of them sucking and licking. I listened and watched for a few moments while I got myself under control.

      Finally, when I was calm, I walked around to Ava’s butt and began playing with it, feeling her tense up and her body quiver as Juli seem to find just the right spot.

      Instead of waiting, though, I let my hand drift down to her wet pussy. Juli was working Ava’s clit, and so I dipped a finger inside her. She clenched around my finger, and so I inserted another, working in and out as she moaned louder. She bucked a bit, but I didn’t think she had come yet. I was going to have to time this right, because I wanted to enjoy both girls on this first round.

      I kept working Ava’s pussy, soon moving until she was moaning louder and louder even as she tried to continue eating out Juli. She seemed close, and so I positioned the tip of my cock at her entrance even as my fingers continued working. Ava groaned long and loud as I rubbed my dick against her, coating myself with her juices. I even caught a quick brush of Juli’s tongue against my cock, which sent shivers running up and down my body.

      Then, wanting to play a little, I put the tip of my cock in Ava’s pussy, and without removing my fingers entirely, began to ease in. Ava laughed, but it almost sounded like a cry. But in a good kind of way. I felt her stretch around me and enjoyed teasing her as she moaned against Juli’s pussy. Then, I pulled out of her completely, and she yelled as if upset at my absence. Her entire body was quivering, and I was surprised she hadn’t already come. Finally, I knelt behind her, place the tip of my cock at her entrance, and slid in.

      Ava bucked against me, slamming herself onto me.

      Both women were moaning loudly and occasionally gasping. I didn’t wait, and instead began pounding into Ava, rocking her body and dislodging her almost completely from Juli, who was still doing a good job of pleasuring the other woman.

      Within just a short few short thrusts, Ava orgasmed. Her juices coated my cock as she got wetter than I even would have thought. I kept pumping her to help her orgasm, and Juli kept working her, and the brown haired woman gave a short and tense yell as she pushed herself back onto me.

      Juli continued to lick on her until the other woman relaxed. Then Juli’s tongue found my balls, and I let her tease them a bit while I was still inside Ava. I wasn’t going to be able to hold on much longer it all, but I started the countdown from a hundred again, relishing feeling both of these women beside me.

      Finally, I pulled out of Ava and took a deep breath, pulling away even from Juli’s attention while I froze and continued counting.

      In the meantime, Ava moved off Juli to sit down the pallet. Juli lay down on her back with Ava, cradling her head. Then she took my hand and put it on top of her.

      She began to massage her own clit, and I felt her movements grow quickly frantic.

      That was my cue. I grabbed her hips and pulled them up. My cock almost found her entrance on its own, and once we were in position, I slammed into her. Juli groaned and continued working herself. I stretched her legs out and put her ankles up on my shoulders. Then I began to thrust, hard.

      “I’ve been so bad, Professor,” Juli said breathlessly. “I need you to really discipline me.”

      I began giving it to her harder, and Juli’s sounds of approval were loud and enthusiastic. She came quickly, and I let myself follow her. I slammed in her one final time, and felt my release as her legs and body quivered around me.

      Finally, we all fell back on the pallet. I pulled each woman under an arm and Ava tangled her legs up with mine.

      We fell asleep like that. I had intended to talk with them and tell them how much I cared about them. But both women were breathing softly within a few seconds.

      It was an amazing end to a long day. I kissed them both on the tops of their heads and then let myself go to sleep.
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      It didn’t take long for the girls and I to draw up pictures of our future treehouses.

      They were going to be big.

      Since there were so many of us, we needed not only sleeping spaces but common areas big enough to hold everyone. These days we were rarely all together at once, but I wanted to know that if such a gathering was needed, we would have room for it. And anyway, the women wouldn’t hear of building something that couldn’t hold the entire family at one time.

      I quickly agreed with them. As much fun as it had been to have a place to sleep with Ava and Juli, I missed sleeping with all the girls around me. Just the three of us might have been needed, but it felt somewhat empty.

      Building two large treehouses was going to be no small thing. Making a common area big enough to hold at least twenty-five people, starting at almost fifty feet in the air, was going to take some work.

      But my harem and I were up to the task. It was a three-tiered design, sort of like a three layered cake.

      The bottom layer was the largest. It was mostly just a wide deck that ringed the tree. It would have cushions and places to sit, and was mainly supposed to be a common area and would be used for eating when the weather was bad. One quarter of it on the east side was open to the air, with the thatched roof over it and with a tall railing to prevent anyone from falling over.

      Although some of the girls, Olivia included, had wanted an actual staircase going up, we still had to remember that although the village was relatively safe, a staircase going all the way to the bottom would make it too easy for an invading tribe to get up the tree.

      So we opted for ladders. I didn’t know how Madison was going to handle this when she was further along in her pregnancy, but she assured me that she would figure it out until she couldn’t do it any longer, and that she would rather everyone was safe.

      “Maybe I can make a sling with a pulley system so we can pull you up when needed,” I said offhandedly.

      Then I realized it was a great idea. We’d need to develop a counterweight system that would allow someone to step into a sling and glide down safely. I decided that we needed at least one of these on each tier of the house, for easy exit in case of an emergency.

      The second tier would be divided into smaller sections, with rooms for storage, another open-air porch from which to work, and a bedroom of sorts for me. It was not really necessary, and I enjoyed sleeping with the girls. Each night, one or more would snuggle up with me and sleep, and I’d grown accustomed to us all sleeping in the same place.

      However, with at least one baby on the way, there would be nights where someone might just want to get away from a crying infant. Tamika was still unsure if she was pregnant or not, but even so, that didn’t mean that more wouldn’t come. In fact, it was very likely.

      So we made a few smaller bedrooms on the second level for anyone who just wanted some space or privacy to sleep in. The top tier was mostly just for sleeping. It had lots of windows that could be opened and closed with thatch type shutters, would have a nursery for nursing mothers and places for the babies, and be generally an open sleeping area.

      At least, that was how it was all supposed to go.

      “What about a bathroom?” Madison asked.

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” I said, pulling her to me, kissing her on the forehead. There was a slight roundness to her stomach that I didn’t think had been there before, but otherwise one wouldn’t know she was pregnant just by looking at her. “We can create sort of bamboo pipes going down one side, opposite where the kitchen area would be below on the first level. Basically we just build a hole over the pipe, and I’m not sure where the pipe would actually lead, but it’s a start.”

      “Oh, that sounds great!” Madison said. “I didn’t relish the idea of having to get down out of the tree every time I need to pee when I’m nine months pregnant.”

      I laughed. “I think we all would appreciate having easy access to the bathroom without having to climb down out of the tree. Even if we aren’t pregnant. Let’s put them in the plans. But you know that we’ll all just move down to the village with you, when it’s time. That’s the beauty of the whole setup.”

      “I know,” Madison said, kissing my cheek. “Jake, do you want a boy or girl?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not like we can choose, right? And also, I’ll just be happy if you and the baby are healthy. I know it’s cliché, but that’s all I really care about.”

      I paused and looked at Madison. Her morning sickness hadn’t completely subsided, but her cheeks were a bit rosy with life, excitement for the things to come. “Do you have a preference?” I asked.

      Madison put her hands on her almost flat tummy and looked as if the baby had already been born and she was looking at it. “I think.… Well, there’s so many girls here, we’re surrounded by them all the time. And like you, I’ll just be happy if the baby is safe and sound when he’s here, but I really want a boy. I want him to look just like you, Jake.” Madison looked back up at me and smiled. Then she leaned in and kissed me softly on the lips. “You’re going to be a great dad.”

      I felt a bit of fluttering in my stomach, but and I wasn’t sure if it was excitement or anxiety. Perhaps a bit of both.

      We were living in a harsh world, despite how often we tried to ignore that and how safe we tried to keep ourselves. Raising a child in this environment wouldn’t be easy, but I had no doubt that Madison would excel at it, and that I would do my best at being a parent.

      “It’s not like you won’t have any fucking help,” Everly said, distracting us from looking into each other’s eyes. I turned and saw her walking up with a load of pelts from the caves. “I know I shouldn’t have been listening on your private conversation, but I’m not sorry about it,” she said with a smile. “You have help, Madison. All of us girls will be there for whenever you need us. That baby won’t lack for any attention.”

      Madison laughed and took a load of the pelts from Everly. “Yes, it’ll almost be like living in a commune, where all of us raise all the children.” She looked at me wryly. “Actually, I don’t think that’s all that bad sounding. Serenity will love the idea, and I’m sure she’s already thought it. What do you think, Jake?”

      “I love it,” I said with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      While the girls continued to plan over the next two days, I had one more project to complete before devoting all my attention to the treehouses.

      I wanted to work out our problem of long-term food storage. Over the last several months, we had dried any meat we couldn’t eat right away over fire. The jerky we created usually lasted a few days.

      But every few days, we had to take a hunting party out into the jungle and hunt, simply to keep all of us alive. And while game was plentiful, I wanted to prepare in case someday we couldn’t go hunting. Or to simply free us up to be able to do things like build treehouses and beach houses.

      My first project was to build a smokehouse, one large enough that if we caught big game, we could put the entire animal in there. To preserve the food longer, however, I wanted to salt it first. And finding a source of salt was another challenge.

      I could always trek back to the sea and find a way to evaporate the water and get the salt. But that would take a lot of time, and then the issue of transporting it would be a challenge if we brought back as much salt as we would need. While the option wasn’t off the table, I wanted to find a source nearby if possible.

      As with a lot of things these days, I turned to Annua and questioned her. She was much more comfortable on this island, having grown up here. And she had a seemingly inexhaustible knowledge of the plant and animal life.

      I asked her how her people preserved meat, assuming that they didn’t go hunting every day, either. So I asked her about it.

      “We put meat in the smoke,” she said after I got my point across. “We also use plant.”

      The small woman reached into a pouch that she often carried with her and produced a plant I hadn’t seen before. She handed it to me, and I sniffed it. It was aromatic and pleasant, like an herb.

      “You put this on your meat?”

      “Yes,” Annua said, carefully taking the plant away from me. “We used to grow it here. But the fires killed it.”

      She took my hand and led me to an area of the village that had been the most badly burned. We had already cleared away the structures, but she showed me a piece of land that got full sun and apparently had been a garden.

      “I have looked for plants for several days now,” she said. “We will put on meat and smoke.”

      “Great! What about salt, though?” If we had a source of salt, we could preserve our meat for far longer.

      Annua didn’t know what I meant by salt, of course, but that wasn’t going to stop me from looking for a source. My greatest hope was that there was a salt spring here in these mountains. One closer than the sea.

      I armed myself and spent two days scouring the cliffs around us. Usually, Zuri or Gabrielle went with me to watch my back.

      It still wasn’t safe to go anywhere alone. Even though we hadn’t seen or heard of any signs of the cat, none of us wanted to be its next meal.

      But my search was fruitless, and I went back to the village each night in disappointment.

      Juli and Naomi always greeted me at the gate, and each took their turn kissing me before leading me to the fire and the meal.

      Gabrielle had journeyed with me that day. Since she knew what I was looking for, she was just as disappointed as me. We sank down beside the fire and began eating some of the freshly killed rodent we had been surviving on.

      Everyone watched Gabrielle and me as we took our first bites. Normally a bit gamey, the meat tasted better tonight. It took me about two seconds to realize that I was tasting salt.

      I looked at Gabrielle and she looked at me.

      “Where?” I asked the group.

      Serenity laughed and pointed to Annua. “She told us today. Well, she didn’t know that’s what you’re looking for. But I saw her bringing it to the campfire this evening. There’s a salt spring right here in this village.”

      Annua smiled. “It is why my grandfather built the village here.”

      She pulled a little bit of salt from the pouch she carried with her and showed it to me. I touched a bit to my tongue and grinned.

      “They only used salt on top of their food,” Serenity said. “But if we gather enough of it, we figure we’ll be able to cure meat in no time.”

      I jumped up with a smile on my face. Forgetting about my sticky fingers from the meat, I grabbed Annua and hugged her. She laughed.

      “Show me,” I said.

      Annua led the way through the village, toward the rocks that hemmed us in to the west. Zuri followed. The shadows were long as the sun sank below the mountains, but there was enough light to see as she led me up into the rocks. There, she showed me a small spring burbling from the ground.

      Small deposits of salt lined the rock around the spring, and I figured some of the water evaporated during the heat of the day when the sun was directly on it.

      I laughed. I had been searching for two days and here it was, right beneath my nose.

      “First thing tomorrow, let’s figure out a way to evaporate more water and make the process go faster,” I said.

      “Already working on it, Jake,” Zuri said with a smile. “We salvaged some shallow bowls that will work well for the process. All you have to do now is build that smokehouse.”

      That night, I went to bed with Ava and Juli once again by my side. We made love and then sank down onto the strange furs. Juli had told me that this was going to be their last night with me. They knew the other girls were waiting and felt that they had kept me to themselves long enough.

      “Who’s next?” I asked.

      Juli giggled. “Zuri,” she said. “And she’s been glaring daggers at us all day for spending as much time with you as we have.”

      Zuri. I had spent a lot of time with her already. But something about knowing that soon we would take our relationship to the next level made me a bit jittery. It wasn’t that I was nervous. That would’ve been silly. But perhaps I hadn’t allowed myself to admit how much I really liked her.

      Fortunately, though, I put her out of my mind as I focused once again on Juli and Ava.

      “Well, if this is to be our last night, for a bit, then we should make it count, right?”

      I grabbed Ava and rolled her over on top of me. She shrieked and giggled and then pressed her naked body against me.

      Yes, we would make this night count.
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      The next day, I was up before dawn, attending to chores before starting on the smokehouse.

      I had already been going back and forth about where to put it. Over near the bottom of the cliff at the back of the village would keep the meat cooler. However, it also would make it easier for predators and rodents to sneak in.

      Near the cliff face, there were fewer huts, and most of the activity took place closer to the center. So I decided to build it there.

      Eventually, we would build another kitchen like the one we had on the other island. But it would take a while to process the meat we killed. This way, I figured as long as I got the smokehouse going, the kitchen could come later.

      I selected a place where we had cleared a burned hut. The ground was already relatively level, and there were fewer vines and plants to hinder digging.

      My plan was to build the smokehouse large enough to salt-cure the meat, smoke it, and hang it in the same place.

      The fire for the smoke would be dug in the pit outside. The pit would extend under one side of the smokehouse so that we could funnel the smoke in.

      This seemed like the simplest method for now. And it would be quite effective.

      Hopefully.

      I began laying stones to mark where I wanted the smokehouse to go. We still had wood left over from fixing the gates, and I would start with that. Instead of digging holes in the ground and placing the poles in them vertically to form the walls, I opted for a log cabin sort of look.

      After considering several different configurations, I finally decided on a ten by ten foot cabin. That would get us started for now. I could always add on later, after it got going.

      By the time the sun came up completely, I was already hauling logs to the place. Some of them came from the edge of the village, toward the cliff behind it. There were a couple of trees that had overlooked burned huts. They had been charred some, but not damaged too severely that they couldn’t be used. I chopped the first one down in record time, using an ax I’d found near the huts.

      Everly came along and whistled as she saw me dragging one particularly large log from the front of the village to the site.

      “Looking good, Professor!” she yelled.

      The log I was dragging was heavy, but I was determined to muscle it over there before stopping to grab a quick breakfast. “You could help me,” I said with a brief smile.

      Everly crossed her arms and looked me up and down. “Naw, I think I like the view from here, although I guess if I grab the other end, I’ll get another view entirely. That won’t be so bad.”

      I had to laugh. I didn’t really need her help, but it would make the task go faster.

      Next thing I knew, Everly had called to a couple of other girls and together, they lifted the other end of the log. I was still supporting all the weight on my end by myself. But at least now I wasn’t having to drag it over uneven ground. We got it over to the site in no time.

      I explained my plan, and the girls promised to help me throughout the day. We all had chores to do at this point. My primary job was being one of the main hunters, but we had enough food for the next day or two, and I figured that if everyone chipped in, little by little, we might be able to get it done in a few days. Then we would need to go on a big hunting trip and actually put the thing to use.

      With so many people working on it, the smokehouse went up faster than I had anticipated.

      The main part of the work was in stripping the logs of any rough places so they would fit side-by-side without many gaps, and then notching the end of each in the right direction to prepare for locking them in together.

      We had never constructed anything quite like this. But as the first few logs started slotting into place, I was pleased with the design.

      As the walls went up slowly over the course of the day and evening, there were gaps that would need to be filled with wattle and daub. Once the walls were sealed, we’d have a nice sturdy smokehouse.

      While I worked on the smokehouse, Annua and her tribeswomen went with Zuri to collect salt spring water in shallow bowls and set it out for evaporation. They had filled one whole side of the village with as many shallow pots as they could find.

      We were all tired, and each day, the sun had gone down long before I finally collapsed onto the pallet in my hut. For the first time in weeks, I slept alone. But I didn’t even have time to miss the company each night when I sank into a deep sleep.

      I knew it was Zuri’s turn, but she spent much of her days collecting salt and doing her other chores. I decided to seek her out, instead. Maybe that’s what she was waiting for. And if so, I wasn’t going to be a slacker about it.

      The next day, though, we were running low on food supplies. Zuri and Shauna decided to go hunting. I had wanted them to wait, but they overruled me. I knew they could take care of themselves, perhaps better than anyone else in the village except maybe Gabrielle.

      It didn’t stop me from worrying. But both were capable, and I couldn’t be everywhere at once. Although, as soon as the table was finished, I was going to put myself right back into the hunting rotation.

      I stopped Zuri on her way out of the village. She turned when I took her hand.

      “Jake? What’s the matter?”

      I smiled. “Nothing. I was just thinking that when you return, we can spend some time together.”

      She smiled brightly. “I’m looking forward to it. We’ve just been so busy that I thought you could use some rest. You’ve been working almost non-stop.”

      I pulled her to me for a gentle kiss. “What would I do without you and the other girls always looking out for me?”

      “Well, you wouldn’t have nearly as much fun,” she smirked.

      “So true.” I kissed her again and then released her. She smiled over her shoulder before running to catch up with Shauna.

      Finally, the smokehouse was nearing completion. We built the walls up to about six feet tall, and I had to duck only slightly to walk through the large open doorway. We secured beams across the top, notching them into the walls just like we notched the walls together. These would be where we hung large chunks of meat, and they needed to be solid.

      Just be sure, I braced the beams with a couple of poles so they would be secure for years to come. We went for a thatched roof, which took planning and the remainder of the day to gather materials.

      When Zuri and Shauna returned, I figured this time we could use the game they caught to experiment with some of the salt. It was going to be a slow process of preserving little bits of meat at a time. That is, until we could catch something larger. It was all part of the process and would take some experimenting before we got it perfected.

      While the girls finished thatching the roof, I started digging the fire pit. I’d already marked it out.

      Alternating between using a flat stone for digging and some baskets that Annua had lying around, I dug a trench in the earth about two feet deep, two feet wide, and four feet long.

      Where the trench went under the smokehouse, it became shallower. This was to encourage the smoke to move upward under the meat. Like a shallow chimney. To discourage any larger animals from getting in when it wasn’t in use, I would cover the chimney from the outside and in, just to be safe.

      As the final day wore on, I was drenched in sweat and tired, but feeling accomplished. It had taken less than a week to construct the smokehouse. I was feeling more confident that this was a good plan for securing our future.

      As Annua and her women had harvested salt, they had been putting it in rawhide bags and bringing it down to the smokehouse. It was stored in the far corner away from the smoke.

      Once I finished digging the trench, I brought water from the freshwater spring and used it to wet the sides and the ground. I covered the trench, careful not to make it so wet that it fell in. Then I smoothed it out. The mud would harden as it dried.

      By this time, many of the girls had gone back to their regular chores, leaving it up to me to finish the table that needed to be built. I constructed one by slotting more logs into the walls. The meat would rest on this table while curing before being smoked.

      By the time Zuri and Shauna returned a few days later, they reported seeing no sign of the cat. And they’d brought home as much meat as they could carry—some sort of elk-like creature they had found in the forest.

      We were going to roast some of the meat right away over an open flame, but I figured this was a perfect time to begin curing some of that meat with salt. Zuri wanted to help, and so we cut some palm-sized chunks to preserve.

      She seemed pleased with herself. I had to admit that I wished I had seen the elk.

      “Have you noticed how this island doesn’t seem to have any dinosaurs?” I asked her as we worked on cutting the meat. We only had one knife between the two of us. It was another thing we had to fix, and soon.

      “Yes,” she said. “It’s like this island has more animals from later in history, from different eras.”

      “Except for the pterosaurs. I expected them to cause us trouble, but they are staying far away. I figure they don’t have as much competition here for food, and don’t want to fight us for ours.”

      “I thought that as well,” Zuri said, wiping the sweat off her brow with the back of her hand. “It’s weird, though. And makes me wonder which animals got here first.”

      “You mean if we’re going by the pocket universe theory?”

      We had long thought that we had stumbled into some sort of pocket universe, just like many people and animals before us.

      “The only way that makes sense, though,” I said, “is if time has no real meaning here. As if the animals from the Cretaceous, Jurassic, and Triassic haven’t been here for millions of years. It’s as if they’ve only been alive here a few generations. Either that, or they haven’t evolved in that time.”

      “You mean time moves differently here?”

      I shrugged. “There’s no real way of knowing unless we return back to our home. But what if we do, and millions more years have passed?”

      Zuri frowned. “As theories go, it makes sense, and it also would make sense why there are so many different species from so many different points in time here on this one island. All surviving together.”

      I agreed. I thought that if the T-Rex we’d met a few weeks ago had been the result of hundreds of generations, it wouldn’t look like any T-Rex we would recognize. Perhaps it would’ve already evolved into a birdlike creature. Or perhaps it would have become extinct, or evolved into something completely different.

      “But why haven’t they migrated to this island?” I asked.

      “Maybe because of the jungle there. If the other island is more suitable for them, why would they need to move if they’re able to find all the food they need?”

      It was good point. “And this island is dryer. Perhaps this climate isn’t quite as suitable for them. But then how did creatures like this elk get across? I wonder if the sea levels were lower at some point and allowed them to cross more easily.”

      “I guess we’ll never know,” Zuri said. “And if time really does move differently here, it may be something that happened five years ago or five thousand years ago.”

      “Right. And so far, we haven’t had any indication that the current tribes we’ve met have had to…” I trailed off. “Hey, listen. Annua told me that her family has always lived on this island. I wonder if they benefited from lower sea levels at some point too.”

      “Perhaps they came first,” Zuri said. “And then the other tribes who stumbled here after couldn’t take advantage of lower sea levels because the landscape looked different than it does now.

      “Which means that Annua’s tribe may well be the longest living ones on this island. On any of the two islands.”

      We probably would never get any answers to these questions, but it gave us something to talk about as we continued cleaning the meat. I was pleased to see that although the elk was fairly lean, there was a bit of fat on it. While trimming the bigger chunks away, we left the thinner ribbons as best we could.

      We didn’t throw anything away in case we could find a use for it later. If anything, we could make tallow candles. That would be an improvement.

      Once we prepped the meat into similar-sized chunks, we laid it out on the new table inside the smokehouse. Then we took our salt and covered it, making sure to pat it into the corners. On any meat that was still attached the bone, we tucked the salt into the open bone areas to discourage insects from getting in there. This was going to be a waste of meat if we did it wrong, but I figured all we could do was experiment.

      By the time we finished, the fires had burned low, and the moon was high overhead. Many of the girls were still awake, and had randomly come to check on us. Shauna, in particular, seemed impressed and stood leaning on the doorway for some time as she observed.

      As we finished up, Annua brought us some of those herbs that she’d found earlier. She had dried them and motioned for me to put it on the meat. I took it from her and began to pat it in with the salt. If we’d understood each other correctly, given the language barrier, the herb helped repel insects. I figured it was better to use it at this stage than later.

      By the time we were done, the smokehouse was filled with the fragrant smell of the herb. Before we left, we positioned a lightweight door in the doorway. It was just a frame with reeds over the top of it, but I tied it into the doorframe.

      We would need to turn the meat a few times, at least I thought we would. And the process of curing was going to take a week or more. Until then, I closed it all up, including the fire pit, so nothing could get in there.

      Zuri had hung around, and I thought maybe tonight she would join me. Although Naomi had claimed Zuri was impatient to spend more time with me, the tall woman hadn’t said anything about it yet, other than wanting to let me rest.

      Tonight, she smiled, said she wanted to wash her hands, and then left to go to her bed.

      I watched her go, and thought she was intentionally swinging her hips more than usual. Then I knew she was when she looked over her shoulder and winked at me. “Good night, Professor.”

      “Good night, Zuri.”
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      My first instinct the next morning was to check that nothing had gotten into our smokehouse overnight. I knew we still had cracks and crevices to fill, but it seemed Killer was doing a good job of keeping rodents away.

      I had barely removed the door to go in when I heard a shout from the front gate.

      All thoughts of curing meat were forgotten as I ran toward it, grabbing my spear on my way past my hut.

      Gabrielle had the first watch today. She was standing on a tall platform the girls had built for keeping a lookout. I quickly climbed the rope ladder up to her.

      “I saw one of the cannibals,” she said without preamble. She pointed toward the trees downhill, on the far side of the field. “He ran in there.”

      I watched for a long time, but he didn’t return. “He’s going to be a problem, isn’t he?”

      Gabrielle nodded. “I didn’t recognize him from this distance. But I know the men of that village, Jake. He is not someone we should trust. And it’s possible he has been watching us for many days. He sees you with us, and he sees that we are protected here.”

      The French woman looked at me intently. “I believe that the reason he hasn’t attacked one of us already is because you are going to be his target. He will want to challenge you and to take away your harem.”

      A shock of anger rose from somewhere deep inside me. “He can’t just have you, just like that. I’ll kill him first.”

      I said this last line with as much threat and violence in my voice as I could manage. A few months ago, Jake the professor would not have been able to deliver upon this threat, but I would do anything to protect my harem. I had done anything to protect my harem.

      I had killed for them, and I would do it again.

      “I know he can’t just take us,” Gabrielle said. “But to him, that’s the way the world works. You need to watch out, Jake.”

      “I should go after him now,” I said.

      “No, not yet. You’ve been working many days with little sleep. You need some rest, and we don’t have enough weapons. We really could use some more. If I had learned how to use Zuri’s bow and arrow, I could have taken a shot at him.”

      I nodded. “It is something else pressing that we need to do. Weapons, food to preserve, and other things to stock up on before we begin building anything else.”

      “Now that the cannibal knows I’ve seen him, he will probably be extra careful. He might even disappear. Now that he’s figured out we are keeping watch.”

      “Are you sure, Gabrielle? Because if there’s any chance at all that he could try to hurt someone while they’re out hunting or gathering, or try to sneak his way into the village, I need to know.”

      Gabrielle shook her head. “I am certain, Professor. Without other warriors at his side, he will be very careful. And I really do think that his target will be you.”

      Although I didn’t need any more problems on my plate, it was reassuring to know that he wouldn’t go after any of my women.

      But that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to be careful.

      And yet, even though I tried to do as Gabrielle had suggested, to stay put until a better time, I couldn’t.

      We knew the cannibal was close. He seemed to be alone. And the last thing I wanted was to be surprised while out hunting one day.

      No, the time to go after him was now.

      I didn’t tell anyone what I was doing, but went back to my hut for my knife. Gabrielle followed.

      “I will go with you.”

      “No, you stay here.”

      “Why must you always try to do things by yourself?” she asked in exasperation.

      I grinned sheepishly. “It’s just a habit. I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

      “Well, you are likely to get hurt, Jake, if you don’t have someone to watch your back. The rest of us don’t go out alone. Why should you?”

      I sighed. “You are right. It also got me into trouble the last time I went looking for cannibals on my own.” I smiled. “You really want to come with me?”

      Gabrielle nodded and gripped her spear more tightly.

      “Okay then. Let’s go after him.”

      I whistled for Killer, and he arrived as I was opening the gate.

      I wasn’t afraid of one warrior. Especially if I had Gabrielle and Killer with me.

      We found his tracks where Gabrielle said she’d seen him. We followed them for a couple of hours into the forest without running across anything more than a snake or two. I left them alone because I wasn’t here to hunt food.

      Only a cannibal.

      Finally, the tracks disappeared over rocky soil. Even Killer’s sniffing around and ducking his head under foliage didn’t find anything other than a rat, which he promptly ate.

      We’d lost him. Cursing silently, I turned from Killer’s munching on bones and tissues to peer through trees one last time. But nothing appeared.

      “All right,” I said. “Let’s go home.”

      Gabrielle looked relieved, but also disappointed we’d come up with nothing.

      Just to be sure we hadn’t missed something, we didn’t exactly double back, but followed a circuitous route back to the village.

      It took most of the day, but Killer made short work of searching for anything that might have been a threat. When we got back into the open, I made a point of searching more of the tree line for tracks. Anything that would suggest the cannibal had been watching us for some time. But we didn’t find anything there, either.

      We went back to the village tired and hungry.

      That night around the campfire, Zuri wouldn’t even look my way. I ate a quiet meal. It seemed like no one felt like talking. I had been looking forward to relaxing with the girls around the fire, but many of them seemed to be almost ignoring me.

      I chalked it up to everyone having a long day, and didn’t think anything of it until Zuri looked right at me, scowled, and then left the campfire.

      I jumped up and went after her.

      “Zuri,” I said. “Is something wrong?”

      “I had a long day,” she said without stopping.

      “That’s it?”

      She glanced over her shoulder but increased her pace, practically jogging through the village. “I broke my bow,” she said. “I fell and it got wedged between some boulders and snapped.”

      “Oh. We can make you a new one. Zuri... Zuri! Will you stop walking and wait?”

      “Why?” Zuri said without stopping. “You don’t wait for me.”

      “What?” Was she upset that I had gone with Gabrielle? It had been a spur of the moment decision.

      Zuri turned on her heel and stopped to glare at me. “You know what, Professor Jake,” she said in a fake French accent.

      Uh-oh. She was mad about it.

      “Zuri, it was a quick decision,” I said. “I wanted to catch that guy.”

      I took a step forward and put my hands on Zuri’s arms. “Believe me.”

      She scoffed. “Gabrielle is always putting herself in front of you. Always forgetting that it’s not her turn.”

      “I just spent yesterday with you preparing meat. In fact, recently, I’ve spent more time with you than I have with anyone else. It really was just an innocent decision.”

      Zuri seemed to relax a bit beneath my hands, but she didn’t say anything.

      “Zuri? Are you… jealous?” I risked a smile to let her know I was teasing.

      It was the wrong thing to say.

      Zuri pulled away. But I grabbed her shoulders again, gently because I didn’t want to aggravate her any further.

      “It’s a bad joke,” I said. “If it makes you feel better, I’ve been looking forward to spending some time with you.”

      Zuri hesitated for a moment longer before whispering, “And I with you, Jake. But I don’t rush into things like some of the other girls. And now that it’s finally my turn, after having waited so long, I want to cherish the time with you. I mean, sure, I could just jump your bones and have it over with, but for some reason I had told myself that it would be fun to play around first. To build up to it.”

      “And I think that’s a great idea,” I said. “If that’s what you want, we can take this at whatever pace you need. But you’ve watched me around all these other women for months now. And I find it hard to believe that me going on a day hike with Gabrielle made you uncomfortable. But since it did, I am truly sorry.”

      Zuri relaxed her shoulders and breathed out a sigh. “I… may have been a little jealous. But part of the reason is because I have waited so long. Look, Jake. Next time you go somewhere, will you take me? I don’t care who goes with us, but I want to spend some time with you. I want to… to flirt with you, even. And I’m not very good at that with all the other girls around. I hope you understand.”

      I pulled Zuri into my arms and hugged her tightly. “Of course I understand. You tell me whatever you need. And, for the record, I wouldn’t mind a little flirting with you too.” I kissed her on the cheek and let go of her. “Okay?”

      Zuri laughed. “Okay.”

      Once again, I went to bed by myself, and I had to say that I wasn’t enjoying that arrangement so well anymore. The first couple of nights, I been too tired to think about anything, but now all I could think about was Zuri’s body against mine, and how cute it was that she wanted to flirt with me before moving on to anything else.

      The next day, we all discussed the cannibal. I had Gabrielle explain her opinion about his plans. She translated to Shauna, who nodded and looked at me before running her finger across her throat.

      Madison gasped. But Gabrielle quickly explained that Shauna didn’t want me dead. She just wanted me to know she agreed with Gabrielle.

      I figured that was truly the case. Shauna had been jumping in to help everywhere. She never complained about work and never ran out of things to do. But I couldn’t communicate with her, not really, and I didn’t know what she was thinking. I would just have to trust my eyes, and what Gabrielle told me. Shauna stuck with Gabrielle and Tamika most of the time. The three of them were usually found together.

      “Jake?”

      I looked at Gabrielle. She had asked me a question, but I missed it. “Sorry, what?”

      “Have you ever done hand-to-hand combat?” she asked.

      “Oh,” I said. “Sort of. When I accidentally killed your tribe’s designated volcano sacrifice all those weeks ago.”

      Gabrielle frowned. “But was his death an accident or did you go after him?”

      “He threatened one of my girls.” I glanced at Zuri. “I wasn’t about to let him hurt one of us.”

      Gabrielle nodded. “Good. I only wanted to make sure that you knew what it was like to take another man’s life.”

      I thought it was sort of an odd thing to say, but then remembered that Gabrielle had lived with cannibals for the last two years. She must’ve had a reason for taking the conversation in this direction.

      “But as for hand-to-hand combat,” I said, “I figure it’s never a bad thing to get more practice. It’s not like I’ve had tons of experience.”

      “That’s not true, Jake,” Serenity said. “You’ve wrestled a Titanoboa and blinded a mosasaur. I think you’ve had plenty of hands-on experience.” She smiled, and some of the other girls laughed.

      “Well, yeah,” I said. “But those were really big animals, and I had the advantage of being small and quick. But another man out to kill me? It seems like a different kind of fight.”

      Gabrielle nodded. “It is, Jake. What if we have a little practice?” She looked at Zuri, who nodded. “I have had lots of practice since I became a warrior. If you will let me, I can show you some things that will help you. Things that the cannibal already knows. Although I have to tell you that I was one of the best there was. Shauna and I trained hard, and none in the village could beat us.”

      Looking at Shauna and Gabrielle, who, when I had met them, were wearing armor made of bones, I believed her.

      I smiled at Zuri to make sure she was okay with this arrangement. She smiled back. We had plans to get wood to make her a new bow today. I wouldn’t change them, especially not after Zuri’s request to spend more time with me. But she seemed okay with the way the day was progressing.

      I stood and shrugged. “Why not?” I said to Gabrielle. “It seems like a fun way to pass the morning.”

      Gabrielle laughed. “Yes, Jake. It will be fun to show you what I know.” She winked at me and then stood.
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        * * *

      

      Gabrielle didn’t waste any time. We cleared out space near the gates and got to work.

      Most of the girls gathered around us, leaving space in the center. Everly had crawled up on the guard platform. She whistled at me, and I grinned. This was going to be fun.

      Gabrielle first showed me some wrestling moves, positioning my body correctly when needed, and then showing me how to counter an attacker.

      “Go ahead and swing for me, Jake,” she said when she was satisfied I was in the correct position.

      “No way!” I said, laughing. “I’m not going to hit you, Gabrielle.”

      Gabrielle smiled but maintained her position, ready to block me. “I know what I am doing, Jake. Try to hit me.”

      I threw a half-hearted punch at her, which she easily blocked. Then she shook her head. “Harder, Professor Montblanc.”

      “That’s what she said!” Everly called.

      A few girls laughed, but I kept my focus on Gabrielle. She’d said she could block me and then pin me to the ground in a series of fluid movements. But the last thing I wanted to do was accidentally hurt her.

      Finally, she crossed her arms and looked at me sternly. “I have endured much more than this over the last two years. Either try and hit me for real, or I won’t help you. If you accidentally do touch my body, it will only be because I allowed it. Now what’s it going to be, Professor?”

      I sighed. She was right. “Okay.”

      The past few months on the island had wrought great changes to my body. I had been lean and muscular when we’d first set out on our journey near the Bahamas, but it was nothing like the strength that I now possessed. Constant working, hunting, and climbing had turned my body into a rock-solid machine.

      But Gabrielle was right. She had been here longer than any of us, and whatever training she’d obtained in the cannibals’ village had done nothing but make her as strong or stronger as anyone else here.

      So I gave in, throwing a punch and trying to connect with her face. She quickly blocked me with her left arm, spun me around, and had me on my knees before I could follow through with anything else.

      “Do you yield?” she asked me, her lips close to my ear and her voice sultry.

      Warmth ran through me, rushing from my head all the way to my groin. I shook my head to clear it. “No flirting while training, Gabrielle. It’ll give you an unfair advantage.”

      Gabrielle released me, and I stood to face her once more. She was smiling. I smiled back but was determined not to let her do that to me again.

      We tried again. This time, I managed to hook a leg behind hers after she blocked my punch. I thought I had her, but she slipped through my fingers. This time, she knocked me facedown into the dirt.

      “You are a quick learner, Jake,” Gabrielle whispered. “But I fear this is not the right time to practice some of the other moves I would like to show you.”

      “I would like to show you a few moves as well,” I said softly, turning over to look at her sun-kissed body glistening with sweat.

      At this point, I couldn’t help but be turned on by her graceful movements and fierce fighting style. The aches were already beginning to creep through my body, and I had no doubt the bruises would soon show up.

      Gabrielle looked at me from beneath her eyelashes. “I do not doubt it, but I have seen some of these moves already,” she said, her hand resting on my leg.

      I sat up and kissed her, letting my tongue slide between her lips to taste her salty sweat. When I pulled away, I said, “You haven’t seen all my moves yet.”

      “I look forward to them.”

      Someone cleared her throat behind me, and I saw that Zuri and Juli were grinning. “Don’t worry,” I said with a smile. “We won’t let anybody skip the line.”

      Zuri caught my eye, and I prepared myself for her anger. We had lost the plot here, and this lesson had turned into something else entirely.

      But instead of being angry, Zuri seemed to have been enjoying watching our little match. Her gaze flicked to Gabrielle, who was still kneeling over me.

      The Frenchwoman made a move as if to pull away, but Zuri shook her head.

      “Don’t go,” Zuri said to Gabrielle, and a lustful look filled her face. She looked at Gabrielle and then back to me before walking over and kneeling to give me a long kiss on the lips.

      I had kissed Zuri maybe once before, but it had been with nothing like this intensity. I burned for her, and I was tired of waiting on this line, wanting to have all my girls.

      At the same time, I knew how important it was for each of them to feel like they belonged to me, and that I belonged to them. For us all to get to know each other more intimately, it made sense to have one-on-one time.

      A sudden, urgent need came over me, only helped along by the thought of my inevitable fight with the cannibal. If I didn’t make it…

      Gabrielle broke my train of thought when she lifted herself off the ground and straddled my lap, right out there in the open for all to see. She took Zuri’s hand, tugging her closer to us.

      Things were progressing quickly. My lips traveled down to Gabrielle’s neck to lick a spot just above her collarbone.

      But I didn’t go any farther.

      Zuri pulled away and smiled. “Guess we better get going. It might take a couple of days to find the right kind of wood for a new bow.”

      I groaned overly loud, just to give her a laugh. But she was right. We needed to gather a few things for the journey, and then we could head out. The day was still young, yet. There was plenty of light for trekking through the forest.

      “I’ll feel better if we take someone else with us, though,” I said. “With a near-mythological predator out there, and a cannibal who wants to probably wants to take my place, it’s time I took my own advice. We’ll take Killer, and maybe either Gabrielle or Shauna to work the noisemaker and help keep watch. What do you think?”

      Zuri glanced at Gabrielle and then leaned in to whisper in my ear. “I hope she won’t mind watching,” she said.

      I gaped at her. It seemed she’d quickly gotten over her bout of jealousy.

      Gabrielle raised an eyebrow, the interest clear on her face.

      This trip was going to be fun, indeed.
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      We grabbed supplies for several days in case our search for the right wood for a bow took us farther than we anticipated. Killer, having stayed around the village for weeks, was ready for an adventure. He took off ahead of us as soon as we left the village. I called him back, wanting him close in case of trouble. He might not have been great with the mosasaur, but on land, he was an excellent tracker and warning signal.

      Gabrielle carried the noisemaker and began using it as soon as we entered the forest. She didn’t create a loud noise, just enough to deter anything that might like to attack us.

      It was also a bit of a signal for the cannibal. Although the women at the village were armed and alert, I didn’t want the cannibal hanging around there. If he followed me into the woods, it was fine by me.

      The search for the right kind of wood to make a bow was important. Not only did Zuri need a new bow, but we needed a supply of them in the village.

      Zuri was the best at making them, her skill as good as mine.

      “This is going to take a lot of work,” I muttered as I looked into the trees. These were mature trees, their branches high in the canopy. They wouldn’t provide the supple strength needed for the bows we made.

      “Maybe by the river there will be different trees,” Zuri said. “How far are we from it?”

      “Not sure. But I’m up for a hike, are you?” I asked the women with a smile. “We have yet to see the gorge running through the middle of the island.”

      Zuri grinned and hefted her bag over her shoulder. “Ready when you are, Your Majesty.”

      I shook my head and we turned northwest. The terrain began growing steeper, and we often walked downhill. The vegetation changed too, allowing the growth of the more jungle-like plants we were used to on the other island.

      We plunged into the jungle, leaving behind the more cleared out spaces and forging our own trail toward the river. I wondered if the tribe that had lived here had ventured this far away from the village. If so, they might have cleared a trail like the one we used on the mountain.

      But without a guide, we wouldn’t know where to find it. So we plunged on, marking trees as we went to make it easy to return home.

      At this point, it would have been nice to have Annua with us, but she had promised to watch over Madison. The pregnant blonde was dealing with morning sickness again.

      “Jake,” Zuri said softly as we pushed our way to the undergrowth, watching for snakes or anything with big teeth. “What are you going to do if Tamika is pregnant?”

      The question was out of the blue, and yet I couldn’t say I hadn’t expected it. I shrugged. “What are the odds? I mean, I had sex plenty of times with you girls and only Madison’s pregnant.”

      “That’s not what I asked, Jake.”

      I stopped walking to look at her, at her tall, lithe body, the dark braids that hung down over her shoulders, and her full lips that I wanted to kiss oh so badly. But perhaps now in the middle of an unknown jungle wasn’t the time. And anyway, it was obvious her mind was on more serious matters.

      “Truthfully?” I said. “It scares me to death. The idea of Madison being pregnant is bad enough, so far away from modern medicine. But the idea of two women…” I trailed off, not knowing how to frame my thoughts.

      “It’s double the pressure,” Zuri said knowingly.

      I nodded. “And I don’t know Tamika that well. What if she wants to offer up the baby as a sacrifice to the next volcano we find?”

      I said this last part only half-jokingly, but Zuri nodded. Gabrielle, walking behind us, snorted with laughter.

      “Then we’ll just have to teach her better,” Zuri said, ignoring the French woman. “She seems like a sweet girl, and Gabrielle can help in that area, right? And what about Shauna?”

      We continued walking, and I pushed a large fern frond out of my way. “What about her?”

      “Are you going to invite her into the harem?” Zuri asked.

      “I was under the impression that she didn’t want anything to do with the harem,” I said.

      “And yet again that’s not what I asked, Jake Montblanc. Lately you’ve done nothing but deflect questions.”

      “Have I?” I said, thinking. “I think it’s partly because I don’t really know how to handle all of this exactly. We’ve just been surviving these last few months, but now with questions about the future that need to be answered, it has become a bit more complicated, hasn’t it?”

      “So what about Shauna?”

      I raised an eyebrow and glanced back at Gabrielle, wondering if she had information. But she remained quiet.

      “Do you want her in the harem?” I asked both of them. “Because again, I didn’t think she wanted to be part of our growing family.”

      Then Gabrielle spoke up. “Shauna has been asking questions about you, Jake, the kinds of questions a girl asks when she is interested.”

      I raised my other eyebrow now, so that both were somewhere up under my growing hair.

      “Is that what we’re doing now? Just allowing anyone in who is interested? I mean…” I took Zuri’s hand. “I’m not able to spend all the time I want with the women in my harem now. And yes, to answer your question, Shauna is beautiful, but I don’t know her. If she wants to be part of the group and everyone else is okay with it, then we’ll see where it goes. Is that not the deal we made with Gabrielle and Tamika?”

      Zuri squeezed my hand. “Yes, Professor.”

      She leaned in and kissed me softly on the lips. Immediately, I felt a rush of warmth flow through my body that had nothing to do with the wet heat of the jungle, and everything to do with my growing desire for this beautiful woman.

      When Zuri pulled away, she smiled. “Perhaps the harem would be open to another arrangement, because this waiting in line thing is for the fucking birds.”

      She then moved on, letting go of my hand but giving me a smirk as she took the lead through the undergrowth. I could’ve sworn that she was swaying her hips a little bit more than necessary, drawing attention to her beautiful backside. I took the moment to admire her shapely figure. Until I almost tripped on a vine at my feet.

      From there, I kept my eyes planted firmly on the path and tried not to get too excited about the way Zuri had become more forward. She and I had been friends for some time now, and the thought of moving our relationship to the next level was extremely exciting. And from that small but promising kiss, it wasn’t a stretch to think that Zuri felt the same way.

      We walked a few miles in silence, taking turns at leading and climbing over boulders and enormous tree roots. Occasionally, Gabrielle would use the noisemaker to flush out anything that might be lurking nearby. But mostly all it did was scare the birds overhead.

      The ground eventually began to slope downward more gently, and I figured we were nearing the side of the river. We kept our eyes open for the right kinds of trees, but now curiosity drove us to seek the river anyway.

      I’d been so busy building and hunting that exploration had taken a backseat. I also didn’t know when I’d come this way again, especially since it hadn’t turned out to be a good hunting spot.

      When we reached the river, what had looked like a ribbon from the mountains now looked like a swift-flowing and deep current that cut the valley in half. It was probably half a football field in width. The near side rushed over boulders to create slippery rapids. The other side was a sheer wall of rock rising to the trees above.

      “It looks like the river is cutting off any animals from coming this way,” Zuri said. “Maybe that’s why we haven’t seen the variety we’re used to.”

      “I’m assuming there are better places to cross,” I told her. “But it could definitely slow down any migrations.”

      Near the water, the undergrowth thickened. Often we had to hack our way through.

      It took some time, but after another half-hour of searching long the riverbank, we found the same types of trees we had used to make our bows before. These were younger trees, and there weren’t very many of them. But I hoped if there was a clump here, then there would be more somewhere else.

      Gabrielle carefully watched our surroundings as we pruned some low hanging branches to take back with us. We used loops of leather to tie them to our backs.

      We wouldn’t get home before dark, but we wanted a better place to camp. Since we still had some light left, I led us back the way we came.

      Eventually, Gabrielle took the lead, and I fell back to bring up the end of the line. I followed the women for some minutes before hearing a noise that made me stop and call for the women to do the same.

      It was a weird noise, like static.

      Zuri, Gabrielle, and I crept silently through the undergrowth, keeping our eyes and ears on alert. My entire body felt like it was a spring being compressed, ready to burst out of my skin at any moment. I drew my bow and waited.

      But Gabrielle only walked a few more paces before stopping to laugh.

      “What is it?” I asked. She was right beside me, and I didn’t know what she’d seen.

      “Come and see.” Gabrielle took the lead, cutting through the jungle that sloped toward a large, fallen tree. The tree bridged a deep ravine, and as I looked into it, I saw what had been making the noise.

      “I’ll be damned.”

      Bees. Large ones, too, as big as any bumblebees I had seen back in our world, only these were shaped a bit more like honeybees.

      “I recognized the sound,” Gabrielle said with a smile.

      The bees were busy gathering pollen from a clump of flowers that grew out of the rocks on the side of the ravine. Shauna grinned and pointed up into another nearby tree, where I saw them flying in and out of a hollowed-out section.

      Honey practically dripped from it. Beautiful golden honey.

      Gabrielle cautioned us to step carefully and then made her way to the tree. The hive was at shoulder height.

      “She’s not seriously going to stick her hand in there, is she?” Zuri asked.

      But we could both see that she was.

      I watched, impressed, as Gabrielle put her hand inside the hole in the tree. The bees buzzed around her but didn’t seem agitated by her presence. In fact, the bees should have been attacking her right about now, to protect their hive.

      They weren’t, though. Another strange quirk of this world, maybe.

      When she withdrew her hand, she held a large section of honeycomb. Her fingers were coated with honey.

      She returned to us and offered the honeycomb to me. I held up my hand to take some of it, but Gabrielle shook her head and held the honeycomb up to my lips.

      “Taste it like this,” she said.

      “She wants you to eat it from her hand,” Zuri said with a grin.

      Gingerly, I leaned forward and took a bite, and it was the most luxurious tasting honey I’d ever had. I licked my lips to keep them from getting too sticky, and then took another bite before Gabrielle offered a bite to Zuri. Once she’d had a taste, Gabrielle took a bite of her own.

      Within a few moments, the large section of honeycomb was completely gone, and we were licking our fingers for every last taste.

      But Gabrielle didn’t stop with simply feeding me the honeycomb. Her entire hand was still sticky with the fresh honey. She held out her fingers to me, as if she expected me to lick it off them.

      I smiled, and she lifted her fingers even closer. Zuri shrugged, so I closed my mouth over one of Gabrielle’s sticky, sweet fingers and sucked off the remaining honey.

      She closed her eyes and then with a smile, offered me another finger. It wasn’t until I had cleaned all five of her fingers that she licked her lips and smiled.

      Gabrielle was breathing heavily, but she didn’t get any closer. I glanced at Zuri. Her body glowed with sweat from our day of travel. Her eyes were halfway closed, and her mouth parted ever so slightly as if watching the display had been highly erotic for her. Remembering that for later, I held her gaze for a moment before we continued our journey.
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      We camped on top of a rocky outcropping that gave us an awe-inspiring view of the stars. The boulder Zuri and I lay on was the size of a bus, and Gabrielle sprawled on another that was equally big. The boulders were smooth from wind and rain, with vines and moss growing around the parts in shadow.

      It was a good place to spend the night. We’d had a difficult time scaling the large boulders. The only way up here was to climb a broken hill of rocks and trees.

      Anything that wanted to get to us couldn’t do so without at least making noise. I doubted even the cat called Death would be able to leap up here. Not unless it could jump thirty feet straight up.

      We still kept a watch, though.

      It was my turn to stay up, but Zuri was awake at my feet. Her eyes reflected the moonlight as she looked up at the stars. She looked up at me and smiled.

      Then she stood. “It’s about time for Gabrielle to take over,” she said.

      “Let her sleep.”

      I tipped Zuri’s face up, cupping her chin in hand, and brought her lips to mine.

      She responded quickly, losing all traces of sleep. We sank to the rock without breaking contact.

      Zuri shifted so that she was facing me, practically sitting in my lap. “If you wake Gabrielle,” she said, “it will let you concentrate.”

      “Are you going to need all my attention?”

      “Yes, Professor. I demand it.”

      Before I could climb up to wake Gabrielle, I spotted her sitting on her rock, looking down at us.

      “I am awake,” she said. I couldn’t see her well, but I detected a note of longing in her voice. “Do not be too quiet, Professor.”

      I laughed. “Did you hear that, Zuri? She wants to listen to us.”

      I leaned down and kissed her again, this time feeling hungrier. Allowing myself to enjoy the feeling of my tongue against here.

      Soon our tongues were dueling for dominance, and Zuri was pressing the top half of her body against my bare chest. Through the thin fabric of the bikini top she wore, I felt her nipples harden, and reached up to thumb them.

      I saw the desire in her eyes, shining in the moonlight. I kissed her again, putting my hands in her hair and holding her head, feeling the need to get as close to her as possible.

      Zuri wrapped her legs around my waist. Her wet center pressed hard against my erection.

      I ran my hand up her thigh, pausing to move her bikini bottom aside and put a finger inside her. She gasped and arched into me, rubbing herself on my hand as I inserted another finger.

      She rode my fingers as if they were my cock.

      After a moment, she was panting, and I couldn’t take it any longer. I removed my fingers and began to untie my loincloth. Zuri’s hands met mine so she could help, practically ripping the last bit off me.

      She brought one hand down to feel me. Her long fingers stroked my cock, using just the right amount of pressure to make me close my eyes and savor the moment. Then I brought her mouth to mine again and kissed her hard before replacing my lips with my fingers.

      Zuri eagerly sucked her own juices off my fingers. She drew them slowly in and out. Watching her treat my fingers as if they were my cock, while her hand pleasured me, was heaven.

      But this teasing had gone on long enough. I had wanted Zuri for a long time, and because of the infernal list we made, I’d had to wait longer for her.

      I didn’t want to wait anymore, not when we didn’t have to.

      I moved her hands until they were on my shoulders. She locked her arms and then lifted herself.

      I teased the opening of her entrance with my cock, letting her juices coat it, feeling how soft she was.

      Then I slid inside her, easing in at first, and then pushing hard toward the end.

      Zuri gasped with pleasure, and immediately began rocking her hips against me. Without pulling out, I got my feet under me and supported myself on my knees. The stone dug into my flesh, but I didn’t care.

      I grabbed a butt cheek in each hand, braced myself, and pounded into her.

      Zuri responded with her body, rolling her hips as she hit me in the right spot.

      “Harder!” she yelled. I gave her all I had, sweating with the effort and loving every bit of it.

      The pleasure was building. But not enough.

      We sank down onto the rock without disconnecting. I was on top, ramming into Zuri, watching her breasts bounce up and down, her dark nipples peaking as they brushed against my chest.

      I panted with the effort, and the walls of her pussy began tightening around my cock.

      We were close, but I wasn’t quite ready for this to be over. The wait for her had been agonizing, and I didn’t want it to end just yet.

      As if sensing my thoughts, Zuri moved her right leg and rolled. I rolled with her until she was on top. She sat down on me, taking all of me inside her.

      Then she began to roll her hips even harder, bucking as she began to look for her release.

      I suddenly wished for more light. I could hear our bodies slapping together and could halfway see her breasts bouncing in the dark, but I wanted to see all of her.

      Instead, I had to content myself with running my hands along her body, pinching her nipples, and then finding her clit to give it more stimulation.

      Zuri moaned, and the sound echoed off the rocks. Her release was long and made her body shudder for several seconds. Then she went silent, and her mouth opened as if she couldn’t get her breath.

      Once again, I put my fingers into her mouth and pulled her down like that for a kiss. I caught final moan as my mouth pressed against hers.

      But I wasn’t done yet. Before Zuri could catch her breath, I flipped both of us over again, this time flipping this beautiful woman on her stomach. To make her more comfortable, I grabbed my unfolded loincloth and put in underneath her knees.

      Then I raised her hips to me and pushed her head down into the rock, sliding into her again quickly.

      Zuri let out a cry, and her walls tightened around me for a second time.

      She still seemed to be in the middle of the same orgasm, and I laughed as I pounded her once more.

      She wriggled, looking for another release.

      Still pushing her upper body down, I leaned over her and began to ram her harder yet, looking for that spot inside her that would give her the utmost pleasure.

      Quickly, I found the right angle. Zuri moaned so deeply I felt it in my own body. So I continued my pace, hitting the same spot until she was begging me for release. I was close myself, so close that it was almost past the point of no return.

      “Jake, please!” Zuri begged.

      Instead of moaning, she began to be more vocal, her voice rising as she orgasmed with a long, wild cry.

      Finally, with a shout of my own, I came inside her. I swear I saw stars.

      When we finished, we collapsed on the rock, panting and satisfied.

      We lay like that for a long time, treasuring our time together. After another moment, I heard a soft moan from the other boulder.

      It seemed Gabrielle had really enjoyed listening to Zuri and I make love.

      Zuri giggled and pushed her naked body up against mine. “You are amazing, Professor,” she said. “If I’d known you could fuck like that, I would have jumped your bones back in the classroom.”

      I chuckled and kissed her forehead. “Think of all the times we missed,” I said. “Oh, I know it was taboo back in our world. But now it just seems right. And if I’d known how wonderful all the girls were going to be, I would’ve given up my teaching position in a snap of the fingers if it meant I could have all of you.”

      She kissed me. Then, her lips trailed down my damp chest, and we began working toward round two.
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      The return home was uneventful, and everyone was happy to see us. I began working on making bows right away. Zuri joined me, wanting to make her own. We had enough wood for ten bows, when it was all said and done.

      At this point, Gabrielle started coming around more. Now that I’d spent some time with Zuri, it seemed Gabrielle was keen to have her turn with me. And now that she was officially part of the harem, I welcomed spending more time with her. Zuri didn’t leave my side, however, not until we began testing the bows.

      While Gabrielle had never shot a bow and arrow herself, she picked it up quickly. She of course knew how they worked, but shooting them was another matter. As soon as she became skillful at it, she began teaching Shauna and Tamika.

      At this point, work on the treehouses was still in the planning stages. As fun as the concept was, the actual construction was going to take some serious work.

      In the meantime, there was still plenty to be done around the village. Gardens to attend and seed. Game to hunt and preserve. And a watch to keep, always, to make sure we were safe.

      When I wasn’t out hunting with Killer, I often took a watch on the wall. I spent many nights up there, using moonlight to watch for movement in the trees and field in front of us.

      But night after night was quiet. More often than not, Zuri joined me, and sometimes we would sneak in a few moments of activity up there.

      After a few days, I saw Gabrielle had started giving me looks, long glances as if she wished she were in Zuri’s shoes. I was going to be glad when this first rotation was over, and then I was going to suggest that we go back to how it was. And I was also going to suggest that any woman who needed extra time with me could get it. She only had to ask.

      Some of the girls who had been in the early part of the rotation hadn’t been with me for weeks. Many of them dropped unsubtle hints. Everly, for instance, often ran her hands over my chest and arms as she passed, licking her lips suggestively to make sure I knew that she wanted me.

      Not that I was complaining.

      One evening, I found myself alone at the gate, keeping watch from the platform and feeling tired. It had been a long a few days of night watches and daily hunts. I loved the work. That didn’t mean I couldn’t long for a break.

      My goal was to start spending more time on the treehouses when we had plenty of food stocked up in the smokehouse. Once the garden got going, and we had meat cured and dried, our days could be spent more on building than with simply staying alive. It was only a phase, and it would end. The harder I worked, the sooner we could have our dream houses.

      I had gone over several plans, drawing them out in the dirt or on stone. I wasn’t an engineer, but I figured we could build a treehouse one tier at a time. If we started small, we could make sure it was safe before we built the next tier.

      Surprisingly, Olivia and her sister Isabel had been the most helpful here. As much as Olivia worried about her nails, she had built a treehouse with her grandfather when she was a kid. Her sister had been young, but had remembered the treehouse as she grew up.

      There was a lot to plan, but we would get it right.

      I heard movement behind me, pulling me out of my thoughts. Someone was climbing the ladder. Looking down, I saw Tamika’s face come up over the edge of the platform. Then she pulled herself up and stood next to me, grinning from ear to ear.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Hi,” she said haltingly. I knew she had been learning some English from Gabrielle but the young woman was so shy that she rarely said anything at all around me. This was the first time I had talked to her alone.

      Tamika said something in her own language, speaking quickly and smiling.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t understand.”

      Tamika said the same thing again and then took my hand. Her own hand was small and delicate, her fingers not even able to wrap around my wrist. She opened my palm and placed it on her flat belly. Then she repeated the words.

      “Baby?” I asked.

      Tamika grinned again and repeated the word.

      The only problem I had with this form of communication was that I wasn’t sure if Tamika was telling me she was pregnant, or if she was telling me she wasn’t pregnant and wanted to try again.

      I opted for the first. “Are you going to have a baby?” I pointed to her and then held my arms as if I was holding a child.

      Tamika rubbed her belly and then made a gesture as if to show it growing bigger.

      “Baby,” she said.

      The truth was that I was happy about the baby. I’d had time to get used to the idea. Madison’s pregnancy wasn’t a surprise. And if one of the other women of my harem got pregnant, it wouldn’t have been a shock.

      I wasn’t even sure how Tamika felt about me. But since she was grinning and seemed to be almost trembling with excitement, I smiled back. If she was happy, I was happy. Hopefully we would have time to get to know each other a little better if that’s what she wanted.

      As if she had read my thoughts, Tamika stood on her tiptoes, grabbed my shoulders, and pulled me down so that she could kiss my cheek. Then she wrapped her arms around my waist and hugged me, pressing her body closely into mine.

      I returned the hug and kissed the top of her head.

      Two pregnant women. It was a bit insane, and yet, I was happy.

      Now, it was more important than ever that nothing interrupt our plans or threaten our home. It was more important than ever that we have ample food and water and comfortable spaces. More important than ever that everyone was happy.

      The universe had dealt me a strange hand, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the harem was thrilled with Tamika’s news. If they had been hesitant about Tamika before, all traces of that had vanished. The girls liked her and were protective of her.

      Later that same day, I grabbed my bow and spear, and called to Killer.

      Zuri was currently taking her turn at watch, so I asked Gabrielle if she wanted to go hunting with me. She grabbed two weapons, and we left the village.

      We took off in the direction of the river. My intention wasn’t to go very far, only to bring enough food home for tonight’s dinner. The smokehouse was currently full of meat that was either curing or smoking. If we continued in this manner, I would have to add onto it sooner than anticipated. But we were a large growing family.

      My only hope was that the game would support us. From what Annua had told me, the original village had been healthy but not large, only about double what we currently were. She assured me that they had never had problems finding food.

      Most of our diet nowadays consisted of plants. We only supplemented our foraging with meat. Part of the reason was that the fruits and plants Annua showed us were much more plentiful than game. But on days that we had heavy lifting to do, the extra protein was nice.

      “Jake,” Gabrielle said.

      I looked up from my reverie. “Yeah?”

      “You’re frowning,” she said.

      I relaxed my face and smiled. “Just worrying.”

      “Anything I can help with?”

      “It’s not anything you don’t already know about. I just want everything to be right.”

      In front of us, Killer flushed out a deer-like thing that had been standing in some tall vegetation.

      I paused and took aim with my bow.

      I waited for a good shot, but Killer had startled it to the point where it was running full tilt away from me.

      I relaxed my bow and we kept moving. It was too small anyway—not something that would feed us for the evening, and yet big enough to be cumbersome if we had to carry it any distance.

      I whistled for Killer to return, and we pushed our way into the forest. This area didn’t have vegetation quite as dense on the ground, making it less likely that we would be ambushed by something.

      “You can never be certain that everything is right, Jake,” Gabrielle said. We were both on close watch now, for game and for predators.

      “I know,” I said. “But it doesn’t mean I don’t worry about it.”

      “Do you worry about Madison and Tamika?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Of course I do. Giving birth in a wild environment like this?”

      “Yes, it is dangerous. But the cannibals are better than you might think at this sort of thing. Not only did they have a drink to aid in Tamika getting pregnant, but they also have some good remedies for childbirth.”

      “Remedies?” I asked, biting back a laugh.

      “Remedies… You know, medicines.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      “Did I use the wrong word?”

      “Medicines is better,” I said. English wasn’t Gabrielle’s first language, after all. “Annua and her tribeswomen are very good with pastes and healing broths. My burned shoulder is healing at an astonishing rate. But until the women have given birth and our children are our healthy, I will still worry.”

      Gabrielle nodded. “We will all worry. And yes, I believe that Annua’s tribe must have been very good at natural healing.”

      Killer squawked loudly. His warning cry.

      Gabrielle and I froze in our tracks, listening. Killer squawked again, and something grunted.

      I turned toward the sound, peering through the trees to see what it was.

      Something snorted in the distance, Killer squawked again, and then I heard the pat pat pat of his clawed feet as he ran over brush, straight back to us. He emerged from around the tree and ducked behind me.

      “That can’t be good,” I whispered. I readied my bow while Gabrielle raised her spear. Then we heard the grunt again, but nothing came after us.

      Carefully, we crept forward.

      The trees thinned into a grassy clearing. Multiple large animals were moving through the tall grass, and when I realized what they were, I stopped in my tracks.

      The animals had long, reddish-brown fur and at the shoulder were taller than me. Their backs sloped down to powerful haunches. But it was the two horns on the nose that left no doubt as to what they were.

      “Woolly rhinoceros?” I asked incredulously.

      Killer met me in the trees and squawked once more to voice his displeasure. I hadn’t thought the bird would be scared of anything, having taken on a T-Rex only a few weeks ago. But he must not have any frame of reference for these beasts.

      “How many do you think there are?” Gabriel whispered.

      I shushed Killer from squawking again. His loud noises didn’t seem to faze the animals, and I wondered if they had any natural predators.

      “I count six right here,” I said, “but there’s more movement in the trees on the other side of the clearing.”

      As we watched, more woolly rhinos appeared. It was an entire herd of them. There were a couple of young sticking close to their mothers. One of them turned toward us, but an adult pushed it back toward the center of the group.

      “Amazing,” I whispered. “That they even survive here is incredible.”

      “Or, perhaps,” Gabrielle said. “They have not been here as long as we think. We have already said that time moves weirdly here.”

      I nodded. “True. What would it take for us to bring one of them down?”

      My mind was spinning with all sorts of possibilities. Taking down one of these adult animals could feed us for a year. And we were only a couple of miles from home. The question was how to separate one from the herd without being trampled or gored through.

      “An arrow?” Gabrielle asked.

      “Shit. I don’t know. I’m willing to bet they have thick hides, and that shooting an arrow into the heart is going to be next to impossible with this weapon. Maybe an arrow to the head? The neck?” I shook my head. I simply didn’t know. And the last thing I wanted to do was to start a stampede.

      Still… this last bow I’d made was stronger than my original bow. It had significant force behind it, and I’d even shattered an arrow against a rock once.

      “Spears, then,” Gabrielle was saying. “But will just the two of us be enough?”

      I leaned my spear on a nearby tree and nocked an arrow. “You have your noisemaker?”

      She nodded.

      “Then I say we try. By the time we go back to get help, the rhinos could have moved on, or moved to an area that would be harder to carry them from. I’ll shoot one, and we’ll see what happens. Then we use the noisemaker and Killer to scare off the rest. Maybe we can scare them back to where they came from. Once the rest are far enough away, we can use our spears to finish the animal if we need to. We’ll make it as quick as possible.”

      “And if the arrows don’t bring the rhino down?”

      “Then we’ll have to think of something else. We’d be no worse off, perhaps, than if we leave them now.”

      “This is crazy. You know this, yes?” Gabrielle asked with a smirk.

      “You don’t think we can do it?”

      She shook her head. “I did not say that, Professor Jake.”

      I grinned at her and then began searching for one of the animals to take down. The calves remained in the middle of the herd. I didn’t want to get one of them. With any luck, this population would survive here for a long time.

      “There,” I said, pointing. “That medium-sized male on the edge of the herd, standing slightly apart from the others. I’m going to aim for as many kill shots as I can, until he falls. But if something happens and the herd stampedes this way, you run like hell, Gabrielle.”

      I steadied my body and breathed carefully, aiming for the rhino’s chest. This bow was strong, and I had brought down smaller game with it already. Hopefully it would work on this one too. Beside me, Gabrielle stood ready with her noisemaker.

      Finally, I shot my arrow. My aim, having been practiced often over the last few months, was true. The arrow sank deeply into the side of the woolly rhino’s chest.

      The animal bellowed. But as expected, it didn’t go down.

      The other animals began to move around in alarm, and before I lost my window, I loosed another arrow into the rhino’s neck. Then another into his head, just behind where I hoped its skull ended. The animal was still bellowing, but that last shot made it sway on its feet. I had four arrows left, and I loosed two more into the same spot behind its head.

      With the last shot, the beast took two steps forward and then fell on its side.

      Quickly, Gabrielle began using her noisemaker. The herd, already startled and beginning to back away from the fallen animal, responded.

      They hadn’t minded Killer’s squawk, but the noisemaker must have been especially irritating. Gabrielle moved out from the line of trees. I followed, slinging my bow over my shoulder and grabbing my spear and hers as well.

      “Killer,” I called. “Get over here, you coward.”

      Killer jumped behind me and squawked loudly. I cringed and had to resist putting my hands over my ears.

      But the animals were sufficiently spooked. One of them turned toward us and took a couple of steps, but Killer squawked again, more loudly, finding his courage.

      The animal looked like it would charge. But then it finally backed away, bellowed, and the entire herd took off to the other side of the clearing.

      We continued making noise as we ran forward to the fallen animal. It was still alive, but I quickly killed it using a spear and my knife.

      I couldn’t believe our luck. This animal would provide tools, fur, and meat for a long time, for the entire village. Gabrielle continued using the noisemaker, keeping her back to the rhino and making sure the herd retreated.

      I quickly began field dressing the kill. While I didn’t want to lose anything, the sooner we got this animal moved out of here, the better.

      “They’re gone, I think,” Gabrielle said.

      “Take Killer back to the village for more help. We’re going to need knives and some way to drag this once we get it cut up.”

      “It is going to take days,” Gabrielle said.

      “I hope not,” I said. “But we’ll save as much of it as we can.”

      Gabrielle called to Killer and ran off back into the woods with her spear in hand. Having her go off on her own wasn’t ideal, but I wasn’t too worried about her. Killer would take care of pretty much any threat—as long as it wasn’t a woolly rhino.

      Gabrielle was an accomplished warrior, after all. She and Shauna were the women I worried about the least when they had to leave the village.

      I continued working, doing as much as I could with my knife. Every so often, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure nothing was approaching. I didn’t like the idea of being sneaked up on. I kept my short ax and remaining arrows within easy reaching distance.

      Carving up this animal was hard work. I was happy for the kill, but Gabrielle was right. Getting it to the village and preparing it was going to take all hands on deck.

      Perhaps forty-five minutes passed before I heard Killer’s squawk again. I turned and stood to see ten beautiful women jogging through the forest carrying spears, rope, and other supplies.

      Everly was the first to reach me. “Holy shit!”

      “Nice, huh?” I asked.

      Everly walked around the animal with her mouth open. She saw just how huge it was. “Holy shit, Jake! You want to drag this back to the village? We need a horse. Or a truck. A really big fucking truck.”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, fresh out of trucks. But we can take it back in chunks. I want to take as much of it with us as we can.”

      The other girls were standing around waiting for instructions. “Save the organs, too. We can carry the meat through the jungle on two sticks like we’ve done before. We want to save the fur and fat, too. So strip the skin off first.”

      We got to work. The task took all afternoon and well into the night. Killer stood watch, occasionally circling the group and running off into the forest. But he never strayed far.

      By the time we tied up pieces, hefted the fur into a big bundle to drag, and cut up as much of the animal as we could, we were exhausted.

      The first rays of light were extending over the sky as we headed back to the village.

      And there was more to be had. It was probably two tons of bone, muscle, and fat. And of course we left some of it. The parts we left I figured we could come back for. The bones would be picked clean by scavengers. But that would only help us when we came back to retrieve them later.

      Our return to the village was triumphant. Everyone was excited, and flung the gates open to help. I was covered in dirt, sweat, and blood, but there was no time to rest. Thankfully, everyone else stopped what they were doing for the morning and pitched in.

      We chopped up the meat into large but more manageable chunks that could be carried by one person. Annua took a couple of girls, and they began preparing the hide. It would take a long time to dry, and would need to be scraped and stretched, but it would be an amazing rug or blankets.

      Because the first table was already laden with meat being cured, I split a bunch of logs and took them into the smokehouse to lay on the ground to act as a second table.

      Then others began salting. The pieces of meat were close together, and we would have to come in here and turn them frequently. But seeing all of it spread out in the smokehouse made me feel proud.

      “Jake,” Serenity said, coming to find me. “We’ll have a feast tonight, right?”

      I smiled, grabbed her, and spun around even though I was still dirty and stinky. She laughed as I put her down.

      “We can have the best damn feast we’ve ever had,” I said.

      We had left some of the pieces out of the smokehouse. Some to eat now, and some to make other things from.

      Everything would be valuable, at this point. Annua and the girls from the cannibal tribe had more experience using the entire animal than we did.

      We had already been making tools and weapons out of bone, and I felt like we’d hit the jackpot with this kill. It was a great haul.

      Once I’d cleaned up and eaten, I collapsed in my hut to sleep the rest of the night. The sounds of the girls’ partying drifted in and out and eventually dwindled. A couple of them came to lie down beside me, but I didn’t even know who they were before I was asleep once more.

      Tomorrow, I would take some of the girls back to the kill site and collect anything we hadn’t brought home the first time. But that would be tomorrow. Tonight, I would sleep.
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      Early the next morning, I left the village again with another ten women. This time, Annua accompanied me and brought her friend Osi. She had wanted to look at the kill and see if there was anything we missed that would be useful to her.

      Next to me, Gabrielle walked easily, occasionally brushing against my body or casting me long looks. The last couple of days had been exhausting, and I was looking forward to things returning to normal.

      And to spending some quality time with Gabrielle, just the two of us.

      When we reached the rhinoceros, we had to scatter the scavengers that were steadily cleaning the bones.

      Killer seemed to enjoy this the most, rushing toward them and creating a flurry of feathers, snapping jaws, and laughter from the rest of us. It wouldn’t be long before we allowed them to return, however. Some of the largest bones could be left to dry. If we took them back to the village now, we’d have to fight off the scavengers from the air. And I didn’t want them inside the village.

      I especially wanted those horns, though, and when Annua saw them, she clapped her hands and began talking excitedly to Osi. Those horns could be made into a number of things, but I was thinking mostly of them being weapons.

      When we loaded up what we wanted, we returned to the forest. The scavengers returned as soon as we left the clearing, and I had to stop Killer from rushing them again. Sometimes I thought he liked to play with things like a puppy.

      We had just reached the field in front of the village gates when shouting came from the walls. I looked up and saw Zuri on watch, waving her hands and pointing to my right.

      On instinct, I turned, dropped my bag, and got my bow ready. There wasn’t anything to see, but I hurried everyone past me, knowing that Zuri wouldn’t have sounded the alarm if there wasn’t something important to watch for.

      Osi was the last of the group, having fallen behind for some reason. I caught my breath when I realized she was several yards away, looking at some plant on the ground.

      Then I saw what Zuri had been yelling at.

      An enormous animal, the same color as the dry brown grass, and with huge shoulders. It steadily crept toward Osi.

      I got a glimpse of a big head and long, vicious looking fangs.

      The cat. A sabertooth cat. Death. It had to be.

      I yelled at Osi before I loosed my arrow. Osi stood, saw the cat which had just begun rushing her, and screamed.

      She froze, and I got another arrow already. The first one had missed when the cat moved suddenly, so I let another one fly and then ran toward Osi. The cat was charging only a few yards from her. I yelled again, and heard the girls behind me yelling as well.

      Finally, Osi turned and began running straight for me. The big cat ran for her as well. While it was fast, it was a bit slower than I would have imagined, and I figured it usually liked to take its prey by surprise rather than chase it down.

      But it wasn’t giving up, either. So I halted, grabbed another arrow, and shot. This arrow landed straight in the cat’s haunches.

      There was a loud yowl as it turned sideways. But not before it had landed a swipe at Osi’s leg. She fell to the ground and screamed.

      Howling, the cat abandoned its prey and ran off into the forest.

      “Osi!” I yelled when I got there. Gabrielle was right behind me, and she kept her spear at the ready just in case the predator returned.

      Osi was crying, and I scooped her up in my arms, her small body feeling light as a feather, before jogging back to the village with her. I felt blood seeping out onto my arm from the wound in her thigh. She held on to me tightly, crying into my shoulder the entire time.

      Zuri opened the gates for us, and I hurried through them with Osi, laying her down inside in the safe zone as everyone gathered around.

      Everyone else was already inside. Zuri and Shauna closed the gates, and then Zuri climbed up to keep watch once more.

      Osi was hurting, and she yelled when Annua tried to look at her leg. Serenity joined her and was hoping to stop the bleeding with a clean piece of cloth.

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      “Let’s get her somewhere more comfortable,” Serenity said.

      I stooped and picked up Osi once again, following Annua and Serenity to the middle of the village. I set Osi down a reed mat we kept near the main fire. She held onto me as Annua and Serenity try to treat her.

      Annua spoke sharply to her, and finally the young woman let go of me and settled on her stomach.

      The wound in her thigh could have been much worse. There was quite a bit of blood, but even though the cat’s claws had torn her skin, it seemed to have missed any major arteries. Only one wound went deep enough to show the muscle through it, and Serenity hurried to disinfect a bone needle over the fire.

      “This is going to hurt her, Jake,” Serenity said.

      I nodded, and gently put my hands on Osi’s shoulders. She strained to look at me, but I saw the determination in her eyes where earlier there had been fear.

      “Keep her as still as possible,” Serenity said.

      Annua and Serenity closed up the worst of the wounds. Osi trembled, and a couple of times jerked her leg, but otherwise endured the pain and cried softly. At one point, she reached up and grabbed my hand and gripped it tightly.

      When we were finished, Annua spread one of her salves over the wounds and they bandaged Osi’s leg.

      “Osi is lucky,” Annua said. “She will live.”

      I helped Osi to sit up, gave her hand one last squeeze, and then Serenity and Annua helped her to stand and go into her hut. Osi couldn’t put any pressure on her leg, but she limped along as best she could.

      When Annua returned, I didn’t wait to question her. “Was that Death?”

      The tribeswoman nodded, her face pale.

      “Can it climb walls?” I asked, pointing to the village wall in the gates.

      “No,” she said. “It cannot climb good. But it will still be hungry.”

      I nodded. It was a relief to know the cat wouldn’t be getting over the wall to us.

      “What was it, Jake?” Zuri asked. She had traded spots with Shauna, who was taking over the watch.

      “A sabertooth cat,” I said. “At least, that’s what I think it was.”

      “Yes,” Charlee said. She was better at identifying prehistoric animals than anyone else. “I got a look at it before it ran off. I think so as well.”

      “What are we going to do?” Zuri asked.

      “We’re going to kill it,” I said.

      I balled my hands into fists. I had scared the cat off, but I didn’t in any way think that the beast was beaten.

      It had attacked one of my family. Osi wasn’t in the harem, but that didn’t mean she deserved her wounds.

      This was the final straw. I had to kill this so-called legend before we could have any peace. I wasn’t going to continue to worry about my women like this. Not from a man-eating sabertooth cat.

      “It’s wounded,” I said. “There won’t be a better time than this. Ladies, get ready. We’re going hunting.”
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      Preparations moved fast. It didn’t take us long to decide who was going and what weapons we were going to take. Now that we had more bows and arrows at our disposal, those were a given. But killing sticks for throwing, spears, and bone knives were also chosen.

      “What about armor?” I asked. “I know that the cat can crush bone with his jaws, but that doesn’t mean we can’t set ourselves up to be safe.”

      Shauna was the only one who still had her bone armor. Gabrielle had taken hers off, and we lost it to the sea. The rest of us, mostly due to the heat on the other island, hadn’t bothered with any kind of armor. We could move faster when we weren’t weighed down. But it didn’t make sense for us to go out there unprotected when we knew we were hunting a man-eating ambush predator.

      “Are you thinking armor made of bone?” Gabrielle asked. She and Shauna were both going. As were Zuri, Everly, Addy, and Charlee. Our first plan was to try to flush it out of the forest and shoot it down from a safe distance. These were the women I was most confident could do the job without losing their heads.

      “Bone armor will slow us down,” I said. “And I don’t want anything to get in the way of maneuvering through the forest. As we saw with the attack on Osi, seconds matter. No, I was thinking leather. We have enough pieces that everyone could wrap their arms, legs, and torsos. It won’t stop a bite, but it might protect us from any scratches like Osi saw. Although when it comes down to it, there’s no way in hell I’m going to let that cat near any one of you if I can help it.”

      No one made any arguments about the leather armor. In fact, it was about time we did something like that anyway. We had just been living our nice little idyllic life, but this world was still dangerous. Inside the village was better, but outside the gates the world was wild.

      We stayed up late into the night making plans and making sure everyone had leather strips tied around their limbs and bodies. Some of the girls already wore shirts, and the ones that didn’t have any borrowed from those who did. I had been content with my loincloth for the most part, preferring minor scratches to being hindered by hot leather.

      While we planned, Serenity made me a leather vest. It was square and hastily sewn together, but it was a welcome addition to the leather on my arms and legs.

      The plan was for everyone to grab a few hours’ sleep and then to leave at dawn. We knew where the cat had been. All we had to do was find its tracks. I also anticipated finding some blood as well. That arrow had been buried deep into the muscle.

      I went to my hut, expecting to sleep in my armor. Except for the vest, that was easy enough to take on and off.

      I also expected to sleep alone. Or at least only have someone to snuggle with.

      But when Gabrielle showed up with two spare strips of leather, I figured something else was up.

      “Have you ever been tied up, Jake?” she asked seductively. She sashayed into the hut and came to stand barely an inch from me.

      “I seem to remember being tied up at one point in the cannibals’ village. It wasn’t my favorite experience. But somehow I don’t think that’s what you have in mind.”

      Gabrielle grinned, her face lit up by the torch outside. “It is true. I had something else in mind this time. Will you let this French cannibal tie you up, Professor?”

      “I’m open to new experiences.”

      I held up my wrists to her, and Gabrielle grabbed my left one. She tied the first leather strip around it, securing it tighter than I would have thought necessary. She grinned and then tied the second strip around my right wrist.

      “Are you afraid, Professor?”

      “No.”

      The rafters were within reach if I stretched. Gabrielle lifted the ends of the strips up over our heads, looped them over a rafter, and pulled them tight.

      “Grab it,” she said seductively.

      In order to grab the rafter, I had to stand on my tiptoes. As soon as I did, she pulled the strips tight and tied them so I couldn’t move.

      I laughed. “Why do I suddenly feel like I am the game and you are the hunter?”

      Gabrielle didn’t answer, but instead ran her hands over my chest, pausing a moment to flick my nipples before moving down over my abs.

      “How much torture can you take?” she mused. “I think we will have to test your limits.”

      I swallowed. “Hell yeah. Test me, baby.”

      She ran her fingernail down the midline of my abs to my loincloth. But instead of untying it, she continued to trail down to my groin. I felt the tiniest bit of pressure as she grazed the outside of my cock. It was already straining, but she didn’t go any farther, merely continued to trail down my legs.

      She left the leather armor strips alone and moved around to my back. Her finger continued to trail along the edge of my loincloth. Then she raised the short flap in the back to massage my butt cheek.

      I laughed, but she swatted me on the leg. The slap sounded loud in the hut, so I laughed again. In response, she raised my loincloth and slapped my other butt cheek.

      “Harder,” I said.

      She slapped me again.

      “Again,” I said.

      “No, I don’t think I will. You like it too much.” Gabrielle massaged the sting on my skin before moving on. When she returned to face me, she was grinning. She began rubbing her hands along my ribs.

      I jerked away from her. “That tickles.”

      Finally, she began to unwind my loincloth. Gabrielle let it fall to the ground. She began kissing my chest. Her mouth, tongue, and lips moved over my nipples, and then she trailed her finger down my chest and abs once more.

      Her mouth followed.

      At this point, my arms weren’t burning, exactly, but I began to feel my body straining as she kissed the tip of my cock.

      Her tongue darted out as if chasing a lollipop before her mouth covered me and took me all in.

      She groaned, and I groaned. Looking down, I saw one of her hands go between her legs.

      I couldn’t really move well, I couldn’t even thrust into her mouth as I wanted to. Fuck I wanted to drive into her mouth. And knowing she was pleasuring herself at the same time made it all that much more fun.

      Gabrielle worked me steadily, sometimes speeding up to the point where I began to grit my teeth.

      Finally, she released me with a popping sound as she continued to rub herself. Then, she took me in her mouth again to start all over. Each time, she took me closer and closer to the brink before pulling off me.

      I began to sweat, my arms and feet straining as I tried to push myself farther into her mouth to get what I wanted. And still, she continued to tease me.

      Finally, just when I thought she was going to finally take me over the edge, she let go of me and began to rub herself faster. She let out a moan and then sank back on her heels. I got to watch her continue to pleasure herself through her orgasm.

      My cock was straining, begging to be touched again. But I couldn’t come just by watching her. I needed her lips or her pussy. At this point I didn’t care which.

      “Gabrielle.”

      She was panting slightly and smiling. Finally, she let go of herself and stood. She ran her hand over my mouth, and I smelled her juices on her fingers. I opened my mouth, and she put her fingers in for me to suck them. I swirled them with my tongue and tasted her. When she moved her fingers, I said, “You can put something else in my mouth as well.”

      Gabrielle smiled. “I will release you if you are a good boy.”

      “I will try, but I don’t how good I can be.”

      “That, Professor, is not a good enough answer.”

      The next thing I knew her lips were on my cock again, and she was working me frantically. I tried to hold off. I really wanted to feel her legs around me and be buried deep in her center.

      But Gabrielle had other things in mind. She sucked me off until I couldn’t hold on any longer. I came with a groan, and she swallowed all of it.

      “Fuck,” I growled.

      Finally, she released me and wiped the corners of her mouth. “That was fun, Professor. Now, what are you going to do to me?”

      “Untie me and find out,” I said.

      As Gabrielle reached for my bindings, I knew I wasn’t going to get any sleep tonight.
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      Boobs. Lots of boobs.

      I was used to seeing them, but it was even better when I got to wake up to more pairs of boobs than I remembered going to sleep with. At some point, Serenity and Olivia had joined Gabrielle and me.

      It hadn’t taken long to find out that Gabrielle enjoyed the company of another woman or two if they got to join in on the fun.

      Gabrielle rolled over, pressing one of those delightful mounds into my chest. “You got some sleep!” she said.

      I rubbed my eyes and glanced outside. Still dark, but I knew, after spending so much time sleeping outdoors, that it was just before dawn. “Just a few minutes, I think.”

      On the other side of me, Serenity muttered something and rubbed her eyes as well. She was completely naked, and I vaguely remembered her and Olivia entering my hut sometime around the fourth round with Gabrielle.

      “Ladies,” I said. “What if we change the plan a little?”

      Gabrielle kissed my chest. “You would like to stay here all day with us?”

      I laughed. “Yes, but that wasn’t what I was going to say.”

      Serenity groaned and turned over, flopping an arm over my abs and tickling Gabrielle at the same time. Gabrielle, the strong warrior woman, giggled.

      “An outright hunt might not be safe,” I said. “Well, we know it’s not safe. But what about using a trap like the one we used to catch and kill the Titanoboa?”

      Finally, Serenity opened her eyes and looked me straight in the eye. “But you almost died, Jake.”

      I nodded. I sat up, my body feeling deliciously sated after all the activities of the night. “Yes, but this time we’re not fighting a dumb snake. This predator is a bit smarter. But it doesn’t mean we can’t disguise the cage better, or make it appealing in a different way. And we can still hide in the trees until it is caught. Then we decide what to do from there.”

      Gabrielle and Serenity both sat up.

      “I like it,” Serenity said. “It will mean we don’t need big numbers to catch it and hunt it down.”

      Gabrielle nodded. “Zuri told me about that cage. It is a good plan.”

      “Okay then,” I said. “Let’s tell everyone else and then draw up some plans for it. I’d still like to get started on it today. We even have quite a bit of lumber already available to use.”

      “But, Jake,” Gabrielle said with a small but playful pout, “that means we will have to delay the treehouse.”

      “Better to delay the treehouse than to lose somebody to this sabertooth cat. For all we know, the only reason we haven’t seen the cannibal for a while is because Death got to him. It might be looking for its next meal, and I don’t want it to be one of us.”

      There could be no argument, and as soon as I told everyone the idea, they were in agreement. The plan was to drag the wood we needed into the forest and then begin constructing the trap there.

      Since we’d done it before, it didn’t take long for us to adjust our previous cage design to accommodate a large cat.

      About half of us began dragging wood to a spot just outside the trees. I didn’t want everybody going in. The cat was wounded, and I didn’t think it would go far. The more people we had inside the forest, the harder it was to keep track of all of them.

      It took a few days to make our cage. During that time, I figured the cat could have left the area. But if we had to sleep in a tree for a month, we were going to catch and kill this animal.

      In the meantime, I got to spend plenty of quality time with Gabrielle.

      

      Instead of clearing an area for the cage, we built it right over top of some dense vegetation less than a mile inside the forest. I didn’t want to interrupt the natural habitat, and figured the cat wouldn’t want to enter into an open space, no matter how tempting the prey was. Its instinct was to ambush its prey, and I wanted to give it the satisfaction of that.

      We built the cage to be ten feet wide by ten feet long, and almost as high. The wooden logs were spaced far enough apart that the animal could get a leg through, because I wanted to leave space to be able to disguise the walls as much possible.

      It would have taken us less time if we hadn’t been so on alert throughout the entire building process. But finally, it was done. The large gate was the entire wall on the north end of the cage. We could control it with ropes strung up over the overhead trees, where we would camp out until we caught our prey.

      Gabrielle, Zuri, and Shauna volunteered to help.

      They were not only the strongest, but the most comfortable with using weapons. If we did this right, we wouldn’t need to put many people in harm’s way.

      As an afterthought, we made some platforms from some of the unused lumber and stuck them in two large trees on either side of the cage, to make it easier to sit and sleep. We hauled supplies up, water and food to last for a couple of days to start with.

      The next task was to put some bait in there. I figured that live bait would work better than something already prepared. The cat was used to hunting, and might not be as tempted by something that was already dead. So we had to hunt and catch something alive.

      This turned out to be trickier than I imagined. There were numerous rodents on the island, large things that would have been a snack for the sabertooth cat. But trying to keep them in a cage was going to be fairly difficult, especially since one end had to stay open. We managed to net one and tied its leg inside the cage, but the creature quickly gnawed the rope apart and ran away.

      “Too bad we don’t have a goat,” Zuri said with a smile.

      “Yeah…” I began.

      Then I snapped my fingers and grabbed my new net, that we had made just for this purpose. “But we do have those small deer things. Maybe we can grab one of those and get it in here. It’s large enough to be a tempting meal for the cat.”

      The women agreed, and while Shauna kept watch at the trap, Zuri, Gabrielle, and I headed back toward the clearing where we had seen several of the deer recently. It took an evening of watching, but we finally spotted one.

      These animals were slight, with only stubby little antlers. They were smaller than the deer of our world, and I wondered if they were distant relatives at all.

      They also weren’t too smart. It had speed on its side, but we snuck around it downwind and then crept toward it, staying low in the grass. Before the animal realized we were there, we flung our large, weighted net on top of it. It kicked to get loose, mewling pitifully as we held it down.

      “I feel sorry for it,” Zuri said.

      “Me too,” I said. “But it’s got to be done.”

      As gently as we could, we managed to wrap a rope around the animal’s neck and one around the back leg. This way it couldn’t just hop off and try to drag one of us with it. For such a small beast, it was strong.

      Getting it back to the cage was more of a challenge than I thought, simply because it kept hopping straight up in the air trying to get away from us.

      “Sorry, little guy,” I said as we finally got it into the cage and tied to the far wall.

      We left it hobbled so that it couldn’t injure itself trying to pull away from the rope around its neck.

      “If the cat doesn’t kill you, we’ll let you go,” Zuri said. I looked at her and she shrugged. “It’s the least we can do for helping us get rid of it.”

      “Okay,” I said. It wasn’t wise to get rid of game when we had put so much effort into catching it, but we had enough meat back at the village now—this one time wouldn’t hurt.

      For the first night, the little animal stood nervously inside the pen. By morning, though, it was bleating pitifully, almost like a lost sheep. While the girls kept watch, I climbed down and got some water for it. It took a drink and then promptly stepped on the small bowl I’d used for my own supplies, spilling water and creating mud under its feet.

      But it did go quiet, and I thought that to be a bad thing. Perhaps I shouldn’t have given it water. We needed the cat to know where we were.

      The day wore on and there was no sign of Death. Finally, I decided to look for another approach. Although this cat was a maneater, I wasn’t sure it would risk following our scent when it was injured. It might want to go for something safer in peace. That meant it shouldn’t be able to smell us around the deer.

      We disguised the cage with extra vegetation as best we could, and then pulled more up to the platforms to try to disguise ourselves there as well.

      For a final touch, Shauna found a pungent flower to hang from the platforms. I almost wish she hadn’t, as it was so strong that I had to hold my breath whenever I climbed past it.

      “If this doesn’t work,” I said. “Maybe we should do the opposite and put our scent everywhere. In fact, maybe we should be using human bait. I could go down there with a spear and wait.”

      Zuri glared at me with more anger than I’d ever seen from her. “Jake Montblanc,” she said furiously. “Don’t you dare.”

      And that was the end of that.

      We didn’t see anything for two days. During that time, Zuri had argued to release the deer and find something else to attract the sabertooth cat.

      “If the cat doesn’t show up by tomorrow morning,” I said, “we’ll let the deer go and get something else.”

      She and I were sitting in one tree, able to look over at Gabrielle and Shauna in the tree on the other side of the cage. Occasionally, I heard them talking in low voices, but for the most part, the four of us remained quiet.

      We were here to catch a predator, not to chat.

      I mentioned using myself as bait once or twice more, suggesting we modify the cage to give me some protection if the cat came after me. But Zuri would not hear of it. She was so adamant, and so worried about it, that I finally told her I wouldn’t do it at all.

      It would have been a good idea, though.

      That evening, I was dozing with my back against the trunk of the tree when Zuri tapped my leg. I opened my eyes and carefully leaned out over the platform. Shauna and Gabrielle were looking down on the trap.

      It took a moment for me to see it, but I finally spotted the large shoulders of the animal we were looking for. Just be sure, I followed the spine down until I saw a piece of an arrow still sticking out of its right thigh.

      The wound looked festered. It had been there all this time, and evidently the cat had been scratching at it. It oozed pus, was swollen, and there was significant hair loss around the area.

      If we didn’t catch this animal, we might get lucky and it would die of its injury.

      But it hadn’t died so far, and I didn’t want to rely on luck at this point.

      The cat stood in the dense undergrowth for several minutes as if it wasn’t in a hurry. It was definitely watching the deer, which had gone still and wasn’t making any noise.

      I held my breath, and I thought Zuri did too. We all froze, watching to see what happened.

      My hand was on one rope that would help lower the trap door, and Gabrielle had her hand on the other rope. But we couldn’t do anything until the animal advanced.

      Which it didn’t. It stood for long moments watching the deer, or at least scenting it. I don’t know if it could see it or not. But then, as if it didn’t trust it surroundings, it turned and walked back in the opposite direction. Like it was spooked.

      Cursing silently, I watched it go.

      But then I grinned.

      Zuri let go of the breath she was holding. “What’s so funny?” she whispered.

      I nodded at the cat. “It’s limping. Look.”

      I watched the animal walk through the forest, and Zuri shook her head.

      “We’re going to need to hunt it down, aren’t we?” she asked.

      I nodded. “It’s now or never. If we let it go, it might die from its injury. But it might recover, too. Now is the only time to ensure that we can actually kill it.”

      I began climbing down the tree, taking my satchel with me. The women followed. As soon as we met on the ground, we found the cat’s giant tracks in the soft forest floor. Before we did anything else, Zuri freed the deer, cutting it loose and then scaring it out of the cage.

      It darted past us, and then veered off in the opposite direction of the cat. Maybe it wasn’t as dumb as I thought it was.

      We got our weapons ready, and then I led the line through the forest, tracking the cat’s pawprints. We moved quickly, leaping over vines, branches, and fallen trees.

      Yes, the animal was injured. And it would be very dangerous. More dangerous than normal, I suspected. I warned the girls as we followed the trail. We would have to be extra careful, and not miss any chance to take the animal down.

      Despite its injury, the cat was not slow. We didn’t see it ahead, and increased our pace, jogging through the forest, where it was leading us farther away from the village.

      After an hour, our efforts finally began to pay off. The injury was slowing the sabertooth cat down, and it didn’t seem to have the stamina required to keep in front of us.

      I slowed the hunt the minute I caught sight of its tail whisking through a bed of ferns. I pointed and then got an arrow ready.

      Zuri did the same, with Shauna and Gabrielle grasping their spears more tightly. We crept forward, as quickly and silently as possible.

      We might only get one chance at this, and I didn’t want to blow it.

      The cat didn’t stop, however, and we kept chasing it for another half mile. The terrain became more difficult. Rockier, with the trees spread farther apart, but growing more massively. Some of the undergrowth that did grow was tall, and the cat used it to stay out of sight.

      We were used to long days of walking, but we couldn’t keep up this pace forever. If we didn’t catch the animal soon, we’d have to backtrack to the cage and get the rest of our supplies.

      Finally, I caught a glimpse of the cat standing beneath the large fern that grew over my head. The animal had its rear leg lifted into the air as if it didn’t want to walk on it anymore.

      I drew my bow, aiming for the cat’s rib cage.

      But then I noticed how still it was. Like it hadn’t even seen or heard us. Before I could loose my arrow, it sprang out from the vegetation and away.

      It wasn’t to trying to run, though. Instead it leaped forward, in a jump that I would never have imagined possible from just one hind foot.

      Then a piercing—and yet completely human—scream sounded from under the trees.
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      I gripped my bow and paused to listen.

      The jungle sounded as it always did, with bugs and birds making a general racket, but there was no other sound until I heard the scream again. This time, I could make out words and syllables, but they weren’t English. The cat yowled.

      I walked out in front of my girls, toward the place the cry had originated.

      Just as I did, I saw a flash of mottled gray and yellow, and then saw an enormous cat land on top of a man dressed in bone armor.

      The man must have been putting up a hell of a fight, because the cat had backed off and then attacked a second time.

      The cannibal fell to the ground with a thud with another scream.

      Two long, curved teeth stuck out of the cat’s mouth. It was built more like a hyena than a tiger, with powerful shoulders that were made for ambushing and claws that were coated in blood.

      The sabertooth was bigger than the cannibal, almost twice his size, and he screamed as it sank long claws into his flesh. I saw enormous white fangs just as they went for his jugular.

      Taking our chance, we rushed forward with our weapons. I raised my bow and shot it into the animal. It hit the ribcage, but the cat was so focused on killing the cannibal that it didn’t even flinch.

      I shot another arrow, then another. So did Zuri.

      The man was feebly trying to push the cat away now. The animal was severely wounded, and I wondered in awe how this cat could take so many arrows. Arrows that had brought down a woolly rhino.

      Finally, without waiting for help, I grabbed my knife and threw myself on top of the cat, stabbing down through the shoulder blades, hoping to sever its spinal cord.

      The animal rolled over with me on its back, and I smelled the stink of blood and felt its warm crushing weight on top of me as it scrambled to get back up. I continued to stab and its blood flowed over me.

      The girls were screaming and shouting, and then the animal jerked several times on top of me as spears were driven into it. Its screams at this close range were deafening.

      Finally, I drove my knife into its spine. It was an attack of desperation. Adrenaline alone gave me the strength to work at this angle.

      The cat went limp, and I managed to slide myself out from under it before it settled on the ground.

      Scrambling to my feet, I looked at the cannibal.

      He was already unconscious, if not quite dead, but there was nothing to do for him. His other wounds would have been just as fatal as the one that had severed his carotid artery. The warrior was ripped open to the bone from the cat’s claws, and he had gashes in his chest that exposed his ribs. One gash in his abdomen was so deep that it had ruptured his intestines.

      The cannibal’s chest rose one final time, and then he was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Shauna found me that evening. We’d spent the day using what we could from the sabertooth cat, and camped nearby. The girls had insisted on getting its claws and fangs. Maybe one day we’d return for its skull.

      The former cannibal pinned me up against a tree and begin kissing me. Her hands flew to my loincloth and undid it faster than Killer going after a treat.

      Since there was no one else left on the rotation, I spun Shauna around and pinned her instead. Her little shorts fell off when I untied them, and I hiked a leg around my hips.

      We had wild sex against that tree. I drove into her, enjoying the sounds she made as she bucked against me. Soon, she hooked her other leg around my hip, and I held her in place with my hands on her butt.

      She screamed when she came, and I kissed her long and hard when I found my release a few seconds later.

      After, Shauna slid down the tree, put her shorts on, and then caressed me as she walked away. Her look couldn’t be mistaken. She wanted more. I followed her back to camp.
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      Six months later, our treehouses were complete.

      At first, we had thought to make two identical houses, one in each tree. But as our plans progressed, I figured we were wasting a good opportunity to make each one unique.

      With the gardens producing already and the meat we’d cured and dried lasting us for weeks at a time, we didn’t have to spend so much time hunting and gathering. And that meant more time for creativity.

      “I’m so excited, Jake!” Madison said. Her belly was big around, but by everyone’s best estimates, she wasn’t due for a few weeks yet. I’d been able to feel the baby kick multiple times. Even though I knew we still had to wait a bit, I couldn’t help but hover over her and Tamika as their due dates grew closer.

      “I want to go up,” Madison said.

      A bunch of people protested. This was our first official day. The treehouses were magnificent, and everyone had had a hand in designing and building them. But this was the first time as a family we were all going into the trees and congratulating ourselves. I especially looked forward to sleeping in the trees more often, now that the weather had gotten a bit warmer.

      “Madison,” Everly said, “it’s not safe for you. You promised to stay on the ground until the baby was born.”

      Madison scowled at Everly. “I promised no such thing. There’s no way in hell you’re going to leave me down here by myself while the rest of you tour the house.”

      I grinned. “That’s okay, Everly. I’ve planned this out. Madison won’t have to climb anything.”

      I led them over to a sling I had made out of leather and thick rope. Zuri and I had tested it multiple times, using rocks that amounted to much heavier weight than Madison ever would be. It was hung on a pulley system, where either someone could pull her up from the treetops, or from the ground. The pulley system was simple but effective, but I’d spent weeks testing it and perfecting it before I would even let her near it.

      Madison grinned as I helped her sit in the sling. “It’s so comfy!” She laughed.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      Madison nodded and giggled when I grabbed the end of the rope and began pulling her up. Everyone else cheered and ran to the stairs that would take them to a ladder attached to the tree. This was all inside the village walls, and one by one they began to climb into the upper branches as I continued hauling Madison.

      I went slowly so I didn’t make her sick or scare her, and by the time she reached the first platform, the other girls were there to pull her into the house. A special door opened and latched that allowed access. And in a pinch, I had thought this system would make it easy for someone to climb down if they need to get out of the tree quickly. There were also other stations, escape routes with ropes and or counterweight systems. Just in case.

      The girls were all shouting at me now to join them, and I raced up the few sets of stairs and then began to climb the ladder.

      The first platform was fifty feet in the air. It was designed as a common area, with wattle and daub sides, windows that opened, and a thatched roof that went all the way around. We’d made cushions, pallets, and mats for sitting. We even had a fire pit that was lined with clay and vented outside. Just in case there was a chilly night.

      As we walked around the enormous tree, the girls began pointing at some of the artwork the others had done. Olivia and Isabella had contributed beautiful paintings to the inside walls. Annua and the other tribeswomen had added color to them, and there was a cascade of beautiful flowery and abstract art all the way around the inside walls and protective railings.

      When we rounded the tree, we came to the first bridge. This one linked the first tree to the second, one of two bridges so that no one would have to go back to the ground in order to climb the next tree.

      They were suspension bridges, which were still a bit wobbly if anyone got too crazy on them. But they had multiple ropes tied between them, and after weeks of testing, they allowed three to four people to cross at one time.

      There was a short debate about whether we should continue up the stairway to the next level or cross to the other tree. Finally, the vote was to continue up this tree, and we all climbed the narrow stairway wrapping around the tree to level II.

      This level was a bit smaller in circumference, but it had more supports on thick branches. It also had slightly thicker wattle and daub walls, and smaller windows. There were a few sections and cushions.

      “This is the nursery,” I said.

      Here were more paintings, this time by Addy and Serenity. They contained drawings of all the animals we had encountered thus far on the strange islands. A Tyrannosaurus rex, a mosasaur, Titanoboas, pterosaurs, woolly rhinos, Slugger the ankylosaur, and Killer the terror bird.

      There were also other creatures, cute fuzzy animals that lent an air of whimsy all around. The floors were mostly open except for the cushions on the edges. Here, children could play. The stairs could be closed off, and the windows latched shut. There was space between the walls and the thatched roof to allow for ventilation, and numerous candleholders built-in, out of reach of small children’s fingers.

      We wouldn’t always have the babies up here. But it would be a nice space if we all retreated to the trees at some point. I expected that for the first few months, everyone would mostly stay in the village. But these treehouses were special, a product born of the fruit of everyone’s labors.

      The next level up took us to smaller sleeping rooms. Each one had a soft pallet that was large enough for two or three people, and places to store personal items. Right now, this level didn’t have enough room for everyone to have their own room, but none of the girls had expressed a desire for one. At this point, everyone was used to sleeping with someone else.

      We had designed overflow rooms in the other treehouse in case anyone needed space. This level took us out to a wider area that was mostly open. It provided a one hundred and eighty degree view that spanned from in front of the village and the forest below all the way to the cliff at the back. The sides were more like railings here, with reeds woven all the way around to provide safety. But in all in all, it felt like an island deck. We even crafted a couple of chairs out of tree stumps to give it a woodland fairy effect.

      Once everyone had finished admiring the view, we headed back down to the middle level and crossed the second bridge.

      The second treehouse was more about practicality than comfort. There was a storehouse for hanging dried meat. This we were slowly filling up with overflow from the smokehouse, which we had already added on to twice. There were also stockpiles of firewood, weapons, and dried fruits.

      Serenity had her own space full of medical supplies, and Annua had a space adjacent for creating her pastes and salves that she was so famous for among the group.

      The second level had a cooking area. It wasn’t as big as the kitchen we built down in the middle of the village, but it was functional and could be used in a pinch to roast food over fire.

      It had taken a great deal of work to make these fire pits secure, and to keep them from accidentally setting fire to the treehouses. We lined everything with stone and clay. The fires vented out through a hole in the buckskin roof. It could be closed during rainy days.

      There was another open sleeping area here, as well as a few smaller one-person areas. If anyone needed to get away or have their own space for a while, they could have it. No questions asked.

      All in all, everyone lingered during the tour, pointing out more artwork that various girls had created, small features that were carved into the trees or the walls themselves, and the overall excitement of having a house in the trees.

      Most sides had a magnificent view, no matter which way we turned. Not only would this provide lookouts from multiple vantage points, but I didn’t think we would ever get tired of the panoramic views from these trees.

      The harem had broken up into twos and threes, wandering again through the treehouses and claiming their spaces. I walked out onto the middle of the suspension bridge and looked out into the valley below.

      We hadn’t had any threats in months. The sabertooth cat seemed to really have been the only one. I hadn’t found others, nor seen signs of anything larger than those fox things. Occasionally, the woolly rhinos wandered through, but we hadn’t seen the need to kill another just yet.

      As a bonus, as far as we could tell, the cat had killed the last cannibal on the island.

      Overall, this was the best setup we’d had yet, and I planned on keeping it that way for years to come.

      The sun was high in the sky now, and I shielded my eyes to look at the shape moving through the valley below.

      Make that several shapes, walking upright on two legs.

      I finished crossing the bridge and went to get a bow and arrow, one that was kept hung on the wall just for guard purposes.

      Some of the girls must have seen me because I heard shouts and then gasps. I strung the bow and waited. There was no need to shoot anyone just yet. But I had no idea where these people had come from, where they were going, or what their intentions were.

      We waited several minutes, their trek across the field taking longer than I would have thought. Finally, they stopped some distance from the gates.

      Then I heard shouts, and the creak of the gates below me caused me to look down.

      Annua had opened the gates wide and was running toward the group of humans.

      I shouted for her stop, but she kept running. Finally, some of the tribeswomen went after her. First one, then three.

      Shauna, Gabrielle, Zuri, Charlee, and Addy already had weapons in their hands, both strong and ready to use them, just in case.

      I could have shot one of the figures from here. I had been practicing long-range archery. But Annua was still running straight for them, so I waited.

      When she reached the group, I saw her embrace some of them, and then the others circled around her and the other tribeswomen.

      “Must be friendly,” I said to Zuri, who had come to stand on my left.

      She nodded, but kept her bow ready as I grabbed one of the ropes that was used for leaving the treehouse and rode it all the way to the ground.

      As I left the village, I closed the gates. The rule was to always keep them closed no matter what, and I was shocked Annua had forgotten. I went to meet the strangers, but by this time Annua was dragging them toward me.

      “Family,” was all she was said, grinning and with tears in her eyes. “My tribe. Some have lived.”

      I looked at the men and women behind her, about twelve in all. The men and women only wore loincloths or something similar around the waist. And they were all shorter in stature like Annua, with the same bronzed skin.

      “These are your family?” I asked. “We thought they were dead.”

      Annua grinned and hugged me around the middle. I felt the wetness on her cheeks rub off on my skin.

      “My brother,” she said, gesturing to the thin man with a scraggly beard. “And more. This is their home too. They left when the other islanders came here. They fled to the mountains and have only returned now because they see the smoke from our fires. They wanted to look.”

      “So this is their home?”

      Annua nodded. She ran and grabbed her brother’s hand to pull him forward. His eyes were wary as he looked up at my taller frame. But then his gaze landed on the sabertooth fangs that were draped around my neck as a necklace. The girls had replaced my lost terror bird necklace with these.

      His mouth opened wide, and some of the other newcomers began pointing at me. Annua spoke to them, and I could tell by the way she was gesturing that she was talking about how I had killed Death, their legendary nemesis.

      It took all of two minutes, and then almost as one, the tribe got on their hands and knees, and then bowed low to the ground. Just as Annua had done when she first met me.

      “Stand up,” I said. “Annua, tell them they don’t have to do that.”

      Annua looked at me and grabbed my hand, her eyes shining with fresh tears. “It is respect,” she said. “They know that you are their king now.”

      I almost laughed, but I didn’t want to offend anyone. “You know that’s just a joke, right?” I whispered.

      She shook her head. “You have killed Death. You are the rightful king. They say that if they can join our family, they will be proud for you to be their leader.”

      “This is their village, I wouldn’t dream of taking it from them.”

      Annua continued to look at me, and I knew that answer wasn’t going to work for her.

      Finally, I nodded. “Yes, of course they can stay with us. The more the merrier.” I grinned, meaning it.

      Annua turned to them and began to speak. One by one, they rose off the ground, their noses covered in dirt from where their faces had been pressed to the ground.

      “Oh, and one more thing,” I said. “The only thing I won’t tolerate is anyone hurting my family. You or any of the other members of my harem.”

      Annua laughed and nodded. “I will tell them, Jake. But they are peaceful people, and they will follow your rules.”

      My harem joined to find out what was going on. And as soon as they heard the story, they began talking about making room for the villagers.

      But the newcomers weren’t ready to go through the gates. They hung around as if they were waiting for someone. Then Zuri shouted to get my attention.

      It was a shout of alarm, the kind that made my heart stop for beat. Zuri was standing watch now, and she pointed toward the forest. When I looked, I saw something large that was shaking the earth and moving and snapping twigs as it came toward us.

      Killer squawked and screeched, and I raised the bow I still had in my hand.

      What I did not expect, however, was to see a line of ankylosaurs walking out of the forest. Each one of them was mottled green and brown, had an enormous club tail, and ropes leading from the corners of their mouths to up on their back, where two warriors sat. These were grown ankylosaurs, two tons of muscle and armor that dwarfed little Slugger.

      Grown warriors rode them, men and women bedecked in leather and carrying spears and knives.

      I stepped out ahead of everyone else, waiting for the warriors to approach. They did so with caution. In fact, they halted their animals to study us. I didn’t lower my bow for second, prepared to fight to protect my harem.

      The first warrior, still keeping his eye on me, motioned his ankylosaur closer. Then he passed his reins to the woman behind him in one swift motion. He landed on the ground in front of us.

      In another surprise, Annua rushed forward and embraced him warmly. With more tears on her cheeks.

      A pang of jealousy shot through me, even though I tried to wave it away. I didn’t know anything about Annua before she had come to us, not really.

      But it honestly hadn’t occurred to me that she might have a lover or husband at home. Before my thoughts could go any further, however, Annua ran forward and grabbed my hand.

      “Jake, more of my people.” She gestured to the warrior, who was still regarding me carefully. He glanced at Killer, and then to the sabertooth fangs around my neck.

      The warrior said something sharp to Annua, but she turned around with a smile and spoke to him again.

      “Jake, this is the son of my mother,” she finally said. “He says that I should not come near you while you hold that weapon.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Another brother?”

      This man looked nothing like the scraggly man Annua had introduced earlier. The warrior was taller than any of the other tribal people, with broad shoulders and muscled limbs.

      Annua spoke to him again, and I caught their words for raft and volcano.

      The warrior spoke back, and gestured to my necklace. Annua answered him for a moment, and then they began a conversation where neither of them looked at anyone else for a time.

      Her brother seemed cautious, even afraid, and the conversation turned a bit heated. Finally, Annua turned around and spoke to me.

      “Jake, the son of my mother says you are dangerous. He also says that it’s because you have that necklace, and Killer, that you must be a great warrior. I have told him this is true, but that you are no threat to me. I have told him that you killed Death.”

      I nodded. “Then why does he look upset?”

      “He says he must take you to our elder. I have told him that you might not want to go, but he says you must. Is this not good?”

      I glanced at Charlee, who was the closest other person to me. “I’m not sure how good it is. Why does he want me to see the elder?”

      Anna smiled. “My… brother… believes you are here to challenge the elder. That you have been…” Annua made some sort of vague hand gesture as if she couldn’t find the words. “Magic. Is that the word?”

      I let out a short laugh. “Magic? No, I’m not magic. You know this. Tell him who I am.”

      Annua shook her head. “I have told him. And because of what I have told him, he believes that you have magic. That you want to challenge the elder.”

      “And I told him that I didn’t, right? We didn’t know where your family was all this time. Still don’t, actually.”

      Annua seemed to take a moment to process what I said, but then she turned to her brother and they spoke some more.

      When she turned back, her face was grim. “He does not believe me, Jake. He says you are to come with us. That I am to go, also.”

      “Annua, I thought you said your people would welcome us. Now they show up after being gone for months?”

      Annua smiled. “Do not worry Jake. As soon as we get there, I will speak to the elder and explain everything to him. They left after the village burned. The bad people who took me. When Death didn’t follow them, they thought it was good.”

      That made sense. I relaxed a little, and lowered my bow.

      Annua spoke to her brother again, and he gestured to his warriors. A person hopped off every ankylosaur, and fanned out as if they were trying to cover me on all sides. Charlee raised her knife, and I admit I didn’t feel very confident in this turn of events.

      “What will happen if I don’t go?” I asked.

      Annua frowned. “I thought that was what you wanted? Do you want to leave me, Jake? I must go and see the elder.”

      No, I did not want to let her go on her own. But how did I explain my reservations? How did I explain that while I was curious about meeting the elder, I didn’t want to put my harem in danger by leaving.

      There was a shout behind me, and we all turned to look. Shauna was waving a bone dagger at the warriors and shouting. She must have just arrived although I didn’t know where she’d been.

      One of the warriors raised a spear toward her as if to impale her right then and there.

      “No, stop!” I said. I dropped my bow and looked back at Annua’s brother. “Annua, tell him that he is not to harm any of my women. Tell him.”

      Annua turned and translated, and her brother’s frown grew deeper. However, he looked at me and gave a slight nod. I hoped that meant he understood. The warrior lowered his spear, but Shauna kept her knife at the ready.

      “Girls?” I asked the harem. “What do you think?”

      Addy was eyeing the ankylosaurs with interest, and so was Zuri. And if Charlee’s look of interest was of any indication, they wanted to know more about those animals and their relationship to Slugger.

      Charlee looked at me. “I’ll go with you, Jake, if you want.”

      One by one, the other girls nodded.

      “Dammit, this is supposed to be a vote, not a blind following. I’ve already been held captive by one tribe, I don’t wish to do it again. But this doesn’t seem to be the same thing. Not exactly. I don’t think we all need to go.”

      Shauna still had not put down her weapon. Gabrielle spoke something to her, and the women backed off.

      Finally, the decision was taken out of our hands, and the warriors backed around me. I raised my bow, thinking I could get off one shot before it turned to a hand-to-hand fight. The warriors winced as if I had struck them. It seemed they didn’t understand what my bow was.

      Good.

      “Annua,” I said, “is this a friendly invitation or not? I’m not getting good vibes from these guys.”

      Annua had to ask what ‘vibes’ meant. When she understood, she smiled. “Jake, they are afraid. You have magic.”

      It could be good thing they were afraid, but I didn’t want them trying to kill me out of fear, either.

      “Jake,” Madison said. I looked at her, and she was holding her pregnant bell. “I think we will be needing them after a while. Maybe you should go. Annua wouldn’t lead you into danger.”

      “I know that.”

      If anyone had any say in the matter, it was Madison. And she was right. If Annua’s people joined us, Madison and Tamika would have help when the babies came.

      I also couldn’t deny that I was eager to find out more about another tribe. However, “Okay Madison. I’ll go with Annua. Everyone else keep a double watch until I get back.”

      Madison nodded I looked at the other girls, and they nodded as well. It looked as if a few wanted to protest me going alone with Annua. But no one said anything.

      “Are the others staying?” I nodded to the first group of people who had approached the village on foot.

      Annua spoke to her other brother, the skinny one. “Yes,” she said finally. “They were most eager to return home, and will be happy here.”

      I had a good feeling about this, but I also didn’t like leaving my harem alone with strangers.

      Annua seemed to sense my unease. “They will camp outside the village until you return.”

      I nodded. That made me feel better. Finally, I nodded to Annua’s warrior brother. “Lead on.”
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      We stayed just outside the forest for a while before plunging back into the trees leading up a mountain I hadn’t explored too much. The terrain was rough, but not so bad that a line of ankylosaurs couldn’t move through it.

      As we moved inland and upward, the trees became taller. The vegetation below them grew so tall that it could have been a forest of its own. Giant ferns hung over our heads, shielding us even more from the sunlight. It was a long boring hike, and I had to watch where I walked in case one of the adult ankylosaurs dumped a pile of shit in front of me.

      After asking permission, Annua left my side and rode with her brother. Even from where I was, I could hear them talking excitedly, and it made me smile. I was happy she was home, that at least some of her family were alive, and that they had found us.

      The rest of the day passed quietly, with the ankylosaurs occasionally chomping on a broad leaf or two as they walked. They seemed docile enough, even though I had kept an eye on the clubbed tail of the one in front of us. It wouldn’t be pleasant to get whacked in the head with that.

      Our hike turned into a weaving zigzag up the mountain. The path wasn’t too treacherous, even then. All in all, it was an easy day.

      When we stopped in the evening for a meal, I realized how high we had traveled. To the south, the ocean twinkled far below, and in all other directions was nothing but a forest of tall trees. We had camped on a rocky outcropping just above.

      I had thought we would stop for the night. But when we finished eating, Annua’s brother, whose name sounded like “Jeff,” gave the word to move again.

      The warriors who had been riding switched places with those who had been walking, all except for Jeff, and we continued our hike. Before long, the trampled ground in front of me took on more used quality, and even in the fading light, I saw that we were on some sort of hidden road among the rocks and trees. It was narrow at times, at least for the ankylosaurs. Easy enough for humans.

      Finally, even the road became too dark to see, and I suspected considering the cooler air that we were quite high. Even the warriors didn’t want to risk stumbling in the dark.

      We had passed a few sections where the trail dropped off on one side, leaving a sheer cliff face that was dizzying to look over. I welcomed the cooler air, and while it was easy to walk, every step the dinosaurs took shook the road beneath us. I didn’t want the ground to didn’t give way, sending us all to our deaths below.

      Finally, we stopped for the evening, and it wasn’t just to eat. Immediately, the ankylosaurs moved around and began munching on whatever leaves they could find. I couldn’t wait to tell Addy about all this. She would have loved to learn more about the adults.

      I plopped down to rest. There was some fruit that Jeff’s people provided, and sips of water from our skins. The dinosaurs could carry many supplies, and the bags slung over their backs were full of all sorts of things.

      Annua came to sit beside me. Despite our day’s climb, she put her hand on my thigh and began moving it up to my groin.

      “Now?” I whispered, smiling.

      The dark-haired woman leaned toward me, her nose nestling into my neck.

      “It’s been a long time, Jake. I don’t want to wait anymore.”

      It had been some time since I’d been with Annua. While the rotation was no longer a thing, I never lacked for someone to keep me company at night. Annua only sometimes came to my hut.

      She began nibbling on my neck, and I wrapped my arm around her, pulling her close.

      “It has been a while, hasn’t it?” I mumbled against her hair against her hair.

      Annua smiled into my neck, and then her hand continued moving up my thigh.
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      Over the next two days, we moved deeper inland, crossing a mountain ridge and descending into a lush valley with trees even taller than the Redwoods of California. We continued to follow the trail through dense undergrowth and sometimes over narrow, rocky crevasses.

      This would have looked like a game trail, cut by the enormous creatures that walked this world, and maybe that was what it had started out as. But our guides knew the trail well, and although there were no markings, there were signs the ankylosaurs had been here before—notably, large piles of dung that made me hold my breath as I passed.

      Annua often held my hand as we walked, when the trail would allow it, but for the most part, we kept our eyes and ears open for any predators. However, nothing presented itself as a threat, and I finally asked whether they were worried about an attack while on the trail.

      Annua didn’t even have to translate my question because she was able to answer herself. “Not much, here. Now that Death is gone, we do not have to worry.”

      Annua’s brother said something her, and she spoke back to him. “Jeff wonders what we are talking about. He still does not believe you killed Death on your own.”

      Annua spread her arms wide to as if to make sure she was communicating it well enough.

      “I had help, as you know.”

      Annua always seemed to gloss over this fact. As if everything good that happened to our harem was my doing. It wasn’t, and Annua was a key person when it came to medicine and plant knowledge. But she would never take credit for much. It was just her way.

      Jeff was hospitable and quickly warmed to us, talking to me and asking questions through Annua.

      He asked about my girls, after seeing Annua steal a kiss from me as we shared water. Annua blushed and giggled a bit as she translated the question. By this time, he’d jumped off his ankylosaur and was calling for a break.

      I smiled at Annua, holding her gaze for just a moment. “You know of our arrangement, Annua. Haven’t you told him?”

      She nodded. “Yes, but… He does not know why you have so many women. Lots women.” She smiled again as she returned my look.

      I gave him a very brief history of our time on the island and how the girls had all wanted to share me.

      When Annua finished translating, Jeff laughed and grabbed his crotch, laughing some more and then saying something.

      “He wonders if your”—here Annua said a word I didn’t know—“hurts.” She pointed to my groin and grinned.

      Jeff was still laughing and telling his warriors something else that sounded funny, but Annua did not translate this comment. Most of the other warriors laughed, but a couple frowned at me.

      One was the tallest of the group, a woman with long legs and arms that looked as if they were pure muscle, almost no breasts, and a shaved head. In fact, I realized she had not once spoken or smiled the entire trip. She was the one who usually rode with Jeff.

      Jeff saw where I was looking and said something.

      “That is Lira,” he said. “My best warrior and the mother of my child.”

      Lira was watching Jeff with an unmistakable gleam of admiration in her eyes.

      Annua said something to Jeff, and then patted her own belly. Apparently, she was telling him about Madison and Tamika. Jeff smiled and then pointed at me before thumping his own chest.

      “Your seed is strong then,” Annua translated. “You are man who deserves many women.”

      I was suddenly the center of attention, and I counted myself lucky as I thought about my girls.

      “I am grateful,” I said.

      A few moments after that, we were on the move again, our break over.

      The more we descended, the harder the journey became, and soon we lost even the semblance of a breeze beneath the trees. Bugs clung to us, and the only consolation was that we didn’t have to hack our way through the vegetation along with them.

      It was growing dark beneath the trees, and still we plodded on. I knew from the previous nights that we probably would walk until we could no longer see our feet, and expected to have less than an hour left of hiking for the night.

      The next evening, we came upon a small village hiding in the saddle between two mountains. They had little space after the ankylosaurs lumbered in, their huts having been built against the mountain to make more room.

      Without anymore talk, I was shown to a hut by myself. Annua had hurried away with Jeff, presumably to see more of her family.

      I didn’t mind. She and I had made good use of our time on the trail. I settled down as best I could and slept. It was a light sleep, the sleep of someone who had often camped in strange places recently.

      At first light, Annua returned with water for me.

      “My father. He see you today.”

      “Your father? I thought we were going to see the elder.”

      Annua nodded. “My father decide on you.”

      She looked excited, but I realized I wasn’t going to get any more explanation out of her for the time being. Still, the beautiful girl grabbed my arm, and pulled me close to her. I leaned down and kissed her lips, and she smiled. “My father, he good man,” she said. Then she kissed me again and ran away.

      I followed. I sure hoped she was right.
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        * * *

      

      We ended up at the biggest hut, and Anna walked in ahead of me. Two warriors stood on either side of the door, like guards. They gestured for me to follow her.

      The doorway was covered in beautiful carvings, and I was surprised to see that most of the room was open to the light, with only a portion covered for shade and as a shield from the rain.

      A man sat on the floor, his body clothed in leather and bone. He looked somewhat middle-aged, but I realized he could be much younger than someone from our world who looked the same. However, he also had the look of someone who had once been very strong and had retained most of that strength even in his old age. He sat cross-legged, with a bone dagger in his hand.

      All in all, there was definitely a family resemblance between him and Annua. I was starting to figure out that this man was her father, but also the elder. She’d never told me that before.

      Annua got on her knees and bowed low in front of him. The guards behind me gave me a shove, so I did the same.

      When Annua moved, I figured it was okay to sit up as well. She looked at me and gave me a reassuring smile before speaking.

      It took a while for the conversation to be translated to me, but overall, it was brief.

      “Daughter,” the older man said, “is this the magic man that you bring to me?”

      “Yes, Father.”

      Annua pointed to my necklace made of sabertooth fangs.

      “This belongs to Jake. He killed the animal that these came from. Death. But he is not here to challenge you, as I said before. He saved me and then brought me across the water.”

      Her father looked at me strongly, his eyes roving over my scars, burn, and probably the dirt on my face. “He must be very powerful.”

      “Yes, Father. He killed the big snake, the tall birds, and defeated the god of the volcano as well to bring me here. He even blinded the great sea beast.”

      I tried not to let my facial expression give me away, because when she put it that way, it did sound like I was god. I’d finally got Annua to stop bowing to me, but I wondered if this was how she really felt.

      “He does not look like a god to me,” the elder said. “But I had never seen one. Have you?” he asked Jeff, who had come to stand beside him.

      Jeff looked at me with a friendly expression. “I have not, my King.”

      It took me a while to figure out what word Annua was using, and the best I could come up with was King. The way servants stood at attention or bowed made me think that this wasn’t just an important man, but the most important man in the village. The elder.

      “Speak,” the elder said to me.

      I glanced at Annua, who nodded.

      “I am only here because Annua wanted me to speak to you,” I began, choosing my words carefully. I paused for Annua to translate and then continued. “Those things are true. I did kill the terror bird and a giant snake. But it was only to protect my family. Only to survive. I don’t want to be the god of anything.”

      “Lira thinks you have come here to take my place,” the elder said.

      “She is incorrect,” I said, then added, “my king.”

      Annua didn’t know how to translate this, so I tried to use the word everyone else used for him and by the looks on their faces, almost got it right. Annua smiled at me proudly. “I didn’t come here to take anyone’s place. We didn’t have a choice, after the volcano exploded. I would like nothing more than to protect my family, but that is all.”

      “My daughter tells me that you have taken her to your bed. How did you find her?”

      Annua’s cheeks turned red at this, but she translated nonetheless.

      His question angered me a little, but I didn’t know what the proper response would be. Finally, I just decided to tell the truth. “She was more beautiful and better than I ever could have deserved.”

      Annua had trouble translating a bit of this, and she and I went back and forth a minute as I tried to explain to her.

      Finally, she seemed to get the gist and turned to her father, who smiled when he heard her words.

      “Will you keep her?” the elder asked.

      At this, Annua looked hesitant. She translated quickly enough, but the look in her eyes was hard to read. I wasn’t sure what she wanted me to say, as ever since she had become part of the harem, I had assumed she would stay. But perhaps that wasn’t the case, especially now.

      “Yes,” I said finally. “I would like to keep her as long as she would like to keep me.”

      Annua grinned broadly. “Yes, Jake, I want to keep you.” Then she turned back to her father to translate.

      “A man with that many women must have some kind of power,” the elder said after hearing this, “or at least please them in his bed. Our way says that if a woman is pleased, then the man must be doing something right.”

      “Are you going to return to the village?” I asked, now that I seemed to be in the elder’s good graces.

      “You are the elder there now,” the old man said. “There cannot be two.”

      I nodded in understanding. Although it seemed unfair that they were going to be thrust out of their favorite home because of me. This village was small, and farming of any sort would be difficult.

      “Where I come from,” I said, “there can be more than one elder. If you ever want to return, you are more than welcome.”

      The elder looked me up and down, his eyes once again lingering on the sabertooth fangs. He studied me for a long time. “Did you really kill Death? It killed my father.”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “And the sea beast?”

      “Yes.”

      “The great snake goddess?”

      “Yes.”

      The elder looked at Lira, who I found standing behind us. She was quiet, her head bowed. “Child, you said this man has magic. If he does, then we are blessed. He can kill our enemies and keep our families safe.”

      I looked back at him, bewildered. What was happening?

      Lira nodded and bowed to the elder, her face pressed into the dirt floor. Then, to my surprise, she rose, shuffled around to me, and bowed at my feet.

      “Umm…” I said, looking at Annua. She was laughing. Then she bowed to me, as well. “Stop,” I whispered.

      To my surprise, everyone in the hut bowed, including the elder, who took a knee.

      “Only one man may be the elder,” he said. “But you have saved our village, and my daughter. Your magic is more powerful than mine, and my people are weary of living on this mountain. They would be happy to live with your family. I will stay here.”

      “I will only take in your family if you will come with them,” I said. “There is room for all.”

      The elder seemed to consider this, his head tilting to the side as Annua translated. She smiled widely at me when she finished. I was making her happy, I could tell.

      Finally, the elder spoke. When he did, those around him gasped. “It is traditional for me to choose a new elder when I am old. I have lived many years. I have decided it is time at last to find a new leader for my people. Jeff does not want it. You shall be our new elder. I only ask that Jeff and Lira, who have been faithful to me, will be given a place of honor in your village.”

      I looked at Jeff, who I’d got along with very well in the short time I’d known him. “If that’s what you want, then I accept. As long as everyone else is okay with it.”

      Later, I found out just how thrilled Jeff was about the situation. Annua explained that he’d never wanted to be elder, not really. And that it had always been up to her to marry a man who became the next elder for the village. Jeff was content to hunt and make love to Lira. He wanted to spend his days with his children, not managing people.

      Since Annua was part of my harem, the elder thought the gods had worked it out like this on purpose. Whether they had or hadn’t, I thought it was a good solution for everybody. She assured me that her family valued peace above most other things, and only fought when they were forced. They would be happy with me, she said, because I would be fair toward everybody.

      I believed her. There was no reason not to, and her tribe had given me every indication that she was correct.

      So just like that, our village was growing. Once again, I was taking more people under my wing, but I couldn’t have felt better about it. We had the space and the food for them, and more.

      Whatever quirk of nature had landed me here, it was the best accident that ever could have happened. We’d made this a home, a place to bring children into the world. A place of work and fun and happiness.

      After all that had happened, I knew I couldn’t have imagined anything better. This was where I was meant to be.
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      Six weeks later, we welcomed Madison’s baby into the world. The new members of the tribe had proved invaluable when it came to pregnant women. They even had their version of a midwife among them.

      The birth went as smoothly as we could have expected, and mother and baby were both healthy.

      When I held my son in my arms for the first time, I couldn’t believe how lucky I was. He had blond hair, and a mouth that Madison said looked just like mine. I kissed the top of his head and then kissed Madison on the lips.

      Tamika was due in a few more weeks. Others were pregnant as well—Isabella, Serenity, and Ava. Our family was growing, and I couldn’t have been prouder of our little slice of heaven.

      
        
        The End.
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      Thanks for reading Jungle King 3. This is the final book in the series, but I’ve got more series in the works.

      So if you liked Jungle King 3 and want to help me out, 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

      

      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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